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  Chapter 1




  Kelly sat at the table and watched as her sisters Kim and Kate danced the night away. She knew she should be happy for her sister, Kim. This was her special day, but inside, Kelly cried bitterly for herself. She couldn’t stop the memories of the past few weeks.




  When Kim first came to Kelly’s apartment to ask for money to help finance her wedding, Kelly had been flattered. It didn’t take her long to find her checkbook and write her sister a check for two grand. As she signed her name, she dreamed of being Kim’s maid of honor.




  “Who are you having stand up for you?” Kelly remembered asking.




  “Kate is going to be my matron of honor and my friends Sue and Jean will be the bridesmaids. I want this wedding to be really special. I know that Mom and Dad didn’t approve of me getting married the first time and they were right. Patrick was a jerk and I was unhappy from day one. Of course, that really nixed them helping me out for this wedding. We’re doing everything on a shoestring, but we want it to be right. With the wedding in the park and the reception at the legion hall, we’re really saving a lot. Oh, by the way, would you make the cake and cater the dinner?”




  That’s all I’m good for, Kelly silently lamented.




  As it usually was at family gatherings, the food was excellent and the buffet table looked as inviting as the ones they served at any of the fancy restaurants in town.




  “Everyone knows, if you want good food, just ask the fat woman to fix it,” she heard someone say. “That Kelly can certainly cook.”




  Kelly wanted to cry. She knew if she made her exit now, no one would miss her until it was time to clean up. Since they had the hall rented until tomorrow morning, she would be expected to come back early to take care of it. For tonight, she’d had enough of everything. She’d set up the buffet table and put the finishing touches on the wedding cake, stayed for dinner and watched the toast, cake cutting and grand march. It was time to get out of here before she burst into tears and embarrassed herself.




  No one stopped her as she left the hall. In the parking lot, she could hear the giggles of the young girls who had slipped away to the privacy of the darkness to engage in romantic interludes.




  Just once, I’d like a romantic interlude but considering my size, who would want one with me? I’ll just have to be content to help my sisters finance their weddings and dream of looking like a fairy princess rather than a fat frump.




  Once she was back at her apartment, she signed on to her computer and checked her e-mails. When she finished, she went to the Big Beautiful People web site and straight into the chat room. Her usual Saturday night pastime was to chat with her cyber friends. Here, it didn’t matter what a person looked like. Everyone who visited the site was big like her. They were more concerned with her ideas and opinions than her appearance.




  “You’re late tonight, Kelly,” the moderator typed. “I’m glad you made it. Where have you been?”




  “My sister got married today. I prepared the food for the wedding.”




  “What are you doing home so early?” JK typed. “Doesn’t the wedding party stay for the whole thing?”




  Kelly knew JK came from California and was always present at the Saturday night chats. It was evident his existence resembled hers in many aspects.




  “The wedding party does, but I’m not part of it. I couldn’t even buy a decent dress for the occasion. Everything I tried on looked like it was styled for my grandmother. I opted for a pair of black slacks and an oversized white top.”




  “Why did you have to make the food for the wedding?” Marie, a girl from Georgia asked.




  “It’s her second marriage and Mom and Dad wouldn’t pop for anything. As usual, I was asked to cater the thing, pro bono of course. Add to that the two grand I gave Kim for the rest of the wedding, and this was a very expensive evening for me. At least I had it to give her.”




  “Then why weren’t you a bridesmaid?” Birdie from Arizona asked.




  “Kim didn’t ask me. I’m sure it’s because of my size. My sister Kate is a tiny little thing and so are the other two girls who were in the wedding. Someone who looks like me would have made everything look lopsided. I can understand why she didn’t want me. It just hurts never to be considered good enough to be a bridesmaid.”




  “My boyfriend just proposed,” Birdie typed. “We’re getting married in June. I’d be honored if you could come to Phoenix to be my bridesmaid. I realize we hardly know each other, but I’m an only child and I don’t have many close friends. Mom suggested I ask my cousin, Lilly, but I don’t even like the girl. Would you consider it?”




  Kelly’s mind spun. Why shouldn’t I do something for myself? School will be out the first of June and I’ll have the whole summer. Rather than babysitting, I’ll take that trip I’ve been promising myself for so long.




  Chapter 2




  “You’re going to what!” Kate exclaimed as they were eating lunch prior to Kim and Doug opening their wedding presents.




  “I’m going to take a vacation this summer. I’ve been invited to be in a wedding in Arizona in June and then I’m going to see all of the places I’ve only read about in books.”




  “But what about me? I was planning on you babysitting my kids this summer.”




  “You’ll have to find someone else. I’ve been teaching for ten years and I’ve never taken a vacation. I think it’s about time.”




  “What about your apartment?” her mother asked.




  “I’ll sublet it for the summer. There are always college kids looking for a place while they go to summer school. I plan to contact the student housing authority in the morning. They should be able to help me.”




  “Just who would ask you to be in their wedding?” Kim asked.




  “Her chat name is Birdie, but her real name is Bernadette Andrews. She lives in Phoenix.”




  “Is this someone you met on the Internet?” her father questioned.




  “We’ve been in the same chat room for three years. I know her quite well.”




  “Does she know what you look like?”




  “We’ve all posted our pictures. It doesn’t matter what you think, I’m going to do something for myself this summer.”




  Although her family asked more questions, bringing up everything from concern for her driving to Phoenix and who knew where else alone, Kelly stayed firm in her decision.




  When everyone got up to go into the living room to watch the presents being opened, Kelly stayed behind. Even with using paper plates, there was food to be put away before it had a chance to spoil. It gave her an excuse to get out of watching everyone ooh and ah over the wedding gifts. They were all things she’d had to buy for herself when she moved to her apartment in the city. No one thought to help her out with fluffy towels, small appliances, or any of the other things people needed to set up housekeeping.




  While her sisters had only the best one could buy, Kelly had made do with trips to Goodwill, the Salvation Army and whatever sales she could hit on her limited budget. Only now, ten years later, she was finally able to replace her things as they wore out with those of a much better quality.




  “What are you doing out here all alone, dear?”




  Kelly turned at the sound of Doug’s mother’s voice. “I was just cleaning up. That way Mom won’t have so much to do later.”




  “You really should be in the living room with everyone else.”




  “I’m more comfortable out here, really I am.”




  “I know how comfortable you are in the kitchen. That dinner last night was excellent. I think you missed your calling. You should have been a chef. If I’m not being too nosey, how much did you charge the kids for last night? If it was reasonable enough, I’ll keep you in mind. I have several parties every year but none of the people I use can compare to you.”




  “I didn’t charge them anything. I figured that would be my wedding present to them.”




  “You must be a very generous person to cook all of the food they bought for nothing.”




  Common sense told Kelly to just allow this woman to assume Kim and Doug had bought the food. Unfortunately, after last night and the talking to she’d received from her cyber friends, common sense no longer ruled.




  “Just to set the record straight, Mrs. Walters, I bought the food. I also gave Kim two thousand dollars to pay for the wedding.”




  “But why?”




  “Because I’m a soft touch and I want my sisters to have things I’ll never be able to enjoy. This wedding was very important to Kim. She wanted everything to be perfect and she knew Mom and Dad wouldn’t help her pay for a second wedding.”




  Mrs. Walters looked at Kelly as though she had grown two heads. Without saying anything more, she left the kitchen.




  By the time Kelly dried the last dish, her mother and sisters came into the kitchen. “We wondered what happened to you,” her mother declared. “I thought we may have hurt your feelings at dinner and you left.”




  Kelly held her tongue. She knew her mother was only making a production with her false concern. Everyone knew where Kelly spent the time reserved for opening gifts. It was expected, just like last night’s dinner had been expected.




  “I didn’t see a present from you,” Kate said, as though she enjoyed rubbing salt into the wound. “What’s wrong, couldn’t you afford to give Kim and Doug a present, or didn’t you care what it looked like when she didn’t get anything from you?”




  “Kelly gave me my present early,” Kim said, before Kelly could blow off any steam.




  “Well, what was it?”




  Kate’s snoopy attitude was almost more that Kelly could stand. “If you must know, it was the dinner last night.”




  “Well, that’s not much of a present. What good will that do her when she moves into her new apartment? You certainly can’t use food that people have already eaten. If you ask me, you owe her a gift and a nice expensive one at that. We all know you have more money than you’ll ever need, you’re just being stingy.”




  “No, she’s not,” Kim said, coming to Kelly’s defense. “If we’d had to pay a caterer, it would have cost us an arm and a leg. Kelly’s gift is the best thing she could have given us.”




  Kim’s statement made Kelly glad she’d helped her sister out. Thank goodness this would be the last wedding for the family. Everyone was happily married and completely settled now. No one else would be asking her to pay for their wedding and if they did, she would tell them the bank was closed.




  “I’d like to stay and talk, but I have a lesson plan to finish for tomorrow. With having Friday off to prepare the food, I have to play catch-up. I’m not looking forward to facing those kids tomorrow morning after they’ve had a substitute teacher.”




  Kelly made a big production of kissing her mother’s cheek, then embracing Kim. With bullheaded purpose, she left the kitchen without so much as one word directed at Kate.




  “Well, I never,” Kate said loud enough for Kelly to hear. “She didn’t even say good-bye to me. I never thought she’d be so rude.”




  I wasn’t the one who was rude. I never considered letting Mom and Dad know who paid for that dinner last night, but I guess it’s out of the bag now.




  “Wait a minute, Kelly.”




  She turned to face her father.




  “Just how much did last night cost you?”




  “It doesn’t matter, Dad. I had the money and I was glad to help her out. Thank goodness that’s the last wedding this family will be having until its time for the grandkids to start getting married. By then, I may not be able to help out like I did this time.”




  “Maybe it is a good thing you’re taking that trip this summer. You’ve helped everyone else out. You deserve a vacation.”




  Her father’s words meant more than any amount of money he could have ever reimbursed her.




  “Just how much did your sister hit you up for?”




  “It doesn’t matter, Daddy. I had it to give to her, but that’s it. From now on, my money is for me. I was saving for a down payment for a house, but I think that will have to wait. I need to get away more than I need to own a home. That will come, in time. For now, the bank is closed to anyone but me.”




  “I really want to know. How much did you spend? Somehow, I’ll make certain you’re reimbursed.”




  “It comes to about twenty-five hundred. I gave her two thousand and spent about five hundred on the food.”




  “You can add another thousand to that for the time you spent and that still wouldn’t be anywhere near what a caterer would have charged them for a meal like that.”




  “I wish you wouldn’t do anything to cause hard feelings. I know you and Mom can’t afford it.”




  “Maybe not, but Doug’s folks can. They were appalled to think you did all that work for nothing. You should have your money back before you leave this summer. Just don’t let this weigh so heavily on your mind that you forget to come home in the fall.”




  Kelly hugged her dad. He always knew the right things to say to make her feel better.




  * * * *




  The phone was ringing when Kelly entered her apartment. She quickly checked the caller ID before answering. She knew she would ignore the call and let the machine pick up if it came from anyone in her family. The ID read Jason Andrews with an area code she didn’t recognize.




  “Hello,” she said, picking up the phone.




  “Is this Kelly?” the woman on the other end asked.




  “Yes, this is Kelly.”




  “Good. I took a chance when the only listing I could find on 411.com was for a K. Masters. This is Birdie. Have you come to a decision about coming out for the wedding and being my maid of honor?”




  “I was going to e-mail you tonight for the specifics. I’m going to take the entire summer off to tour the West and visit all the places I’ve always wanted to see.”




  “Great! The wedding is set for the last Saturday in June.”




  “What do you have picked out for dresses?”




  “Absolutely nothing. I’m leaving that decision up to you. Just let me know what color you choose so Mom can coordinate the decorations and the cake. I only plan on one attendant. Chuck is only having JK stand up for him.”




  “Do you mean Chuck and JK from the chat room?”




  “The same. I thought you knew Chuck and I had been dating.”




  “Somehow, I missed that. I thought Chuck lived in Culver City.”




  “He did, but six months ago, his company transferred him here. We got together and as they say, the rest is history. Getting back to the dress, make it something you can wear again. I absolutely detest weddings where the bridesmaids wear those god-awful dresses they spend an arm and a leg for and the darn thing just sits in the closet gathering dust.”




  “Anything?” Kelly was begging to envision herself in the pale peach lace dress she’d seen at the Fashions Plus store in the mall. She’d thought about it for Kim’s wedding and dismissed the idea. There was no way she could have justified spending almost two hundred dollars for the dress when the wedding had already cost her well in excess of twenty-five hundred dollars..




  “I take it you have something special in mind.”




  “I saw it when I was looking for a dress for Kim’s wedding. Of course, I couldn’t have ever spent that amount of money for a dress after what I spent on the food.”




  “So what makes the dress less expensive today?”




  “At the luncheon for Kim and Doug to open their presents, I found out that Kim’s mother-in-law is planning to reimburse me and may even hire me to cater her parties.”




  “So, what does the dress look like?”




  “It’s a pale peach lace dress with a deep shade of peach for the silky underlay. When I first saw it, I knew it would be prefect for a member of the wedding party, but not the caterer.”




  “Oh, I’m getting goose bumps. Peach is the color my mom said she wanted my cousin to wear. When I told her you were going to be my maid of honor, she was afraid you wouldn’t like the color, or maybe it wouldn’t be flattering to you. She’ll be so excited. I think she has some big plans about how she wants to decorate the hall as well as the cake.”




  They talked for several more minutes making excited plans. When at last they hung up, Kelly realized she had promised to send a picture of herself in the dress to Birdie as soon as she went to the mall.




  On an impulse, Kelly picked up the receiver and placed a call to Jean Thompson, her best friend from school.




  “What are you doing tomorrow night after school, Jean?”




  There was a brief pause and Kelly knew Jean’s answer would be that she was going to be busy. Jean always seemed to have plenty to do after she left work. Catching her on short notice was asking for conflicts with her friend’s schedule.




  “Not a thing that I can think of, what’s up?”




  Kelly went on to tell her friend about the wedding she had been invited to be in, as well as her quest to find the perfect dress.




  “That sounds like a ball. Do I get to take a picture of you in it for your friend?”




  “I was hoping you would. I got a new digital camera for Christmas but I haven’t had much to practice on. I did get some pictures of the wedding. I’ll have to get them downloaded and saved to my computer.”




  “Let’s plan on going out to dinner afterwards and then I can help you do the download. Once you get the knack of it, you’ll have a ball. Besides, I want to hear all about this vacation of yours. We’ll definitely have to update your summer wardrobe. There’s no telling what handsome men you might meet while you’re gone. You’ll want to look your best.”




  Once Kelly hung up the phone, she couldn’t stop smiling. There was no telling whom she would meet. It was a given that she would get to know Chuck Martin, but JK would also be there. From the information he’d posted on the site, she judged him to be about her age. She also knew he was a computer analyst with a large company. As such, he was probably quite shy. Could she bring him out of his shell? Would he be as interesting in person as he was on-line?




  * * * *




  Kelly couldn’t help but daydream all day at school. She knew the kids were getting away with murder, but she didn’t care. Thoughts of the peach lace dress filled her mind, as well as those of shopping for a new summer wardrobe. It would cost her a fortune, but she didn’t care.




  On her lunch hour, she had called the head of the housing department at the university and listed her apartment for the summer. It pleased her to think that whoever rented her apartment would be paying the three months rent up front. Since the rent covered the cost of utilities, she would have nothing to worry about. Considering her apartment was located close to public transportation and not that far from the University of Wisconsin campus, there would be no problem in getting it rented for the summer.




  At last the bell rang signaling the end of the school day. By the time she got to her car, Jean was waiting for her to arrive.




  “I’m so excited about this, I’m treating you to dinner tonight at Fuddruckers. Have you been there yet?”




  Kelly shook her head. “I’ve heard about it, but haven’t had the opportunity to go. Have you eaten there?”




  “Last weekend, Jack took me there to butter me up. He’s out of town all week on business, so helping you is really doing me a big favor. I even left my car at home and took the bus to work today.”




  Kelly could feel her own excitement increasing. The trip to the mall took less than fifteen minutes, but finding a parking place was almost impossible. It wasn’t until Kelly remembered the weeklong sidewalk sale that started on the previous Friday evening that they realized why. Most shoppers were content to let the early bird bargain hunters’ crowd in and came out during the week, instead of on the weekend when things were so hectic. Added to that was the new blockbuster movie that had just opened and the pub located within the mall.




  Fashions Plus seemed to blossom with color. The peach lace dress was displayed on the mannequin in the window while bright colored summer cottons lined every rack and all the shelf space built into the wall.




  Jean seemed to be in her glory as she chose several pair of capris, as well as brightly colored tops to go with them. From there, she made her way to the table with summer shorts, the rack of sundresses and lastly, to the swimsuits. By the time the clerk totaled the bill, Kelly had maxed out her store credit card and put more purchases on her VISA.




  From Fashions Plus, they went to the shoe store and lastly, to the luggage shop. “You do realize that you’ve put me in hock for the rest of my life paying for this?”




  “Why do you think I offered to pay for dinner? Besides, didn’t you say that your sister’s in-laws offered to pay you back for the money you spent on the wedding? That should easily cover what you spent tonight. Before you leave, I’m going to treat you to a makeover at my salon. You’re going to be the most beautiful maid of honor that Phoenix has ever seen. It’s high time you changed your hairstyle, to say nothing of a change in your make-up. Trust me, my sister, Alison, works there and she’s the best. Besides she owes me big time.”




  Kelly laughed at her friend’s enthusiasm. It certainly was contagious. As they stood in line at Fuddruckers, Kelly thought of the clothes that were in the bags in the trunk of her car. She would wear none of them until she left on her trip. That was when the new Kelly would emerge from her shell and go from ugly caterpillar to beautiful butterfly.




  Once they were back at her apartment, Kelly watched as Jean walked her through the steps to download the pictures from her camera. Images from Kim’s wedding and reception came to life on the screen. They brought back memories of all the hard work Kelly had put in to get everything ready. Even the picture of Kelly with her family brought tears to her eyes. It was evident that she was unhappy and she certainly looked out of place with her slender sisters in their form-fitting dresses.




  The pictures that followed were taken at the dress shop. Kelly could hardly believe the difference in her appearance. The peach lace dress seemed to have been made especially for her. For the first time in her life, seeing a picture of herself didn’t embarrass her.




  “I’m almost beautiful,” she gasped.




  “Wait until my sister, Alison, gets done with you. You’ll outshine the bride at that wedding. I’ve said it before, if you used a little make-up, you’d see a world of difference.”




  Chapter 3




  The reflection that looked back at Kelly from her rearview mirror was about as alien as anything she’d ever seen. Jean had been right. The make-up softened her features and hid many of her blemishes. The most dramatic change was in her hair. The color was about two shades lighter than normal with streaks of highlights that brought the shorter style alive.




  The congestion of city traffic soon gave way to the countryside surrounding the Interstate. It didn’t take long before she was fumbling for change for the first tollbooth after crossing into Illinois. The last Rockford exit was where Highway 39 turned off and she was able to head south toward her first stop, the Wildlife Prairie Park just outside of Peoria, Illinois.




  Over the years, she had heard about the park from various friends who found the place to be very relaxing. With it being a weekday, she’d had no problem in securing reservations to spend the night in one of the cabooses that the property offered.




  On her way to the park, she noticed a small café where she could go for supper. She’d been told that breakfast and lunch could be purchased at the snack shop, but by suppertime, the facility would be closed.




  As she drove through the main gate, a serenity she hadn’t experienced in a long time set in. The young lady at the admission gate ran her credit card and gave her keys to the caboose, along with a map of the entire park.




  After getting settled in, she drove back up to the main area to park her car. After watching the buffalo as well as the wolves, she started down the road that led to the aviary. Two hours later, awed by the many animals she had seen, Kelly made her way back to the snack shop. Intrigued by the buffalo that grazed just outside the building, she took her food out to the open-air tables where she could watch the great beasts as well as the elk, deer and geese that shared the enclosure with them.




  It didn’t take long for her overactive imagination to envision a great herd of buffalo thundering across the prairie as they returned to their summer grazing grounds and prepared to bring life to the people who inhabited the area before modern society encroached upon them.




  For the first time in more years than she cared to think about, she was able to listen to the songs of the birds and enjoy the beauty of nature.




  “May I join you?”




  Kelly looked up at the sound of the man’s voice. “Of course you can.”




  “Is this your first time at the park?” the man asked as he seated himself next to her on the bench.




  “As a matter of fact, it is. This place is beautiful.”




  “I think so. I come here at least once or twice a week now that I’m retired. My wife is in the snack shop getting us some sandwiches. I’m Pete and my wife is Mary.”




  “I’m pleased to meet you, Pete. My name is Kelly. Where are you retired from?”




  “I taught school in town for thirty-five years. My subject was American History and my wife taught third grade. What do you do when you’re not exploring the park?”




  “I teach fifth grade in Wisconsin. This is the first time I’ve taken a vacation. I’m taking the entire summer to explore the west. This is my first stop.”




  Kelly wondered why she had said so much to this man. Within minutes, his wife joined them. To Kelly’s surprise, she felt more comfortable with these strangers than she did with her own family.




  With lunch finished, Pete and Mary gave her a guided tour of the park, pointing out much more than she could ever have seen on her own. She couldn’t help but smile when they insisted she go up to the train with them.




  By the time they finished with the loop of the park, it was almost closing time. Kelly certainly didn’t want the day to end. It pleased her when Pete suggested she follow them out of the park to the Jubilee Café.




  “You remind us so much of our daughter, Nancy,” Mary said. “She lives out in California now so we don’t get to see her often. I would imagine your folks will really miss you this summer.”




  They’ll miss my money, to say nothing of my cooking. ”My sisters live close by and they both have kids. I doubt Mom and Dad will even know I’m gone.”




  “Don’t underestimate your parents,” Pete commented. “We didn’t see Nancy as much as we would have liked when we were working, but we certainly missed her when she got married and moved away.”




  “I doubt that my parents will ever have to contend with me moving away. I’ve been out of school for over ten years now and there’s no wedding in my future. I’m content to let my sisters take the walk down the aisle.”




  Pete shook his head, then held open the car door for her. “A pretty girl like you should have lots of boys chasing her. I think you’re telling us a little fib.”




  “No fib, Pete. Look at me. I’m no one’s dream girl. I’ve never even been out on a date. I’m the one in my family who is always available to baby-sit on a moment’s notice. I threw everyone into a tail-spin when I decided to take this vacation.”




  “What kind of a schedule are you on, dear?” Mary inquired.




  “I have to be in Phoenix for a wedding at the end of the month, other than that, I’m free to go where and when I want.”




  “Good. We’d like to show you around this part of the country. We’ve been planning a trip to St. Louis this month. We can go anytime, so why don’t we do it now? We can hook your car behind our motorhome and take you along with us. That way, you can save money on a motel, as well as gas. It will be fun showing you the places we enjoy.”




  Kelly hesitated for a moment. She didn’t know these people. How could she allow them to take her with them on a trip? You don’t know Birdie, not really, and yet you’re traveling over seventeen hundred miles to be in her wedding. Your judgment can’t be that far off. If you find you’re uncomfortable once you get on the road, you can always leave. It’s not like you’d be their prisoner. You’ll have your own car.




  The next morning, Kelly packed up her car and drove to the café where she had gone to dinner with Pete and Mary the night before. After breakfast, Pete hitched her car to the tow bar while Mary showed Kelly around the motorhome.




  The small motel on wheels had all the comforts of home. While Pete and Mary would sleep in the king-sized bed in the bedroom, Kelly knew she would be comfortable using the pullout couch in the living room. The kitchen was well equipped with a stove, gas refrigerator and even a microwave oven.




  “The kitchen in my apartment isn’t this well equipped. Are you certain I’m not imposing on you?”




  “Not in the least. It’ll fun to be able to show someone all the places we so enjoy. Let’s see, if I know Pete, he’ll want to show you Cahokia Mounds, the St. Louis Arch, Busch Gardens, Merrimac Caverns, and Grant’s Farm.”




  “Those were all places I’d planned to visit. It will be more fun with someone who knows the area. I was dreading doing all that sightseeing alone, but I promised myself I would take lots of pictures to use in the future for my classes at school. The kids are always interested in hearing about different places. Since I’ve never traveled before, I’ve been limited to what information I can get on the Internet.”




  “We’re off!” Pete declared when he entered the motorhome. “I got your car hooked up to the towbar with no problems whatsoever. Our first stop will be Cahokia.”




  “Before we start,” Kelly said, “I want to pay for one third of everything. It’s only fair, since you wouldn’t be taking this trip if it weren’t for me.”




  “Nonsense, dear,” Mary assured her, “we’re always looking for an excuse to hit the road. But if you insist, one third will be acceptable.”




  Kelly was glad that her host and hostess did not argue about her paying her way for the trip. No matter what it came to, it would be far less than the cost of motel rooms, food and gas for her car.




  With each stop, Kelly found Mary and Pete to be the perfect tour guides. They had visited each area so many times, they knew everything there was to know and suggested only the best literature for Kelly to pick up in order to have good resources for her class.




  Where Pete especially shined was at the Merrimac Caverns. He delighted in telling Kelly stories of how the James Gang hid out in the caves.




  “We’ve decided,” Pete said as they were eating supper on what was to be their last night. “There is one more place in the area you must see. Tomorrow, we’re taking you to Hannibal. No self-respecting teacher would miss seeing the town Mark Twain immortalized. We can leave the motorhome here and take your car, if you don’t mind, that is.”




  Kelly smiled. It would be good to be able to chauffer Pete and Mary for a change. “If you hadn’t mentioned it, I would have completely forgotten about going there.”




  “That’s what we thought,” Mary said. “With tomorrow being Saturday, it’s the perfect time to go. They have a reenactment and the weather is cooperating with us. You should have a great time. Plus, I promised my granddaughter I’d get her a book the next time I went there. I could buy it anywhere, but it means more when I can tell her I got it while I was in Hannibal.”




  The next morning, they left the campgrounds as soon as they ate their breakfast. With the perfect weather, they were soon in Hannibal and Kelly was completely captivated by the sights and sounds of the town that so inspired Mark Twain.




  Like Mary, Kelly purchased several books, as well as postcards in the gift shops. She knew no pictures she took could rival the quality of those depicted on the postcards.




  With the surprise excursion finished, Kelly knew it would soon be time for her to be heading southwest toward Arizona and her original destination. Tonight, they would not be hooking her car to the towbar and tomorrow, they would each head off in a different direction.




  Chapter 4




  Saying good-bye to Pete and Mary had been hard, but Kelly promised to keep in touch once she got home. During the trip, they had stopped at truck stops for fuel and so they could check their e-mails. Now they had insisted that Kelly keep them informed about her trip.




  At the first truck stop Kelly saw, she stopped and fueled up, then went in to send Birdie an e-mail update of her plans.




  Birdie—Just left Mary and Pete. Am heading your way. Will arrive by the end of the week. Tell your mom I’ll be happy to help her with the cake—Kelly




  Once she hit the send button, Kelly was again on her own. She found the drive exciting, but lonely. She missed Mary’s constant chatter and Pete’s descriptive narration of each stop they made.




  The first night on the road, Kelly checked her e-mails and found one from JK. In it, he told her how excited he was about the wedding and finally being able to meet his cyber friends in person.




  She immediately sent back a reply telling him how thrilled she was to be meeting everyone as well. In her mind’s eye, she could see herself walking down the aisle with JK holding her arm. For one special day, she would feel like a fairy princess.




  After sending her reply to JK, she placed a call to her parents. She’d been gone just a week and as she had promised, she would call no more often than that. She wondered if her parents were really looking out for her finances, or if they just weren’t all that interested in what she was doing.




  Using the calling card she had bought at the last truck stop, she dialed her parents’ number. Her dad answered on the third ring.




  “Where are you, honey?”




  “I’m just outside Dodge City. I’ll be touring there tomorrow.”




  “I thought you would have gotten further than that.”




  Kelly smiled, remembering the time she spent with Pete and Mary. “I met some really nice people at the Wildlife Prairie Park and they decided I needed someone to chaperone me. It was nice to have them with me. They knew the area so well, it was like having my own personal tour guide.”




  “I’m glad you met nice people, but you should be careful of going off with strangers.”




  “I’m not a little girl anymore, Daddy. Besides, who would kidnap someone who looks like me?” She knew shouldn’t turn her father’s words against him, but she couldn’t help it.




  “You’ll always be my little girl, and you know it. Just be careful and have a good time.”




  “I will. I’ll call you when I get to Phoenix.”




  Before she could say good-bye, Kelly heard the click on the other end. It didn’t matter, since now her excited e-mails to Pete and Mary generated the same kind of excitement in return. She had found a surrogate set of parents who were more interested in her than in the way she looked.




  * * * *




  With taking her time, the remainder of the trip to Phoenix took the better part of a week. Whenever Kelly saw something that caught her eye, she stopped to investigate the obvious tourist traps, as well as places that were off the beaten path. She found several small towns that were filled with history and lovely local shops.




  It was a little over a week before the wedding when she finally pulled into Birdie’s driveway. It was evident the entire family had been waiting for her arrival as Birdie and her parents rushed out to meet her.




  Kelly couldn’t help but smile when she saw them. Birdie looked exactly like the picture that had been posted on the website. To Kelly’s delight, Mr. and Mrs. Andrews were built exactly like their daughter. None of them were any taller than five foot four, making Kelly feel like a virtual giant towering over them by a good five to seven inches, depending on which member of the family she stood beside.




  “I’ve been worried about you ever since you left Wisconsin,” Mrs. Andrews declared as she embraced Kelly like a long-lost daughter.




  “I’ve been doing all the things I’ve wanted to do since I was a little girl. It was fun. I was so happy to find that most of the truck stops had computers so I could keep up on my e-mails. I did miss the Saturday night chat, though.”




  “Everyone kept asking when you’d be back on,” Birdie said. “This week’s chat should be a real ball. Chuck and JK are coming over tomorrow night so we can all be on at the same time. They’re bringing their laptops.”
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