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Chapter One

 


Life
seemed much simpler when all a girl had to worry about was keeping
her bobby socks and the pompom on her poodle skirt a brilliant
white. Daphne Madison
wiggled and gyrated into panty hose that seemed determined to twist
around her like a boa constrictor squeezing its prey.

A modern woman was
expected to have it all--a husband, a family, a career--with never
a wrinkle in her face or her confidence.

Daphne
zipped up her dress and drew a shaky breath as she stared at
herself in the mirror. The form-fitting pink dress wasn't as
comfortable as her skirts, and the high heels shoved her feet down
into the pointy toes.

I can
do this, Daphne
reassured herself. She hadn't even been born in the fifties, but it
seemed like such an innocent time. If she could pretend to live in
that time, surely she could live in the current
millennium.

Something doesn't seem just right, she thought, as she fastened a strand of pearls
around her neck. However, she refused to wear the short skirts she
had seen on television programs. The pencil thin skirt that ended
just above her knees was as daring as she would go.

She
slid her arms into the pink jacket that matched her dress and
considered herself once again. Something still seemed amiss. She
settled a pink pillbox hat borrowed from her sister on top of her
smooth blond hair. Better.

White gloves restored
her confidence even more.

With
another deep breath, Daphne swept down the stairs to garner the
reaction of her family. She knew her adult son, Ryan, would be of
little help but to offer a gourmet breakfast gleaned from the
latest cooking show on TV. A meal Daphne knew her jittery nerves
wouldn't tolerate.

Her
sister wouldn't be stirring yet, but Linda would be organizing the
house for the day. She was the mother of Daphne's daughter's
husband. Did that make her and Daphne sisters-in-law? No, that
wasn't quite right, and thinking about it made her brain
hurt.

She
gave her head a slight shake. It didn't really matter. Linda was
quite practical and had motivated Daphne out of her fantasy life.
She would know if Daphne was dressed appropriately for her job
interview.

"So
what do you think?" Daphne turned slowly as she entered the
kitchen.

Her
son glanced up from the television long enough to mumble a good
morning. Linda considered her thoughtfully. "Very elegant. Where's
your interview?"

"The
bank is hiring for a teller."

"Ah."
Linda nodded. "Perhaps take off the hat and gloves…"

Panic
niggled in Daphne's stomach. The two accessories that had restored
at least a smidgen of her self-confidence.

Linda
smiled when she noticed Daphne's obvious distress. "Well, maybe
just take off the gloves to shake hands with the interview
committee."

Daphne swallowed.
Perhaps she could manage that.

"Are
you going to eat breakfast before you go?" Linda asked.

"I-I
really couldn't." Daphne laid a hand over her belly. "Already full
of butterflies."

Linda's smile grew wider. "You're beautiful and smart, Daphne.
I'm sure you'll knock 'em dead."

Horror
mixed with the butterflies in Daphne's stomach at the thought of
her interview committee keeling over dead when she stepped into the
room.

"It's
just an expression." Linda patted Daphne's hand. "Try to relax and
let them see how much of an asset you would be to their
bank."

With a
shaky nod, Daphne faced the long, long journey down the hallway and
through the front door, out into a world she really wasn't sure she
wanted to live in.

 


~ * ~

 


Madelaine Ainsworth shook out a fresh white, button-down shirt
from the closet she shared with her husband of almost thirty years
and slipped it on over a T-shirt and a pair of suspendered
overalls, size sixteen tall.

Today
she was starting a new art project: a mural on the outside wall of
the newly constructed homeless shelter on the outskirts of
Watermark, Oregon. In spite of objections of the mayor and city
council, Father Jacobs and a group of Watermark's citizens had
transformed a tangle of blackberry bushes into a haven for the men,
women and children who found themselves with only a bridge or a
tattered tent for shelter.

By the
time May Day rolled around and her project was completed, the shirt
would share the colors of the mural. Maddie settled a raffia straw
hat over her silver-gray curls and tucked two of her favorite
paintbrushes in the band.

Then
she stepped lightly down the stone staircase of their modern-day
castle to Horace's basement workshop. Long plank tables
crisscrossed the cavernous room, covered with metal tubing,
engines, wire, and lights--a stockpile of mechanical creations in
various stages of completion.

A
bespectacled man with silvery hair standing in startled spikes
around a balding pate stared at what appeared to be a fire hydrant.
Then it shimmered and disappeared.

Maddie
blinked. "Horace, is it safe?"

Brilliant though her husband was, sometimes his inventions
didn't work quite as planned the first few tries.

Horace
lifted his head at the sound of her voice, and Maddie's heart
melted a bit, as it always did when she looked at her husband. No
matter their age, she still remembered Horace as he was the day she
met him. Standing alone at a college fraternity party, shifting
from foot to foot and glancing around the room, the only sober and
clean-shaven person among a houseful of determined college
partiers.

"I'm
going to start the mural at the homeless shelter," Maddie said.
"Don't forget to eat lunch."

Horace smiled broader
and waved a wrench at her as she blew a kiss and turned to go back
up the stairs. She saw a flash of red out of the corner of her eye
and, once more, the fire hydrant sat in front of Horace.

With a
shrug, Maddie continued up the stairs. She would ask Horace what
project he was working on when she got home for dinner
tonight.

As she
reached the top of the stairs, the aroma of apples and cinnamon
enticed her in a detour to the kitchen. Her nephew, Ryan, was
taking a pan of muffins out of the oven.

"Would
you taste these for me, Aunt Mads? I'm not sure there's enough
honey in them."

How
could she refuse? After a number of bumps in his love life, her
nephew had become addicted to cooking shows, much to the delight of
the rest of the family.

"The
honey seems perfect, but perhaps a bit too much apple brandy,"
Maddie glanced at the half empty brandy bottle on the counter as
she swallowed a bite of muffin.

"It
wasn't a full bottle before I started. I think Mother and her date
last night might have sampled it."

"Well,
I'm glad Daphne is dating again. Your father passed on a long time
ago. She needs some fun in her life. Did she go to her job
interview this morning?"

"She
might have been a bit overdressed. Wore pearls, gloves and a
hat."

Maddie
frowned. "Employers don't seem to appreciate elegance any more.
Well, I'm off to the shelter. Probably won't be back before dinner.
Would you make sure your uncle Horace has lunch? You know how he
forgets everything else when he's working on a project. And thanks
for breakfast--it's muffi-licious."

In the
garages, Maddie considered the array of classic vehicles she not
only collected, but drove on a regular basis. Pretty much one from
each decade since cars had been manufactured, including the late
forties Woody station wagon she decided to drive this morning. She
spread a plastic tarp in the back and loaded her painting
supplies.

The
new homeless shelter was only a short distance from Maddie's
castle. Of course, in a town as small as Watermark, nothing was
very far away.

Father
Jacobs was playing basketball with several of the men staying at
the shelter when Maddie arrived. In a sweaty T-shirt and game
shorts, he looked as lean and muscular as a man half his age.
However, the deep lines bracketing his broad smile revealed harsher
choices earlier in his life, and his eyes sometimes reflected a
hard-won wisdom.

For
the most part, Maddie let him keep the secrets of his past. Heaven
knew she didn't want her earlier exploits dissected and examined
for any whiff of wrongdoing. She was a firm believer in accepting
people for their current actions and not judging mistakes made
earlier in their lives.

The
priest pulled on a sweatshirt, then joined Maddie in surveying the
wall where the mural would be painted.

"By
the way, some of the families staying at the shelter want to help
with the mural. Their way of contributing and saying thanks for all
you do here."

No! Claustrophobia
coursed through Maddie's veins and pooled in her belly. She didn't
want "help." Didn't want someone else messing with her design and
leaving sloppy strokes for her to clean up. She wanted this mural
to be perfect. To show the mayor and the snooty city council a
person didn't need a blue-blood pedigree to be important. "I prefer
to work alone, Father."

A
slight frown flitted across Father Jacobs' brow before his usual
benign smile settled into place. "I'm sure we can work out an
arrangement everyone will be happy with."

"Father Jacobs! Father Jacobs!" Half a dozen children swarmed
around the priest. "Is it time to start painting?"

Stair-stepped in ages
from four to ten--plus one sullen teenager--their eager faces shone
up at the priest.

Father
Jacobs looked at Maddie with a question in his eyes. She could say
no and destroy the enthusiasm of the children. The good father was
counting on her soft heart the win this battle and they both knew
it.

With a curt nod of her
head, Maddie agreed.

The
priest's smile widened. "I want you all to meet Madelaine
Ainsworth, our artist and your new instructor. Miss Maddie will be
showing you the process involved in painting a mural."

Maddie forced a smile as
the children shifted their attention to her.

"Well." Maddie cleared her throat and reminded herself to be
nice. "Thank you all for offering to help. How many of you have
painted a picture?"

Hands
went up as the children nodded their heads and said "I have, I
have."

"That's good. You have the basics. However, painting a mural
outside has some different steps because we want this to last a
long time. So we have to prepare the wall before we paint it and
we'll put a special sealer on it when we're finished. We'll also do
the actual painting differently than you've done when you painted a
picture."

After
a slight pause, she said, "Today, we're going to clean the
wall."

Disappointment showed in most of the children's
faces.

"Don't
we get to paint?" One of them asked.

"We
have to make sure the wall is really clean and then let it dry
before we can start to paint," Maddie said.

Father
Jacobs dragged two hoses with nozzles around to the side of the
shelter. He also brought several stiff-bristled brooms and buckets
to fill with soapy water.

"I'll
hose from one side and--what's your name, young man?" Maddie
addressed the teenager.

"Devon."

"And
Devon will start on the other side. Once we've sprayed the wall,
the rest of you can start scrubbing." Maddie passed out the brooms,
but didn't have enough for everyone.

"I
want to help too." A little red-haired boy scowled.

"How
about if you help me with the hose?" Maddie said.

"
'kay." His grin returned in an instant.

"What's your name--"

The little boy clamped
down on the sprayer handle.

Suddenly drenched with icy cold water, Maddie's mouth flopped
open and closed like the fish she had caught accidentally on her
one and only fishing trip. The poor creature flopped around on the
ground and gasped for water so terribly that Maddie threw it back
in the lake. Like she was now gasping for breath, too stunned by
the cold water to even demand the child turn it off.

Like waves rolling
toward the beach, smothered giggles rippled through the
children.

"The
water should be sprayed on the wall, not a person." As Father
Jacobs spoke, the water stopped, as miraculous as the parting of
the Red Sea, to Maddie's way of thinking.

Maddie
drew in a deep breath. "Thank you, Father."

She blinked and wiped
water out of her eyes, so now she could see the wide-eyed, uh-oh
stares of the children.

"Do we
still get to help with the picture, Miz Maddie?" one of the kids
asked.

The
little red-haired imp was peeking out from behind a taller
red-haired girl. His sister, Maddie figured. She pulled her soaked
shirt away from her body and emptied a puddle of water out of her
hat. If this was the first day, what would the rest of this project
bring?

"I've
never been on the receiving end of a ceremonial christening for a
new project. I suppose I should thank our little red-haired friend
for a new experience."

As a
group, the children exhaled in relief, and their normal level of
kinetic energy resumed.

"I'll
go find you a dry shirt," a little boy with glasses said. "Jonathan
can use my brush to scrub the wall."

"Thank
you. And I don't know your name either."

"Keller Ashton." The little boy solemnly held out his hand and
Maddie shook it. "I'm sorry Jonathan got you wet. He doesn't have
all his manners yet."

"I'm
teaching him." The red-haired girl whom Maddie assumed to be
Jonathan's sister braced her hands on her slender hips. "He's just
precarious."

Maddie
frowned for a moment. "Ah. I think you mean precocious."

"That
too. Daddy says he'll grow out of it, but I'm not so sure." Concern
wrinkled the little girl's brow.

"And
what's your name?" Maddie asked.

"Jasmine," the little girl answered. "Like the
princess."

"Uh-uh. Your name is Jennifer. Your dad said so," Keller
stated.

"I
want to be Jasmine."

"You
can't just change your name."

"Can
too."

"Can
not."

"How
about if we use both Jennifer and Jasmine, and call you J-J for
short?" Maddie suggested.

J-J
shot a "so there" look at the little boy, who ignored her and
dashed inside. He returned in record time and handed a wadded up
shirt--one of his own--to Maddie. "It was the only one I could
find."

Maddie
held the little boy's shirt up to her full-bosomed body. As
snickers started among the children again and Keller's lower lip
began to tremble, Maddie tossed the little shirt around her neck
and tied the arms in front like a scarf. "Thank you. Now, let's see
how clean we can get this wall, shall we?"

By
lunchtime, the wall shone white and clean. However, enthusiastic
scrubbing with the buckets of water had drenched all the kids. They
shivered as the April sunshine disappeared behind
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