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Chapter One


Caskets freak me
out. Not funerals, death, dead bodies, or the act of dying. No, only caskets.
For as long as I can remember they’ve terrified me. Every few months, I dream I’m
locked inside one of those tiny wooden boxes inlaid with silk and buried alive.
An eternity passes until I hyperventilate
and wake up. That’s what happened this
morning. 


My therapist, Judy,
thinks the dreams signify a deeper part of my subconscious. She thinks living
in the closet feels like a coffin to my subconscious. She talks for hours about
how I won’t be aware I’m inside the coffin. I think my phobias have crept into
her mind. Just centuries ago people were buried alive. Archeologists have found
more than one old coffin lid with scratch marks on the inside. 


It’s a quarter to
noon. I drink my morning coffee in a funeral dress two sizes too small. My shapewear digs into my sides
hindering my circulation. At least, if I pass out before Uncle Richard’s
funeral I won’t have to see the coffin close on him. Uncle Richard was a great
guy. He showed up fifteen minutes late and knew how to slip a crisp fifty into
every card he sent. He donated to local charities and his dogs loved him. It’s
crappy of me not to sit down and bawl about his passing. I will later. I never
cry at funerals. I’m too busy keeping my distance from the coffin. 


“Come on, Gina!” An
angry short woman bangs on my front door. 


I consider
pretending not to know her. Then decide it’s not the time to joke. Uncle
Richard was Mom’s favorite brother. He’s the only one who didn’t make snide
comments at every family dinner when she went into business for herself after
Dad died. Dad was cremated. I’ve always suspected he shared my fear of coffins.
Mom wants to be buried under a huge oak tree. She’s already purchased the plot.


Mom’s only
forty-four. Uncle Richard was sixty. Dear old Gramps liked to get down well into
his old age. I never met him. His ashes were scattered in one red light
district or another before I was born. At least, that’s what Grandma said
before she was buried beneath a pine tree. 


“Gina!” Mom pounds
on the door again. “We’re running late! The car wouldn’t start! Now it did! But
we have to go! If you make me late to this funeral, I’ll bury you with your
Uncle Richard! God rest his soul!”


“Come in already!
I’m trying to find my shoes!” I shout.


“I don’t have time
to come in,” she sighs. 


The door swings
open. Mom brings the cold in with her. The smell of winter clings to her and
fills my nostrils when she hugs me.


“Quit stealing my heat and help me find my shoes,” I say but hug
her tighter. 


“I’ve been cold
since the night before Richard died. I’m freezing from the inside,” she says.
Her voice cracks. She’s trying not to cry. I spot my shoes beside the door.


“I’ll drive,” I say
and take her hand.


“What about your
shoes?” 


“Right here,” I
scoop them up. I hold onto Mom’s shoulder to put them on.


“Quit that, Gina!
You’re a giant just like your papa! You’re going to tear me in half one day!” 


I shoulder my coat
and step out into the cold.


“A storm’s blowing
in,” I lock the door behind me. 


“The weather man
said cold but dry,” Mom shrugged. 


“The weather man’s
a liar,” I take her hand and we walk to her car. 


Before I get in I
have to push the seat back and readjust the wheel. She’s right, compared to her
I am a giant. 


“How’s Aunt Franny
holding up?” I ask and pull the car out onto the street. 


“She’s not. When I
went to visit her last night she was a puddle on the floor. Adrian and Martha
had to carry the poor thing up to bed. She said she wanted to crawl right into
the coffin with her husband.” 


“If she does I’m
not helping to pull her out.” 


“Not this again,
Gina,” Mom sighs. “A coffin is just a box. It’s a vessel into the afterlife. It
can’t hurt you.” 


“Tell that to all
those people who were buried alive,” I sigh and turn onto Peach Street. 


The chapel where
Uncle Richard is to be laid to rest sits at the end of the lane. It’s the
tallest and whitest building on the street. Her Lady’s Chapel is the oldest
church in town and the only one with antique working bells. The bells ring out
through the sleepy town to remind us there’s only an hour until the service. 


“Gina, we’re
running late. We’re supposed to be there early. We’re his family. He loved you
to pieces. Sometimes I think he liked you better than his own kids.” 


“Don’t tell Adrian
and Martha that, Mom,” I kill the engine. 


Adrian and Martha
are short like Mom. So was Uncle Richard. My cousins are huddled together
outside the chapel door. Martha’s wearing her favorite red coat. Mom huffs in
disapproval.


“Give her a break,
Mom,” I hiss. “This is her dad’s funeral. She should be able to walk in naked
with pickle-shaped nipple pasties if she wants to.” 


“You dressed
respectable for your father’s funeral,” Mom reminds me. 


“I wore what you
picked out. Sorry, Martha’s twenty-seven and you can’t pick for her.” 


“You’re twenty-two
and I’d still lock you in your room if you tried to wear a red coat to a
funeral.” 


“I’ll remember that
next time someone drops dead. I bet Uncle Fred’s up next.” 


“Don’t say that,
Gina,” Mom slaps my arm hard.


“Ouch,” I cringe
away from her. “I only said it because if he doesn’t quit running around with
Ginny from the country club Aunt Susan’s going to bury him alive.” 


“If she does I hope
she invites you along to shop for coffins,” Mom says. “Now, shush, they’re
looking at us.” 


“Auntie Hazel! I’m
so glad you’re here,” Martha hugs Mom. 


She ignores me just
like she’s done since Adrian’s wedding where she accused me of stealing her
date. I bit my tongue so I didn’t tell them there would be more chance of me
running off with the bride than Martha’s date. 


“Hey,” Adrian pulls
me into a hug and manages a smile. Adrian would smile through the end of the world. 


Mom and Martha go
inside. In the two point five seconds it takes them to walk inside I lose my
breath. She’s tall and curvy. Her black dress clings in a modest way and leaves
me wanting more. Red curls dance around her heart shaped face. Her eyes are
hidden behind shades but a mischievous grin pulls at her glossy purple lips.
The red door swings shut but I can’t look away. Her image is burned into my
retinas. 


“You okay?” Adrian
asks. He cups my chin and looks into my eyes. 


“Don’t pull the
older brother bullshit today,” I pull away. “I’m the one who should be asking
how you are.” 


“I’m fine as long
as I’m a mile away from Mom,” he shrugs. “She crumples every time a slight
breeze passes by.” 


“I can’t imagine
how she’s feeling,” I shake my head. “When we lost Dad I thought I’d die.” 


“I thought you were
going to murder his casket,” Adrian laughs. 


“It wasn’t funny
and don’t say the c-word again.” 


“Still afraid of
them?” Adrian lights a cigarette. 


“I don’t want to
talk about it,” I look back to the red door. I can’t stop thinking about the
girl with the purple lips. 


“Hey, don’t tell
Margie I’m smoking again, alright?” Adrian asks.


“Wouldn’t dream of
it. Will you be okay out here alone?” I ask and feel crappy as soon as the
words leave my lips. “I’m just cold and want to go in and warm up.”


“Yeah,” he nods.
“I’m fine. I’ll be in when I finish.” He takes another long drag from the
cigarette. 


The big red door
swings open and Martha walks back out. 


“Mom’s asking about
you, Gina,” she says without looking at me.


“I’m headed inside,”
I hug Martha She tenses and doesn’t hug me back. “Hey, at least I tried.” 


“Skank,” she hisses
under her breath as I walk into the chapel. Dry heat sucks at my skin. I can
feel it dehydrating me with each step I take. The air’s too hot to breathe and
it burns my nose. 


“Gina,” Aunt
Franny’s shriek shakes me. I dig in my heels so I don’t tip over. “Baby, I’m so
glad you’re here.” Aunt Franny hugs me. Her fingers dig into my back and I
nearly fall into the shorter woman. She smells like musky vanilla and whiskey.
“Richard loved you so much. He always saw you as one of his own after your poor
daddy died. Oh, baby, I shouldn’t have said that. There’s enough for us to cry
about today without me bringing that up. I’m so sorry, baby. I’m just all out
of sorts. I don’t know what to do without Richard. I just..” 


“It’s okay, Aunt
Franny. I don’t mind talking about dad.” 


“You’ve always been
so brave and strong, baby girl. I wish I had your strength,” she breaks the hug
and looks up at me. She takes my hands in hers and smiles through her tears. “I
just know my Richard and your daddy are
up there together smiling down on us. They’re talking about football and dogs.
Oh, Richard’s back with Doug now. I bet he never lets that dog sleep again. Do
people in heaven sleep?” 


I open my mouth to
speak, but Adrian saves me. He pulls his mom into a hug. 


“They only sleep in
heaven when they want to. They’re never tired or in pain,” Adrian says. 


He rolls his eyes
but thankfully Aunt Franny doesn’t see him. 


“Geez, baby, you
smell like a chimney,” Aunt Franny says. “You’re smoking again? You know how
your dad felt about that. Don’t start up again and don’t start it at his
funeral.” 


I walk away as Aunt
Franny collapses into another pool of tears. 


“Gina,” Mom hisses
as I walk by. I don’t look at her. I can’t. 


I walk into the
kitchen. Pastor Franklin sits alone at the table. His eyes are closed in
prayer. I hide my silver pentacle under my dress. I don’t want another lecture.
It’s not worth arguing about. I pour a cup of coffee and head out the back
door. I light a cigarette and try not to think about the coffin. I haven’t looked
at it yet but know I won’t be able to put it off forever. The smoke burns my
lungs but I take another drag anyway. I’ve meant to quit for months now. I just
haven’t gotten around to it. 


The back door swings
open bringing out the heat. I didn’t look just in case it was the pastor. 


“Got a light,
doll?” Her voice was smooth as honey. My breath hitched. Even without looking I
know it’s the girl with the purple lip gloss. 


“Yeah,” I offer her
the lighter. Freckles dot her nose and cheeks. I want to count them as my lips
close around hers. Only we don’t kiss. I don’t know her and never will.


“Thanks,” she
smiles. “I always smoke at funerals. It’s so depressing otherwise.” 


“Yeah,” I nod. With
nothing left to say I default into the mode like
I always do around a woman I like. I look straight ahead and only glance
at her out of the corner of my eye when she speaks. If I look directly at her
my eyes will roam. I’ll get lost in her
beauty and out myself. 


“Richard was your
uncle?” she asks. 


“Yeah, did you know
him well?” I ask realizing I don’t know her connection to our family. For all, I know she’s one of my distant cousins. 


“As well as you can
know anyone,” she shrugs. Even shrugging she looks elegant. “Oh, you must be
wondering who I am. I always forget to introduce myself at these silly things.” 


“Do you go to a lot
of funerals?” I ask trying not to laugh. 


“More than my fair
share. My father always has one friend or another dropping dead. Sorry,” she
frowns and touches my shoulder. “I shouldn’t talk like that. Poor dear, you
just lost your uncle and here I am complaining about funerals.” 


“Don’t worry about
it,” I look at her. Her hand’s still on my shoulder. I can feel her soft touch
through my coat. I know it’s my imagination but it leaves a trail of desire
behind when she moves away. I’ve lived in the closet too long. I tell myself
I’m just lonely. Everything feels good when you’re lonely, right? 


“I don’t like
funerals either,” I shrug and look away. “So your dad was friends with Uncle
Richard?” 


“When they were
younger,” she smiles. Her smile eats through my soul. For a moment I consider
moving to New England and stepping out of the closet. I’ll never go. I’ll never
leave the world I know but I like to pretend I will eventually. 


“Gina!” Mom shouts
from the kitchen. “You need to get in here. The pastor’s ready.” 


“Looks like that’s
our call, love,” she pushes the door open. “After you.” 


“I didn’t catch
your name,” I walk in. 


“I didn’t say.” 


“There you are, Gina!”
Mom grabs my arm. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you. Were you out there smoking? You know how
Richard felt about smoking! How could you smoke at his funeral?” 


“She didn’t,” the
girl with the purple lip gloss appears on Mom’s other side. “I smoke. I don’t
know anyone here and I asked Gina to keep me company. I bribed her with knowledge
of where the coffee pot is kept.” 


“Fine, but you
shouldn’t smoke either, young lady. Your fair complexion won’t last long if you
keep smoking the death sticks.” 


“I know,” she
frowns. “It’s such a dirty habit. Funerals just make me so nervous. My dad was
supposed to meet me here but he was held up in London. He was such good friends
with your brother. I came anyway. It means so much to him. Richard meant so
much to him.” 


“Come along,” Mom
takes her arm. “You can sit with us. Richard was always good to his friends. He
was always ensured they were included too.” 


“Thank you so
much,” she coos and pats Mom’s hand. 


I bite my lip and
let Mom lead us to the pew. My hands shake as I sit down. The girl who didn’t
give her name crosses her legs. Unlike the rest of us, she hadn’t bothered to shimmy into a pair of pantyhose. My eyes graze over her bare calves
and the two inches of thigh her dress shows. 


The casket is
twenty feet away. It’s cherry wood or mahogany. I can’t tell which. 


 It’s engraved with flowers and stags and lined with white silk. He’s wearing a
black suit and his tie matches the lining. The walls close in. I can’t let them
close the casket. He’ll be stuck in there forever. The air is too thick. I
can’t breathe. 


Mom pats my arm,
but she’s already crying. I wrap my arm around her and pretend I’m mourning.
Panic seeps into every fiber of my being. I remind myself he’s no longer here.
Uncle Richard isn’t aware he’s lying in a coffin waiting to be put into the
ground for eternity. 


“I hope you’re a
dog in your next life,” I whisper. “Like you joked about all the time.” 


Fortunately, Mom can’t
hear me over Aunt Franny’s heaving sobs. Nothing else can be heard. Pastor
Franklin yells the service but I can’t hear him. The words well-loved and a good friend break through between her sobs.
Then he rambles about sinners and where they go. 


“I know Richard Mendez
isn’t in hell. He is in the Holy Kingdom! But those who refuse to find the
Lord’s light and accept them into their hearts will go to Hell! Do you want to
be one of those people?” 


I stand. I don’t
know where I’m going but I can’t sit still. 


“Do you want to
testify, Sister Gina?” Pastor Franklin asks. 


“No! I want you to
stop! My uncle is dead. He’s laying two feet from you! We should be honoring
his life not listening to a recruitment speech for your cult!” 


“GINA!” Mom gasps.
She tries for my arm but I’m already walking away. I can’t stay here. I’ll call
a cab home. 


“GINA! Get your
butt back here right this second! You can’t just walk out of a funeral!” 


Her words cut
through me but I don’t stop. I can’t. I push open the big red door and embrace
the cold. I suck gulps of cold air and rest my hands on my knees. I pant and
try to shut out the sermon. Pastor Franklin’s words turn my stomach. Bile rises
in my throat and I think I’m going to wretch.


“Need a ride?” 


It’s her again. Her
words wrap around me. Hot tears threaten to fall. Uncle Richard is dead. Mom’s
going to hate me for a week and now here she is again. Her purple glossy lips
remind me of everything I’ll never have. New England sounds better than ever. 


“Yeah,” I nod.


“How about we get a
drink? I always need a whiskey sour after these droll events,” she lights a
smoke. 


Despite the panic I
smile. She didn’t have to ask me for a light earlier.


“Anywhere but
here,” I say.


“Come on,” she pats
my back. “After a few drinks, you’ll feel
as good as new.” 


I stand up and look
at her. I don’t mean to but once I do I can’t look away. She’s wearing a blue
teardrop necklace she wasn’t wearing before. Or maybe I just didn’t notice it. 


“I promise after
three whiskey sours you’ll forget all about that asshole. Seriously, men like
him are a dime a dozen. He’s scared to death to die. So he needs an eternal
promise.” 


“That’s his excuse
to be a jerk?” I half laugh half sigh. 


“He doesn’t see it
that way. Then again blind men don’t see, love. Now, come on,” she tugs my arm.
“Let’s go. I’m parked down the block. I didn’t want to park in this tiny lot
and get dinged.” 


“Alright,” I let
her pull me by the hand. She’s wearing black winter gloves but the touch is
still too intimate. 


“His sort are all the same,” she says as we walk. “I
swear they’re clones. There’s one just like him at every second funeral I
attend.” 


“How do you deal
with them?” I ask.


“Usually, I just
ignore them,” she shrugs and pushes a button on her keychain. Across the street, a pink Porsche beeps back. The color is
loud and screams for attention. Usually, I’d hate the color but it looks good
with her. Then again, I bet anything would look good on her. 


“Go on. Get in,”
she waves to the passenger door. I slide into the car. The interior is shiny
black leather complete with the new car smell. 


“Nice ride,” I grin
and fasten my seatbelt. 


“Thanks,” she
grins. 


She watches me out
of the corner of her eye as she adjusts the mirrors. Our eyes meet but I look
away before things get awkward. I watch as she takes off her gloves. Her long
nails are painted a silky black. 


“My toes match,”
she grins and revs the engine. It purrs to life and we’re off. She doesn’t
waste time looking before she backs into traffic. The driver behind us lays on
his horn and yells, but his words are lost to the wind.


“He’ll get over
it,” she shrugs.


“What’s your name?”
I ask. 


“What’s in a name,
really?” she asks. 


“You know mine. My
family yelled it enough at the chapel. I’m sure half the people in Nantucket
know who I am.”   


 “Names are so formal,” she smiles. 


“You don’t have to
tell me,” I say and look out the window. She’s beautiful, mysterious, and
confusing. Why go through the trouble not to tell me her name? Just seems like
extra work to me. 


“You can call me
Gizmo,” she laughs.


“Gizmo?” It’s my
turn to arch a brow. “You don’t look like a mogwai to me.” 


“Maybe I’m a
gremlin,” she shrugs. “Besides don’t our names sound good together? Like, ‘Ooh,
look there, Gina and Gizmo have just stepped onto the red carpet.” 


“Ha ha,” I roll my
eyes. “The red carpet?” 


“You’re tall enough
to be a model. You have the figure for it too,” she says. A blush eats away at
my face and I turn back to the window. I know it’s just a girly compliment. 


I need to change
the subject. So I ask where she’s from. 


“Here, there,
everywhere. I’ve never really been one to settle down. I have a nomadic heart.”



For an instant I
imagine her riding through town on horseback like Lady Godiva. I shove the
thought away before I make a fool of myself. What’s wrong with me? I’ve crushed
before, but never like this. 


I watch her out of
the corner of my eye. She licks her lips. The purple lip gloss doesn’t smudge.
She’s the idea of perfection. I go back to looking out the window. It’s safer
that way. 


“What about you?
Did you grow up around here?” 


“Right here,” I
motion out the window. “Never been out of the state. I think about moving to
New England a lot, though.” 


“Why New England?”
She asks. “I mean it’s pretty and there are some nice neighborhoods. But why
New England? If you haven’t seen the world, why go there?” 


“It’s far away from
my family,” I laugh. I hope she thinks I’m joking. It’s not polite talk for after a funeral. 


Gizmo turns the car
onto the highway on-ramp. 


“Where are we
going?” I ask. I don’t care. I think she’s the sort of woman I’d follow
anywhere. 


“To a little spot, I know where they serve the best whiskey
sours.” 


“How far is it?” 


“Just far enough,”
Gizmo laughs. 


“Tell me about
you,” I say. I regret the words instantly. It’s corny. It’s flirty. It’s not
appropriate for a girl in the closet. 


“What would you
like to know?” 


I want to know
everything about her, but how can I say that? How can I say that to a woman
I’ve just met? A woman who’s most likely straight.


“I dunno,” I shrug.



“Oh, love, I
remember living in the closet,” she laughs. 


My heart drops into
my stomach before soaring into my throat. I manage to croak out a weak “What?”
before falling silent again. 


“Don’t worry, your
secret is safe with me. Cross my heart and hope to die,” she draws an X over
her heart. I force myself to look away. “I just have a sixth sense about these
things.”


“So you’re a
lesbian?” I ask. 


The question tastes
bittersweet. 


“No,” she shakes
her head. “I’m questioning. I’m always questioning everything, though. I just follow where my flights of fancy lead
me. It’s what most people do or at least what they should do. Labels confuse
me.” 


“Must be great,” I
say and go back to looking out the window. Cars zoom by but I look at the water under the bridge we’re driving across.
It ripples with the breeze. A lone duck swims by. He ducks his head into the
water and comes back up with a fish.


“Lucky duck,” I
laugh. 


“Some have called
me that,” Gizmo laughs. 












 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Two



 

Music pounds from inside the club and vibrates through
me as we wait in line. The chilly air gives me goosebumps. I rub my hands
together to stay warm. 


“This won’t take long,” Gizmo grins at me. “I know the
bouncer. He’s a friend of mine. He never keeps his favorite girl waiting.” 


She takes my hand and pulls me with her through the
throngs of scantily clad women and shirtless men. Our path is blocked by two
women kissing. The blond has her hand up the brunette’s shirt. I look away
before I blush again. The image of their tongues dancing will haunt me later
tonight. 


Gizmo swings her hips as she walks. The motion is
exaggerated as if she’s acting for Lloyd. I smooth my skirt and try to look
like I belong here. Uncle Richard’s casket flashes in my mind. I shake my head
and force my thoughts back to the club. No caskets there. Just a lot of women
kissing each other. It’s impolite to stare. I don’t know where to look. 


“Are we at a gay club?” I try to yell above the music.
It’s a dumb question, but I need a distraction.


“What?” Gizmo yells back. “I can’t hear you, love.” 


I have to read her lips. The music’s too loud. The
rainbow flag on the door tells me everything I need to know. My stomach churns
and my heart flutters. What happens if I see someone I know? What if someone
drives by and sees me here? How long had we driven? It’s dark now. The ride
didn’t take the entire day. There're so
many things I want to ask Gizmo but the music’s too loud. I can barely hear
myself think.


“Hey, Lloyd,” Gizmo hugs a bald giant in a black
shirt. He smiles and looks down at her ass. His eyes linger there while she
speaks. “It’s my friend’s first time here. Can we go in?” 


He opens the door and steps aside. Gizmo says
something else to him but I don’t know what. Lloyd doesn’t ask for my I.D. I
guess Gizmo’s word is good enough for him. I’ve never visited a bar before.
It’s dark and smells like smoke. A sea of bodies grind together on the dance floor. Gizmo takes my hand and leads me
to the bar. It’s quieter here. The music still pounds through me but I can hear
when she orders two whiskey sours. 


“Let’s dance,” she pulls me onto the dance floor
without waiting for my answer. 


“What about our drinks?” I laugh. “You talked about
them all the way here.”


“They’ll be there when we’re done,” she laughs.
“Benny’s a friend of mine. He’ll take good care of us.”


I let her lead me onto the floor. I’m tense. My
muscles refuse to move. I try anyway not caring if I look like a fool.
Everyone’s too busy grinding on their partners to notice me anyway.


“Dance with me, Gina,” she laughs and moves closer. I
can smell her perfume. It’s sweet with a hint of dragon fruit. Her breasts rub
against mine. Strobe lights flash a rainbow across her freckled face and I give
into Gizmo and the music. I’m not much of
a dancer. Anything which involved swaying hips was banned in my mother’s house.


Gizmo touches me while we dance. Her soft hands trail
over my arms, shoulders, back, and hips. It’s innocent
fun but I’m on fire. Every touch makes me want more. I can’t even think about
going all the way. No, I just want her to touch me forever. I want to stretch
this moment of the fabric of time and never leave it. 


Then the song ends. There’s a brief silence on the
floor and I remember we’re not alone. Hushed voices talk in whispers. I catch a
few lines of dirty talk from the woman next to me.


“I’m not even going to come up for air,” she coos to the olive-skinned woman she’s kissing. 


A hot blush rushes over my neck and face as Gizmo
leads me back to the bar. She plops on a stool and Benny slides our drinks
over. She sips her whiskey. I lean in to kiss her but chicken out at the last
minute. Gizmo laughs and puts her hand on the back of my neck. Her soft fingers
tease my flesh. 


 I tense and
stare at her parted lips. They’re pouty and soft. She leans in and closes the
space between us. Her lips are on mine before I realize it. My first real kiss
is with a woman I barely know. I don’t even know her real name. Right now, I
don’t care. 


The kiss is soft. I startle for just a second when her
tongue parts my lips. Then I lean into her. She tastes like whiskey and another
flavor I can’t place. I’m still smiling when the kiss breaks. 


“Try your drink,” she nudges the cup toward me. “You
have drunk before, haven’t you?”


“Yeah,” I nod. It isn’t a lie. I had exactly one beer
at Adrian’s house on my twenty-first birthday. I take a sip of the whiskey
sour. It’s sweet but it burns going down. I swallow hard and try not to let my
eyes bug out. 


“That’s nothing like beer,” I laugh. 


“Did you like it?” Gizmo laughs. My head feels fuzzy
and her laughter washes over me. 


“Yeah,” I nod and take another sip. This one doesn’t
burn as much.


“I thought you would. You just look like a whiskey
sours sorta girl. I have a sixth sense about these things, you know.” 


“You seem to have a sixth sense about everything,” I
laugh. 


“Woman’s intuition,” Gizmo laughs. 


I’m warm and fuzzy from the drink as she pulls me back
onto the dance floor. This song is slower so she stands closer to me. I freeze.
Gizmo takes pity on me and wraps my arms around her waist above the curve of
her hips. She closes the space between our bodies and it’s hard to breathe. 


“Relax,” she coos in my ear. I barely hear her over
the music but the word coils around me. “You need a night of fun. Forget about
what happened at the funeral. It’s not important right now.” 


Gizmo leans back and takes off her shades. Her eyes
are the greenest I’ve ever seen. Her gaze is focused and intent on looking into
my soul. My hands quiver on her hips. She presses her forehead to mine. I can’t
breathe for a second. The air’s too thick. All I can think about is how
beautiful she is. My teenage self would hurt herself attempting cartwheels if
she knew this was in her future. The moment’s surreal. I’m dancing with a gorgeous
woman who’s into me and no one cares we’re both girls. 


Gizmo presses her lips to mine. They’re so soft and
supple. I want to kiss her for eternity. 


“Just have fun with me tonight, Gina,” she says. She
draws out my name making it sound sexy. I kiss her this time. My mouth opens on
hers claiming it as my own for tonight. Our tongues dance together and no one cares. 


My hands have a mind of their own. They drift from
Gizmo’s hips to squeeze her full round ass. I freeze realizing what I’ve done.


“You’re fine,” she kisses me softly. “I like it.” 


She wiggles against my hands. I stifle a laugh as her
flesh jiggles against my palms. Tension flees from my shoulders. She tickles
the back of my neck as she pulls me back into the kiss. I squeeze her supple flesh
molding it with my hands. Gizmo moans into the kiss urging me onward. My hands
trail up and down her sides until I gather the courage to glide over the sides
of her small pert breasts. 


“Gina,” she whispers into my neck.


Gizmo kisses along the curve of my neck. I’m putty in
her hands. The dance floor is too hot. I want to be alone with Gizmo and the
music. The funeral dress clings to my body. I want to pull it off. I settle for
wiggling around until it quits sticking to my sweaty flesh. 


We kiss our way back to the bar. Benny slides over
another round without being asked. I’m thirsty and drink this one straight
down. It burns in a refreshing way.


“Ever done a body shot?” Gizmo asks. I look for her
shades. They’re not on her head. Has she left them somewhere? 


“No,” I laugh and shake my head. Then I kiss her
again. Talk can wait. I don’t want this moment to end. If we slow down, I’ll
overthink everything.


“Let’s do it,” she laughs and kisses me again. “Benny!
Clear the bar! It’s time for body shots!” 


A crowd gathers as Benny clears the bar and Gizmo climbs atop it. She hikes up her dress
revealing the parts of her smooth pale thighs I didn’t see at the funeral and a
thong as black as her dress.


“Is this even legal?” I laugh.


“For you, yes,” she laughs as she stretches out on the
bar. 


I’ve only seen body shots in movies. I’m not sure what
to do as I watch Benny sprinkle salt along the smooth flesh from her navel to
the top of her thong. He shoves a shot glass in my mouth and hands Gizmo a lime
wedge. 


“Salt, shot, lime. In that order, sweetheart,” Benny
takes pity on my confusion. 


The crowd cheers as I move forward. Do body shots
always draw an audience? Gizmo has the palest most flawless skin I’ve ever
seen. I want to kiss every single freckle dotting her flesh. Acting braver than
I feel I show off by swirling my tongue around her navel. Her hips arch. Cat
calls sound from the crowd. My head’s fuzzy but her salty skin is more
delicious than anything I’ve ever tasted. I’m disappointed when my tongue reaches
the hem of her thong. 


I toss my head back and swallow the tequila. I shake
my head and mutter something about preferring whiskey. Gizmo pulls me in to
take the lime. I’ve never liked limes but I love how it tastes fresh from her
mouth.


“Having fun?” Gizmo tosses what’s left of the lime at
Benny. He catches it and chucks it into the trash. 


“Yes,” I say and kiss her again. 


A fast song plays on the dance floor. Gizmo starts to
climb down but I lift her by the waist. I’ve never wondered if I was strong enough
to pick up another person before. I’m surprised at how feather light she is as
her feet hit the floor. She smooths the skirt of the dress and I drag her onto
the dance floor. 


The strobe light keeps time with the music as we press
our bodies together. Kissing, touching, dancing, and drinking blur together.
The night becomes a living breathing creature tossing us between the bar and
the dance floor. I’m happy in its grasp. It swallows me whole and the world
goes black.


Later I wake in my own bed. Gizmo tugs the funeral dress
over my head. I close my eyes against the bright light and try to kiss her
again.


“You’re going to be just fine, love,” she kisses my
forehead. “You just had a few too many whiskey sours. I’ll hang up your dress.”



She disappears into the closet and I wiggle out of my
shapewear. The breeze from the bedside fan dances on my naked torso as my
temples pound.


“Stay,” I reach out to her when she comes out of the
closet. 


“I wish I could, love. Tonight has been more fun than
I’ve had in decades,” she kisses me again. 


Decades? I must be really drunk. I can’t properly make
out what she’s saying. 


“But I have an early morning appointment and you’re
going to have one hell of a hangover to sleep off.” 


“Stay,” I kiss her again. “I’m a virgin but I’ll
figure it out.” 


“I’ll be in touch soon,” she kisses me again. “I
promise. Now get some rest. I’ve gotta run.” 


Gizmo flips the light out and leaves. 


“Stay,” I whisper. “I don’t want tonight to end.” 


I’m asleep before I hear the front door open and
close. At first, my dreams are abstract scenes from the club. I can feel
Gizmo’s soft supple body grinding against mine and can taste her salty skin
from the body shot.


The dream takes shape. I’m standing in a bedroom with
dark walls. I’m trying to decide whether they’re midnight blue or raven black
when I hear her voice. 


“Gina,” she calls my name. The word washes over me.
Every inch of my body burns for her touch. 


Then I see the bed. It’s huge and expands nearly the
entirety of the room. Gizmo sits on a pile of black bedding. She’s clad in a
matching black bra and panty set. Black stockings cover the smooth freckled
flesh of her long legs. For a moment I can’t move. She’s too beautiful. This
moment is too perfect. 


“Gina,” Gizmo moans my name. My knees threaten to
buckle as I crawl onto the bed with her. It’s the softest bed I’ve ever
touched. I crawl over her body and we kiss. My breasts press against her nearly
naked torso and she frees my hair from the funeral up-do. I’m lost in a sea of
raven locks until she pushes the hair away and kisses me again. I cup her
breasts. Her nipples are already hard. 


I kiss down her neck and across her collarbones
tasting every inch of flesh I encounter. I run my hands through her flame-colored curls. I kiss her breasts through
her lacy bra. Its delicate pattern is
rough against my tongue. 


Gizmo reaches behind her back and unlatches the bra.
She tosses it off the bed and I lose sight of it. I’m in awe of her beauty as I
drink in her naked torso. Her perky pink nipples move with her breathing
teasing and tempting me until I can’t think straight. With a gentle hand, Gizmo pulls me into her breasts. For a
moment I drink in her sweet scent. The temptation is too much to resist. I kiss
the sweet tasting flesh she’s offered me. First, her cleavage and then I work
my way to her perky pink nipples. 


She watches me as I suck one into my mouth. Gizmo
moans. She runs her fingers through my hair. Her hips grind against me. A
scorching heat dances between our bodies. I massage her other breast with my
hand. 


I kiss down her naked belly. A smile tugs at my lips
when I remember the cheering crowd and the body shot. At first, I only kiss her
through her panties. She tastes sweeter than I could have ever imagined. Her
hips rock against my face until I gather up the courage to tuck my thumbs into
the waistband of her thong and pull it
down. A soft blanket of red curls surrounds her soft pink folds. I hesitate,
kissing her gently at first. My tongue is lost but I continue lapping at her.
Then she moans and I bury my face into her. I’m lost to her. I can think of
nothing except her hips grinding beneath me and her fingers gently tugging at
my hair. Her moans circle my brain until my temples pound.


I wake gasping
in bed. The dream evaporates leaving me alone and wet with a pounding headache.

















 


 


 


 


 

 


Chapter
Three


The first light of the morning sun peeks through the blinds. I pull the pillow
over my head. When did the world become so bright? Ignoring my pounding
temples, I drag myself into the bathroom. When I’m done I head to my meditation
nook. I light a candle and snuff it out again. I’m so not in the mood for
pumpkin spice this morning. I look at the matchbook when I lay it aside. It’s from a bar in Salem, Massachusetts. I’ve never visited
there. Unless of course, Gizmo took me to Salem last night. 


“Impossible,” I mutter and drop onto my mat.


Instead of contorting my aching body into the lotus
position I stretch out face down on my yoga mat. I try to take deep breaths but
I feel like vomiting. I can’t wrap my head around the time I spent with Gizmo.
It passed in odd stretches. How did we drive until dark to get to the club but
I’m home and at least half-rested by sunrise? None of it makes sense. My
stomach lurches stopping my thoughts in their tracks. I focus on breathing
again. I’m on my third exhale when someone decides to beat down my front door.
I know it’s Mom. I try to ignore her but she doesn’t give up.


“Gina, get your lazy ass out of bed! You had plenty of
time to sleep, yesterday after you ran
off from the funeral! What the hell were you thinking? You answer me right this
second! Don’t make me knock this door down!” 


I inhale and hold it. I stretch out as far as I can
without upsetting my stomach. Then I exhale. 


“Giiiiinnnaaaa!” 


“Fuck off,” I mutter the words I’d never say to her
face. 


“Giiiiinnnaaaa!” 


“No. Just no,” I try to ignore her. 


“Giiiiinnnaaaa!” 


“I’m coming!” I force myself up from the mat. My head
spins. I’m thirsty. I haven’t had my coffee yet. I’m halfway to the door when I realize I have my first hangover. I’m
two steps away from the door when I realize I’m only wearing panties. 


“Fuck,” I hiss under my breath. 


“Don’t take that tone with me, Gina! You open this
door right now!” 


I stumble back to the bedroom and grab my robe. I tie
it just before I open the door. The cold air assaults my legs. Mom pushes her
way into the house.


“What’s the matter with you?” 


“Don’t be so loud, Mom,” I say and plop down on the
first chair I walk into. 


“You smell like a dirty liquor store!” Mom slaps my
leg.


“Quit hitting me, you crazy woman,” I say and cross my
legs. 


“Did you leave to go drink?” she leans down and sniffs
my breath. “You left your uncle’s funeral to go drink?” Her eyes are huge in
disbelief. The headache contorts my view
and they take up most of her face. 


“No,” I shake my head. “I left because Pastor Franklin
turned the funeral into a fear rally.” 


“The pastor and I talked after you left. We’re all
worried about you, Gina. We’re worried for your soul.” 


“My soul’s fine. It’s my head that hurts,” I shut my
eyes as she opens the blinds. 


“It is most certainly not! If it was you wouldn’t have
run out at the first mention of fire and
brimstone! Only sinners fear Hell! Are you a sinner?” 


“No,” I shake my head. “I’m not even a Christian, Mom.
You know that. I don’t buy into your stupid concept of original sin. Sorry to
burst your bubble, but I’ve told you a million times. I don’t feel like
listening to you yell. So if that’s all you came to do just leave.” 


“I most certainly will not leave, Gina,” she sits down
on the sofa. “I’m worried about you. They're
rumors, you know. Rumors you left with that strange girl.” 


“Yeah, I left with Gizmo. She was kind enough to offer
me a ride.” 


“To the bar?” 


“No, well, yes, but it’s none of your business. Go
home. My head hurts.” 


“Yes, your head hurts!” Mom slaps the sofa. “It
should! You’ve been frolicking with the devil all night. Do you know what
they’re saying about you, Gina?” 


I close my eyes and hold my temples. They throb
harder.


“What do they have to say now, Mom? Did I try to steal
something else from precious Martha?” 


“No, they’re saying you’re a..” she pauses and leans
into whisper, “a lesbian.” 


“You can’t even say the word out loud?” I laugh. “What
will it tempt you into liking women, Mom?”


“You need to act right and start taking more interest
in your love life. You haven’t gone on a date since you went to prom with Peter
Barnes.” 


“I went on a date last night, Mom,” I roll my eyes. I
tell myself to shut up but I’m sure I won’t listen. My temples pound until it’s
impossible to filter my thoughts. 


“So this young man you’re seeing is the reason you ran
off ? I don’t like him. Find a different one.” 


“There’s no guy, Mom,” I shut my eyes. I silently will
her to shut up. If she doesn’t I’m sure I’ll say something, I’ll regret
forever.


“What do you mean there’s no guy? You can’t go on a
date without a man, Gina! Do you think I’m stupid?” 


Don’t say it. Don’t
say. Gina, please, just don’t say it.
The tiny voice in my head continues to beg but I tell it to shut the hell up.


“You can when you’re a lesbian, Mom.” 


The words echo around the room and the temperature
drops ten degrees. Mom’s eyes grow wide and her nose scrunches up like it does
when she eats peas. 


“If this is your idea of a joke, Gina, it isn’t
funny.” 


“I’m not joking,” I stare at my black bathrobe. It’s
tattering at the edges. I need to buy a new one. 


“Gina, you can’t be serious. You like boys. You’ve
always liked boys.” 


“No, you just always assumed I like boys,” I sigh. “So
there you go, Mom. My deepest darkest secret is out of the bag. Go home and
start the prayer tree. Or go home and pray the gay away. Or call everyone in
the family to tell them they’re right. I mean it has to be a record since
they’re full of shit most of the time.” 


“Gina. Just because you’re going through this phase
doesn’t mean you have to date girls. You just haven’t met the right man. When
you do you’ll feel better.” 


“Go home, Mom,” I walk into the kitchen. She follows
me and watches as I fix the coffee pot.


“You’re using too much coffee. It’s going to eat your
stomach.” 


“Go home,” I turn the pot on.


“Gina, this is serious. We need to sit down and talk
about this. We can’t let anyone find out. You can’t date girls.” 


I turn to face her. I look her in the eyes. My
hangover creeps into my heart and soul. I’ve never hurt this much in my life.


“Mom, I don’t care anymore. My head hurts and I’m
tired. I’ve been tired for so long. I’m
tired of hiding who I am.” 


“But you’re not a lesbian, Gina,” she tries to hug me.
I duck and open the fridge. 


“Yes, I am.” 


“Gina, don’t be like this. I want to help you.” 


“Then go home. There’s nothing you can do,” I take out
the milk and then put it back. “Seriously, go home.”


“Gina, honey,” she puts her hand on my shoulder. “You
don’t have to be this way.” 


“Fine, don’t go home. I’m going to take a shower.” 


I storm into the bathroom. Mom tries to follow but I
slam the door in her face. She bangs on it with her palm. I turn the water on
and step in. I can still hear the banging but I ignore it. The hot water seeps
into my pores cleansing me of the
lingering traces of whiskey sours. There’s a smudge of purple lip gloss on my
shoulder. I smile and sink to the shower floor. I hear Mom sigh and leave. I
wash my hair and scrub the rancid scent of alcohol from my skin. When I’m done
I go to bed without bothering with the coffee I made. It’ll be there when I
wake up. 



 

*****


I wake up to the smell of scorched coffee. I dump the
pot and make a fresh one. I drink water straight from the tap. It’s tepid and
disgusting. I keep drinking until my throat no longer burns. The pounding in my
temples has receded to a bearable level. I pop two aspirin anyway. 


I stretch out on my yoga mat while I wait. Paint peels
from the ceiling. I try to focus on my breathing but can’t. Mom hates me. By
now most of my relatives probably do too. Adrian knew before. I hope they don’t
give him too much shit if they find out. 


My phone buzzes across the room. It vibrates around my
purse clinking against the other contents until I can’t stand it. 


“Mom,” I answer the phone.


“You should return your father’s money. He left that
money to provide for you and his grandchildren. He didn’t leave it to you to
fund a heathen’s lifestyle, Gina. You should give it back to me.” 


“I’m hanging up now.” 


“I can take you to court, you know,” Mom says.


 “Mom, I know
you’re upset. But you’re acting stupid. Seriously, do you even hear yourself?
When Dad found out he had cancer he set that money aside for me. Last year when
I gained access to my trust fund I bought a house and a car. I still work more
than forty hours most weeks. What the hell are you getting at?” 


“I know my husband. He wouldn’t want his money spent
on that.” 


“Do you think I buy women? Am I a human trafficker
now?” I walk back into the kitchen. The coffee’s still percolating. 


“You know very well what I mean, Gina.” 


“Mom, you can disown me if you like. I’m beyond even
caring,” I lie. If I didn’t care I would have never locked myself in the
closet. “But we’re not having this conversation. Dad is dead. You don’t get to
drag his name into this to guilt me about something I can’t control.” 


“But you can control it, Gina. Have you tried just not
looking at girls? Maybe if you look at more guys. This is my fault. I should
have encouraged you to date more in high school. I was too strict. I never
meant for this to happen.” 


The line goes silent. Then she sobs. I want to be the
good daughter and tell her it’s not her fault. I can’t speak. The words have
left me. I end the call and turn the phone off. 


Coffee makes me feel slightly more human. I’m still
groggy. It’s past noon but I do my sun salutations anyway. Sorry, I’m late sun,
but I haven’t forgotten you. With my head nearly resting on my feet I remember
how Gizmo’s belly tasted. A smile tugs at my lips. I don’t know her real name.
I don’t know how to get in touch with her. Am I really missing someone I barely
know? 


“I need a drink. I need to get out of town.” 


I repeat the words again. 


“Out of town. Anywhere but here.” 


I call Ethan, my boss, at the bookstore to let him
know I won’t be in. He tells me to take the week off to grieve for Richard and
recover from the funeral. What he’s really saying is he knows how much being in
the closet sucks. Ethan and I browse the same small LGBT section during the
slow times at the shop. 


“If you go to Peach Creek pick me up something good to
read,” he says when I tell him I’m going out of town. 


“Will do.” 


I hang up without saying goodbye. I don’t tell him I
came out to Mom. He’ll hear about it soon enough. 


The highway buzzes
with rush hour traffic. Cars zoom by and most business types have forgotten
what a turn signal is for. I drive through Peach Creek without stopping at the
bookstore.


“Sorry, Ethan,” I mutter. “It’s just too close to
home.” 


After I pass Miss Patty’s Café, Mom’s favorite coffee
place, I merge into the exit lane and head to Charleston. I’ve heard rumors
about the sort of clubs the city hides. Around town,
it’s whispered like a dirty joke. For now, it’s my only escape. Last night,
Gizmo gave me a taste of freedom. I refuse to return to my cage. 


I arrive in Charleston shortly after five. It’s too
early to go clubbing and I’m not dressed for the occasion. I pay the parking attendant
and head into the shopping district. 
People power walk by in either direction. Lost in the crowd, I have no name, age, or sexual orientation. I’m one
in a million. 


I head in the direction of a small boutique called the
Thrifty Turtle. Jenna, the owner, keeps
vintage items in stock. I’m not sure what I’m looking for, but it’s as good of
a place to stop as any. The foot traffics thins when I turn off the main
street. It’s harder not to think about what happened this morning without the
people surrounding me. I can’t shake the look on Mom’s face when I told her.
Tears swell up in my eyes. She really hates me. 


I step out to cross a road. A car zooms towards me.
I’m frozen. I can’t move. All I can think about is that damn cartoon of a deer
in the headlights. Pale arms wrap around my waist and pull me back onto the
sidewalk. The car zooms by. The driver flips me the bird. 


“Gee, thanks, asshole,” I roll my eyes and turn to
face my savior. 


The first thing I see is the purple lip gloss from the
night before. Images from the dream flash through my mind. Gizmo sprawled out
on the bed. My face buried between her legs. 


“You can stop thanking me now,” she laughs and pulls
me into a hug. 


A purple teardrop hangs from her necklace. How many of
these necklaces does this woman have? 


“Are you okay, love?” Gizmo takes me by the shoulders
and looks me over. 


“Just shaken up.” 


“Just a tip from the wise, when a ton of metal speeds
towards you at fifty miles an hour, move.” 


“Ha ha,” I roll my eyes. 


“Bad day?” Gizmo asks. I can’t look away from her
lips. I want to kiss her and get lost in her. 


“Something like that,” I say. 


“Where are you headed?” 


“The Thrifty Turtle to get something to wear to the
club.” 


“Which club? And didn’t you drink enough last night?
You were pretty damn drunk when I left. You still look a bit hungover too,
love. Maybe you should skip the club tonight.” 


“I..” I don’t know how to explain what happened. 


“Let’s do dinner,” she says. “I know this cozy little
diner not far from here and I bet you haven’t eaten today.” 


“Don’t think my stomach could handle it,” I laugh. 


She takes off her shades and her emerald eyes roam
over my body. Goosebumps rise on my arms. 


“Not eating only makes the hangover worse,” she takes
my arm. “Let’s take my car.” 


I quietly let her pull me along. I follow a few steps
behind her and watch her hips sway. Today she’s wearing black slacks and a
matching blouse. The slacks hug her ass showing off her curves. 


“Enjoying the show?” Gizmo laughs. “I can feel you
staring at my ass.” 


“Sorry,” I mumble blushing. 


“Don’t be,” Gizmo pulls me forward and playfully swats
my ass. The tap vibrates through me and I bite my lip so I don’t moan. I look
around to see if anyone’s watching. The street is empty except for an old man
feeding the pigeons who doesn’t glance in our direction. 


“Come on,” Gizmo pushes open a door to a diner I’ve
never visited before. The air is filled with the scent of fried chicken and
something I can’t place. 


“You can take your usual table, Gizmo,” the man has a
thick Southern accent. 


“He’s not from around here,” I laugh.


“He is. We’re not,” she shrugs. 


“What?” I ask.


“Nothing, it’s not important,” she shakes her head.
“Let’s sit down.” 


Gizmo takes my hand and leads me to a table in the
back corner of the room. She slides into one side of the booth and I go to
slide into the other. Gizmo tugs me in next to her.


“It’s cozier this way,” she says and lays her head on
my shoulder. It’s hard to breathe. Her red curls tickle my shoulder and neck,
but I don’t move. I don’t want to break the moment. 


“Your usual, Giz?” the guy shows back up. 


“Yeah, for both of us,” she nods. 


“Right away, ma’am.” 


“Thanks, Bobby,” Gizmo smiles. 


“He’s a really sweet guy,” she says when he’s out of
earshot. 


“Are you sweet on him?” I tease. 


“On Bobby?” she laughs. “No, he and I are old
friends.” 


“Oh, okay. Cool,” I say. I don’t know what to talk
about. My argument with Mom doesn’t seem like a good conversation for a date.
Are we on a date? It wasn’t planned, but neither was last night. 


“What was so bad about your day, love?” Gizmo lifts my
arm and wraps it around her shoulder. She leans into me and looks up at me
through her lashes. Yep, definitely a date. “I mean besides the massive
hangover you must have woken up with this morning?” 


“Do you really want to know?” I arch a brow. “It’s
pretty crappy.” 


“Good, I’ll grab a paddle for when we go up shit
creek.” 


I laugh and remember we never got in her car. She
mentioned taking it but she didn’t drive me anywhere. I want to ask her, but
can’t be sure I remember correctly. 


“Aren’t you going to tell me, love?” Gizmo says. When
I hesitate, she kisses my cheek. Her lips linger against my flesh until I
speak. I tell her everything that happened with Mom. She listens without
speaking. Her emerald eyes never leave mine. 


“She’s in shock, love,” Gizmo says when I’m finished
speaking. “She doesn’t know how to react. So while she should take time and
reflect she just does whatever comes to mind. She’s worried about what people
will say about her.” 


“About her?” I laugh. “It has nothing to do with her.”



“In a town like Cedar Grove,
it has everything to do with her. She won’t be able to escape it.” 


“Are you actually taking her side?” I scoot away from
her. 


“No, no, no, love,” she scoots close enough so our
thighs touch. “I’m just saying it’s going to be hard on her too.” 


“Well, it’s been hard on me for twenty-two years. I
can’t do it anymore.” 


“And you don’t have to,” she kisses my neck this time.



“I can’t,” I shake my head. Zips of pleasure bolt
through me. I cross my legs. “I can’t because I’ve already told her. It’s not
exactly something I can take back.” 


“You shouldn’t have to. She’s your mother and she
might mean well. She might,” Gizmo shrugs, “but you shouldn’t have to live
smothered every day just for the sake of
her pride.” 


“She hates me.” 


“Naw,” Bobby shows back up with our food. “I couldn’t
help but overhear. She’s your Momma. She doesn’t hate you. She might very well
hate that part of you. If she’s like mine she’s trying to pray the gay away as
we speak. She’s selfish and can’t see past her own nose, but she doesn’t hate
you. My dad died of a heart attack two weeks after I came out of the closet.
Momma swears I killed him.” 


“That’s horrible,” I say. My hands tremble. This is
too much. What the hell is wrong with the world? I almost miss my cage. It
smothered me, but it protected me from the outside world too.


“Well, to tell the truth,
my father was born with a heart condition. Then he became a cattle rancher who
loved to taste test his product. I think it had more to do with him dying than
my coming out of the closet. That’s when I met Gizmo. She was at his funeral.” 


I don’t tell Bobby I met Gizmo at a funeral too. I
don’t ask her even after Bobby leaves. Is she a professional funeral crasher?
She grins at me. It doesn’t matter how I met her. I never want her to leave. 


“The chicken here is to die for,” Gizmo takes her
first bite. 


A comfortable silence settles over the table as we
eat. Gizmo is right. The food is delicious. For dessert,
we share a huge slice of chocolate cake. It’s the best I’ve ever eaten.


“It’s my Grandma’s recipe. She was the best baker in
all of Mesquite, Texas,” Bobby tells me when I compliment the cake as we’re
leaving. 


“Where to now?” I ask her. 


“I thought we’d go back to my place for a quiet night
in.” 


“I didn’t think you were from around here.” 


“I’m not, but I keep an apartment here. I hate hotels.
I’m always afraid of taking home bedbugs. So I like to keep apartments in
places I frequent. Gizmo pushes the door of the diner open and her pink Porsche
is parked out front. There’s still fifteen minutes on the meter. Maybe I’m
crazy. I have huge gaps in my memory since meeting Gizmo. 


*****


Gizmo’s apartment turns out to be a top floor
penthouse. The view overlooks the city. They're
buildings in the skyscape I can’t place. One towers over all the others. I’m
about to ask her what it is when she hugs
me from behind. I lean into her. Her soft round breasts press into me. Her
erect nipples poke into my back. A wave of heat washes over me. 


“I made coffee,” she whispers in my ear. She speaks
the words like they’re from a dirty movie. 


“You can make anything sound sexy,” I laugh. 


“Just one of the many skills I’ve honed, love,” she
kisses my neck. She brushes my hair out of the way and licks along my pulse
point. I almost ask if she’s a vampire. Don’t those chicks who get feasted on
by vampires always lose parts of their memories in those goofy books? Gizmo’s
hands trail from my stomach to hold my breasts. My thoughts derail. I can’t
think of anything but how delicious her hands feel against my body. She
squeezes gently and massages them. 


My breath hitches. No one’s ever touched me like this
before. I’ve never let anyone close enough. Heat spreads through my body and my
eyes drift shut. Her thumb finds my nipple and rolls over it. Both nipples
harden as if they’re reaching out for her touch. I reach around and grab her
ass. 


“Gina,” she coos and kisses my neck.


I turn my head to meet her mouth. Hungry for another
taste of her my tongue darts between her parted supple lips. The angle hurts my
neck but I don’t break the kiss. Gizmo nibbles my lower lip and my doubts fade
away. This is what I’ve always wanted. Not Gizmo in particular. You can’t want
someone you don’t know but the freedom to do this. Just to kiss someone
beautiful and not feel ashamed of it. We both pant for air when the kiss
breaks, but we don’t move apart.  


The sun sets over the city and bright lights fill the
sky. I can’t see the stars, but I don’t need to as long as I’m with Gizmo.


“Do you want that coffee now?” 


“Yeah,” I nod, but I don’t let go of her. My arms
tingle from the odd angle but I don’t care. This moment might slip through my
fingers if I let go of her. Gizmo gently moves my arms and takes my hand. 


“Come on,” she leads me to the kitchen. Everything’s metallic
and shiny. The coffee mugs are bright pink like her car. I smile to myself as I
take the first smooth sip. It’s warm and bitter, just the way I like it. Gizmo
watches me but doesn’t say anything. Before I can stop it a warm blush spreads across
my cheeks. 


“Stop it,” I laugh.


“Stop what, love?” she leans across the table. Her
blouse moves revealing just enough cleavage to make me cross my legs. I try to
ignore the heat spreading through my body. I can’t shift my weight without
being aware of just how wet I am. 


“Stop looking at me like that,” I cross my arms over
my chest. Her eyes pour over me again as if she’s looking for my soul. 


“Like what?” Gizmo smirks. 


“Like you’re searching me out,” I stare into my
coffee. I can’t meet her intent emerald gaze. 


“I’m trying to discern just how wet you are.” 


Her words spin around my brain. She’s direct and to
the point, but it takes me a minute to catch up. My heart skips a beat. Last
night, inebriated and heartbroken I would have lunged across the table at her
invitation. Now, I wonder if she’s just teasing me. How will she feel about the
cellulite on my thighs? 


“No witty comeback, love?” Gizmo laughs. 


I can’t speak. Words suddenly seem foreign to me. 


“Did I cross a line?” she frowns.


“No,” I shake my head. “I just..” 


“Are a virgin?”
she offers. 


Virgin isn’t the word I wanted to use, but it’s close
enough.


“Yeah,” I nod. “I don’t …” 


“It was an invitation, love. Just a nod to the
elephant in the room,” she laughs. 


How is she so casual? Gods above me I want her, but
don’t know how to proceed. Is it too late? Does she think I don’t want to? 


“You must think I’m a prude,” I frown and look down at
my empty coffee mug.


“No,” she shakes her head. “I don’t like that word. It’s
just another word like slut. It shames
people for doing what they want with their own bodies. Do you want more
coffee?” 


I nod and she brings the pot to the table. After
refilling our mugs, she takes both of my hands in hers. 


“Love, this doesn’t have to be complicated. It doesn’t
have to be a big deal. Yeah, I’m horny and want to be with you, but that
doesn’t mean anything. If you’re not into it or want to wait for marriage I
support that.” 


“It’s not that,” I shake my head. “I’m into you.” 


“Alright, what’s the hang
up, the but?” Gizmo asks. 


What is the but? What’s holding me back from just
kissing her again to end the conversation? I want to see where this goes. I’m
wetter than I’ve ever been and I want her. I ache to cover the distance between
us. I want to taste every inch of her for real and not just in a whiskey-induced fantasy. 


“I’m afraid,” the words sound foreign. It’s not
something I say often. Well, I don’t say it often as long as caskets aren’t
part of the conversation.


“What are you afraid of, love? Are you just nervous?”
Gizmo leans across the table. I force myself not to look down.  


“Sorta,” I shrug. “I don’t even know.” 


“Only one question remains?” Gizmo pats my hand.


“What’s that?” I’m afraid to hear her answer. 


“Do we or do we not, love? It’s up to you.” 


“I didn’t think people talked this much before sex,” I
laugh. I need to change the subject even if it’s just for a moment.


“They should. I mean if you can’t talk about it, you shouldn’t do it. Seriously, talking
makes everything easier.” 


“Tell that to my nerves,” I laugh.


“What nerve should I tell first?” Gizmo wiggles her
crimson brows. 


I blush again. 


“You’re stunning when you blush. I mean you’re
obviously beautiful, but when you blush it’s impossible not to notice just how
stunning you are.” 


My blush deepens. I’m flattered, but wish she’d stop.


“I’m not used to so many complements,” I run my thumb
around the rim of the mug. It’s empty again. I want more coffee, but I’m
already jittery enough. 


“I’ll put a memo out that people should compliment you more,” she grins.


“Please don’t,” I laugh.


“Do you want more coffee?” Gizmo asks. I almost
accept. It would only distract me further from what I want. 


“No, thanks,” I shake my head.


“Alright,” Gizmo reclines in her chair. I try not to
look at her, but it’s impossible. She’s the perfect centerpiece for the room,
for any room. To keep from staring at her breasts I study her midnight blue
nails. The metallic paint looks fluid. It ripples with each tiny movement of
her hand. 


I long for her to touch me like she did on the dance floor.
Like she did when we watched the sunset. I want to watch her midnight blue
nails dance across my olive skin until I implode from the intimacy. 


“We do,” I say before I can chicken out.


“Then let’s,” an intoxicating smile tugged at the
corners of Gizmo’s lips. My head swam. Her smile was like downing a whiskey
sour in a single gulp. 


Gizmo doesn’t give me time to change my mind. She
takes my hand and leads me down the hall. 


“Shoes off,” she pauses before opening the door. “The
bedroom’s carpeted.” 


I kick off my sneakers and take my socks off for good
measure. Gizmo leans on my shoulder as she pulls her pink high heels off one at
a time. Without her shoes, she’s a few
inches shorter than me. 


“You’ve gotten taller since the kitchen,” she laughs.
Her laughter washes over me in waves making me weak in the knees. I kiss her.
She leans back against the wall and pulls me into her, pinning herself. 


I deepen the kiss and grind my hips into hers. I ‘m
clueless as what to do next but my body knows what it wants. It doesn’t need
directions from me.


 My heart pounds
as she lifts her arms above her and I caress them. Every inch of her is silky
soft. Gizmo is definitely the only good thing that came out of Uncle Richard
dying. Right now, I’m pretty sure I’d eat her out in a room filled with
caskets. I might not even realize where I was. It’s hard for me to concentrate
on anything else when Gizmo’s around. 


Holding her hands against the wall I entwine my
fingers with hers. She sighs into the kiss. The sound is beautiful, like music
to my ears, more beautiful than any symphony. I kiss down her throat to her
exposed cleavage. I lick the valley between it. Gizmo moans and runs her
fingers through my hair until my scalp tingles. 


My heart races as I undo the first button of her
blouse. Her eyes lock to mine as I fidget with the second button. My hands shake
and I can’t think straight. I look down and concentrate until I’ve managed to
undo every button revealing her smooth freckled skin and white lace bra. She
looks up at me expectantly. So I say exactly what I’m thinking.


“You’re so beautiful. So fucking gorgeous,” I kiss her
breasts through the lace and down her stomach. She doesn’t taste as salty as
the night before. “I want to taste every inch of you.” 


When I reach her slacks I kiss back up her torso. I
can’t get enough of her. I swirl my tongue around her cute dimpled navel before
she pulls me back up for another kiss. Her lips demand me as she grinds her
hips against me. Heat radiates from her body as she tugs at the hem of my
shirt. I lift my arms above my head and she pulls it off. She wastes no time and
goes straight for my bra hook. I blush remembering she’s already seen them when
I stripped off my shapewear the other night. Acting braver than I feel I let
the bra fall to the floor. 


Gizmo kisses each of my nipples in turn. I sigh and
stumble back into the other wall. She slides her hands between me and the wall
to hold me in place as she kissed my breasts. Nothing has ever felt so good and
raw. With each kiss and lick, I feel like
I’m going to melt into the wall. It’s surreal to watch her glossy purple lips
moving over my body. She sucks my nipple into her mouth and I can’t think.
Every nerve tingles. I dig my fingers into the wall and bite my lip. My heart
tries to pound out of my chest when she twirls her tongue around its aching
tip. 


“Breathe, love,” Gizmo laughs. 


“I’m trying,” I pant. 


“Do I need to slow down? Should we go lie down?” 


“Yeah,” I nod. Right now I’d say yes to anything she
asked for. 


“Which one?” She laughs and kisses me again. 


“Let’s go into the bedroom.” 


Gizmo’s bedroom is just as brightly colored as her
car. A rainbow of pinks, blues, and purples greets us as she tugs me onto the
bed. For a long moment, we kiss. My head
spins but I don’t want it to stop. Her hands roam over my breasts and I gasp
for air. 


“Breathe, love,” Gizmo laughs again. “Just relax and
breathe.” 


“Breathing’s overrated,” I manage a laugh and kiss her
again. 


“There’s nothing sexy about hyperventilating,” she
laughs and nibbles my earlobe. “So remember to breathe.” 


I take a deep breath. The scent of her raspberry
shampoo fills my head. 


“You smell delicious,” I kiss her harder. 


“Come here,” Gizmo turns onto her back and pulls me on
top of her. She’s stronger than I thought. Our naked torsos press together and
my head swims. The temperature rises ten degrees. My heart pounds at my ribs as
her hands roam over my back. She grinds her hips into mine. 


I kiss her neck and down across her collarbones. 


“I want to taste every inch of you,” I murmur against
her soft warm skin.


“I’m yours for the taking,” Gizmo half moans half
laughs and raises her hands above her head. 


I take my time. Her flesh is the softest thing I’ve
ever touched. For a moment, I’m in awe of the milky white freckled skin of her
small pert breasts and their erect pink peaks. Gizmo grinds her hips up
bringing me back to reality. 


I straddle her and place a kiss on each of her nipples
in turn. I nuzzle into her breasts before running my tongue around one of the
pink peaks. She sighs in pleasure. I can feel her gaze as I flick my tongue
across its tip. Her hips buck up into me
and she moans. 


A smug smile pulls at the corners of my lips. I move
to her other nipple and give it the same attention. I concentrate on moving my
tongue slowly across the erect peak. She moves under me adjusting her position
until she can reach me. Her hand moves across my hip. Even through the fabric
of my jeans, I can feel her warmth. A
shiver dances down my spine. 


Every inch of me wants more of her. The longing deep
within my belly urges me forward. I suck her nipple into my mouth. Gizmo gasps
and digs her nails into my hip. With it trapped gently between my teeth, I flick my tongue back and forth across
its sensitive little peak. 


Gizmo raises up on her elbow offering me more of her
breast. I open my mouth covering more of her flesh. She moans and runs her
fingers through my hair as my tongue works her over. I kiss down her stomach.
Remembering the body shop I twirl my tongue around her navel. She laughs, but
it’s a breathless laugh like I’ve never heard before. 


I hesitate for only a second when I reach her skirt. I
reach under to find the zipper, but it’s not there. Laughing to myself, I
realize it’s on the side. Gizmo shimmies out of her skirt and kicks it off. Her
white lace panties follow it. A thin patch of red curls leads my eyes to her
core. 


“Nervous?” Gizmo smirks. She slides her hand over
herself and moans.


“No,” I lie and settle myself between her soft thighs.



“Undress,” she runs her fingers through my hair. “I
don’t like being nude alone.” 


“Okay,” I laugh.


“It’s not funny,” she says and pulls me up for a kiss.


“It is,” I laugh, “but only a little.” 


“Strip for me,” she coos and bites my earlobe. “Or
should I undress you?” 


“I can do it myself,” I blush again. The room feels
warmer than ever. Gizmo locks her gaze to mine as I slide off the bed. My heart
pounds against my chest. A million doubts rush through my mind as Gizmo waits
expectedly. Are my thighs really too fat? When was the last time I tended the
garden? 


Gizmo crawls down the bed and grabs my hips. She pulls
me into her and nuzzles her face between my legs. A scorching heat blazes
through me. My knees go weak and I think I might fall. She kisses me through
the thick denim. I hold onto her shoulders to keep my balance. Even through my jeans, I can feel her warm breath dancing over
me. My head swims again. Nothing has ever felt this good. 


“Do you like that?” she looks up and locks her gaze to
mine. 


“Uh-huh,” I manage to say. 


“Well, there’s more where that came from,” she puts
her mouth against me again, but quickly
pulls away, “but first you have to undress. Here, I’ll get you started.” 


Gizmo undoes the button on my jeans and slides back to
watch. I let go of the doubts swimming around my head. They echo in the back of
my mind but I ignore them. If I pay attention to them they’ll only send me back
to hiding in my cage. The sound of my zipper coming undone echoes through the bedroom as I slide down my jeans. I step out of
my panties before I lose my nerve. No one ever warned me how nerve wracking my
first time would be. Then again, Mom and me really never talked about sex. 


I push the thought from my mind as Gizmo takes my
hand. She tugs me back onto the bed and into the freedom, I feel only when I’m close to her. Our mouths meet in a
hungry kiss and my doubts fade away. I gently push her back onto her back and
settle between her legs again. She rests one knee over my shoulder. 


I feel her watching me as I kiss one glistening wet
lip and then the other. I search for the courage from the dream. Perhaps, the
dream ended where it did because my sub-conscious knew I was in over my head.
Gizmo wiggles her hips and I push my doubts away. 


“What happened to tasting
every inch of me?” she coos and runs her long fingers through my hair. 


“I’m savoring the moment,” I say before snaking my
tongue between glistening pink folds. She gasps as my tongue finds her clit. I
lick the length of it evoking a low throaty moan from deep within her. 


The tension fades from my shoulders when I remind
myself I don’t need a roadmap. I’m in familiar territory. Countless nights of
reading dirty stories on my Kindle and getting off the only way I could was
finally paying off. 


I bury my face into her and quit overthinking. My
tongue travels the contours of her slippery folds. Her sweet and tangy taste
feels my head until I can think of nothing else. Her hips rock gently against
my face. 


“Right there, love,” she coos. My tongue trails too
far from her clit and Gizmo tugs my hair to guide me back. “Right there, that’s
it, baby.” 


Her dirty talk doesn’t sound dirty. Her voice is
smooth like honey and warmer than anything I’ve ever felt before. 


“Gina,” she coos my name. “I’m close, love.” 


Her words fill my head and echo around my skull. Gizmo
tenses. I swirl my tongue around her swollen pleasure nub until I think it’s
going to make me dizzy. She tugs my hair hard as she cums. I lick her until her
legs stop trembling and she pulls me up for a long slow kiss. 


“I think you’re a natural, doll,” she pants when the
kiss breaks. 


I don’t notice the movement, but suddenly Gizmo’s
fingers are between my thighs. She slides her soft hand over my mound and I
moan. My legs tremble at the first touch. I bury my face into her shoulder as
her fingers slide into my folds. Her thumb twirls over my clit as two fingers
slide deep within me. I bite her shoulder to swallow down the moan that threatens to bubble over my lips.


“Don’t be quiet on my account,” she laughs. 


My whole body trembles and I can’t think of anything
except her digits rocking inside of me. Her fingers brush against my sweet
spot. 


“Oh, Mother of Bast!” I slap the bed. 


“I haven’t heard that one before,” Gizmo laughs and
kisses my neck. “But I’ll take it as a compliment.” 


I scramble to find a witty comeback, but I can’t. Her
thumb moves quicker over my swollen little nub and I can’t think of anything
else. In school, they told me drinking killed brain cells. They never mentioned
sex dumbing you down too. 


“Oh,” I bite her again before I call out a name of
another goddess. 


“Close?” She asks. I don’t answer, but I don’t need
to. My toes curl and tension flanks my body. I can’t think. I just grind
against her hand as she continues to work me into a frenzy. 


“Gizmo,” I whisper her name as I cum. Every inch of my
body vibrates with pleasure. I collapse onto my back panting. Gizmo leans over
and kisses me hard. I almost can’t keep up with her quick dancing tongue. 


“I love you,” I pant when the kiss breaks and I mean
it. 


“No, you don’t, doll,” Gizmo laughs. “Lust, obsession,
infatuation. Those can describe this, but not love. You don’t even know me.” 


“But I want to,” I turn onto my side and lock my gaze
to hers. 


“Save all of that love for someone who deserves it,”
she kisses me again. “One day, you’re going to meet the girl who you want to
walk down the aisle. I’m not that girl.” 


“You don’t know that,” I say and steal another kiss.


“Yes, I do,” Gizmo says. 


I turn onto my
back and look up at the ceiling. Like the rest of the room, it’s painted a loud pink. 


“But that doesn’t mean we can’t have fun together,”
she kisses my shoulder. 


“Yeah, I guess so,” I say and try not to sigh. 


“Don’t be mad at me, Gina,” Gizmo kisses my shoulder
again. “I like you, a lot. I’m just not the sort of girl who’s going to settle
down anytime soon.” 


“I’m tired,” I say. It’s not a lie. The last few days were
all long ones. 


“Get some rest, love. We’ll do something fun in the
morning.” 


She claps and the lights go off. 


“Night,” I turn away from her.


Gizmo
curls around me and drapes her arm over my waist. I smile despite myself and
entwine my fingers through hers. At first, I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep.
I’m about to ask Gizmo what she does for a living when sleep overcomes me.












 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Four


Something warm and moist
rubs against my thigh. I shrug it off and turn over. Maybe I’m dreaming. The
feeling trails up my thigh again. Bolts of confusing pleasure shake me awake. 


“Huh?” I mumble. 


“Thought I’d give you a
really happy good morning,” Gizmo coos. 


Her warm hands trail over
my thighs parting them before my brain has time to consider what’s going on. Through
the fog of sleep, I’m drawn to her. Heat
covers my body as memories of the night before crash over me. 


I open one eye. Gizmo
sits between my thighs. Her lips are pursed in a sleepy pout but her delicate
pink nipples are hard.


“Mornin’” I yawn. 


“No, good morning,” she
flashes me a coy smile. 


My soul trembles as her emerald-eyed gaze locks to mine. For a moment I
can’t breathe. I can’t move. My sleepy brain cries out for coffee, but I want
Gizmo more. She brings her long fingers to her mouth, presses her glossy purple
lips against them, and blows me a kiss. 


“You missed it,” she
laughs. The sound washes over me. My sleepy brain searches for a witty comeback
but Gizmo beats me to the point. 


“Guess I’ll just have to
put it somewhere for safe keeping,” she smirks.


“Huh?” I laugh. “You’re
really confusing in the morning.” 


“I’ll make a pot of
coffee after I tuck your kiss away for
safe keeping.” 


I’m about to ask what she
means when she leans forward. Her warm breath dances up over my thighs to my
core. My legs tremble as her soft warm tongue grazes against my clit. 


“Oh, gods!” 


“What no Mother of Bast
this morning?” Gizmo laughs.


Her laughter vibrates
through me until I swear my soul itself shakes. I long to wrap the melody
around me and never listen to another sound again. Before I can answer she
buries her face into me. 


I’m too tired and wet to
worry if my thighs are too fat this morning. Gizmo licks my clit with slow
deliberation. I can tell she’s done this before. 


I close my eyes and try
to remember to breathe. My breath hitches with each slow teasing flick of her
tongue. Gizmo presses her face into me deepening what moments ago she called a
kiss. I can feel the contours of her high cheekbones and her nose as her mouth
moves over my clit. 


“This has to be the dirtiest
kiss ever,” I laugh. I regret the words as soon as they bubble over my lips.
Yep, that was corny. 


“All the best kisses are love,” Gizmo whispers.


“Kiss me forever,” I moan
as she sucks my clit into her mouth. With my eyes closed, I imagine how her soft supple lips look wrapped around my
swollen pleasure nub. The image leaves a scorching imprint on the back of my
eyelids. 


The conversation from
last night lingers in the back of my mind. Doubts try to creep in, but I don’t
focus on them. Maybe part of being free is merely living in the moment.
Tomorrow she might be gone, but today she’s here with me. Today her gorgeous
crimson locks spill over my thighs as her tongue works me into a frenzy. 


I dig my fingers into the
sheets and try not to moan. The sound gets caught in my throat and crawls out
as a whimper. I open my eyes and lose my breath. Gizmo’s back curves over
leaving just the edge of her plump ass in the air. I try to recall something to
compare to the beauty of this moment. There’s nothing. 


I miss her. She’s here in
the bed with me but I miss her. She’s only been in my life two days, but I know
when she leaves nothing will ever be the same. 


I run my hands through
her thick locks and she moans into my body. I bite my lip. That moan will haunt
me for as long as I live. 


“You taste so sweet and
innocent,” Gizmo murmurs as she slides two fingers into me. 


The word innocent spirals
around my skull. I feel anything but. 


Gizmo rocks her fingers
inside of me. My every nerve ending cries out for more.


“Holy Mother!” I gasp.
Friction fills my belly. 


“Sex is a really
spiritual act for you,” Gizmo laughs. 


“Praise be to the gods of
sex,” I laugh. 


The sound morphs into a
moan as her tongue slides over my clit again. An achy pleasure pulsates from
deep within as her fingers move onto my sweet spot. I wait for Gizmo’s next
witty comeback, but it doesn’t come. Her mouth is too busy tormenting me. 


I’m lost to her mouth.
Images of her glossy purple lips play through my head. I grind my hips up to
meet her probing fingers and hungry mouth. Nothing else matters as long as
Gizmo kisses me forever. 


She lifts my legs onto
her shoulders. Pleasure erupts from me. I can no longer swallow the moans Gizmo
worked so hard to coax out of me. Her long elegant fingers sink deeper into my
depths.


“Someone’s close to
exploding,” she whispers against my wet aching flesh. “But almost is never
enough.” 


With her free hand, Gizmo gropes one of my breasts. Pleasure
zips through me and lands squarely between my thighs. Her fingers roam over my
flesh until she finds my nipple. Then she teases it too. I feel like my mind
might explode from trying to keep up with her hands and mouth. Just when I
think the scorching kiss might be the death of me the fire in my belly
explodes. 


“Oh, my fucking gods!” I pant.
I try to string words together but they all come out gibberish. 


“And that, my dear, is
just the tip of the iceberg of pleasure,”
Gizmo laughs. 


She plops down on the bed
next to me and takes my hand. Our fingers entwine. 


“Let’s just stay in bed
forever,” I turn my head to look at her. 


“Forever is a fairytale,
love. Everything comes to an end eventually.” 


“Lie to me and say
forever,” I laugh. 


“No,” Gizmo shakes her
head. The humor is gone from her voice. “I’d rather have you remember me as the
woman who wouldn’t stay than the harlot who lied to you right after she ate you
out for the first time.” 


“Forever would be a
pretty lie, though,” I raise her hand to
my mouth and kiss it. 


“The truth might be a
scarred tapestry, but there’s something beautiful about it,” Gizmo turns on her
side. Her gaze lingers on mine for a moment and then she looks away. Her
expression goes stoic. I wonder what she’s thinking about, but I don’t ask. She
probably wouldn’t tell me anyway. 


“I should go start the
coffee pot,” she steals a quick kiss. “I’ll be right back.” 


As she leaves the room I
notice the tiger eye teardrop hanging from her neck. 



 

*****


“Where are we going?” I
ask Gizmo. She’s wearing a pink sundress that swishes around her knees. It’s
hard not to stare at her bare calves as her heels click along the sidewalk.
Today, her shoes make her two inches taller than me. I think about joking she
grew overnight, but don’t want to still
her joke. 


“To a movie,” she takes
my hand in hers. 


“Really?” I ask. I don’t
tell her but going to a movie seems mundane after our previous two dates. 


“No, I’m kidnapping you
into the cult I founded yesterday.” 


“Oh really?” I smirk.
“And what is the name of this so-called cult?” 


“The Cult of the Purple
Lip Gloss,” she says. “But first there’s this darling little bakery not too far
from here. They make the best opera cakes. You just have to try one.” 


“Opera cake?” I arch a
brow. “Doesn’t sound very appetizing.” 


“They’re to die for,” she
steals a kiss. My lips tingle when she moves away. One kiss is never enough. 


An elderly couple passes
us. The woman purses her lips and clutches her purse like we might swipe it at
any moment. The man turns for another look.


“Men can be such pigs,”
Gizmo rolls her eyes. “Seriously, he wouldn’t have so much as twitched his nose
if we were a straight couple.” 


“So we’re a couple now?”
I laugh. It’s a stupid question based on a vain hope, but I can’t stop the
words from bubbling over my lips. Dread fills my stomach. I don’t need the ‘I’m
not the committing type’ lecture again. It’ll kill my buzz for sure. 


“We’re a couple of gals
kissing on the middle of the sidewalk,”
she pulls my hand. “Come on. Hurry up. I’m starving.” 


“We just had coffee,” I
yawn. “What’s the rush?” 


“Coffee is not food,” she
laughs. 


“It’s been my breakfast
of choice since I was a junior in high school.” 


“Well, call it brunch
then, but we’re having opera cakes.” 


She pushes open the door
with a sign which reads ‘Celeste’s.’ The scent of chocolate and something
mysterious I can’t place fills my nostrils. Stenciled white flowers dot the
light blue walls. Gizmo squeezes my hand and steals another kiss. This time, her lips linger on mine. I don’t
want to pull away. 


My phone vibrates in my
pocket. I don’t need to check to know it’s Mom. I try to ignore it, but Gizmo
frowns at me. 


“Do you need to answer
that?” she finally asks.


“No,” I shake my head.
“It’s just my mom.” 


“Maybe you should. Just
to let her know you’re alive and well. So she doesn’t think I’m an ax murderer, love?” 


“No, to her you’re worse
than an ax murderer. You kiss girls.” 


“She doesn’t know that
for sure,” Gizmo laughs. 


“Yeah, she does,” I take
a deep breath. “I sorta told her about our date the other night. Don’t be mad.”



“Why would I be mad,
love? It’s not like I’m the one who’s been living in the closet. I never hide
my interests.” 


“Well, she wasn’t happy
about it,” I sigh. 


My phone vibrates again. 


Gizmo kisses me softly.
When the kiss breaks I can’t look away from her emerald eyes. Life is simpler
when she kisses me. She makes freedom look easy. 


“She doesn’t have to be
happy about it. It’s not her choice, but that doesn’t mean you can’t talk to
her. For all you know she’s calling to apologize.” 


“Gizmo, you know nothing
about my family. You certainly don’t know my mother. She’s overbearing and a
bunch of other words I don’t want to say in this cute little bakery.” 


My phone vibrates again.
Why doesn’t she just give up? 


Her hand dances across
the small of my back giving me goosebumps. 


“Fine, but I’m taking it
outside,” I sigh. 


Mom’s hung up by the time
I step outside. I consider just holding the phone to my ear and moving my mouth
to fake a phone call. Gizmo watches as I study the phone. She sticks her tongue
out at me and I laugh. A scorching blush washes over my neck and face. I can’t
help but think about where her tongue was
less than an hour ago.


“Call your mom,” she
mouths. 


“Fine,” I mouth back.


I dial Mom’s number by
hand instead of using the speed dial. I know I’m putting off the inevitable,
but I don’t know what to say to her. What can I say to the woman who’s ready to
disown me on behalf of my dead father because I’m gay? I hesitate before
hitting the call button. I don’t want her toxicity to ruin what could turn out
to be a beautiful day.


Gizmo frowns at me and I
press it. It rings twice before she answers. Mom doesn’t bother with
pleasantries. She doesn’t ask if I’m okay. No, she starts with questions and
demands.


“Gina, I’m at your house.
Where are you? Pastor Franklin and I need to talk to you. It’s very important.
You must come home at once.” 


Her words are strained.
She’s putting on the holy roller act she always does around the good pastor. 


“I’m on vacation, Mom. I
don’t know when I’ll be back,” I say. It’s hard to string the words together
without tearing her apart. 


“No, you are not on
vacation. Get in your car and come home right now.” 


My stomach churns. I
shouldn’t have called her back. So what if she thought I was killed by an ax murderer? At least, if she did she wouldn’t
have to worry about me ruining her reputation with the good church-going folk. 


“Mom, you’re wasting my
time. I finally told you something I couldn’t tell anyone else and you can’t
accept that I know who I am. I have nothing to say to you or the pastor. You’re
wasting his time too, you know. He’s a busy man and I’m sure there’s a fire and
brimstone convention he’s missing out on right now. He’s probably pretty damn
tired from spreading all that hate around. I hear hatemongering takes a toll on
your health.” 


“Gina! Don’t you speak to
me like that.” 


I know her eyes are bugging
out. The vein in her forehead is probably showing pretty well too. She’s
struggling not to lose her cool in front of the pastor. As a teen, I loved pushing her buttons until she
snapped. Today isn’t for entertainment. I
just want her to leave me alone. 


“Mom, I’m done walking on
eggshells for you. I’m done pretending to
be someone I’m not. This is who I am. Accept it or leave me alone.” 


Radio silence dances from
my phone. For a moment I breathe easier
because I think the call dropped. 


“You’re not gay, Gina.
You can’t be a lesbian.” 


My fingers curl into a
fist and my stomach churns. Bile rises in my throat. I swallow it and try not
to think too hard about what she said. How many days have I wasted so she could
be happy to have me as her daughter? I can’t do it anymore. 


“Well, Mom, I am,” I
sigh.


“Well, you can’t be. I’m
your mother and I won’t allow it.” 


My arm twitches. I want
to throw the phone and watch it shatter across the pavement. 


“Sorry, Mom, it doesn’t
work like that,” I roll my eyes. Why haven’t I hung up yet? Why am I having
this conversation with her? “I’m a lesbian, Mom. I’m a lesbian. Les-bi-an.
Les-bi-an.” 


“Stop saying that word,
Gina!” 


“LESBIAN!” 


A pigeon flees leaving behind a half-eaten doughnut he’d
found for breakfast. A man across the street glances in my direction. When he
notices me looking he gives me a thumbs up. 


“Don’t shout at me, Gina!
I raised you better than that!” 


“Fine,” I say. “I’ll quit
yelling as soon as you realize I’m a lesbian. It’s the way I’ve always been.” 


“No, you’re not. You’re
doing this to upset me. You love to get a rise out of me and you know it.” I
can see her pointing her finger at the empty air. Mom likes to jab at people
when they frustrate her. I can see her jabbing at the empty space where she
thinks I should be standing.


“Mom, this isn’t about
you. The world revolves around the sun, not you, just so you know,” I roll my
eyes again. I squeeze the phone until it hurts my hand. 


“Gina, at least speak to
Pastor Franklin on the phone,” Mom says in a bitter last attempt to win the
argument. “He’s watched you grow up. He’s worried about you. He’s concerned for
the wellbeing of your immortal soul, Gina. You owe it to him and to me. Just
speak to him.” 


“Mom, I don’t owe either
of you anything,” I hang up. 


She calls back, but I
turn my phone off. I lean against the bakery window and take long deep breaths.
I focus on the air filling my lungs. I try to imagine breathing in clean white
air and exhaling the toxic fumes Mom always seems to fill me with. I miss my
yoga mat. My morning routine was thrown out the window this morning. I don’t
regret it, but skipping my sun salutations has put me in a horrible mood. Okay,
maybe that was Mom, but I still miss my yoga mat.


“Was it that horrible, love?” Gizmo coos in my
ear. I didn’t hear her come out. She’s holding a white paper bag with the
bakery’s blue cupcake logo printed on its front. She’s wearing a new teardrop
necklace. The stone is as emerald as her eyes.


“You weren’t wearing that
when we left your apartment,” I point at the necklace. “You were wearing a
tiger’s eye this morning.” 


 I try to sound innocent, but my tone is all
wrong. My words are harsher than I meant for them to be. Maybe I need more
coffee. 


“No it was this one,”
Gizmo laughs. “You’re just not very observant in the morning.” 


“I am when it comes to
you,” I square my shoulders. It’s true. If I closed my eyes I could recall every
freckle on her body. A scorching blush dots my cheeks. I’m pretty sure I
shouldn’t tell her.  After all, she made
her feelings about our relationship or lack thereof clear last night.


“Maybe your coffee hadn’t
kicked in,” she kisses my cheek. “Or you had foggy sex brain. When you’re on a natural high small details sneak pass you.” 


I know Gizmo wasn’t
wearing the emerald teardrop necklace when we left her apartment and this isn’t
the first time a necklace has appeared around her throat. My heart pounds in my
chest. I’m missing an important detail somewhere. There’s something I should
know. A chill shimmies up my spine. I wonder if someone’s walked across my
grave. 


I open my mouth and shut
it again. What am I supposed to say? Hell, maybe she carries them around in her
purse. Maybe it’s an OCD thing or Gizmo
just really likes the design. My stomach churns. I don’t believe my own lies
this morning. 


I open my mouth to tell
her I don’t believe her. I don’t get the chance before Gizmo kisses me and the
words flee from my mind. Her tongue slides between my parted lips and I
surrender to her and her faulty logic. 


 Sirens fill my ears and I pull away from the
kiss to cover them. Gizmo says something but I can’t hear her. She gently pulls
one hand away and whispers in my ear. I still don’t hear her. Lights flash
further down the street. The ambulance barely swerves in time to miss an
oncoming truck that doesn’t pull over quick enough. I cringe. My eyes dart up
and down the street looking for where the ambulance might stop. It skids to a
stop in front of where we stand by the bakery.


“Mrs. O’Malley is having
a heart attack. We should really get out of the way and let the professionals
do their job,” Gizmo shouts over the sirens. I hear her this time. She tries to
pull me away from the bakery, but I dig my heels in. We can’t just run away
from a woman who needs help. 


“Do you know her well?”
My heart skips a beat. “Do you want to stay and make sure she’s okay? Do we
need to go to the hospital?” 


I keep rambling. I’ve
built a list of questions I ask every time someone might die. Bast knows I’ve
had enough practice at being around dying people. 


“No, I don’t know her
very well,” Gizmo adjusts the gem on the chain until it sets at the heart of
her cleavage. I take a deep breath and let it go. It’s not like I’ve been to
medical school. I can’t do anything to help the baker. Gizmo might play it cool
at funerals, but she’s not as smooth around the dying.


Two large EMTs push past
us. I press myself against the glass giving them as much room as I can to get
their equipment inside. They don’t glance in our direction as they enter the
bakery. As soon as their gone I can’t recall what they looked like. All I
remember is the gurney and the equipment. It’s too similar to what happened at
the dinner party where Uncle Richard died. He died there on the floor before
the ambulance and EMTs arrived with their plethora of equipment. 


His pulse stopped while
we all stood helplessly. They didn’t announce him DOA, but he was. A mousey
looking redhead pounded on his chest for fifteen minutes before they loaded him
into the ambulance. It was a doctor in
the ER that called his time of death. Aunt Susan took a swing at her before
Adrian was able to drag her away. Then came the coffin.


I try not to think of
Mrs. O’Malley and what will happen if she dies. 


Casket. Coffin. Casket.
Coffin. 


The words spiral through
my brain until I can’t breathe. I don’t know her, but I don’t want them to lock
her in a casket forever. No one deserves that. My head spins and I struggle for
air.


“Breathe,” Gizmo places a
soft hand on either side of my face. Her emerald eyes fill my view and I
breathe. I can’t ignore her request. Why would I ever want to? She leans in and
kisses me hard. 


“Now you’re just trying
to steal my breath,” I laugh when the kiss breaks. I take a deep breath and this time, the air slides smoothly into my
lungs. 


“Don’t be silly, love,”
Gizmo coos. “I was simply giving you some of my air.” 


“Oh,” I laugh. I don’t have
another witty remark so I let her lead me away from the bakery. The ambulance
lights dance around the street like a morbid disco that can be glimpsed from
blocks away. Gizmo squeezes my hand and I push
Mrs. O’Malley out of my mind again. I can’t help her. She’s bound for a casket.



“What do you want to see
at the theater?” Gizmo asks when we’re far enough away we no longer hear the
sirens. We’re only a block away from Celeste’s, but Mrs. O’Malley’s heart
attack no longer feels urgent. What could I do about it anyway? 


The breeze plays through
Gizmo’s hair and I catch the stray lock and tuck it behind her ear. There’s
nothing I want to see at the theater
because I don’t want to stop watching her.


“I’m not sure,” I shrug.
“I don’t know what’s playing. I don’t watch many movies. I prefer books.” 


 “Well, what are you in the mood for? A
romance? A mystery? Maybe a thriller? There’s a new slasher flick out.” 


“Um.. No thanks, to the slasher,” I laugh. “Most of those show
funerals. Actually, that’s one of the reasons I don’t watch many movies. So
many of them show funerals. It’s morbid and I don’t like seeing the caskets.” 


We stop at a crosswalk
and Gizmo pushes the button. She squeezes my hand and tilts her head.  


“What?” I frown. “If you
really want to see the slasher movie I’ll go with you. I’ll just close my eyes
during the funeral scenes or maybe you can put your hands over them for me.” 


I don’t want her to
change her mind and go without me.


“Are you really that
afraid of caskets?” she asks. 


“Well, yeah,” I blush. “I
don’t understand why everyone isn’t. I mean we’re all going to die. Seriously,
every one of us. That’s not really what scares me,
though. I mean we could be buried alive or what if our souls can’t escape the
coffin? Or what if..” 


Her eyes are narrowed and
she’s frowning. So I shut up. Way to go, Gina. You really know how to scare off
the first girl who likes you.


“It’s a unique phobia,
love,” Gizmo coos. She leans and kisses my cheek. “Seriously, I’ve traveled the
world. I’ve met people who fear birds and butterflies, but never caskets.
People usually fear the things that give them the need of the vessel and not
the vessel itself.” 


“Well, that makes me one
of a kind,” I say. I never considered the possibility that my odd phobia of
caskets would interfere in my love life. I mean it’s not like I plan on dating
a mortician or something.


I give myself a mental
shake. Images of every casket I’ve ever seen plays through my mind. Dark wood,
light wood, grainy, and treated. There’s a rainbow of linen linings until I see
Uncle Richard’s again. I can’t shake the image. It’s as if it’s glued to the
inside of my eyelids. It lingers until Gizmo kisses my cheek. I lean into her
side. Touching her drives away thoughts of the wooden prisons. I can’t think of
anything except for her now. A breeze rustles her crimson curls. One flies away
and she tucks it behind her ear with a coy smile. 


“And really people are
afraid of butterflies?” I laugh. “If I was going to be afraid of something it
would be caterpillars. I mean they turn themselves to goo in the cocoon without
dying. That’s freaky. Butterflies are just the survivors of a massive trauma.” 


“Don’t tell them that.
They believe they’re lucky when they’re fluttering around. Imagine a whole
world filled with your favorite sweet. That is exactly the life butterflies
live.” 


The little white man
appears on the box on the other side of the crosswalk. 


“I wouldn’t go through
that for all the coffee in the world,” I laugh and step out onto the street. 


“Yes, you would,” Gizmo
playfully slaps my ass. 


All at once the color
fades from her face.


“Gina!” Gizmo grabs my
arm. I feel her fingers for a fraction of a second. She jerks me back but I
don’t move. I can’t. I’m stuck. A white car is headed straight towards me.
Fuzzy pink dice hang from its rearview mirror. The driver has the top down. I
try to scream for the balding middle-aged
man to stop, but I can’t speak. My lips won’t move either.


I search for Gizmo.


I see myself standing
next to her. Her pale freckled arm is around my shoulders. The breeze dances
through our hair. She’s cooing something
in my ear I can’t hear. It’s like she’s trying to talk underwater. I’ve never
noticed how long my nose is before.


The white car speeds
through me. I grab my middle and brace for impact. I feel nothing. 


I turn just in time to
watch the balding man crash his sports car into a blue four door.  The driver tries to swerve but doesn’t swing wide enough. The white car collides with
its side and pushes forward without slowing until the metal crunches and half
wraps itself around a telephone pole.


 I wait for the street to go dark, but it
doesn’t. I look to Gizmo for answers. 
She’s still standing next to the other me. The other me? I study myself
searching every inch of my solid body for an injury. I don’t see one. 


I try to take a step
forward. Maybe I’m having a hallucination brought on by the shock of the
accident. I can’t move, though. I’m limp.
If Gizmo wasn’t holding me I’d fall over.


I’m dead. 


I have to be. It’s the rational
explanation. The car didn’t zip past me. 


It hit me. 


Why didn’t I feel it?
Maybe we don’t feel our own deaths? Maybe the brain has a function to protect
us in our last moments and science just hasn’t discovered it yet? 


No, that’s not right
either. It can’t be. I can see myself. I’m standing uninjured with Gizmo. Or am
I seeing what I want to see? I try to reach out for myself or Gizmo or anything
else. My arms won’t move. Am I going to be stuck in this very spot forever? 


 “Gina?” Gizmo blinks. 


Her eyes narrow on me.
The part of me she’s holding doesn’t react to her voice. 


 I don’t answer. My brown eyes are glazed over.
My limbs hang limply at my sides.


Gizmo looks
away from the empty shell she’s holding and at me.


“Fuck, fuck, fuck! Gina,
I didn’t think you were so queasy,” she sighs. “It’s one thing to be afraid of
caskets, but it’s a whole new world when you go jumping out of your body. This
isn’t the time for you to face that particular fear, love.” 


I open my mouth to ask
what she means, but I still can’t speak. Frustration churns within me.


She takes my arm and
yanks me toward my body. I can feel her fingers brush against me, but I don’t
move. She yanks harder. No luck. 


People are gathering in
the distance looking at the accident from across the street. No one’s helping.
Why aren’t they helping them? 


“Fuck,” Gizmo sighs.
“It’s not the time for you and I don’t
have time for this.”


She glances toward the
accident and back at me. 


“She’s going fast, but
you’re not going anywhere. She’s dead anyway. Her clock’s out of time. She can
wait,” Gizmo says. 


If I were still in
possession of my heart I’m sure it would pound so hard it would free itself
from my chest. 


I’m dead and I don’t know
what happened. 


After glancing around,
Gizmo drags me half a block and sits my limp body on a bench. I strain my eyes
to discern if I’m still breathing. I can’t tell whether or not I am. Gizmo
sprints back to where I stand, but she doesn’t look at me. She’s studies the
sidewalk and the street. 


“Where are you, love?”
she coos. Her voice is smooth as honey, but her eyes flicker across the
pavement with an urgency I’ve never seen her show before. My mellow exciting
Gizmo is frazzled. I must be dead. 


“Gina, where are you?” 


Her face screws up in
concentration. 


A few seconds later her
eyes light up. I follow her gaze until I see a honey colored amber teardrop
laying near a sewer grate. Gizmo approaches it slowly. A smile pulls at the
corners of her glossy purple lips as a sigh of relief escapes her. She slides
her long fingers gently under it. I gasp for air as my whole existence tingles.
The edges of the world become foggy and I can’t concentrate. It’s hard to
remember why I was so worried moments before. I can only make out Gizmo’s pink
dress through the mental fog threatening to eat away at my consciousness. It
rustles in the breeze. I squint my eyes to see where she’s going. The
click-clacking of her heels is louder than ever. Each click and clack echoes
through my brain until I can hear nothing else. I strain to hear my own
heartbeat, but remember my heart probably isn’t beating. 


I try to ignore the
tingling chills filling my head. I focus on Gizmo. It’s harder to see her now.
Through the all-consuming fog, I see her
place her hand on my chest. I want to yell and tell her this isn’t the time to
be handsy with me. I’m dead and you don’t
go around groping dead girls. 


The fog clears lifting
like a slow moving veil until I see the world with crystal clarity. Colors are
too vibrant to look at. I squeeze my eyes shut and my center of gravity shifts.
For a second I’m flung towards the light the next I’m crashing hard back into
my body. 


Everything hurts. My
temples throb and my muscles ache in a way no workout has ever left me feeling
fatigued. I gulp for air. I touch my arms and then bend to touch my legs. I’m
solid again and everything hurts. 


“What the hell just
happened?” I look to Gizmo.


“You were knocked out of
your body or maybe you jumped,” she touches my cheek gently. The pain recedes to
a bearable measure. Gizmo locks her gaze to mine. This time it isn’t romantic
or sexy. She’s trying to look for my soul,
not into it. “It was probably just a fear reaction. That damn car came out of
nowhere. You’re going to be alright. You’re alive. You’re an early jumper, though. You’re going to have to be more
careful in the future. I’m not always going to be around.”  


My eyes drift to the
carnage further up the street. The blue car is totaled and the telephone pole
leans at an odd angle. Blood pools outside of what was minutes ago the driver’s
side window of the blue car. Metal and glass cover the street. The white car’s
hood is smashed into the middle of the blue car. One of them or maybe both are
smoking. I can’t tell from here.


If Gizmo hadn’t pulled me
back onto the sidewalk would I have been just another piece of the wreck? My
eyes settle on a fake hand. Its nails are painted a pretty shade of crimson.
Its fingers are twitching. Something must have
pressed its on-button during the wreck. I wonder which driver it belongs
to? They probably aren’t too worried about their toy right now.


“Stay here,” Gizmo
whispers to me. “Wait for me here.” 


“Where are you going? We
need to call for help if someone hasn’t already! Stay here and call for help. I
don’t want you to get hurt. I almost died! Stay with me.” 


“I may be part of the
problem,” Gizmo pulls her hair into a tight ponytail.
“Just stay here.” 


“I need to know what’s
going on,” I say. Flashes of the amber teardrop dance through my memory. Had I
imagined it or had Gizmo really held my soul in her hands? 


“Teardrops are souls,” I
grab Gizmo’s arms. “That’s it. What are you?” 


“No time, love. There’s
no time. Wait for me here.” 


The frantic look in her
eyes makes me release her. She sprints up the street. Her heels click against
the pavement. The wind catches her dress showing me a glimpse of her pink lace
panties. She kneels and picks up something from the hand before looking around.



Sirens screech in the
distance. I remember Mrs. O’Malley. Is she dead? 


The balding man gets out
of the white car and throws up. Blood drips down his face and lands like a
raindrop on the pavement. 


“Oh my fucking God! Oh, Jesus! Oh Jesus, help me! Her hand’s been
cut off! Oh, Jesus, help me! Someone do something!” He shouts in between
torrents of vomiting. “Someone do something! JESUS!” 


I look up to the sky. I’m
half expecting something to happen. I mean I did get thrown out of my body and
put back in today. I’m not sure if Jesus is real enough to answer him, but
maybe another God. I half expect to see the swooping paw of Bast. After what
just happened to me I don’t think anything else would shock me too much. 


Nothing happens. 


There’s no divine intervention
or an angel to save the day. Only Gizmo sprinting back to me. Gizmo says as she
sprints back towards me. As she runs she latches a second necklace around her neck. The stone catches the sunlight.
It’s a crimson teardrop. 


“Come on, love,” she pants.
Her hair is mussed up and her face is blotchy. “We need to clear out of here.” 


“What just happened? We
need to stay and help! I need to know what happened to me today?” 


My heart tries to pound
its way up my throat. I swallow hard, but it doesn’t help. My palms are
sweating. I wipe them on my jeans and sprint towards the vomiting man. 


“I’ve already told you.
You jumped out of your body or were knocked out. Either way, you’re fine now, love,” Gizmo grabs my arm and turns me
to look at her.


“No, I’m not. I’m pretty
sure you held my fucking soul today!” I throw my hands up. “I can’t do this!
What the hell is going on here?” 


“We’ve got to go.” 


Gizmo takes my hand. Her
skin isn’t as soft as before. Her grip is annoying. 


“If you’re not going to
tell me what the hell you did at least let me go help them!” 


“Come on,” she tugs me
away from the accident and its victims. “Professionals are on the way. They’ll
save the man. The woman’s already bled out from having her hand hacked off
amongst other things.” 


“Let me go!” 


 I can’t pull away from her. The muscle in my
arm tightens and I can’t move it. 


“Let me go! What the hell
is wrong with you? And where the hell do you keep getting those necklaces? I’m
pretty freaking sure they’re souls and you can’t just tote around souls like
that! What are you doing?” I try to yank away from her again. 


Suddenly, we’re standing
next to her bright pink car. She opens the passenger door and lifts me inside. 


I can’t move. I can’t
breathe. 


Gizmo fastens my seatbelt
before rounding the car and sliding behind the wheel. 


“You’re always wearing
them!” 


“Are you really choosing
right now to insult my choice of fashion accessories?” Gizmo laughs. 


Her laughter wraps around
me clouding my mind. It’s hard to think, but I manage to shake it off. 


“It’s not just that you
wear them, Gizmo. It’s that they appear out of nowhere. It happened at Uncle
Richard’s funeral. Sometimes you’re wearing them when we meet up. But then
today when the baker had a heart attack you came out with a new one. Then that
one,” I point to the crimson stone sitting next to the emerald one. “You picked
up from that woman’s hand. Something’s not normal. Something’s not right. Then
you held mine. You held it in your hand! 
I need you to take me home right now. I can’t be here! I can’t do this!”



Maybe I’ve lost my mind.
Maybe the heart attack and the crash were just too much for one day. Then
again, I know what I saw and Gizmo isn’t denying anything I’ve said.


“I’ll take you back to
your car.” 


“My car?” It takes me a
moment to remember I’d driven my car to Charleston.


“Unless you just want to
leave it there for all eternity,” Gizmo says. 


“No, what I want is for
you to tell me what the hell is going on!” I slap the dashboard. Pain radiates
up my arm, but I refuse to cry out. “And we didn’t drive here. We were walking!
I know, because I almost got ran over and then I was outside my body! I was
outside of my body until you pulled me back into it! And then suddenly we’re at your car!” 


“Alright, I saved your
life. So what?” Gizmo adjusts the rearview mirror. 


“What are you?” I finally
ask. I hate how bitter and cynical the words taste, but there’s no other way to
put it. 


“What am I? What?” 


“Are you the angel of
death or something?” I ask. “It doesn’t make sense,
though. Seriously. None of this makes sense.” 


My hands shake and I
can’t stop them. 


“I’m a soul collector,
Gina. I don’t kill people. I just collect souls and take them where they
belong. I was running late the day I met you or I would have never been at your
Uncle Richard’s funeral. It’s just what I
do.” 


“You’ve been lying to me
this whole time?” 


“Lying?” Gizmo looks at
me. She pounds the brakes so that we stop just short of running a red light.
“What have I lied to you about, Gina?” 


“You lied by omission the
whole time we’ve known one another. Is this what you do? Do you go around
seducing mortals and making light of it? You should have told me.” 


“Would it have made a
difference? Would you still have hung out with me?” 


Suddenly, we were no
longer at the red light. Gizmo pulls her car into the parking garage where I
had left mine.


“I don’t know. I slept
with Death. I gave my virginity to Death.” 


“I’m not Death!” Gizmo
punches the steering wheel. The horn echoes through the parking garage. I
cringe, but she isn’t done. She punches again before shouting at me. 


“Death is a force of
nature. Things are born. They live and waste away until they die. It’s just how
things are. I’m just one of the many beings moving your pathetic little mortal
souls from one life to the next. I am not Death!” 


“It’s the same thing,” I
say. I’m heaving for breaths now. I can’t get enough air. Tears threaten to
fall. How could Gizmo be death? How could she be anything but the beautiful
woman I met at the funeral? 


“I thought you’d be
different, Gina. You’re not like the others. You see beyond the basic solid
world. You don’t like it and you deny it, but you do. I thought you’d be
different.” 


“Shut up! Just shut up!”
I slap the dashboard and swear under my breath. “I’m scared to death of caskets
and you think I’m going to be okay with running around with Death? With Death
eating my pussy out? If there’s one thing I don’t want near my cookie jar it’s
Death!” 


“You weren’t complaining
this morning! No, this morning it was “Oh, Bast, Oh Gizmo, don’t stop!” 


“Go to hell!” 


“Get out of my car, Gina.
Get out of my car and go home,” Gizmo says. She doesn’t look at me. She grips
the steering wheel until her knuckles turn white. 


“GO! NOW!” She growls.
Her emerald eyes glow and I move. 


“Fine,” I get out and
slam the door. “Maybe next time you decide you want to take someone’s innocence
you should tell them what you are first.” 


The car is gone and I’m
standing nose-to-nose with Gizmo. 


“You were nothing but a little caged bird when I met you at Richard’s
funeral. You were a coward! Afraid not only of your own shadow but of yourself!  You
hated life and you hated death in equal measure. You hated life in your little
cage, but hated the thought of ending up in some dirty coffin too!  


You weren’t living! You
were just watching life pass you by
because you were too afraid of what everyone else might think! I saved you,
Gina! I saved you from a life of misery! I shook you up! I woke you up! And you
weren’t complaining about giving me your innocence when you buried your face
between my legs! No, you were a moaning
happy puppy then, weren’t you?” 


Her words spin around my
brain until I think I might implode. She’s right, but I won’t admit it. Gizmo
freed me from the cage, but now it’s hard to look at her. She’s Death or a soul collector? Is there
really a difference? 


“Fuck you!” 


My hands tremble. I want
to slap her or something. Anything to burn away the anger boiling inside of me.



“Been there done that.
Maybe I’ll get a t-shirt printed up!” 


I open my mouth to
retort, but I’m alone in the parking garage. A crow hovers in the distance. It
swooshes past me and then charges me. I step aside, but it follows me. I try to
dodge its beak but it pecks at my head. I
raise my arms to cover my face. I bat at it. It pecks
my hands instead. 


“Go away, you stupid
bird!” I slap at it again and miss. I try to remember where I parked my car. I
spot it in the distance and make a run for it. I just manage to slide in and
slam the door shut before the crow can
squeeze in with me. 


“Caw-caw-caw!” The bird
puffs up its feathers. It’s black eyes peer into my soul. 


“Fuck off, Gizmo!” I
shout as I put the car in reverse and pull out. I’m not sure if the bird is
her, but they both can go fuck off.












 


 


 


 

Chapter Five


Days pass slowly after Gizmo. Mom stops in every
day, but I can’t bring myself to care. I zone out her rants about my life
choices. I know it’s a new day when Mom bangs down the door to yell at me for
an hour before leaving in a huff when I refuse to acknowledge her yelling. I’ve
spent hours debating whether it would make her feel better if I just yelled back.
I don’t yell back because shouting takes
too much energy.


Sleeping on a yoga mat is more comfortable than I
thought it would be. My corner nook altar is empty. No candles. No incense. No
prayer bowls. No goddess statues. I’ve even packed away my little statue of
Bast. I miss her the most. If I had left her out maybe I wouldn’t feel so alone
this morning. She’s gone. It’s all gone and packed away for the move. I’ve made
all the arrangements, but my limbs are too heavy to follow through this
morning. 


I thought moving day would feel different.
Instead of a pardoned woman, I feel like
a death row convict. The freedom I felt when I first met Gizmo has vanished.
I’ve spent a lot of time wondering what I must do to feel that rush again. I
told my boss, Ethan, about her. He said it was my first broken heart. Too bad I
don’t have a second heart to break. I’d give it to her too. I’d go back to not
knowing and give it to her all over again. 


Death. She’s Death. What else do you call someone
who goes around transporting souls to the afterlife? Death. It’s the only name
for what she is. If Mom hadn’t met her at Uncle Richard’s funeral I would think
I imagined her. 


A crow caws outside the window and I smile. I
miss her. I miss Death. She’s haunted my dreams since the fight. I can’t close
my eyes without seeing her glossy purple lips. Sometimes, if I concentrate hard
enough I can still feel her lips moving against my skin. The irony doesn’t
escape me. 


I’m afraid of coffins and longing for Death. 


I force myself up from the yoga mat and pack away
my pillows and blankets. The kitchen is barren except for the coffee pot I
prepared the night before. Salem is hours away and I’m going to need my liquid
energy. If I didn’t have to drive, I’d opt for liquid courage as well. I open
the lid and smell the grounds before I start the pot. The scent chases away the
morning fog. My love for coffee may be the only thing Gizmo didn’t change. 


It’s hard to concentrate on my sun salutations. I
focus on my breathing, but she’s everywhere. Her features haunt my thoughts in
the abstract. Sometimes it’s a crimson curl blowing in the breeze. Other times
it’s her pale freckled breasts or thighs. Or any tiny thing my mind can conjure
to torment me. Most of all I miss her laughter. I miss it spiraling around me
like a warm blanket until I could think of nothing else. 


I give up on the sun salutations because I no longer know how to greet the day. The
coffee’s still percolating so I roll up my mat and shove it in the trunk of the
car. My pillows and blankets go in the backseat next to the trunk full of my
altar supplies. The movers took everything else yesterday. I’ve hired an
interior decorator for the new house. She’s supposed to have it all set up by
the time I get there today. I doubt anyone’s ability to set up a house so
quickly, but I work at a bookstore so what do I know about it? 


“It’s almost time to go, Bast.”


 Leaning
against the car, I look up at the rising sun. There’s not a cloud in sight. 


“Is it for the best?” 


A leaf twirls down from a tree and lands atop my
head. 


“That might cheer me up if I were a cat,” I
laugh. The leaf is the dark green of summer. “Maybe it’s something to consider
for my next go around.” 


I open the trunk long enough to drop the leaf
inside. 


“Coffee,” I say. The word sparks anticipation in
my tongue. 


I really loved the taste of Gizmo. 


Great, now I can’t think about my tongue without
thinking about Gizmo. I decide to give it coffee in hopes it’ll forgive me for
the betrayal. There’s nowhere to sit inside so I drink it on the front steps. 


Mrs. Sloan from down the street jogs by at a
quarter til eight. She’s eighty-six, but
rain or shine you can set your watch by her. Stephanie Sloan lives in a blue
colonial style house at the end of the street. At least, it was a colonial
originally. She and her husband added a new room every other year until his
death four years ago. 


“Sorry to see you go,” she slows to jog in place.
“You’re one of the best neighbors we’ve ever had. I understand why you’re
moving, but wherever you go there you are. And so are your problems.” 


“My mom isn’t in Salem,” I laugh.


“No, but there will be others who don’t approve.
There’s always something someone somewhere hates about you. When I first told my father, I wanted to be a surgeon he
literally laughed until he fell over. He had his appendix removed later that
same day, but he fell over nonetheless,” Mrs. Sloan says. 


 “Do you
even know why I’m moving, Mrs. Sloan?” I laugh.


“Because God made you love women,” she shrugged. “Us ladies never have it easy, but
you’ll be alright. You’re bright and young with all the world ahead of you. I know we don’t know each other well and I know
you’re well off because your father planned for your future, but there’s
something I want to give you.” 


I watch as her once steady surgeon’s hands
struggle to open her blue fanny pack. She pulls out an envelope and jogs up the
driveway. 


“I would have come to you, Mrs. Sloan,” I smile. 


“No need for the fuss, Gina. Let an old woman
move while she’s alive. Before you look,” she hands me the envelope. “Yes,
there’s a check inside. I don’t want you to fuss at me though or think it’s
handout. It’s not. The doctors tell me I’ll be lucky to live another six
months. I know they’re right because I’ve
seen the test results. I spent years telling people they were dying and now
it’s my turn to be on the receiving side of such news. I don’t have kids. Never
had the time. I was too busy keeping other people’s kids alive. I don’t regret
it for a second. 


I thought about donating it to a charity, but so
many of them are so corrupt these days. You probably don’t remember this
conversation, it just happened in passing, but I was there the day you started
working at the bookstore. You said you wanted to open your own or even your own
publishing company. There’s a difference between being well off and having the
sort of money that gives you the power to
do anything you want. So, it’s not a handout,
Gina. Women like you don’t take those. I know I wouldn’t. But I do hope you
will accept a hand up. For decades I held the power of life and death in my
hands. I’m too feeble to hold onto such power now. So I need to give it away.
Let me give it to you, Gina.”  


Soon Stephanie Sloan will be in a coffin. I shut
my eyes and try not to think about it, but my mind conjures the image of her
laid out in her Sunday best inside the wooden box. I shake my head and look at
her again. I wonder what color her teardrop will be. If I stick around until
she dies will I see Gizmo again?  


“There’s a big difference between surgery and
books,” I say reaching the envelope back to her. 


She crosses her arms and doesn’t take it. 


“Maybe, but you and I aren’t so different. For
whatever reason the powers that be whatever you want to call them, Gina, they
made us different. Take the money. Open a business. Donate it to charity. Keep
it and stay wealthy enough to marry a trophy wife. I really don’t care, Gina. I
just want you to have it. You’re too young to understand this now, but having
money isn’t all about power. It’s about having the freedom to be who you are.
So my wings are about to be clipped, but you’re just learning how to fly.” 


Tears threaten to fall. I shouldn’t be thinking
about soul colors and whether or not I’d see Gizmo if she dropped dead in front
of me. Will I ever see the world the same again or will I always be hoping for
one more glimpse of Gizmo? 


“Your mom should tell you to fly, but just in
case she doesn’t come around I thought I would.” 


I don’t like hugging people, but I hug Mrs.
Sloan. 


“Now, don’t start crying for me. I’m counting
down the days until I see my Roger again. So, be happy for me.” 


“Gizmo broke my heart,” I say the words out loud
for the first time. “She’s a liar and maybe even a user, but I miss her.” 


“The first one’s always the hardest, but she
didn’t break your heart. It’s still beating,” Mrs. Sloan smiles. “I don’t know
who Gizmo is, but she didn’t break your heart. She wounded your pride and maybe
your soul, but the heart is a strong organ. It never rests. And souls, well,
they heal with time. One day, this Gizmo will either be a lesson you share to
help someone or a story to share when you’re old and gray like me. But you’re
going to be okay. 


I’m going to go now. This is the real goodbye,
Gina. You live a good life and don’t ever let anyone tell you you’re not
enough.” 


“Enough of what?” I blink through the tears that
threaten to fall.


“Of whatever you want to be.” 


Mom pulls into the drive as Mrs. Sloan jogs away.
She smiles at her and gives a friendly wave, but Mom doesn’t notice. Her eyes
are narrowed on me as she gets out of the car. 


I cross my arms and decide her soul would be the
color of dingy socks.


“Don’t do this, Gina,” she crosses her arms.
“Don’t run away. Stay and get help. Pastor Franklin and I will do everything to
help you. You can get through this.” 


Yep, she’s the color of dingy socks, alright. 


“No, Mom, you don’t want to help me. You want me
to go back to living a lie. I’m sorry, but
I can’t do that. Not for you or anyone else. Not now. Not ever again.” 


“You’re not a lesbian,” Mom sighs. 


“I hoped you wouldn’t come by today.” 


“You don’t want to say goodbye to your own
mother? Gina, I raised you better than that! I raised you better than all of
this!” She stomps her foot. 


“This isn’t about you, Mom. It’s about me. For
twenty-two years I’ve lived a lie. I knew in kindergarten I was different than
most people. And I knew I couldn’t tell anyone especially not you. 


I’m not seeing Gizmo anymore for really
complicated reasons.” 


“That’s a good thing,” Mom gives me a sad smile. 


For a second I think I shouldn’t have told her.
She’s going to try to use my pain as leverage against me. 


“No, it’s not Mom. I feel so broken. Over the
last three months, I’ve wondered if I’m
broken. Not because I’m a lesbian, Mom, but because I didn’t think it was
possible to miss someone this much who wasn’t dead.” 


“Gina, you’ll find a husband and move on.” 


I ignore what she said. I have to. If I don’t
I’ll never say my peace. 


“I’ve cried myself to sleep almost every night
since her. Do you know how many times I just wanted to pick up the phone to
tell you I wasn’t okay? But I knew I couldn’t. I knew you wouldn’t understand. I
knew you would make this about you and what you think of who I am. I knew you
wouldn’t see me fall apart. You’d only see a chance to be a vulture and swoop in
and try to blame this on the concept of original sin or something equally bull
shitty! 


Everything I worried about as a child has come
true since Uncle Richard died. Everything I knew would happen as a
five-year-old if you found out I was different has happened. 


I have nothing left to lose, Mom. Nothing.” 


“You have your family left to lose,” she looks up
at me. 


“No, they left me just like you did. Adrian
hasn’t even called me. He won’t answer my calls either, but I’m not mad at him.
I’m not mad at any of you anymore. It’s a waste of energy and these days I
don’t have the energy to spare. Now, I’m
going to gather the last of my things and leave. You should go.” 


“I’m not going anywhere. You’re the one running
away,” Mom says. 


I go inside and rinse out my coffee pot. Mom’s
still standing on the steps when I go back outside. 


“Gina, this is your last chance. If you don’t get
help now don’t bother coming home for Christmas. I won’t have a daughter who’s
gay.” 


“Fine, I quit.” 


“Quit what?” Mom asks.


“I quit being your daughter. There’s nothing else
I can do. You quit being my mom. So I’ll quit being your daughter,” I walk past
her with the coffee pot tucked under my arm. I strap the pot into the
passenger’s seat. I didn’t think ahead about how to pack it and it’s the best I
can come up with while Mom’s staring me down. 


“Didn’t you keep the box?” she sighs. “I taught
you better, Gina.” 


“You can’t berate my packing. Remember, you just
disowned me. You don’t get to berate my packing skills if you’re not my mom.” 


“What does your therapist think?” Mom asks. 


“Judy thinks a fresh start in a place where my
mother isn’t constantly telling me I’m going to burn in hell is exactly what I
need.” 


Those aren’t Judy’s exact words, but she does
agree moving is probably for the best.


Mom rubs the bridge of her nose. 


“Gina, why are you doing this to me?” 


“To you?” I ask. “Mom, nothing’s changed. This is
who I’ve always been. Just because you know now doesn’t change anything.” 


“I can’t condone you living in sin,” Mom takes a
deep breath. 


“Then this is where we are,” I take a deep
breath. 


“So what now?” 


“I’m going to get in my car and move to Salem. I
won’t bother you again. You can tell everyone whatever you like. Your life is
here, but mine isn’t. I don’t think it ever was.” 


“Gina.” 


“Mom.” 


I’d cry, but I’m out of tears. 


“I guess it’s goodbye then,” I say. 


“Your father wouldn’t approve of this,” she says.



“No, Mom, he wouldn’t want us parting like this, but that’s not my fault,” I
turn away. I just need to get in my car and drive. If I stay a moment longer I
know I’m going to break. I slide behind the wheel and start the engine.


“I mean it, Gina. No coming home until you stop
this nonsense.” 


“Goodbye,” I say. Tears I didn’t think I had left
threaten to fall. I turn on the radio and pull out of the drive. I don’t look in the rearview mirror until I turn off the
street I’ve called home for the last three years. 


*****



 

I need to stop for gas, but Mom follows me to the
county line. She drives so close she’s
tailgating me by the time we reach the county boundaries. When I cross it she
stops the car and watches me go. I’d feel sorry for her, but my gas gauge is
dancing on the edge of E. 


“You couldn’t even let me have a decent start to
the drive, could you, Mom?” I swear under my breath as I search the highway for
a rest stop exit. “You just had to make sure I was miserable for every second
you could.” 


I know I should have filled the tank last night,
but I was too tired. Besides, I’m tired of planning my life around my crazy
family. 


I merge lanes and take the exit to the first town
I find. Its streets are small and narrow. Most of the buildings are old and in
dire need of repair. The sign reading “Bud’s Gas ‘n’ Chips” hangs loosely from its post held on by a single rusty
bolt. 


“Does the pump work?” I ask the guy sweeping the
parking lot. 


“Last I checked it did,” he huffs and takes a
long slow drag of his cigarette. 


“You should be smoking here, sir?” I try to sound
calm, but everything about this guy, from his huffing at my question to his
plumber’s crack, annoys me. 


“My station. I’ll smoke anywhere I damn well
please.” 


“It’s just dangerous to smoke around gas pumps,”
I begin backing the car out of the parking lot. I won’t have a need for gas if
the whole place goes up in smoke with me in it. 


“Hey, lady,” the man shouts. “I’m puttin’ out.
Come back here and get yer gas.” 


I pull back in only after he stomps out his
cigarette. 


“Now, ma’am, you should know gas pumps don’t go
‘round exploding. I’ve owned this station for damn near thirty years now. I
smoke here every day and they ain’t blew
up yet. That’s just what the government wants you to believe. Did you hear
about the aliens landin’ outside of Memphis last night?” 


I blink at him. Another small town, another
ignorant being. 


“You didn’t, did ya? I knew it. They’re hiding them
too.” 


“Are you the cashier too?” I ask. “I want to get
snacks for the road.”


A pink blur passes in my peripheral vision. When
I look, it’s gone. 


“Yeah, come on in. Your cash is good here even if
you believe the government about gas pumps blowin’
on up,” he laughs. 


My heart pounds and my flesh breaks out in
goosebumps. I know the pink blur was Gizmo. I can almost feel her breath on the
back of my neck. 


“I’ll just be a minute,” I sprint into the store.
I don’t bother grabbing one of the little red baskets by the door. I grab a bag
of chips, two granola bars, and two bottled ice coffees. They should be more
than enough to last for a few hours. 


“And how much in gas would ya like?” The man
asks. 


I glance out at my car. I’ve never really filled
the tank so I don’t know how much it can hold. A pink skirt rounds the edge of
the store before I look back at the man. 


“Just ten,” I say. I know it’s not enough to get
me far, but I need to get out of here. It takes every last drop of my willpower
to keep my feet from sprinting back to my car. 


“Ten it is,” he says. “That’ll be twenty-two
fifty.” 


I hand him a five and a twenty and tell him to
keep the change. My eyes dart around the parking lot as I sprint back to the
car. I watch for Gizmo while I pump gas. If my mind isn’t playing tricks on me
something’s about to go down here. I don’t want to be around when it does. 


I don’t breathe easily again until I’m back on
the highway. With the open road before me,
it’s easy to forget about the man with the plumber’s crack who smokes next to
gas pumps and believes aliens invaded Tennessee last night. 


I turn on the radio and let the music pound into
my head. It takes me a second to realize it’s the same fast song that was
playing the first time I danced with Gizmo. I turn the radio off and focus on
driving. 


An hour passes without incident. I can feel the
tension leaving my shoulders. Maybe I did imagine seeing Gizmo at the gas
station. I mean, the plumber’s crack man did make me nervous. I take a deep
breath. Mom creeps back into my thoughts. She looked so forlorn standing next
to the sign at the county line. 


“She’ll just have to get over it,” I say out
loud. 


Tears threaten to fall, but I wipe my eyes and
swallow the pain creeping up my throat. I pull off to the shoulder of the road
before I break down. My chest heaves and sobs attempt to tear me apart. I
search for my phone and finally find it under the coffee pot in the passenger’s
seat. Mom hasn’t tried to call. 


So I call Ethan instead. 


“Hey, chica,” he answers. 


“Mom, mom hates me,” I sob into the phone. “She
really hates me. She told me not to come home for Christmas. She never wants to
see me again, Ethan. Why was I so stupid? Why did I tell her?”


“Because you had to, Gina.” 


“No, I didn’t. Things were okay. I had a job and
a family. Okay, I really didn’t have a family. I couldn’t talk to them. I don’t
even like most of them because they hate
me anyway. Adrian won’t even talk to me now.” 


“Honey, you did what you had to do. You’ve been
miserable since I’ve met you.” 


“How do you do it?” I ask him. “How do you keep
living in the closet? Isn’t it killing you?” 


“It is,” he says. I hear him take a deep breath.
“I’ve given Greg my two-week notice. I’m moving to California next month. I’ve
finished school and I can run my coding company from anywhere. I want to live
somewhere sunny.” 


“California,” I smile. 


“Yep.”


“Are you going to tell them?” I ask.


“No, I’m not that brave, Gina,” he laughs. “I’m
just going to slip away early one morning and never speak to them again.” 


“How?” 


“I’ll figure that out when the day arrives,”
Ethan sighs. “But look, you’re going to be alright. You’re going to pull your
car back onto the highway and drive to Salem. When you get there, you’re going
to send me photos of this wonderful interior decorator’s work. Then you’re
going to live. Maybe find a hot chick to rebound with or settle down with or
whatever you want. Don’t you get it, Gina? You’re finally free.” 


“I am,” I cry. “But she hates me.” 


“You can’t change that,” Ethan says. I can hear
the frown in his voice. “She’ll come around or she won’t. There’s nothing you
can do about it, but you have to go on living anyway. If you wait for your mom
to come around you might be waiting until hell freezes over.” 


“You’re right,” I nod. My pulse has slowed enough
for me to think again.


“Of course, I am,” Ethan laughs. “Now, I’ve got
to go. Mrs. Blake is here for her new smutty
mommy porn and it’s time to open the store.” 


“Alright,” I nod. “Keep in touch?” 


“You better,” Ethan laughs and ends the call. 


I eat both granola bars and pull back onto the
highway. My hands are still shaky, but I convince myself I’m okay. I drive long
stretches of highway without seeing other cars. Even
rush hour passes more smoothly than I expected it to. 


I stop for lunch at a small diner. There’s no
sign of Gizmo. I take a photo beside of a Monet reprint and text it to Ethan.
He sends back the thumbs up emoji. I smile, but don’t feel it. 


After I eat and gas up, I’m back on the road. I
consider having a serious one-sided conversation with the coffee pot. It’s too
quiet in the car. Ultimately, I decide against it, because even I’m not crazy
enough to talk to a coffee pot. 


To keep the silence from eating away at my sanity
I turn on the radio. I switch from music to the news. I can’t risk a song
reminding me of Gizmo. 


“An armed robbery, at Bud’s Gas ‘n’ Chips,
outside Memphis ends with both suspects dead. William “Bud” Forester, the gas
station’s owner, defended his life and property with what many are calling
‘excessive force.” Others consider him a local hero. We’ll keep you updated on
this story as more details arise.” 


I turn off the radio and focus on my breathing. 


“Inhale,” I say out loud as I do. 


“Exhale.” 


I continue for about five minutes before giving
up. My heart is racing. Gizmo was there at the gas station. Is she following me
or was it just happenstance? 


Up ahead, I see another pink blur. I want to
close my eyes until it goes away. I don’t. The last time Gizmo and I were in
the same place I nearly died. 


The pink blur doesn’t go away as I drive closer.
The blur becomes an outline of a woman with her are extended in a long pink
dress. The wind sweeps around her ankles swishing the dress. She’s wearing a
matching pink sunhat. 


“It can’t be,” I shake my head. “Gizmo would never
hitchhike. She likes her little pink Porsha too much.” 


The breeze catches a crimson curl and I know it’s
her. I lay on the gas and pass her by without a second glance. It’s hard not to
look at her in the rear-view mirror. My heart pounds in my chest. Why didn’t I
pull over? I’ve spent three months missing her. 


“I’m afraid of her,” I sigh to the coffee pot.
“At least, she’s behind me now. Literally.” 


Maybe I am crazy enough to converse with a coffee
pot under the right circumstances. 


Twenty minutes later just as the tension is
fading from my shoulders the pink dot reappears on the horizon. 


“Can’t be her,” I shake my head and ignore every
memory I have of her distorting time and place. “She’s back there. She can’t be
in both places at once. No one can.” 


I slow down so I can believe my lie for as long
as possible. Soon I can see the sunlight dancing on Gizmo’s purple glossy lips.
She waves and blows me a kiss.


I square my shoulders and grip the steering
wheel. Looking straight ahead I lay on the gas until the speedometer readers
eighty-five. I hold it for a few seconds before easing off to slow down. 


“No, not going to happen again,” I say as the
car’s speed levels out. “I can’t.” 


An hour passes and they're no further signs of Gizmo. Tension flees my shoulders and I
decide she’s finally given up. I’ve stood my ground and won. I turn on the
radio and switch to music. It’s a fast song by a female artist whose name I can
never recall. She’s singing about a guy who’s ripped out her heart. 


After a few seconds, I find myself singing along
with the chorus. It’s catchy and repeats a lot. Normally, I hate this sort of
music, but today I need the cheesy distraction. Two songs later I’m still
singing along with the radio. I turn off the air and roll down the windows. The
highway wind sweeps my hair around. I finally feel the freedom Ethan spoke of. 


Another pink dot appears on the horizon. 


“Fuck me!” I slap the steering wheel. The driver
in the lane next to me flips me off for sounding the horn. 


I shrug and turn my eyes back to the highway. If
I don’t look at her, maybe she’ll go away. The only problem is I can’t not watch her. Her crimson hair whips around
her head. She’s lost her hot pink sunhat. Her emerald green eyes are locked on
my car. She runs her tongue over her lips. 


“Closure,” I say to the coffee pot as I slow
down. “I need closure. Yelling and being attacked by a crow in a parking garage
isn’t enough.” 


I pull to the side of the road and make her walk
to me. I could have gotten closer, but I need a few seconds to prepare. What do
you say to Death after you dump her? 


“I thought you were never going to stop, love,”
she leans against the open car window. 


“I wasn’t going to,” I don’t look at her. 


“But you did,” she smiles. I can hear the victory
smirk in her voice. 


“Only because I wanted to ask you if I’m going to
die today.” 


“Ha ha,” she rolls her eyes. “No, love, we just
need to talk. Can I get a ride?” 


“Where are you headed?” I ask. 


“Where ever you’re driving,” Gizmo smiles. 


I glance at her out of the corner of my eye. I
can’t tell her no. Her freckles are sun-kissed
and drawing me in. 


“Get in, but stay on your side of the car,” I
warn her.


“Am I supposed to ride in the coffee pot’s lap?”
Gizmo laughs. 


“No, he can ride in your lap and his name is
Fred.” 


“You named your coffee pot?” She opens the door. 


“Yeah, just now.” 


“Well, I’m glad you and Fred finally stopped for
me.” 


“If you really wanted to talk to me couldn’t you
have just appeared inside the car?” I arch a brow. 


“I could have, but it would have been rude.
Besides, with how jumpy you are if I had your soul may have been in Montana by
now.” 


“Why Montana?” I laugh.


“Why not?” Gizmo shrugs. 


After Gizmo fastens her seatbelt I pull back onto
the highway. For a while, we ride in
silence. I can feel Gizmo watching me, but I keep my eyes on the road. 


“You know me stopping to pick you up doesn’t
change anything,” I finally say.


“I know,” Gizmo nods. “I should have told you,
Gina, but you wouldn’t have believed me anyway.” 


I nod. There’s nothing else I can do. I can’t
call her a liar because I had evidence
before me and I pushed it aside. I didn’t question who she was until I was
standing outside of my body. 


“But you looked so small and so trapped. You
needed out. You needed to spread your wings, love. You’re beautiful and have a
good heart.” 


“Yep, this is starting to sound like a breakup
scene from a movie.” 


“Booty calls
and hookups do not have breakup scenes,” Gizmo says. 


I take a deep breath and decide not to scream at
her. I won’t give her the satisfaction of knowing I’ve pined for her. I feel
stupid about it now. 


“But you are a good person, Gina. You have so
much to offer the world, but you weren’t doing anything. You were half-assed in
the broom closet and you were never going to tell your mom you were a lesbian.
You were going to live and die in the pretty little
painted cage she shoved you into. I couldn’t let that happen.” 


Her words wash over me. It’s hard not to think
about when it was her mouth and tongue probing into me instead. 


“Why are you so damn irresistible?” I laugh. 


“All souls want to go home. You’re tired. You’re
weary. I know you’d come to me.” 


“Punny,” I laugh. “Very punny.” 


“I wasn’t talking about sex, but yes, I knew I
could make you cum.” 


“Shut-up!” A crimson blush washes over me. I roll
up the windows and turn the air back on. 


“You started it,” she coos. 


She takes my hand and entwines her fingers with
mine. Her warmth radiates into me. 


“I wanted to save you before I had to carry your pretty
little amber soul into the next life. I watch so many humans just waste
lifetime after lifetime and it’s wearing on me, Gina.” 


“Do you have to do it forever?” I ask her. 


“Only until I’m finished.” 


“How’d you get the gig anyway?” 


“I was born into it,” Gizmo laughs. 


“Okay, I’m free now what?” I ask. I’m afraid of
what she’ll say next.


“You live, Gina. You live a life worth living.” 


“What about us?” 


“Gina, there never was an us. We shared something
special, but I told you from the start I wasn’t the sort of girl who settles
down and has a family.” 


“Could you if you wanted to?” I ask her. “Or do
you just not want to with me?” 


“You were right to kick me out of your life,”
Gizmo sighs. “You have decades of living left to do and when a mortal gets
close to a soul collector the universe pays attention. That wasn’t the first
time one of my lovers have had a brush with death before their time. I don’t
know the reasoning behind it, but Death seems to stalk those I get close to.
Maybe it’s because all tired weary souls want to move on and I’m always trying
to save the tired and the weary.” 


“Loving you would kill me?” I laugh. Saying it
out loud sounds absurd. 


“Technically yes, but you don’t love me, Gina.” 


“I wish you would stop telling me how I feel!” 


“Alright, you love me,” Gizmo rolls her eyes,
“but that doesn’t change anything.” 


“I know,” I grit my teeth. 


We pass a sign that reads “Entering Salem.” 


“I haven’t been driving long enough to be here,”
I sigh. 


“Learn not to complain about gifts, Gina. I’ve
saved you hours of driving time. You won’t even have to stop for the night.” 


“Thanks, but it’s still creepy.” 


“Why did you choose Salem?” Gizmo asks. 


“Because it’s the first place I felt free,” I
smile. 


I look over and the passenger’s seat is empty
except for Fred. 


“Me and you again, ole boy,” I sigh. “I swear
that woman is going to be the death of me.”


*****


A month passes and I barely leave my new earth-toned
decorated house. I shop for groceries and buy new clothes. I buy books online
and read until my eyelids are too heavy to continue. I’ve tested out each of
the three bedrooms and still can’t pick a favorite. 


Ethan and I text almost every day. He still
hasn’t moved to California. I’m giving him another month and then I’m making
him move up here with me. At least, I’m going to extend the offer. Mostly, he
just wants to talk about the new house here. He loves how the decorator used my
old pieces along with the new pieces to create what he calls a work of art. I
like the new house. The decorator did a wonderful job, but I think he’s more
excited about it than I am. 


I deposited the check from Mrs. Sloan, but
haven’t spent any of the money yet. Sometimes I pull up my online banking
account and just stare at the number. I count and recount the digits. If blood
didn’t make me queasy I’d be a surgeon just for the cash. 


I’ve looked up the club Gizmo first took me too.
I’ve driven by it twice, but I’m not brave enough to go inside. What if I run
into Gizmo and she’s with another girl? What if Benny or Lloyd remember me and
ask about her? What the hell am I supposed to tell them? 


After a month, online shopping and reading loses its appeal. The thrill of hermeting away has worn off. I may not be ready
for a pounding club, but I do want a drink. A whiskey sour, to be exact. 


With a quick internet search, I discover a small
bar I hadn’t noticed before. It’s only two blocks from the place I’ve dubbed
“Gizmo’s club,” but it’s small enough that I don’t think she’d be there. 


Getting ready is a nightmare. I don’t want to
dress for clubbing because I just want a
drink. After an hour of tossing all my clothes onto the bed, I settle for a pair of jeans and a nice black blouse. It’s cut
low enough to show a little cleavage, but it doesn’t scream party girl. I’m not
in the mood for body shots tonight, just the whiskey. 


I circle the block twice before pulling into the
bar’s parking lot just to ensure there’s no sign of Gizmo or her pink Porsche.
I kill the engine and go inside before I chicken out. After a quick glance
around the almost empty room, I sit at
the bar. 


“What can I getcha?” the bartender with the
handlebar mustache asks. 


“A whiskey sour,” I smile. 


“That’s something not many people ask for around
here,” he laughs.


“You do know how to make it, don’t you?” I grin. 


“I’ll manage,” he laughs and turns away to make
the drink. 


On the far side of the room a pretty blonde sits
alone. Her skin is sun-kissed by the unusually warm autumn weather. She’s on
her phone and not looking at me. I take advantage of the moment to take in her
long graceful neck and high cheekbones. Her blue eyes dart across the screen as
if she’s playing a game. 


She swears under her breath and looks up at me. I
smile since she’s caught me red handed. She waves and I look away, but not
before I see the rainbow bracelet on her wrist. I almost ask the bartender if
he knows her, but decide a stranger who may or may not know how to make a
proper whiskey sour isn’t the best choice for a wingman. 


Either she is or she isn’t. A lot of supporters
and allies wear the rainbow too. A lot of people wear it as a fashion choice. I
glance back at her to make sure there isn’t a teardrop hanging from her neck. 


She’s wearing a necklace, but it’s a pentacle
resting on her exposed cleavage. A sigh of relief bubbles over my lips. The
last thing I need is to fall for another soul collector. 


A bell chimes and
the door swings open. My heart skips a beat as Gizmo walks in. Tonight, she’s
wearing a pink slinky dress and matching high heels. Her purple lips look
glossier than ever. 


I look back to the bartender. He sits down my drink but isn’t looking at me. No, he’s too
busy checking out my ex-booty call. She smiles and waves. I’m not sure whether
it was for him or me. 


“Come here a minute, Tony,” she beckons him to
the far end of the bar with a single wave of a long elegant finger. I look away
before I can think too much about how her fingers once explored my body. 


The blonde is playing games on her phone again
and doesn’t glance up at me. I take a sip of the whiskey sour and nod in
approval. I try to ignore the click-clacking of Gizmo’s heels across the room,
but can’t. 


“I’m not here to bother you,” she puts a soft
hand on my shoulder. “I just wanted to tell you Mrs. Sloan’s soul is obsidian.
She’s a sturdy soul.” I glance at her neck. Sure enough, there’s a pitch black
teardrop hanging there. “Also you should know, you won’t be trapped in a coffin
waiting for transport to the afterlife. No, you’ll be right here,” she cups her
breasts and shakes them at me, “while you wait for me to get off my ass and
take you to whatever comes next.” 


I open my mouth to tell her to stop hitting on
me, but she’s gone before I can speak. A quick glance at the woman across the
room assures me she didn’t see the exchange. I don’t know why I’m so worried
about whether she did. It’s not like I’ll ever work up the courage to talk to
her anyway. 


I down the rest of my whiskey sour in a single
gulp and ask Tony for a beer. I don’t want to get drunk. I’m already sure I
will need to call a taxi when it’s time for me to go home. I text Ethan a photo
of my beer and scroll through my e-mails. It’s all spam, but it helps me not to
look alone as I am. 


Tony disappears from behind the bar. I turn to
watch him sit down a whiskey sour in front of the blonde. I thought he said not
many people ordered those. Smiling, I turn back to my phone. 


“Hey,” a woman’s voice reaches my ears. 


I startle and look around for Gizmo. Instead, I
find myself looking into the prettiest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. 


“Hi,” I smile unsure
of what else to say.


“Thanks for the drink,” she holds up the whiskey
sour as she slides onto the stool next to me. 


I almost tell her I didn’t order the drink for her but stop short as I realize it must have
been Gizmo’s way of apologizing or saying goodbye. 


“Not a problem,” I say. “We were both drinking
alone and I thought maybe it would be more fun if we drank together.” 


“Hmmm..”
she says as her eyes pour over me. “Guess my gaydar is broken today. It’s a
shame really because I was hoping you
were hitting on me.” 


“Maybe I was,” I take a sip of my beer. “And that
was my out just in case you were straight.” 


“I thought the bracelet would give it away,” she
holds up the wrist with the braided rainbow bracelet. 


“Who am I to judge your choice of accessories?” I
laugh.   


“I’m Addison and I give you permission to take
the rainbow at face value,” she extends her hand. 


“I’m Gina and I left my rainbow at home,” I
laugh. 


“The rainbow is a state of mind,” she laughs.
“Interesting choice of drink to send over.” 


“They’re my favorite,” I say. “So your accent
tells me you’re not from around here.” 


“No, I’m from Cali. I’m a history major and
aspiring director. I’m filming a documentary with new theories about the Salem
witch trials. Did you grow up here?” 


“No, I’m from down south,” I laugh. “I’m here to
drink.” 


“Long way to come just for a drink. I suspect
annoying family members or a cheating ex had
something to do with it.” 


“My ex was
complicated, but she wasn’t a cheater. And all families are annoying, I think,”
I shrug. 


“My dad could win the annoying father of the year
award,” Addison laughs. 


“Homophobe?” 


“No, not really,” Addison shakes her head. “He
just doesn’t think I’m pursuing a valid career.” 


“I know I’m not pursuing a valid career,” I laugh.
“But I have time to figure out what I want to do.” 


“What do you do?” Addison asks. 


“I’m in the process of figuring out if I really
want to open a publishing company.” 


“Sounds fun.” 


“Maybe,” I shrug. 


I look around. A slow sappy song is playing but
there’s no dance floor. I study Tony for a minute to discern whether he’d kick
us out for dancing anyway. I decide to take my chances. 


“Would you like to dance?” 


“How much have you drank?” 


“Not enough,” I laugh. “Why?” 


“There’s no dance floor,” Addison looks around
the bar. 


“We’ll start one,” I offer her my hand. 


“Alright, I’ll dance with you, but first you have
to tell me something no one else knows about you,” Addison grins up at me. 


“That’s easy. I’ll tell you two. My soul’s the
color of amber and I know for a fact Death wears purple lip gloss.”
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