
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   AKA Investigations Series, Box Set
 
   Copyright: 2014 Kelli Jae Baeli 
 
   Typography, Cover Design copyright 2014 Kelli Jae Baeli
 
   ISBN: 9781311028686
 
   Published: 13Aug2014 
 
   Publisher: Lesbian Literati Press
 
   AuthorKJB@gmail.com
 
   http://kellijaebaeli.com
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Kindle Edition License Notes
 
   The right of Kelli Jae Baeli to be identified as author of this Work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in retrieval system, copied in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise transmitted without written permission from the publisher. You must not circulate this book in any format.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 




 
   TABLE OF CONTENTS
 
    
 
   Forward to Boxset
 
    
 
   Also Known as Armchair Detective
 
    
 
   Also Known as DNA
 
    
 
   Also Known as Syzygy
 
    
 
   Also Known as Rising & Falling
 
    
 
   Also Known as Sleepy Cat Peak
 
    
 
   
  
 





 
   Forward to AKA Investigations Box set
 
    
 
   I am excited to be able to offer my first fat series of books in one convenient box set. There is another book planned, and I will eventually get around to writing it along with the many other books on my list of projects.
 
   AKA Investigations began as a short story titled Armchair Detective. The idea sprang from my own experiences with private investigations. I wanted, for a long period, to be a P.I., but my path went in other directions. Like being, instead, a writer. When I also discovered my sexual orientation, I naturally went looking for books to read that reflected who I was, and sadly, I found very few that resonated with me. That's when I decided I would write stories that reflected my identity more accurately—stories I would want to read, myself. Those stories evolved into full-length novels. I am still writing the stories I want to write, today. For 26 years, I have studied the craft and applied my hands and mind to it, and while I know I am a much better writer these days, there will always be something else to learn.
 
   Although I have been offered publishing contracts, I've turned them down. I chose to be an Indie Author and Publisher, for many reasons, not the least of which is creative control. I didn’t want someone foisting a formula on me and telling me how to write something. Would you stand behind an artist and tell them which color to use on their canvas? Somehow, that same courtesy is often not extended to the writer. I prefer to go where my muse takes me, with no regard for what critics may think.
 
   With this particular series, I have experimented quite a bit. I never wanted it to be predictable, and I didn't want to follow series formulas, so I did my own thing with it, and think that it is a better series for that reason. I hope you will agree.
 
   I have great love for these characters. They are like old friends to me, now. I hope when you turn the last page, you will feel that way too.
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   Created in the United States of America
 
   Land of Debris, Home of Depraved.
 
    
 
   Summary:
 
   An lesbian sleuth takes on her first big case while romping in the back seat of her ’62 Falcon with a lusty socialite. Her quest for the truth pits her against errant husbands, a modern-day madam with a taste for blood, a horny landlady, a vicious attack dog, and the lies she tells herself. Amid these challenges, Jobeth stakes out her prey and runs for her life, continuing the investigation that pulls her into close calls, unexpected allies, and more secrets. But Jobeth has secrets of her own, and only love can excavate them.
 
    
 
   All Rights Reserved
 
   No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or by any information storage or retrieval system, to include clairvoyance, remote viewing and hand transcription by Tibetan Monks, without the permission in writing from the author.
 
   This is a work of fiction. Had it actually happened, it would have been catalogued as “non-fiction” but since it did not, it was not. All events, locations, institutions, themes, persons, characters and plot are completely fictional, except when they are not. Any resemblance to places, persons, or entities living or deceased, gender and species notwithstanding, are the invention of the author, or maybe they are not.
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   With a character Like this, it's impossible not to read on…
 
   "The most appealing thing about this novel is its narrative voice. Written in first person, this novel is wry and humorous. It’s the first thing that draws you into the story and it’s at once self-depreciating and self-assured, which is an interesting combination. For a while I thought this self-assurance bordered on cocky, but by a few chapters into the book I was captivated. It’s a strong voice and it never falters once in the whole novel.
 
   By describing the novel’s voice I’m also describing the main character. She’s pretty much everything a reader needs a character to be – interesting enough to catch our attention, assertive enough to keep it and displaying a depth that promises more to the story if we care to read on. With a character like this, it’s impossible not to read on. She has her weaknesses of course, but all well-rounded characters do. She’s hiding something and this gives her an air of vulnerability that only adds an extra dimension to her otherwise strong, capable and determined character.
 
   The secondary character is just as appealing. Both different in temperament, these two make a terrific team, and their burgeoning relationship in the book is everything you want it to be from the very moment they meet.
 
   Well-paced with nail-biting action scenes this novel has a storyline that will have you glued to the page. It manages to stay on this side of believable because at all times the author is demonstrably in control of her material. Immersed in the book, it all seems real and credible and it’s a credit to Jae Baeli’s writing skill. It’s a detective story, action story and romance all in one wild, fulfilling ride. Lots of drama, danger and two sexy women. What more could you want?
 
   Bring together an exciting storyline, a world that is recognizable and real, a bunch of characters to love, hate, laugh at and with as the case may be, and you have all the ingredients of a book well worth reading. I know there’s a second book featuring these characters and I’m looking forward to reading it. If it’s anything like this one, it’s not to be missed."
 
   ~Kate Genet, 
 
   Kissed by Venus Magazine
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   BRAVO! Kelli Jae Baeli, 
 
   Armchair Detective had me captivated from beginning to end. I really hope you plan on doing a sequel to this book as I'd love to read more about Jobeth O'Brien and Phoebe McMasters.
 
   The graphic descriptions of these characters made me sit on the edge of my seat, hardly containing myself, wanting to know what is going to happen next.
 
   I found myself laughing, crying and holding my breath with Jobeth and Phoebe. I felt like I was there with these ladies experiencing all that they saw and did. As the plot got more intriguing, I found I couldn’t just put this book down, I HAD to read more. 
 
   This is definitely one of my favourite books.
 
   ~Jo Cincotta,
 
   Australia
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   "Waiting on the sequel...
 
   Loved this book! So much so, I've asked, more like plead with, the author to consider a sequel. I read this book after reading another of Ms. Baeli's books, A Random Act of Blindness. I think her characterization is genius, and whether you are gay or straight, you can identify with her characters. The sex is always very tastefully done so that even the most homophobic soul on the planet should be able to maintain their focus on the plot, which is riveting. And, besides, this is not pornographic; rather, it's about learning to trust and to experience true love which is something that the vast majority of us, gay and straight, hope to find in our lifetimes. I am currently reading a third novel written by Ms. Baeli entitled Achilles Forjan and am finding it every bit the delight that the first two novels were. Again, Ms. Baeli, if you happen to read this, please consider a sequel! I'm dying to know what Jobeth might get herself mixed up into next!" 
 
   My reply to Penguin Books when they asked what is my favorite book: "My favorite book is currently Armchair Detective by Kelli Jae Baeli. Others of hers are also very good. She's a characterization master!"
 
   ~ Tanya Gotcher, 
 
   Little Rock, AR
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   “My heart just about beat out of my chest…
 
   Well it’s been a long time since I read a book I just didn't want to put down. Armchair Detective was great. I think my heart just about beat out of my chest during the whole scene [omitted: spoiler alert]...So could you tell me where I can find someone like Phoebe? Or Jobeth? Talk about passion, Those two blew me away with all the affection that they had for one another. I wanted you to know the book kept my interest up the whole time. "
 
   ~Lynnette Kuhnert,
 
   Fayetteville, AR
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   I wish i could forget…
 
   Being from Oklahoma, it sure was nice to see so much detail in a book about an area i live in. Being a lesbian, i fully appreciated how realistic it was that a stone butch woman can meet someone who opens her up and teaches her to believe in love, and to trust again. This is a book i wish i could forget--so that i can read it again! 
 
   ~Sally Kerr
 
   Norman, OK
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   I miss being a P.I. !!
 
   I have a lot in common with the main character, Jobeth. I, too, was a P.I in my earlier life. She made me miss my old vocation. I'm not gay, but i have gay friends that have long encouraged me to read gay fiction. They told me i was missing out and i must say they were right. I was a bit apprehensive about reading "lesbian erotica"--but i got over it. Baeli was right on the mark with the P.I character--it was very credible--the job is not glamorous, and you can get hurt, and you do make stupid mistakes, and for any "straight" readers, the sex is hot, no matter what sexual orientation you may have. I would have given this five stars, but i'm reserving that for the sequel! 
 
   ~Charlotte Freeman
 
   Hollywood, FL
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   “Coffeetable goodie 
 
   My best friend, Sally reviewed this book, and i felt the need to....see, while waiting around for her to get ready to go out one night, i picked up this book from her coffeetable. I became so involved after a few pages, i asked to borrow it. I'm glad i did. Now, i've never read 'lesbian fiction' and i have no idea if it's all like this or not--but this book was really good. I have to admit i got a little hot reading the 'romantic' parts--but more than that, it really was, overall, a great read. I remained interested in the plot and in the characters. I look forward to Ms. Baeli's next offering. So my advice to anyone reading this review is that if you enjoy a good book--whether you're straight or gay, this is a good choice 
 
   ~Keesan Ludlow
 
   Oklahoma City, OK
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   A Tasty Morsel for the Mystery Buff
 
   Armchair Detective is a wonderful mystery with lots of plot twists that keep you interested and make you late for work. I am a fan of lesbian erotica, but i don't care for "nasty stuff." This was a great read because the erotica storyline was tastefully done. Basically, this book was believable. It was not filled with stereotypical lesbo characters. They were healthy people that had a life in and out of bed. 
 
   ~Ingrid Nelson
 
   Newark, NJ
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   I need a cigarette!
 
   Oh. My. God. How much did i love reading the sex parts in this book? okay, i am interested in other things besides sex. But this is really good in that area. The story was also excellent, and i enjoyed how fast it was to read. Really a good book- I recommend it!
 
   ~Pattie Reese
 
   Yukon, OK
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Acknowledgements
 
    
 
   Gramercy to my kindreds, Tammy “Veep” Van Pelt-Johnson and Tanya Gotcher for showing me that the past can return in good ways. I’m blessed to have crossed paths with my old high school chums again. 
 
   Huge thanks to Georgie for being such a big help on proofing for me. I appreciated your enthusiasm for my work. And I’m thankful to BelleKat and Lynne, both nurses from allnurse.com for their medical expertise.
 
   I would thank my pets Giz, Shoes, Biscuit and Monkey, but since they can’t read, and don’t care about my writing, it would be not only nonsensical, but a veiled attempt to make myself seem nicer than I probably am. For my fur-babies who provide me a source of laughter, affection, and entertainment, they receive my thanks in other ways, to include buying them dog and cat food. 
 
   But to my readers, and proofreaders, thanks for all your feedback and support. It means a great deal. But I won’t buy you dog and cat food.
 
    
 
    
 
   Author’s Note
 
    
 
   This book has gone through so many incarnations, it should, by now, reside at the right hand of God. I am fortunate to offer this second edition, fully re-visited by my now-keener proofing eye, and ostensibly an improvement over the first version.
 
   Otherwise, I’ll have to get another eye.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dedication
 
   The dedication to my best friend, at the time of this book's publication, has been redacted in this, the 157th Edition, due to a mysterious and unwarranted betrayal and abandonment after 11 years of being best friends. Unforgivable. I can only wish her frequent flat tires, period cramps, and someone to come along who gives her the same heartbreak she dished on me. Some things have to be viscerally experienced, in order to be understood. And she really, really, really needs to understand THIS. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Rapture
 
    
 
   Silver shadows leap like gazelles,
 
   lightning bends the dark,
 
   the candle bends our will.
 
   With every breath between
 
   I dream of the dopamine
 
   rush
 
   your lips quiver
 
   your hips rise
 
   and we move beyond
 
   vibrant eons of holy light.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   1
 
   That's Not All I Am
 
    
 
    
 
   While throwing the paper in the paved, pristine driveway, I glanced up and saw the ghostly vestige moving away from the tiny garden. The vision circled the wrought-iron bench and moved fluidly across the lawn toward my ‘62 Falcon; the filmy fabric of her white peignoir billowing along behind her. She bent to retrieve yesterday’s newspaper, and I was immediately taken with her beauty, though shadows and shy moonlight hid the woman’s features; that kind of beauty needed no illumination to be obvious. 
 
   She stepped briskly to my window. “Hello. I’m Phoebe McMasters,” she said, leaning down to get a look at the paper boy. I detected the scent of coffee on her breath.
 
   My attention flickered over the shadowed face before me, and then I treated myself to a rather full view of cleavage, as the woman looked closer. “You’re a girl—”
 
   “Last time I looked.”
 
   She chuckled. 
 
   “I’m your carrier, Jobeth O’Brien.”
 
   Phoebe clasped my hand in introduction. “That’s an unusual name: Jobeth O’Brien...it ‘falls trippingly off the tongue’ as Shakespeare said.”
 
   Oh, she’s a Shakespeare fan. I loved Shakespeare. I also loved the feel of Phoebe’s hand. It wasn’t a limp, dead-fish handshake, as I expected the handshake of a socialite to be; Phoebe’s grasp was firm, warm. I recalled hearing that the definition of a snob is someone who is educated beyond his or her intelligence. As Phoebe pressed her other hand atop mine, I realized this woman didn’t belong in that category. 
 
   “Your hand is cold, Jobeth O’Brien.”
 
   “I drive 45 miles per hour every night with the windows down.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   That ‘something else’ she possessed, my practiced radar told me, was even more unconventional than being a rich, non-snob. I could spot them a mile away. There were two types of lesbians: gay ones, and straight ones. Gay lesbians were gay, and knew it. Straight lesbians were gay and hadn’t discovered or admitted it yet. Phoebe was a straight lesbian. I found few things more thrilling than the possibility of drawing a woman out, especially since it meant I would be the first woman to have her. It bordered on the stereotypical male mentality toward women, but I had not been socialized that way; it must have come naturally for me. 
 
   This feeling of “newness” had developed into an obsession: that moment of letting go; the sensation of a beautiful woman clinging to me, coaxing me, wanting me, and not quite understanding why; something I defined as sexual utopia.
 
   Having logged and filed this newest prey, I turned my attention back to her, as she leaned in the window. “Why are you wandering around the yard at this hour, in this weather?”
 
   “Restless, I guess. Would you like to come in for coffee?”
 
   And lonely, too. “Thanks, but I probably should get home. Maybe another time.” I could see the disappointment in her face, and not being one to say no to a creature as lovely as this one, I retracted my excuse. “Well, maybe a quick cup would warm up my cold hands.”
 
   Phoebe turned and hesitated, looking toward an upper window. “I’d hate to wake Steve.”
 
   “You’re married?”
 
   “Yes,” she confirmed rather dully. “Look, I’ll go put it in a thermos and bring it out to you. Wait.” She galloped to the back storm door and went into the house. Although “galloping” is not something you usually see socialites doing, Phoebe did, indeed, gallop. But I thought she did it with unusual elegance. There were perks to having an uptown route.
 
   I wanted her. I always admitted that right away so I wouldn’t play any games with myself. But I had never snared a married woman—at least, not knowingly. Was this a moral question? Had I ever noticed a moral question? Okay, she’s married. It still doesn’t seem like cheating. There are two different genders involved in the frolic...how does a woman go about competing with a man, and for that matter, vice versa? It is like comparing roses and weeds. The women, of course, being the roses. 
 
   Glancing in the rearview mirror, I noticed the circles under my eyes. Without them, I appear younger than my 28 years. My shoulder length brown hair and brown eyes grace a peaches and cream complexion and perpetually rosy cheeks. The small cleft in my chin adds a smidge of character. At five-four and one hundred twenty pounds, I am not as strong as I’d like to be, but have been described as tough. I can move quickly, and that is an advantage. My fight or flight mechanism usually leans toward flight.
 
   Phoebe returned with the green and chrome Stanley thermos, now wearing a robe over the peignoir, damn it, and got in the Falcon beside me. She smelled like a bouquet; I caught the scent like a bloodhound. 
 
   “Here ya go—fresh coffee. I made it before my walk.” She handed me a Styrofoam cup, and poured it, steamy and hot. “It helps keep me warm.”
 
   I brooded wistfully that I’d like to have that honor.
 
   “This car is quite nostalgic.” She stroked the black and white fabric of the front seat, and studied the stick shift and metal dash, her eyes lingering on the magnet stuck there that read, Women Who Seek to be Men, Lack Ambition, and the one next to it: A Woman Without a Man is Like a Fish Without a Bicycle. She glanced behind us. “Why is the backseat made of vinyl?”
 
   I blew on my coffee. “It’s easier to clean.” I’m sure she missed the implication, but I wasn’t concerned. She’d understand it well enough before too long. “I recently finished restoring the inside of it.” Absently, I brought an electronic cigarette from my pocket and took a long pull on the mouthpiece, releasing a pleasant-smelling vapor. She did a double take.
 
   “What kind of cigarette is that?”
 
   I smiled. “It’s not tobacco. It’s an electronic cigarette. New technology. Have you heard of it?”
 
   “No...it looks like a ballpoint pen.”
 
   I took it from my mouth and unscrewed the battery portion, showing her it came apart. “This is the battery. It connects to the atomizer, which has this mouthpiece with eJuice in it.”
 
   “EJuice?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s flavored liquid—with or without nicotine—it’s suspended in vegetable glycerin or propylene glycol. Same stuff they use in fog machines at dance clubs. It creates a vapor when you suck on it...so, no tobacco, no toxins, no smoke. Just vapor. And whatever flavor you like. This is Chocolate mint, my favorite.”
 
   She smiled. “Can I try it?”
 
   “It’s got my cooties...”I chided.
 
   “I’m not afraid of your cooties.”
 
   Test number one: passed. “Okay.” I handed it to her and watched her draw on it, blowing vapor. 
 
   “That’s the coolest thing ever. I miss smoking. I’ll have to get one.” 
 
   She started to hand it back to me.
 
   “No, keep it.” 
 
   “Really?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Thanks. Do you sell these?”
 
   “No, I get them from a chick in Colorado." I leaned over and retrieved another eCig from the glove box, and a business card. “Here’s her contact info.”
 
   “Fantastic. I love it.” She puffed happily. 
 
   “Me too. But these things are a little bittersweet for me.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Well, I invented them ten years ago, but didn’t have the money for a patent. Then this Chinese guy invented the same thing a few years ago, and got the patent, and now he’s making millions. So. Bittersweet.”
 
   “That sucks.”
 
   “Mmm...there’s a joke in there somewhere.”
 
   Phoebe laughed even though I hadn’t actually found the joke. “Now, you didn’t put some weird drug in this, did you?”
 
   I drew on my own and blew vapor toward her. “Why would I be smoking it?”
 
   “Because you’re addicted to a weird drug?”
 
   I laughed. “Yeah, that’s it. I want to get you addicted too, so I’ll have someone to talk to in the middle of the night.”
 
   She smiled. “You don’t have to get me addicted to drugs to do that.”
 
   Test number two: passed. “Good to know.”
 
   Phoebe held the thermos in one hand, puffed on the eCig, and stared at that upstairs window again.
 
   “So...what do you do with yourself when you’re not out wandering around in the dark?”
 
   Phoebe sighed. “Not much of anything, actually. I used to be in nursing school...but gave it up for Steve. He wanted me to stay home.”
 
   “How sexist of him,” I cracked.
 
   Phoebe turned her head slowly to look at me, and I met her eyes. She gave me the once-over, and another killer smile crept onto her lips. “You don’t pull any punches, do you?”
 
   “What purpose would that serve?”
 
   Phoebe chuckled for the second time; a sound that came from deep in her throat, and caused the hair to stand up on the back of my neck. At that moment I wished I could see Phoebe more clearly. What a shame it would be if that perfect laugh were not encased in a perfect throat; or if that perfect charm were not matched by perfectly charming eyes and lips...too often one could not find all those things wrapped neatly in one package.
 
   While I thought this over, Phoebe’s smile had faded as swiftly as it had appeared, the woman’s attention again drawn to the upper window of the house. I decided to take a chance. “Marital bliss not so blissful, huh?”
 
   Phoebe swallowed, the mist in her eyes revealed by the limited glow from a half-moon. “You can’t have everything,” she philosophized.
 
   I felt an unfamiliar stab in my stomach, as I caught the glint of a tear in Phoebe’s eyes. I hate it when women cry. I didn’t care whether men did it or not; they had been holding back since the Garden, it was time. But women had been crying long enough. It was time for them to take action against the things that made them sad. “That’s true enough, I suppose. But it doesn’t hurt to try.”
 
   Phoebe nodded and leaned her head back against the seat, the soft delicacy of her throat exposed in the narrow swath of moonlight. I fought a keen yearning that urged me to kiss the curve of flesh below her chin. “I can’t try now. I made my bed and now I have to lie in it, so to speak—”
 
   “You’re human. Don’t be hard on yourself.”
 
   “But what about him? He married me because he loved me. I guess I realize now that I feel only friendship for him...and not much of that, really.”
 
   “But you didn’t know that when you marched down the aisle.” I blew on my coffee and took a cautious sip. The scenario is familiar. Boy meets girl, boy neglects girl, girl seeks outside solace. I intended to offer her all the comfort she could handle.
 
   Phoebe sniffed and tried to smile. “You’re very intuitive.”
 
   That’s not all I am.
 
   “This is odd...” Phoebe shifted in the seat to look directly at me, in my worn jacket, jeans and sneakers. “I’m smoking an electronic cigarette, and spilling my guts to a total stranger.”
 
   “There’s a certain safety in talking to strangers. You don’t feel obliged to see them again, that way you can say what you want. I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.”
 
   “You’re more than intuitive, aren’t you, Jobeth O’Brien? Tell me about yourself.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, sighed, and looked away, having been confronted with my least-favorite request. “Is this an interview to see if you want to get another carrier?”
 
   Phoebe smiled. “Not at all. I want to know who you are.”
 
   “Why would someone like you be interested in someone like me? I’m your paper-carrier.”
 
   She cocked her head to one side. “Now I’m intrigued.”
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not someone you can explain in an introductory chat.” I busied my loosening lips by sipping my coffee, and sucking the eCig.
 
   Phoebe smiled. “So, come back tomorrow night, too. We’ll get to know one another. I really don’t have anyone here I can talk to easily.” She pulled the thin robe around her more securely. “Not about anything that matters.”
 
   I studied the woman’s face as thoroughly as the light would allow, and located sincerity. “We stop being strangers after the second conversation, you know.”
 
   “That’s okay with me.”
 
   “I have to run my route. But you’re close to being the last house.”
 
   “I’ve been pulling my hair out lately for company, since Steve has been away a lot on business trips.” She looked up at the bedroom window. “I seem to have lost interest in the social circles around here. But sometimes this house feels like a mausoleum—”
 
   I considered the off-white brick colonial structure, its French doors and bay windows vague outlines in the dim light, and thought how much it did not look like a mausoleum. Frame of reference is everything. “I’d be a heartless little bitch if I said no to that.” I opened the glove box again and handed her a small dropper bottle. “It’s chocolate mint eJuice. Just put a few drops on the filter part in the mouthpiece when it starts drying out.” I gave her a smile, and watched Phoebe step out of the car and close the door.
 
   She left the thermos on the seat. “You can bring it back tomorrow night.”
 
   I fetched a paper from the floor board and handed it to her. “Go inside before you catch cold.”
 
   “See you tomorrow night, Jobeth.”
 
   I circled the drive and continued my route, confident that Phoebe McMasters would be my newest challenge—possibly the most thrilling—and wondered why that knowledge made me uneasy.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   And We're About to be Friends
 
    
 
    
 
   I stopped at Sugar’s, a little pub that was on the way to my paper route. The place was a renovated barn built early in the century and grandfathered in; some of the same décor was still intact. Wide, rough-hewn beams crisscrossed the ceiling, and riding tack adorned the walls. I always walked around the heavy items, like saddles; no sense in tempting fate. I’d rather save that sort of recklessness for women like Phoebe.
 
   I settled at a corner table with my back to the wall, and opened the book. I had been studying everything I could get my hands on about private investigations. It was only a matter of time before I got my first assignment, even without a license. I enjoyed a Tequiza and my eCig, while leafing through the copy of Serious Surveillance for the Private Investigator, by Bob Bruno.
 
   A man of about 50, with graying hair and baggage under his blue eyes, sat down nearby, casting furtive glances my way, and I started wondering what his story was. It didn’t take him long to tell. 
 
   “First of all,” he began softly, holding two bottles of Tequiza, standing next to the table. “This isn’t a come-on. I noticed the book you were reading, and I wanted to ask you a question.”
 
   He held out the bottle toward me, his timing great, since I had polished off the last drop of the previous one, and couldn’t really afford to have another. I lifted my foot under the table and pushed out the opposite chair. He sat, putting the beer down in front of me.
 
   “Are you an investigator, or studying to be one?”
 
   I took a drink of beer and closed the book. “I’m studying.”
 
   “How about some field experience?”
 
   Well, now, sometimes the Universe drops things right in your lap, but I’ve always been a little wary of things that work out too well. “Maybe.”
 
   “I’ll pay you.”
 
   “I don’t have a license, yet.”
 
   He took a drink of his beer. “You don’t need one to do a favor for a friend, right?”
 
   I pulled the eCig out of my mouth and released the vapor. “And we’re about to be friends?”
 
   That’s when he finally noticed and asked me about the eCig, and I wondered if maybe I should be selling them, since everyone asked and everyone wanted one. I explained the mechanism to him, and we moved on.
 
   “Look, I don’t want this to be in the news or even in the gossip mill. If I hire someone with a high profile—” He paused, peeling at the label on his bottle. “Anyway, I’d like to keep this quiet and make it go away. You could get some cash out of it, and also get your feet wet.”
 
   Get my feet wet? Or get my hands dirty? I studied the wrinkles in his brow; the laugh-lines at the corners of his mouth seemed unused. He wore a gray pinstriped, double-breasted suit, with a conservative white shirt and gray tie. He had money, but probably not a lot of it. “I’m listening.”
 
   “I’m being blackmailed. And this woman wants a hefty sum for some compromising photos of me.”
 
   I checked his ring finger. It was empty, but there was a faint tan line. Either he took it off when he was being unfaithful, or he was divorced. I wondered which it was. Maybe the divorce wasn’t final, and the wife was trying to get something on him to use for leverage. “So this woman isn’t your wife?”
 
   “God, no.”
 
   “Are you still married?”
 
   He frowned for a quick second. “Divorce in progress. How did you know?”
 
   I pointed at his ring finger. “Tan line.”
 
   He looked down at his finger. “Oh. Of course.”
 
   “Does this thing with her have anything to do with your divorce?”
 
   “It could, if those photos get out in any way. She’ll certainly use it to take my kids.”
 
   “So this is about your reputation, and also keeping your right to see your children.”
 
   He nodded. “That pretty much covers it. I have to get those negatives and photos back. But after that, I want to find something on her—shut her down. I know I’m not the only one she’s doing this to. I need you to find out something that will nail her.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather just walk away?”
 
   “My conscience won’t let me. She’s doing an awful thing to quite a few men in this area. She needs to be shut down. Punished. I’m making it my mission to do that, after I get those photos back.”
 
   “How dangerous is she?”
 
   “I’m not really sure what she’s capable of. But she has a few flunkies doing her dirty work. I’m supposed to meet her in a few days, exchange the cash for those photos.”
 
   “And what role do I play at the exchange?”
 
   “I think right now I just need you to watch my back...”
 
   “In case someone tries to put a bullet in it?”
 
   “Well, I doubt that’s on her mind. Once I give her the money, she has what she wants. And she knows I won’t be chatting about it to anyone.”
 
   “And yet, here you are...”
 
   He huffed. “Yeah.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “How much what?”
 
   “How much is it worth to you for me to do this?”
 
   “Well, we can negotiate the investigation part afterward. But for covering me at the exchange, I’m prepared to pay you a hundred.”
 
   “And what if I can’t find anything on her afterward?”
 
   He shrugged, and half-smiled. “Why would I pay you to fail?”
 
   I considered this. I couldn’t start asking for two hundred dollars and day plus expenses, like Jim Rockford. I had to prove myself first. And also get an answering machine. I always loved the beginning of Rockford Files, when he would receive crazy messages that would set the tone for his ensuing adventure. “I’ll catch your back.”
 
   He extended his hand. “Name’s Frank Huxley—”
 
   “Jobeth O’Brien,” I said, shaking it firmly, our eyes meeting in one last exploration of trust issues. 
 
   He explained that I would be waiting in the garage ahead of time, lay low, but be close enough to see the exchange in case something went awry. Then he would leave, and the other guy would leave, and then I could.
 
   Simple enough.
 
   It made me uneasy. Simple never seemed to be part of my paradigm.
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   Guns Don't Kill People, People Kill People
 
    
 
    
 
   I had the prepaid cell phone on the seat beside me. Huxley had provided that so he could keep in touch with me, and in case I had some emergency and needed to call him. It was a source of embarrassment for me that I didn’t have something as fundamental as a cell phone, but Huxley seemed to understand, and displayed no judgment on it. Until now, I saw little reason to have one. Who would I call? I kept to myself and didn’t have any real friends here.
 
   Next to the cell phone, lay the .45 caliber Ruger SP-101. The gun was not for shooting anyone, necessarily, but for self-defense, or leverage to get out of any sticky situation that might arise. I wasn’t afraid of guns; I was quite good at handling them and hitting targets. I used to have a bumper sticker that read, Guns don’t kill people, People kill people. I hoped that no people would kill other people tonight.
 
   Yawning and stretching for the umpteenth time, I frowned down into the too-expensive cardboard cup with the well-known logo. The too-expensive coffee that had been in it was now cold. I grunted into the dark liquid, rolling down the window to catch some air. Though balmy, as if August wasn’t sure it wanted to be September, a cool breeze periodically felt like Freon on my skin; something I was not used to in the pre-air conditioning era of the Falcon. I sucked on my eCig, and watched the wind catch a wayward cheeseburger wrapper and propel it through the parking garage as I worked at the knot in my neck. What was taking so long? Were we being stood-up? Stacey’s goons might be toying with us. So this could all be for nothing. Or something could already be going awry, and that hundred bucks would seem less and less equitable.
 
   I could see that surveillance work was tedious. Anyone who would sit in a parked car for hours and drink expensive coffee, waiting for something that might never happen, was not in it for the excitement. That wasn’t the reason I wanted to take up the investigative vocation; though inexperienced, I did understand there was little glamour to be had, here. Hopefully not just the coffee. But the events of my near-past segued naturally into the job. I needed a source of income, and couldn’t risk doing anything I’d done before. Presumably, I was on my way to something that might release me from the tethers of the past. 
 
   Still, it was my first case, and I felt a little naked.
 
   I checked the layout in my head against the one in front of me. Second level, row C. I could see row A, near the elevator, about 50 yards in front of me and to my left. So where the hell is—
 
   Just then, Huxley’s black Mercury Sable pulled into Row A and parked.
 
   Somewhere in the parking deck, I heard an engine start, and faint music playing, and soon, a silver Toyota 4Runner was moving toward Huxley’s car. Ah, the delivery boy. The SUV backed into the space beside the Sable. Its driver probably wanted to be able to make a quick exit if things got dicey.
 
   I dropped my eCig in the seat, and slid down, peeking over the dash at the blond man who leaned over to open the passenger door. Huxley got out, carrying the bank bag of cash, and got in, closing the door. I heard the music get louder when the door was open, and knew the guy must have kept his radio on in case Huxley intended to record anything. 
 
   Using my binoculars, I got a good look at him. He wiped at his upper lip, his attention scampering around the garage, and I ducked when his gaze came my direction.
 
   It was too dark for him to see me, as I’d been careful to stay away from the lights that were mounted at infrequent intervals on concrete pillars and crossbeams. And I had taken a moment to stand on the roof of the Falcon and unscrew the light above the crossbeam over me. Still, I didn’t want to take any chances on this case for the same reason I parked my butt and read reference manuals for hours on end. The pain was worth the gain. Maybe.
 
   While I waited, I had an idea. Truly inspired. I removed the overhead bulb inside the Falcon and then my hand darted for the handle. I bumped my coffee in its holder on the door. The brown liquid splashed onto the top of my left Doc Marten, and ran into my sock. “Shit,” I growled, kneeing the door open quietly, and stepping out. Pushing the door closed firmly, I headed for the 4Runner in a crouch, periodically shaking my sodden foot in an effort to drain the spill. The glow from the lamps moved over me, bright, then dim, as I traveled between the cars, my attention momentarily snagged by the `66 Galaxie, waiting in all its antiquity for my adoring eyes as I passed by. I toyed with the image of the car with a new paint-job and some bodywork. The general population didn’t appreciate the value of these sturdy old behemoths; probably because they’ve never realized the true potential of a large back seat. 
 
   I ducked lower to travel the expanse of the concrete wall behind the Toyota 4Runner, until I reached a spot directly behind it. Careful to time it so that I couldn’t be seen in the rearview, I hurdled the concrete wall and crept over to the passenger side tire, taking out the tire gauge. Placing the pin on the valve stem, I liberated the tire of its air. I knew he wouldn’t hear it closed up in that SUV with the radio on.
 
   Then I hurried back down to the bottom of the ramp and crossed over, and up the other side, hiding behind a concrete pillar, watching, and waiting.
 
   Momentarily, Huxley got out, carrying a manila envelope, got in his Sable, and drove out of the garage.
 
   The blond man began to pull away too, but paused as he felt the flat tire. He put the 4Runner in park and got out, looking at the tires on his side, and then headed for the other side. Finding the flat, he cursed loudly, and retrieved the keys to open the hatch. As he moved to the rear of the vehicle, I got out and shuffled toward the SUV, my head down below the cars. Thankfully, he had left the driver’s door open. When he opened the hatch and peered in, I dashed over, leaned inside the cab and snatched the green zippered bank bag. Pretty easy so far. 
 
   And it would have been the perfect ruse. But I have always had a strange intolerance for certain colognes, and I could smell the pungent odor of his, in the cab of the Toyota. In the inexplicable way that luck has a way of turning, I sensed a tickle in my nose, and before I could think about it, I sneezed.
 
   The blond man’s head popped out from behind the hatch, and our eyes met, his darting to the bank bag I held, and back up to my, no doubt, stunned expression.
 
   I launched into full-throttle retreat, first heading for the Falcon, but the last thing I needed was for him to be able to identify the car I was driving, and besides, I wouldn’t have had time to get in and drive away before he caught me. He was tall with long legs. Instead, I headed for the lower ramp, but he had jumped the wall and was running parallel to me, attempting to cut me off at the pass.
 
   Turning to check his location, I didn’t see the car fender until I rammed my knee into it. Cursing, I jerked away at the popping sound, freezing for a nanosecond, then scanning to my right and behind me at the hole in the side of the Oldsmobile. “Holy shit!”
 
   Looking back at him running up the incline, I saw that he held a pistol in front of him, and was firing as he ran. Several more shots whizzed past me. 
 
   Recognizing the need to put something between me and that flying lead, I vaulted to the hood of the Olds’ in true Rockfordesque style, and rolled over, falling off the other side, landing hard upon the pavement near the front tire, the smell of oil assaulting my nose. A searing pain shot through my side, and with great chagrin I felt the re-injury of my ribs; they had finally healed, and now I might be back in walking-wounded status. I raised myself painfully and squinted into the early morning darkness at the Falcon: my only hope for escape. 
 
   His advancing footsteps told me I was a clay pigeon, not yet airborne, but loaded in the trap machine, with a stranger’s finger on the release mechanism. I took as much breath as I could into my lungs in order to force myself to stand—the adrenaline dulling the pain in my side. I came up off the pavement and sprinted across the lot, my shoulder blades pulling together in anticipation of the bullets that would soon riddle me like the Delta 88. I was pretty sure the guy was using the type of pistol usually found on any given gang member. No one would think anything about a random shooting in this neighborhood. Gang initiations were common. Poor girl. She didn’t have a chance. 
 
   I tried not to look at the Falcon as I ran past it. Instead I headed up the opposite ramp, on the far side of the matching concrete wall.
 
   Crouching there for a moment, I surveyed the area. An exit ramp was nearby, but I knew I wouldn’t make it with condition of my knee and ribs. My eyes darted to the large trash receptacle by the wall, in front of a big buttress. Please, God. I limped over, pried the lid off, and found just enough room in the garbage sack to nestle myself inside, and pull the lid back over me.
 
   This is a mistake. This won’t work. He’ll know I’m in here. Fuck! What was I thinking? Trying to breathe through my mouth as quietly as possible, I waited, my heart pounding so hard, I was sure it was vibrating the trash can.
 
   His footsteps got louder for a few seconds, and then stopped. I could hear him breathing. Cursing. He was so close. After an almost unbearable silence, I was jostled by the impact of his foot on the side of the receptacle. Oh shit. I’m dead. He knows.
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   I Didn't See That One Coming
 
    
 
    
 
   I waited, my nostrils assaulted by putrid garbage, my pulse one giant thrumming in my head.
 
   The silence was followed by several beeping sounds, and I realized he was on his cell phone.
 
   “Joey?” I heard him say, breathlessly. “You know that sealed envelope I gave you?...Hide it. I don’t care where. In the sanctuary I guess. But just hide it somewhere...Stacey will give you money so you can get that brake job on your Duster.” Then he called another number as his voice began to fade with his footsteps. He briefed the person on the line and then said, “Stacey, it’s ok. I spoke to Joey, he’s gonna take care of it. You still have leverage.”
 
   The relief that washed over me was tangible enough to be bottled and sold as euphoria. As my breathing and heart rate slowed, I soon heard the sound of air, which I assumed was a can of flat-fixer, and then the sound of the 4Runner door and engine, followed by the Toyota leaving the parking deck.
 
   Afraid to move too quickly, I remained in my mini-garbage dump, covering my nose and mouth with one hand. I realized that the Ruger still lay on the front seat of the Falcon, and chastised myself for not having it on me. Not that it would have mattered, but still.
 
   My dollar store watch told me I’d been there for ten minutes. There were no sounds other than sparse and distant traffic from the main road.
 
   Cautiously, I lifted the lid an inch and peered through the opening. I saw nothing other than a few leaves dancing across the pavement.
 
   Twisting a bit, I lifted the other side and peered over the concrete wall to Row A. His Toyota was gone.
 
   Lifting the lid, I pulled myself painfully from the can, my knee throbbing like a garden tiller. I limped down the ramp toward the Falcon.
 
   Forty feet away, I noticed the lights from the corner of my eye, and heard the engine roar to life again. Jerking my attention in that direction, I saw the 4Runner. He squealed out of a distant parking space and headed toward me. I was really mad at myself now. No time to consider my miscalculations. I had to get out of there.
 
   I made it to the Falcon, praying for mercy and luck, and pulled the door open with a bit too much force, which caused it to bounce back. I summarily slammed my injured left knee into the edge of it. Pain again. Pain, pain, pain. I invented an entirely new expletive which I never remembered again. I’ve noticed that when you have an injury, it becomes somehow magnetized, and all large objects are drawn to it for further damage. 
 
   As the 4Runner barreled toward me, I heaved my aching body into the seat, fired the old girl up, slamming the accelerator and popping the clutch as I burned rubber I didn’t have. His front bumper barely missed the back fender of the Falcon.
 
   Clenching my left knee with a growl of pain, I barely missed one of those concrete pillars on my way down the ramp. 
 
   The 4Runner fishtailed with screeching tires, around the corner, and I floored the Falcon, swooping out of the garage, only a little disappointed that there was no striped gate arm for me to bust through as I passed the ticket booth. 
 
   Caroming into the street, I gritted my teeth as the SUV tires screamed behind me. 
 
   Squeezing my eyes shut released the tears that clouded my view, and I was cognizant enough to remember that Williamsburg Court lay up ahead. I screeched the Falcon into the first entrance of the sub-division and circled through and around a few blocks, pulling up into an empty driveway, surrounded by dogwoods, killing the engine, and my lights. I pressed a palm to my burning kneecap, and wrapped an arm around my ribs. “Damn it!” Okay, there is a disagreeable side to working alone. 
 
   I dropped down in the seat and waited, hoping this Hollywood method would work as well as it did for Rockford. I guess when you’re flying by the seat of your pants in a profession like this, reputable mentors were sometimes hard to find. Even fictional ones. 
 
   The SUV didn’t turn onto the street where I was. It cruised past me, as I thought about how this had to be the oldest trick in the book, and wondered if there really was a book. If so, it would have served me to buy that one, too. Meanwhile, blessed adrenaline seeped away and my endorphins had packed up and hitched a ride out of pain-town. I backed out of the driveway and wound around the streets of the subdivision with my lights still off, keeping an eye peeled for the SUV. When it seemed safe again, I returned to the main street, clicked on my headlights, and merged with the early birds on their way to work. Only ten minutes away from Baptist Med Center, I astutely decided to pay a visit.
 
   After I arrived at the emergency entrance, I remembered the bank bag. I unzipped it to examine the booty I had nearly died for. 
 
   Pulling the sides open, I saw more money than I’d ever seen in my life. I counted it quickly. Ten thousand. Releasing a long breath, as I got to the bottom of the pile, a photo fell out, face down in my lap. The word Kodak was printed on the back.
 
   The blond man must have been holding out a little something. But now I had the money and the photo he was probably going to use as an Ace in the Hole to get more money out of Huxley. I was so proud of myself.
 
   I turned the photo over, immediately jolted with a surprise that almost made me forget my painful body parts. I wasn’t surprised that Huxley was in the photo naked, but that he was standing behind a bent-over young man, holding his hips and going to town.
 
   I didn’t see that one coming.
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   Time for Confession
 
    
 
    
 
   At the ER, I hid the Ruger in a fake portion of flooring in the Falcon, and called Mr. Huxley on the cell, while I waited my turn behind more people than McDonald’s served that day. Meanwhile, I concocted a story for the R.N. about locking myself out of my second-story apartment, trying to get in a window, and falling in a dumpster...not the best story I ever told, but it did explain why I smelled like a homeless crack whore. I suspect the R.N. didn’t care one way or another, as long as my injuries didn’t include a gunshot wound. She had no idea how close I came to that.
 
   Mr. Huxley arrived thirty-five minutes later, paid my bill, to include a set of crutches. It was the least he could do, I figured, since I’d only been offered a hundred dollars to become a bull’s-eye. 
 
   But I should not have worried about his reaction. When I handed him the bank bag and he peeked inside, he looked like a man who’d just been found not guilty after a lengthy, hopeless trial.
 
   Being the considerate person I was, I opted not to mention the photo that was sequestered amid the cash. I knew he’d find it and assume I hadn’t seen it. Let the man have some of his dignity.
 
   But I did still have to deliver the bad news. “Um ...I think Stacey or her goon was holding out on you.” I told him about the conversation I’d overheard when the blond man called Joey and Stacey.
 
   He blanched. “So she still has more photos she’s going to use against me.”
 
   “Most likely. You can’t trust a blackmailer, after all.”
 
   When we went over the information about Joey, he admitted that he knew him. He was about 16, and an altar boy at St. Michael’s Catholic Church, where Huxley attended mass. Stacey was also a parishioner. That’s how Huxley had met her. 
 
   “I paid him to wax my car once. I can’t believe Joey is helping her.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He’s an altar boy!” he defended weakly.
 
   “So?”
 
   “He’s in mass every week.”
 
   “So are the priests, when they take time out from their child molesting.”
 
   “I just didn’t think...I thought he was an honest kid.” 
 
   “Better to assume the worst about people, Mr. Huxley, then you avoid getting screwed.” He didn’t like it, but he knew I was right.
 
   “Speaking of which,” he said. “she might be screwing him too.”
 
   “You mean Biblically?”
 
   “Uh, yeah.”
 
   “Delightful woman, that Stacey.”
 
   He said the kid also worked at St. Michael’s, cleaning pews, keeping an eye on burning vigil candles. The kid had apparently been homeless and reached out to the priests, who gave him a job.
 
   Obviously, Stacey had gotten to the boy somehow and had him hiding the other photos. It was easy to buy someone’s loyalty when they were a few steps away from the street. Or, in the case of Huxley’s supposition about the nature of the kid’s alliance, when they were inundated with teenaged boy-hormones.
 
   With the cash stolen back, the lady blackmailer would now play hardball while I played slow-pitch, but I was too angry to admit I was out of my league. I considered it part of membership dues in the investigative business. She’d be wanting that money back, and then some. The straggler photo in the bag was likely held in reserve by the Blond Man, in case Huxley didn’t pay all the money, so he could then use it to force Huxley to fork it over. Since I stole the bag back, along with the photo, there would be some hell to pay, somewhere, by someone. I already knew from the call the Blond Man made, that Stacey still had other photos, and this game was not done. She’d wave some other pictures in the air at some point to extort even more money.
 
   I told Huxley I could pay Joey a visit, and, if luck was on our side, get all the remaining photos, with a little coercion. He had the straggler from the bank bag, so the ones Joey was hiding might be the last of them.
 
   He agreed with the plan, and promised more payment if I managed to retrieve the photos from Joey. “Use any means necessary,” he had said. I hope he understood that I had my limits, but it was nice to have carte blanche. I was confident that I could put the real fear of God into him. Had I been the faint-hearted sort, and prone to mix metaphors, I might have decided then that the game switched from Five Card Stud to rugby. But I’m yoked with an unhealthy need for adventure. I’m a certifiable hotspur with no fear of peril. Okay, not true. It was scary. But all my emotions were now homogenized with the simple fact that I was pissed. I was determined to get something besides a hundred out of the deal. And I would get the chance to test out my intimidation tactics. 
 
   Huxley cushioned the hurt by paying me three hundred, calling it both “hazard pay and a retainer.” Three hundred bucks—all of which would be gone after paying the rest of last month’s delinquent rent and utilities. And now I was sure the Falcon would need new tires after that last adventure. As investigative rates went, it wasn’t much for the unexpected lead that flew my way, but since I didn’t have a private investigator’s license, perhaps a sign-carrying protest was ill-advised. Besides, Jim Rockford charged only 200 per day, plus expenses, so I’d cling to that bit of fiction and allow myself to be okay with it; even though Rockford’s two hundred was circa 1974. And Huxley was a miserly soul, perhaps by virtue of the siphoning from Stacey. But I knew the rich were usually tightwads. 
 
   It insured perpetuity.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The next morning, I pulled my aching body out of bed and headed for St. Michael’s. I chose to leave my crutches behind, wishing to maintain a more threatening appearance.
 
   I entered the sanctuary, limping, with the broken antenna of the kid’s Duster in my hand. I recognized him right away, as he polished the pews. 
 
   “Joey?”
 
   He straightened, regarding me with suspicion. “Yeah?”
 
   “I believe you have something that belongs to Mr. Huxley,” I said softly. I bounced the end of the antenna on the back of a pew, and danced it around in front of him. “Old cars are great. That Duster of yours must be your pride and joy.”
 
   His eyes went wide, and I knew that, like most males, he enjoyed an unhealthy attachment to his car. The fact that I did, too, was beside the point. “Where are the photos?”
 
   The kid swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing against the skin of his throat. He looked around the sanctuary nervously. “They’re—”
 
   “They’re—?” I mocked.
 
   “I hid ‘em.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   He pointed toward the altar in front. 
 
   I lowered my brows and tried to appear threatening, while I pulled the .38 out of my coat pocket enough for him to see. “Fetch.”
 
   The boy hurried to the table that held the Eucharist, and pulled the envelope out, along with the duct tape that secured it. He held it tight to his chest and returned.
 
   “Time for confession,” I said, indicating the booth a few feet away.
 
   I stepped into the confessional behind him. He handed me the bag quickly, and I peeled off the tape and stuck it to his chest, unzipped the bag, and looked inside. It held a cache of shots, along with negatives, that would have made Porno-king, John Holmes blush. Okay, maybe not John Holmes. But most normal people who didn’t have sex on film for pay.
 
   I closed it up again, secured it at the small of my back inside the waistband of my jeans. Reaching into my jacket pocket, I pulled out the .38 and pushed it at the kid’s nose. “Mr. Huxley doesn’t like people who help Stacey. He wanted me to take care of you, but I’m not anxious to spill blood here—”
 
   “I’m sorry, I just—”
 
   “What were you thinking, kid?” I pushed the muzzle of the pistol at his nose again, until I could see the hairs waving in his flaring nostrils.
 
   “I just wanted to fix up my car—”
 
   I smiled, handing him the antenna. “Ironic, isn’t it?”
 
   He closed his eyes. “Please—”
 
   “Now, I hope I can trust you to behave from now on. I can find you. No matter where you go. I can find you.”
 
   His knuckles were white as he grasped the antenna. It trembled in the air from the vibration of his fear. “Yeah, yeah. I promise. Please, just—”
 
   Our engaging repartee was interrupted by the sound of the priest entering the adjoining compartment to hear our confession.
 
   As the father slid the little door open, I put the barrel of the pistol over the boy’s lips. “Shhh.” I put the gun back in my pocket and patted his cheek, exiting the confessional. It had taken the priest a while to arrive, and I could only imagine what he must have been doing in the darkened recesses of the rectory.
 
   I limped out of the church, my knee throbbing, punching in Huxley's number on the cell as I hobbled down the front steps. He wanted to know if I was sure I had the photos.
 
   “Yeah. I looked to make sure...but don’t worry, I’m blocking those images out of my mind as we speak.”
 
   “See? That’s why they can’t be made public. It’s just not acceptable to be gay in my world.”
 
   “I’m not referring to your orientation, Mr. Huxley. That doesn’t bother me at all. I’m referring to the fact that seeing you naked is like seeing my Dad naked.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I disconnected and waited in a nearby parking lot for his arrival. He took the photos and gave me another three hundred in cash for my recent acts of terrorism. This investigation thing was getting sweeter all the time.
 
   I swung by the Yogurt Shop and treated myself to a waffle cone with White Chocolate Mousse. I had to take Huxley’s advice to lay low for a while. I needed time to recuperate, and to prepare for what would likely be a war between Stacey and Huxley. There was still no guarantee those were the only copies of the photos. Time would tell. If she had others she’d be contacting him and asking for more money. I was glad I got what I did out of him before the well was completely dry.
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   License My Roving Hands
 
    
 
   A week passed before I could get rid of the crutches, and another, before I could find useful information on Stacey Cartwright. The trail ran pretty tepid by the time I got back on it. Huxley continued to pay any of my paltry expenses and a cheap retainer fee, knowing that no one else would work for such a ridiculous price, and that a young woman could dig up information faster than a professional in a three-piece suit. People were not apt to suspect a female who asked questions, and Stacey had by now either believed that the money was stolen, or shot the messenger; largely dependent on how cold her bimbo heart really was.
 
   After the ugly scene in the parking deck, what the woman got was Jobeth O’Brien, too green to know when to leave bad enough alone.
 
   As for Phoebe, I continued to see her each night after my route, and just left my crutches at home so she wouldn’t ask questions I didn’t care to answer. 
 
   In our meeting place at her back driveway, in the cozy safety of the Falcon, I had learned a lot about Phoebe—some of it unspoken, but understood. Her husband, Steve, was the son of very wealthy businessman, and Phoebe had money of her own willed to her by a doting late grandmother who discovered a knack for the stock market. 
 
   Phoebe also owned stock in numerous Fortune 500 companies. At 35, she was one of the most wealthy people in town; maybe in the state. But money didn’t buy the things that she needed most. The interruption of her nursing career had left her longing for that little something that would make her feel valuable, needed. She had a hunger inside her that had never been slaked. She had not had a “real orgasm” in almost two years; only what she called “a bit of release,” as she didn’t seem to be able to please herself completely without that physical connection to another person. 
 
   Phoebe did have a healthy self-concept, and seemed content with her body (which I recognized immediately as rare), but even so, sex had become a mechanical undertaking. Phoebe felt she had to be in love before she could feel passion again. This pronouncement gave me a moment of anxiety, until my ego kicked in and told me that it wasn’t love Phoebe needed, but to be with a woman. Specifically, me.
 
   This night, I had delivered my entire route early, and then I drove like a mad hatter to finish with enough time left over for the sexy socialite. An intuition told me that tonight would be the night. I had never waited this long to make a move on a woman; I was beginning to take this friendly-shoulder routine a bit too seriously. 
 
   When I pulled up in the drive and flashed my lights, it was 4:05 a.m.
 
   Phoebe came out and got in. “I thought you were going to skip me tonight.”
 
   “Nope. I enjoy our little meetings.” I took a pull from the eCig, and smiled as Phoebe happily pulled out her own, and then I opened the glove box. From it, I took a half-pint of Hot Damn Schnapps. “Have a drink, Phoebe.”
 
   She looked pleased. “Don’t mind if I do.” Phoebe unscrewed the cap and took a swallow, shivering only slightly, and licking her lips as it went down. “That ought to counteract the coffee I drank tonight waiting for you.”
 
   “Phoebe. We seem to be developing a friendship, so there’s something you should know. Two things, actually.”
 
   Phoebe took another sip. “Sure. What’s the first thing?”
 
   “I’m gay.”
 
   Phoebe stared at me without blinking or moving for a moment, then took another drink and puffed on her eCig.
 
   “Is that a problem for you?” I knew it could go either way in these situations. You had to give them the opportunity to beat feet in the other direction. I realized with dismay, that Phoebe’s reaction mattered to me; the women I had pursued previously were like toys. And even if they were initially put-off by my admission, curiosity would get the best of them. Phoebe was not a toy; if she bolted, I knew this time I’d feel it—maybe a little more than I wanted to. I even caught myself rehearsing a speech about being platonic friends with Phoebe, if it was her preference. These thoughts were horrifying. Like those little tragic fantasies you have sometimes about something ghastly happening, even though it’s the last thing you really want. One of those quagmires of the human mind.
 
   Phoebe sighed from her place in the passenger seat. “I don’t want you to go away and never come back, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “You do have that option. I mean, I could throw your paper in the drive like everyone else’s, and you could mail your payment every month.”
 
   She took another drink, and handed the bottle to me. “I should feel shocked and disgusted, right?”
 
   “Not necessarily. You feel what you feel. Don’t let anyone else’s opinions shape your own.” I studied the label of the bottle.
 
   Phoebe smiled. “That sounds like good advice.” She rolled the eCig in her fingers contemplatively. “For some reason, I’m neither shocked, nor disgusted.” She looked over at me, raking me with bold eyes. “What was the second thing you wanted to say?”
 
   My heart quickened. “I think I’ll save the second thing for another time.”
 
   Phoebe grunted peevishly. “Don’t torture me, you little imp.”
 
   I took a long swallow of the cinnamon liquor, letting it slide down my throat like warm coffee. I was nervous. Damn it all to hell, the woman had unnerved me! “The second thing is...I’m very attracted to you, Phoebe.” I squeezed my eyes shut on a sigh. The admission had come out sounding timid, meek. I was losing my edge.
 
   Phoebe moistened her lips and stared back at me. “You’re...you are?”
 
   “You sound surprised.”
 
   Phoebe picked up the thermos in the seat, and unscrewed the cap. She poured a bit of coffee into the thermos lid and stared down at it as if she’d dropped something into it. “It’s a new idea, that’s all.”
 
   I laughed. “It’s older than you realize.”
 
   “Would it be awful of me to confess that I’m curious as hell?”
 
   “No,” I stilled the leaping animal in my chest. “It would be honest.” I took a puff and spoke through the chocolate-mint vapor. “Admit it—” I said, regaining some of my old composure. “—there was at least one time in your life when you fantasized about being with another woman.” Okay, I took a chance on that one.
 
   She smiled, taking a quick drink. “I don’t really have to answer that, do I?” She giggled. “Okay. I did have a fierce crush on my English teacher in Junior High.”
 
   “Didn’t we all. What did you fantasize about?”
 
   She went through the memory in her mind and gave a breathy, half-laugh. “Private lessons.” She twirled the end of the eCig in her mouth like a sucker.
 
   I caught a glimpse of that throat in the moonlight. “I think you’re beautiful.” Oh, boy. I said that out loud. 
 
   Phoebe came out of her schoolgirl memories and stared at me, but said nothing. I discovered these were new rules for that familiar game I used to play by rote, and that knowledge disturbed me. I sat unsure of what to say next; the script had been ripped from my hands. I would have to ad lib for the first time. Was this the part where I waited for a signal, careful not to frighten the woman away, careful not to blow what I used to call a golden opportunity? The truth was, I had a genuine affection for Phoebe. I had grown fond of that overt vulnerability that had her talking about personal things; the way she ran her fingers through her hair; the way she laughed... Am I letting her get to me? 
 
   Phoebe put her hand on mine. I almost jerked it away, but caught myself in time.
 
   “Are you going to give me a sample?” she asked.
 
   I laughed, anxious to be out of the whirl of questions in my head. “Do you mean a sample, or an example?”
 
   “I mean, are you going to kiss me?”
 
   Prepared for almost anything, I was still caught off guard by Phoebe’s candidly daring question. “Why?”
 
   “Well, how am I going to know if I like something, unless I try it?”
 
   For an instant, I wondered if Phoebe toyed with me, and silently cursed my own hesitancy. Phoebe placed her eCig on the dash, slid over in the seat close to me and waited. I could feel the woman’s body heat. I could hear her short, expectant breaths.
 
   Swallowing in an effort to moisten my dry mouth, I dropped the eCig in my lap, brushed the hair away from Phoebe’s eyes, touched her face, and bent closer, until I could feel her breath on my face; I brushed my lips across her cheek. First one side, then the other. Her reaction was immediate; she began to tremble. 
 
   I pressed my lips to Phoebe’s and kissed her long and gently, exploring a bit, but not letting myself be too abrupt about it. Her breaths became shorter and more rapid then, and my left hand slid down her waist, down the side of her leg, my hand making the pivot at the kneecap, to travel that thigh upward again, my thumb easing into the fold where leg fused with loin. 
 
   I felt my own pulse begin to race as Phoebe’s arms come around me, drawing me in. The last time my heart hammered like this, was in the parking garage. But that was an entirely different sensation, though both of them shared a fear-factor.
 
   I moved my hips out from under the steering wheel to lean in and bury my face in that place where Phoebe’s neck and shoulder joined. How many times had I been teased by that neck in the moonlight? I brushed my cheek against the soft skin there, Phoebe’s pulse pushing against my lips. Finding the cord of tendon there, I took a bite, scraping my teeth along it and sucking the skin into my mouth like a morsel of white chocolate. I lifted my face to find Phoebe’s lips again, and then Phoebe broke the kiss, caught her breath, and whispered, “Sweet Christ—”
 
   She changed her mind. It is too good to be true after all. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I just...” She hesitated, as if she could not get the language center in her brain to connect with her vocal cords. “...had an image of someone...” Her eyes fluttered to the bedroom window. 
 
   “Steve?”
 
   “God—no.” She glanced over at me, sighed quickly; one of those under-the-water-too-long breaths. “Actually, I was thinking about this woman at the country club last year.” She pressed both hands to her face once, and drew a calming breath.
 
   At first, I was peeved at myself for doing anything that made a woman think of any other woman other than me. Then my tired brain finally worked with it. “Would this be a woman that you...were attracted to?”
 
   She nodded slowly.
 
   I smiled. “So there has been another crush besides your English teacher.”
 
   Phoebe looked away and smiled. “I saw her first in the locker room at the club. She was changing to play tennis. I glanced over at her and was...you know, sort of admiring her form—”
 
   “You’re not talking about her back-swing?” I chided.
 
   “No.” She pitched me a grin. “Her body. At first, I just thought, ‘wow, she’s got great legs, I wish I had legs like that’...that sort of thing. But then I found myself looking at her...looking at all of her. I was admiring her, but at the same time, I felt myself getting excited...I got out of there fast.”
 
   I knew I’d need some nicotine and something to do with my hands for this one. I put the eCig in my mouth and inhaled quickly. “Did you ever see her again?”
 
   “Many times.”
 
   “And?” I asked around the mouthpiece.
 
   “And I kept having these reactions to her.” Phoebe snatched her own eCig from the dash and took a drag. She released the vapor toward the front window, where it dispersed across the glass and encircled us. 
 
   “What kind of reactions?”
 
   She caught my eyes solidly. “The kind I just had with you. But she never kissed me. And never would have. She was straight as an arrow.”
 
   I ran my right hand around the steering wheel. “You haven’t told me yet exactly what that reaction was...”
 
   She touched my leg. “You know what it was, Jobeth.”
 
   She hasn’t changed her mind. She hasn’t changed her mind. It behooved me to let her make all the connections from this point. I knew that, and yet, I couldn’t figure out why. It did not resemble my usual approach to these precarious decisions. If the fire needed another log, I lobbed it on, and stoked the flames around it. But contrary to that, I wanted her to not only choose the log, but to decide whether or not to stoke it.
 
   She had been watching me throughout my reasoning process, and now she slid closer to me. “Jobeth. Kiss me again...”
 
   I tried to read her expression. It wasn’t telling. I twisted to kiss her softly. She pressed against me, pulling at the lapel of my jacket. I placed my hands on her jaw-line, caressing her face as I deepened the kiss. She moaned against my lips, and the vibration of it shot through me. I tried to suppress it, knowing that she would need time to think it all over, time to—
 
   “Let’s get in the back seat—” she breathed in my ear.
 
   I could hardly find enough moisture in my mouth to activate my dry tongue, but managed, “Aren’t you a bit old to be making it in back seats?”
 
   “I’ve never done it in a back seat,” she said, through heavy breaths. “Just for your information.”
 
   “I’m not pressuring you, Phoebe. We don’t have to move this fast. We don’t even have to do this at all.” What am I saying? This is the chance of a lifetime, and I’m wringing my hands?!
 
   “I thought you said you were attracted to me.” Phoebe regarded me with equal parts dejection and chagrin, her chest undulating with ragged breaths.
 
   “I am.” Oh, God, what have I gotten myself into? “I want you to be sure.” I never cared whether they were sure before...has my libido finally shriveled from overuse?
 
   “I’m sure.” Phoebe released a long breath modulated by a slight growl. 
 
   I checked the upstairs window from our usual position in the back driveway. “What about Steve?”
 
   “He sleeps like a rock these days...” She lifted my hand and placed it against her chest. “Please...I want to—”
 
   I could feel her hammering heart. I smiled and followed her over the seat. “You’re not going to have second thoughts, are you?”
 
   “I’ve already had them. I’m a regular blood-donor, free of communicable diseases. I trust that you can say the same?”
 
   I nodded. “I’m as safe as they come.”
 
   “So what could happen? At least I know you won’t get me pregnant.”
 
   “Not unless you believe in Immaculate Conception,” I laughed.
 
   “Well, I am Catholic,” she smiled. 
 
   Phoebe pulled the pink sweat pants off and draped them over the front seat. Her sweatshirt soon followed, and Phoebe was sans underwear. Completely naked, she stretched out on the seat like a lioness, sleek and dangerous-looking. I smiled and shook my head. “You don’t do anything halfway, do you, Phoebe?”
 
   She shook her head with a sly smile and waited, her chest swelling in and out with each breath.
 
   I removed my quilted vest, but made no attempt to remove my other clothes; I had been caught in the buff more times than I’d care to count. The last time I’d been caught with my pants down, as it were, the consequences were tragic—but I didn’t want to think about that now. In these situations, the caveat reigned supreme: stay dressed if at all possible. 
 
   I lowered myself down beside Phoebe and began to caress her.
 
   She moaned and smiled and clenched at the back of my flannel shirt. “I love to be touched like that—”
 
   “‘License my roving hands, and let them go, before, between, above, below’—” I quoted, stroking Phoebe’s body accordingly. 
 
   “Oh, you’re a silver-tongued devil aren’t you?” Phoebe breathed.
 
   “I’ll let you be the judge of that,” I whispered, trailing kisses down Phoebe’s stomach toward the prize.
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   Dial-a-Bimbo
 
    
 
    
 
   My investigative strategy began with learning all I could about Stacey Cartwright. I drilled Huxley for all the information he could dig up, and he couldn’t tell me much about where the operation was, because he had been blindfolded when he went there.
 
   When he or any other customer called the number on the card and gave the password, Stacey would send one of her goons to meet them in some public parking lot. They would get in the back and be blindfolded, while they were driven to the place. That way, ostensibly, she added a bit more protection for her operation.
    
      
    
 
   Next, I went to public records. A cute little number at the Tax Assessors office was very helpful, and asked when we could “go out” again; her way of saying, When can we do it in the store room again? I insinuated that I would be in touch when I had more time, but knew I had no intention of doing so. I was way too wrapped up in Phoebe at the moment. And I reassured myself that it was okay to do that. To be...gulp...monogamous. Just for now. Because I had little free time. Right.
 
   Millie was able to get me Stacey’s home address, but it was a non-existent location when I checked it out; there were probably more than a few aliases involved. But I already knew from Mr. Huxley that Stacey made a hefty income from older, rather well-off family men. It was an unhappy accident that she ran into him in a men’s bar, and recognized him from church. After he had been baited and trapped, he spent some time following her around, incognito and had discovered a little more of her M.O. It was cold comfort for him to discover that he was scarcely her only victim. She was hard to overlook with her flaming red hair and flirty demeanor. 
 
   After Huxley witnessed Stacey being rebuffed by a gentleman in a piano bar, he approached the man, telling him he was wise to avoid the woman, and why. The man was only too happy to volunteer the details of the conversation. She had offered him a business card for a hair salon, with no address, but strangely, a password at the bottom. She made it clear that other services could be had in a discreet manner, by calling and using that password. It was the same card Stacey had given Huxley. The salon was called The Wright Cut. When I called information for the address for that number, I found it was unlisted. The number, and the address itself. Now who runs a hair salon with an unlisted number? 
 
   Dial-a-Bimbo. Or variations thereof.
 
   But she had diversified. Conversely, Huxley learned, she also frequented gay bars and zeroed in on the older, lonely men, like Huxley, who seemed uncomfortable in that environment. He imagined she made a quick assessment of his financial status, via clues like clothing and jewelry. Then she went to work plying them with liquor and commiserating with their frustration and disgust over the seedy bars and cruising tweaks who only wanted a sugar-daddy. “Most men like yourself,” she had said that first night, “don’t want to support someone who can damage the life they’ve built. They want to get a need met.” Then she informed him that she ran a discreet escort service, offered him the same card for The Wright Cut. The card for a salon with no address, that was given only to those who called with some secret password she had given them, coded on the cards. Secret cameras would then capture the unsuspecting men like Huxley engaging in taboo or less than monogamous acts. 
 
   Stacey was adept at handling photo equipment, although her front was the salon. It provided a cover for the real business she ran. Again, Dial-a-Bimbo. Or perhaps, Dial-a-Tweak. I thought it must have been an easy transition from blackmailer to madam. Or madam to blackmailer. This was a chicken-or-the-egg conundrum. What she didn’t make from extortion, she made from simply filling carnal needs. I could only be thankful that she hadn’t imposed her deceit on the women’s community. She would have targeted those like Phoebe.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The season had shifted. No more random balminess. I was relieved, since there was no AC in the Falcon. I much preferred cold to heat. Unless the heat was emanating from a woman. Like Phoebe.
 
   After an almost spiteful recuperation, I finally found the salon. I had driven from the parking lot where Huxley said he met Stacey’s men, and timed a trip in every direction until I finally made the right turn and found The Wright Cut. But I wanted to be sure this was the Wright Place, do to speak. 
 
   So, I grabbed a parking space a block away and deprived the meter of its quarter, making a bee-line for The Wright Cut Salon, entreating luck to smile on me, or at least grin a little. 
 
   I stepped inside and took in the five lavish booths, each with its own incongruous hairdresser. How could someone like Stacey afford to open a business on such a grand scale when she wasn’t even any good at hairdressing? I knew the answer. Hair care wasn’t her real business. So she must have snagged quite a few clients, willing or otherwise.
 
   Almost immediately, a young woman of questionable class greeted me. “Hello. May I help you?”
 
   I stalled long enough to take a quick look around. A small antique table in the corner held a Plexiglas stand of business cards. I smiled at the woman. “Hi. I’m doing a project for my marketing class. It’s on the psychology of business card design. Would you mind if I had one of yours for my collection?” I didn’t know where that came from, it just popped right out of my mouth.
 
   The woman was only too happy to please. “Of course.” She got one from the table. I noticed her hair advertised an odd mixture of brown and blonde. I assumed it was some version of the new Emo styles, but to me, it just looked cheap. “Here. Anything else? A cut? A perm? You have great hair.”
 
   If my hair is so great, why do you want to cut it and perm it? “Maybe another time, thanks. My paper is due soon, I need to get home and dive in. I appreciate the card, though.”
 
   The woman wished me a nice day, and I paused outside to read the bottom corner of the card. ‘Stacey Wright, Owner.’
 
   Let the games begin. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I parked across the street from the salon, stationing the Falcon covertly in an alley. I could feel the promise of a cold winter season in the crisp October breeze wafting through my window. My field notebook lay open and ready. I leafed through a recent copy of The Advocate, but remained careful to keep the greater part of my attention trained on the Salon entrance. Women went in and came out, sporting newly cut or permed or styled hair. A few of them, I couldn’t help but notice, were truly nice chunks of womanhood. I gave a grade to each finished product when they emerged from The Wright Cut, often with the wrong cut. 
 
   At five o’clock, a redhead stepped outside with my nemesis, the blond man. They looked like they were having a smoke break. I focused the binoculars on her, and knew by the photo Huxley had given me, that it was Stacey. The blond man was definitely the same man I encountered at the parking garage.
 
   The two shared a collusive conversation for some moments, and then went back inside. I hunkered down in the seat when Stacey paused for a quick look around before pulling the door closed behind her, lowered the shades on either side of the front door, and turned the Open sign over to Closed. It was 6 p.m. Now, we’re getting somewhere. 
 
   I moved the Falcon to a position at the rear of the establishment, and stared at the back door, blinking away the film of fatigue over my eyes, and tried to be patient.
 
   I pride myself on being able to function on very little sleep. I’ve gone for days without any real rest, only a cat-nap here and there, and regular infusions of caffeine. I blamed the missing caffeine element for the altered equation.
 
   I awakened from one of these cat-naps when I heard a car engine, and saw the dark 4Runner pull up at the back door. The driver helped a young man wearing a blindfold out of the backseat, and guided him inside. I could have sworn it was Joey, but would have to wait until he came back out to be sure, as my narcoleptic attack kept me from getting to the binoculars quickly enough. But with the blindfold element in place, I knew the real business had begun. Driving right up to the back door avoided the conspicuous act of leading blindfolded men down the sidewalk. 
 
   I rubbed the itching sandpaper of my eyes, and blinked them back into focus, holding my watch toward the growing moonlight. 8:15. I entered the information in my notebook and waited. 
 
   At 9:05, the youth came out, a bit disheveled, and wearing an odd grin below the blindfold. Lifting the binocs, I confirmed that it was Joey. It didn’t take a genius to put these pieces together. Pieces, being the operative word. She was probably giving Joey privileges for his allegiance; and few things were more motivating than sex. Perhaps this clientele financed the hidden cameras that captured the older more affluent gentlemen with their trousers at half-mast. I’d need solid evidence for that one. I entered the data in my notebook. 
 
   At ten, I entertained the thought of a cup of coffee from a nearby Kwik Stop, when the car pulled in again, and another blindfolded young man was led in. I opted to stick around for his triumphant emergence from the den of iniquity. He came out less than 40 minutes later, looking just as pleased as Joey, and at eleven, an older gentleman in a double-breasted suit was also led inside and back out a half hour later. 
 
   My watch told me that this was the end of my stakeout. I had to go pick up my papers and deliver my route.
 
   I started the Falcon and backed farther into the alley and onto the street at the other side. I knew for sure where some of the money came from. Tomorrow night I would take pictures. But tonight, there was the route, and of course, Phoebe.
 
   On the way to the pick-up location, I thought about it. For the last few days, I had been suspicious. Nothing overt, only a sense now and then that someone tailed me. Furtive glances at a post office, headlights behind my Falcon for perhaps a bit too long; an occasional phone call without words, followed by a dial tone. I thought I was being paranoid, but the signals seemed clear. Perhaps it was a not-so-surprising response from a not-so-legitimate businesswoman. Perhaps they had found me, and sought to either coerce the money out of Huxley through me, or simply end my work on the case.
 
   The case. It sounded like a delusion. Perhaps it wasn’t accurate to call it that. But what else would I call it? A diversion? Play-acting? I wasn’t legit, yet, in the eyes of authorities, even if I took it that seriously.
 
   I washed down some Tylenol with a gulp of apple juice and hoped it wouldn’t be too long before I could stop doing this lackluster, paper-throwing. But at least I could use the quiet-time of the paper route to decide what my next move would be—to think of other ways of gaining information.
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   Welcome Wagon
 
    
 
    
 
   Octagons. That’s what they are...octagons. 
 
   Octagons? 
 
   Why am I staring at octagons? I blinked. The octagons remained. Then I felt the cool surface beneath my right cheek. Lifting my head, I winced at the sharp thud pulsing at my temple. There, on the octagon that had been below my cheek, was a crimson smear. Guess if you’re going to bleed, it may as well be on your own kitchen floor.
 
   I placed both palms against the linoleum and pushed—my bones and muscles protesting—and the second wince informed me of the condition of my lower lip. A cut was pulled apart where it had coagulated, and fresh blood appeared and began to trail down my chin. Amazing what the butt of a pistol can do when wielded properly.
 
   Finally able to stand, I looked down at the octagons. Smaller from up here...I’ve walked on this floor a zillion times, but never noticed that there were octagons on it... no, the size is no excuse. I’m not being attentive. And if tonight was any indication, that sort of negligence could be hazardous to my health.
 
   Placing myself gingerly on the sofa, I tried to reconstruct.
 
   Dinner alone at Sonic. 
 
   Drive home. 
 
   Step inside.
 
   Floor creaked.
 
   Man in ski mask with a .38. 
 
   Struggle.
 
   One very obvious loser.
 
   I stood and went to the old mirror salvaged from a garage sale, and examined my face. I touched the swollen places, and considered the damage. I am not one of those females who freaks out when I get any sort of blemish, but I also appreciate it when my mirror reflects something at least mildly attractive. Right now, it just looked like I’d been in a mosh pit.
 
   I tried to stretch the kinks out of my back. The Kinks. Mosh Pit. There was a joke in there somewhere. A few vertebrae popped, but it didn’t alleviate any discomfort. I flashed back to that moment when the man lifted me off my feet and rammed me backward into the wall. I’d have to remember to turn down any invitations to go slam-dancing. No matter how good the band was.
 
   This enthusiastic night visitor was no burglar—what he wanted was a deal, and Jobeth O’Brien had made one. My part was to keep my mouth shut, and his was that he wouldn’t send me to the city morgue. Fair enough.
 
   I placed myself in the hot seat during my “heist.” I had obviously been identified, otherwise, I wouldn’t have had Mr. Welcome Wagon waiting in the kitchen to greet me. 
 
   Regardless of my promise to Lone Stranger, I couldn’t let it go. Things were heating up because I was close to something. But how many octagons did it take to form a fence strong enough to keep me out?
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Feeling like one of those mailmen of yore, I knew the papers still had to be delivered. I nursed my headache the whole time, and my resolve grew as my headache faded.
 
   By the last throw, I had made my decision. No one would ever say that I weaseled out when the going got tough. My fight or flight mechanism was in perfect working order and I had employed both choices in different dilemmas. But if my flight mechanism gets stuck in a loop, all I accomplish is windburn and a shrinking spine; if my fight mechanism stays in gear, I will need a first aid kit and some life insurance—which I didn’t have. I had to balance one with the other in order to enjoy things like middle-of-the-night romps with Phoebe.
 
   I eased onto the rural highway and urged the Falcon to fifty-five, which was full-throttle for the old girl.
 
   After a stop at the Circle K for a cup of coffee, I eased the Falcon into the back driveway of the imposing brick house. The ivy-covered wall around the perimeter of the estate afforded the sort of privacy I embraced in the last several years. I killed the engine, and flashed the headlights three times, then turned them off, peering across the back lawn to the patio. Predictably, the door swung open and my vexation emerged. Sliding into the passenger seat, she was wearing only an oversized flannel shirt and panties, and probably not only because the weather was mild.
 
   “He’s asleep,” Phoebe said.
 
   “You’re sure, now?” I studied the upstairs window.
 
   “A freight train wouldn’t wake him,” she smiled, running red-painted nails through her ash-blonde hair, as the early October breeze tickled the branches of the dogwoods lined in a canopy over the wall.
 
   “A freight train?”
 
   The woman swooshed over in the seat close to me. “I’m interested only in the tunnels.” She ran a hand seductively up my jeaned leg.
 
   “C’mere...” I pulled the woman against me and gave her a short kiss, wincing from the pain in my lip.
 
   “What happened to you?” Phoebe turned my face toward the starlight.
 
   “Occupational hazards,” I offered wryly.
 
   “What’d you do, hit yourself with a paper?”
 
   “Not that occupation, the other one.”
 
   “Oh, that silly secret agent stuff—”
 
   I leaned back at the affront. “I beg your pardon. It’s not silly.” I unzipped the jacket. “And I am not a secret agent.”
 
   “Oh, right. Quite the little detective, aren’t we?” she teased.
 
   I released the top button of her flannel shirt, to let her know who was in charge. “I can detect your level of arousal, chick.”
 
   She giggled, unfastening the other buttons to let me know that she didn’t mind my being in charge. She genuflected with forced sincerity, whispering, “Seek and ye shall find, Jobeth—”
 
   We climbed over the seat of the Falcon, maintaining a kiss. The vinyl of the back seat was cold, and I imagined I heard a sizzle when her hot flesh made contact. I freed her of the flannel, dumped it on the floorboard. I let my hands roam freely over her body, lingered in the sensitive areas, one finger slipping under the elastic at the back of the silk panties, I slid them down, kissing her stomach all the while. Phoebe purred, smiling, and knocked her head back against the moist window, oblivious to the impact. “I want it, Jobeth.”
 
   I removed the black panties completely, murmuring, “Oh I think I’ve found Victoria’s Secret...”
 
   She giggled.
 
   Without shame I pressed my mouth to her warmth, and began to tease the woman, amused at the way she lifted her hips off the seat, moaned softly, her body begging for that alchemy I made her feel. I listened to the groan extend and become louder, grateful for the roomy back seat. It was one reason why I continued to drive the old Falcon. Freedom of movement was a must for this, the most engaging form of extracurricular activity.
 
   She began to squirm beneath my adroit tongue and mumbled something indecipherable, and one hand went to the back of my head, pressing. “God, yes...you are so good! Oh, Jobeth—”
 
   My lips curled into a smile amid the nest, enjoying her vocalizations and the familiar flavor of honeysuckle that always greeted me there. I suspected it was natural, rather than from an expensive bottle with a bulb on it from some hoity-toity perfume counter, as I felt no need to sneeze. 
 
   It’s a popular notion that the female balm is an acquired taste, but I never suffered an adjustment period. To me, it was immediately as inviting and succulent as a fresh Rainier cherry from the farmer’s market. 
 
   As I continued, Phoebe panted and moaned and clenched at my hair, begging me to continue. “Yes...oh, Baby, tease me...love me, Jobeth—” she cooed. “Oh, HolyMotherofGod!”
 
   I knew it wouldn’t be long now. Phoebe always had a gushing orgasm soon after a religious expletive, and tonight I wanted that to happen a bit faster; there were other things on the agenda before sunrise. 
 
   I opened my eyes and peered up at Phoebe’s chest and stomach as they heaved with quick breaths, faster and faster, like a Western Flyer pulling away from the station. To hurry things along, I freed a hand and squeezed Phoebe’s nipple. It was an orgasmic button; she cried out and arched her back, all her muscles tensed and relaxed, tensed and relaxed, in convulsive ripples, as she took a groaning, whimpering ride on the waves. 
 
   Finally, Phoebe drooped against the seat and sighed, lying completely still. I could see her pulse pushing at the skin on her neck.
 
   I lifted my head and retrieved the fresh bandanna stored in the back window ledge, wiped my face, and slid up beside her. When she opened her eyes, I recalled the HolyMotherofGod that burst from her throat only moments before. “It’s easy to tell you’re Catholic, Phoebe.”
 
   Phoebe laughed at herself. “I can feel a confession coming on.”
 
   “I’m not qualified.”
 
   Phoebe laughed again. “Oh, yes you are!”
 
   I drew my fingertips along her arm. “Big one?”
 
   A languid smile spread over her face. “Massive.”
 
   “All better?”
 
   “Well, maybe I’ll sleep through the night now,” Phoebe sighed, then began to giggle.
 
   I joined in her laughter. “Phoebe, you are insatiable.”
 
   “Yes. But I can be pleased.” Phoebe slipped into her shirt and panties again and we climbed back over the seat to the front. “Where were you last night, Sugar-Lips?”
 
   “Taking care of business.” My cut sugar-lip burned from the invasion of Phoebe’s juices.
 
   “I missed you.”
 
   “Of course you did.” I turned and draped myself over the seat to gather a bunch of rolled papers on the back floorboard.
 
   Phoebe lifted a brow, and swatted my rump. “You’re not getting an inflated ego, are you?”
 
   I smiled, placing the bunch on the seat between us. “Phoebe—” I began, reaching for my eCig on the dashboard. “You need to find a good woman and settle down.” I took a long, calming drag, and wondered why I used to like smoke so much. Vapor is different, of course, but smoke...how could something like that feel that good going in, while people die from smoke inhalation all the time in structure fires? I guess it’s only a difference in how fast you die from it. Maybe that was the key to preventing those quick trips to the heavenly light by smoke inhalation: outfit the buildings with cigarette filters.
 
   “I’ve found a good woman, and I am also settled, even if it is with a man.” She took the eCig from me and enjoyed a deep pull of her own, before handing it back.
 
   “Where’s yours? Did you run out of juice?”
 
   “Yes I did. I love these things.”
 
   “There’s an extra bottle in the glove box.”
 
   She opened it and retrieved the small plastic bottle, sticking it in her pocket. “I ordered some more from that girl of yours in Colorado, but it hasn’t gotten here yet. I got some for you, too.”
 
   “Thanks.” I watched her make a porthole in the condensation on the window with one slender finger. “Why did you marry a man, if you like being with women so much?”
 
   Phoebe unlatched the chrome-rimmed window and pushed the wing out, her sigh a natural vapor as it hit the incoming air. “I didn’t know women were this good at lovemaking until I met you.”
 
   “They’re not all this good—” I teased. She grinned without looking at me. I eyed her suspiciously. “Don’t get any ideas about taming me. I’m a freebird.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of it. I like you wild.” Phoebe ran both hands through her hair, ruffled it looser.
 
   “I may not always be around, Phoeb’.” I released a lungful of vapor, and it curled up to the roof and mushroomed.
 
   “Oh, let’s not get into that.” She grasped the door handle. “Are you coming tomorrow night?”
 
   My grin felt salacious. “I will if you will.”
 
   Phoebe punched me playfully on the arm. “Only if you show up tomorrow night, lover.” She leaned over and kissed me before she stepped out and made her way across the manicured lawn to the back door.
 
   I sighed, absently pulling a long blonde hair from my tongue, wondering how it got all the way down there. Taking a newspaper from the seat, I rolled down the window and flung it into the drive.
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   Someone So Highly Combustible
    
      
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Phoebe came out before I finished flashing the headlights. She must have been perched on the curtain rod at the back window. 
 
   She ran to the car and jumped in, wearing a set of lounging pajamas in a shimmering gold, covered by an incongruous flannel robe; I didn’t know yet if she had anything other than skin under them. “Good evening, my sweet little lover-baby!” she gushed.
 
   “Please. Phoebe. Could you work up a little enthusiasm?”
 
   “I’ve been horny all day, I thought you’d never get here.” She ran both hands through her hair. “Steve left this afternoon on a business trip. We can go inside this time.”
 
   My reaction was immediate. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?” Even her petulance was endearing.
 
   “I wouldn’t feel right about it. But I’m right here. What would you like?” I kissed her.
 
   “You, Jobeth. I want your lips and your fingers and your tongue...”
 
   Phoebe ran her hand inside my shirt and I captured her fingers before they made contact with my breast. “Christ, Phoeb’, have a little self-restraint.” This fresh wantonness was new behavior. “What gives? You been watching sexy movies by the light of the silvery moon?”
 
   “No...when I’m not with you, I’m thinking about being with you, 
    
      
    and that makes me more horny.
 
   “You do have a husband—”
 
   “He’s still keeping his distance. I don’t think he loves me anymore.”
 
   I couldn’t imagine it. “Since when?”
 
   “Since...a long time ago...we haven’t had sex in months...but he had an opportunity last night.”
 
   “Last night you were with me.”
 
   Phoebe smoothed the gold silk pants. “That’s not it. He had his chance this afternoon, too. He said he was too tired. He turned me down twice in one day.” 
 
   “Well, God, Phoebe—how often do you want it?”
 
   Phoebe looked out the window thoughtfully. “All the time, lately. You’ve awakened the beast.”
 
   “You’re a nympho, you know that?”
 
   “You’re the one who put a match to that flame, Sweetie.”
 
   “It’s easy with someone so highly combustible.”
 
   Phoebe landed on me like a banshee during mating season. Her lips were everywhere, and I knew I’d have to gain control of the situation if I didn’t want to be devoured. I pushed her away and motioned toward the back seat. She practically dove over it, almost naked before she hit the vinyl. “Are you sure you weren’t watching some blue movies, Phoebe?” I asked, helping her out of her panties.
 
   “I don’t need movies. I have a healthy imagination. And I was using it right before you got here. That’s why the fire is out of control.” She pulled me on top of her. “Quench it, my precious girl.”
 
   I did my best. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It took three complete sessions of teasing, manipulation, and crescendo, to include five orgasms to render Phoebe limp in the seat under me. My jaw muscles were aching, my jawbone threatening to lock up, and both hands were numb by the time the itch was scratched. Although we had been together almost every night for the last few weeks, I never knew what Phoebe would do next. I quickly learned that she was unusually unrepressed for a woman these days; she didn’t seem to have any sexual baggage. Which was fine with me. Each time she ‘vexed me marvelous much,’ as Shakespeare would say. Yet that first night would always be fresh in my mind. I ran through it in my head a lot during my route, and I was revisiting some of those images when she broke into my reverie. 
 
   “You just made love to me exactly like you did that first time.” Phoebe smiled. “My sweet, silver-tongued devil!”
 
   The trip down memory lane evaporated, and I pulled Phoebe closer, kissing her sweetly. 
 
   I sat up and rubbed a portal in the fogged pane to see the ivy-covered wall. “Guess I was doing a little time traveling.” 
 
   Phoebe pulled her flannel robe from the floorboard and shrugged into it, tying the belt, and ran her fingers through her hair, fluffing sweaty locks. “Why don’t you ever say much while we’re making love?”
 
   It had been sex, before, now she was calling it lovemaking. “You’re vocal enough for both of us.” 
 
   Phoebe slapped my shoulder. “I’m an expressive person, that’s all.” She recovered her slippers from the front seat where I had thrown them, and slid them on.
 
   I watched her pull her knees up to her chest and stare toward the house. “Were you ever that expressive with Steve?”
 
   Phoebe’s eyes went to the upstairs window. “No. I guess not...but then, Steve never made me feel this incredibly alive. And lovemaking is not exactly the strongest part of our relationship.” She squeezed my hand briefly.
 
   “What would the strongest part be, then?”
 
   Phoebe giggled. “Its weakness.”
 
   I leaned over the front seat to get our eCigs. “And what about the other men you’ve been with?”
 
   Phoebe took a drag, blowing the vapor toward the portal I had made in the window, as if to send it outside through an imagined opening. “Just sex. Nothing memorable, actually. Well, maybe it was memorable—for them.” She grinned slightly.
 
   I was not prepared to argue with her assessment. “No doubt.”
 
   “Men are clumsy and rough,” she continued. “I mean, I like passion, but men often confuse it with brutality.”
 
   I turned to look at her. “Brutality?”
 
   Phoebe rolled her head around to loosen the knots in her neck. “Not all men. Some. It’s like sex and violence are somehow intertwined.”
 
   “Did...did someone hurt you, Phoebe?” I felt an odd flutter in the pit of my stomach.
 
   “I dated a guy once when I was twenty-five, and he was a little disappointed that I wouldn’t give him a blow job. So he knocked me around for a few minutes, and then raped me.” 
 
   She pulled on the eCig thoughtfully, with no more emotion than if she had said he sang bad karaoke. I watched her, feeling angry and wounded. “Did you tell anyone...call the police?”
 
   Phoebe snorted derisively. “Hell no. I was dating him. No one would have believed me. You know how it is. Date rape was not a common term then. I just moved away.”
 
   I wanted to reach out to her, but Phoebe seemed aloof, detached. Maybe, I thought, the wound had simply healed. Only a small part of me endorsed that idea. “Steve doesn’t treat you that way, does he?”
 
   Phoebe shot me a glance, indecipherable in the dimness. “He doesn’t rape me, no. He has a bad temper, though.”
 
   “Has he ever hit you?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   Phoebe cranked the window down to breathe the outside air, though electronic cigarettes never fouled the air. “It means he hasn’t hit me, but under the right circumstances, he might. I haven’t really had a lot of luck with men.”
 
   “Maybe you’re a lesbian.”
 
   Phoebe shifted in the seat to study me. “Maybe.”
 
   “What if you are?”
 
   “I won’t take out an ad in your paper.”—and she laughed. “Jobeth...” Phoebe began pensively, running her fingers through her hair again, fluffing. “Do you realize that in all the twenty or so times we’ve made love here, you’ve never taken off your clothes?”
 
   Oh, great. Here it comes. The old we-should-both-be-naked argument. Which story shall I use this time? “Phoebe, it’s—why does it matter?”
 
   Phoebe cocked her head, considering me with mild curiosity. “I think it’s odd, that’s all. Don’t you want me to touch you, too?”
 
   Now, how do I answer that? Of course I want her to touch me, but I’ve had to learn to live without it because— “Who doesn’t like to be touched?”
 
   “What sort of demons are you running from?”
 
   I met her eyes through the darkness between us, unable to read her intention. “What?”
 
   “Something must have happened to make you skittish about being naked.”
 
   Is there any reason why I can’t tell her the truth? Well, I’ve been safe thus far because I’ve kept my mouth shut, but then, Phoebe isn’t like anyone I’ve ever met. “I got caught in a compromising position once. I guess I’m gun shy.” Okay. Now what if she wants details? What will I say?
 
   “I thought so.” Phoebe folded herself over the seat to turn the heater off. She stayed in that position, gracing me with a nice view of her backside. “Steve asked the other day about the oil stain in the drive.”
 
   I could tell by her voice that she was smiling. “What did you tell him?”
 
   “I told him the paperboy must have a leak that drips when he stops here to deliver the paper.” She grinned and turned slowly to look back at me, catching her bottom lip in her teeth.
 
   “Works for me,” I said, taking in the view.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I pulled in my own driveway at three-thirty. Not near as pristine, nor even paved. I still had an hour and a half before sunrise, and wanted to fill the thermos Phoebe had continually refused to take back. The night’s lovemaking had tired me more than usual, and a caffeine fix was in order in case something monumental occurred at The Wright Cut. And tonight I finally had my camera, fresh from the repair shop. 
 
   I stopped at the Circle K on 63rd street for the coffee refill, and then headed toward the far end of Nichols Hills. Pleased to have earned the route that served the affluent citizenry, the Falcon suffered less than on those rural circuits, and I didn’t have to worry about being mugged. An added bonus was that if I had been assigned any other route, I would not have met Phoebe.
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   Where is an M-16 When You Need One?
 
    
 
   The Falcon rested in the alley across the street like a big metal dog. That’s how I viewed this paragon of antiquity. It was like the pet I never had. I bathed it, fed it, communed with it, talked to it, even stroked it every now and then, although not when anyone was watching. If it wasn’t so big, I’d let it sleep at the foot of my bed. 
 
   Hunkered low, I checked that the film was loaded properly and advanced a frame or two, laid the camera beside me and removed my jacket before pouring myself a cup of brew from Phoebe’s green thermos. I loved her coffee. Hazelnut, from fresh ground beans. I couldn’t imagine someone like Phoebe dipping grounds from a metal can; it wasn’t chic enough. More likely, she had it delivered to her door by Juan Valdez himself.
 
   Halfway through my second cup, I decided it was time for a little evidence-gathering. Hanging the camera around my neck by its wide strap, I stepped quietly out of the car, crossing the alleyway, blending with shadows, until I entered the space beside the back of the salon. 
 
   I found the garbage cans, freed the two full bags and started back to the car. Squinting around the corner, I lurched back when I saw the now-familiar black 4Runner turn into the street. It parked and the distinguished gentleman got out with the usual blindfold intact, and was led to the rear door. I lifted my camera and snapped a shot of him before he slipped inside. A teenaged boy came around the corner and went in soon afterward. Upon closer scrutiny, I saw that it was the altar-boy, Joey; for sure, this time. But he wasn’t wearing a blindfold. Had he somehow earned special privileges?
 
   I hurried across the street with my treasures, hoping that things were about to become a bit more interesting. 
 
   Warming my coffee again, I kept an eye on the shop door while I opened one of the garbage bags. I donned a pair of surgical gloves from a dispenser in the glove compartment, before reaching into the bag, recalling the scene earlier when Phoebe had found the gloves while searching for some eJuice.
 
   “What are these for?” she had inquired with salacious interest. 
 
   “Not what you think,” I had told her.
 
   “Mmm-hm,” she had said, unconvinced.
 
   “But I’d be happy to use them for that. Is it time for an exam?”
 
   She had grinned, “Maybe next time.”
 
   Now, glancing up every few seconds, I began to wish I had a partner; I wanted to look through the garbage without missing anything going on at the back door. 
 
   Thirty-five minutes later, I glanced up as the salon door opened, taking my attention away from the bags. The distinguished gentleman emerged and hurried into the darkness around the corner, his shirttail hanging loose, holding his coat in one hand. I snapped a shot of him before he got away, wondering why he was leaving with neither an escort or a blindfold. 
 
   The infamous tall, blond man opened the door and hauled another man out with him, gesturing angrily and pointing down the street. The man he talked to seemed to sigh, shook his head, then turned and headed in the direction of the gentleman.
 
   The Blond Man lit a cigarette and remained outside the front door, agitated. Lifting the camera, I bumped the steering wheel and the camera toppled to the floorboard. The zoom lens separated from the body and I stifled the curse that came instantly from my mouth. That was exactly why I had it in the shop before. The lens wouldn’t stay secured. Now, the lens was history, for the moment. Discarding the injured mechanism into the seat, I grabbed the regular lens from the bag on the floor, hurriedly screwing it on the body of the camera. Peering through the lens, I decided it would be a better picture if I could get closer. 
 
   I removed the cover from the interior light and pulled the bulb out, then quietly opened the door, keeping my head down below the level of the front fender. Pushing the door almost closed, I took a position by the front of the Falcon again, peeking over the fender. 
 
   He still stood there, smoking. I waited until he turned around, then crept over to the blue mailbox at the corner, concealing myself behind it. Ebon cloaked the street, but dawn approached with a luminous mist, and left me with perhaps one chance for a clear picture of him. 
 
   I tilted out from behind the mailbox and focused. His eyes swept over my area, and then seemed to pause. Click! He saw me then, and threw his cigarette to the sidewalk, breaking into a sprint toward me. The camera firmly in hand, I dashed down the walk and around the corner as fast as my tired legs would carry me—away from the Falcon. What was that old cliché about not having sex the night before a big game? Maybe there was something to that, I felt like I was wearing a wet wool suit.
 
   Rounding the building, I cut to the right across the main roadway into another alley and scrambled up the board fence and over. 
 
   Landing in a trash can, I kicked free of it and continued down the adjacent alley, wondering what the magnetic pull was with me and trash. There was some joke to be had there, since I lived in a trailer, but I chose to ignore it. I could hear him behind me—heard him climb the fence and continue the chase, cursing as he fell on the same trash can. Coming to a “T” in the alleyway, I found one exit blocked by a Dumpster, and the other by a drainage ditch.
 
   I picked up a piece of concrete gravel and threw it hard toward the Dumpster, producing a telling thwang, then leapt feet first into the shallow water of the ditch. Stooping to enter the concrete culvert pipe, I scurried through, pausing thirty yards later to listen for approaching steps. I waited, catching my breath and listening, certain I’d lost him.
 
   I imagined him pausing at the end of the alley, having heard the noise of the gravel against the Dumpster, and stealthily raising the lid. I also imagined the grimace on his face when he lifted the lid and found only putrid garbage. Welcome to my life, pal. 
 
   He would no doubt assume that I doubled back somehow. Men can’t imagine women doing things like jumping into watery ditches and scurrying through culverts. I would use this narrow-mindedness to my advantage whenever possible.
 
   Navigating the concrete piping to its end, my exit was blocked by a barbed wire fence. I climbed through the strands with some difficulty and found myself at eye-level with a yard full of farm machinery. I climbed out of the watery trench and paused by a John Deere tractor to survey the area. 
 
   The grounds of the co-op were spacious, reminding me of a rodeo arena. The front fence stood about 50 yards across the grass in front of me. Heaving a sigh of relief, I patted the camera smugly and started for the far gate. Near the middle of the grounds, I heard a low growl that made me wish I’d stayed inside the pipe.
 
   Turning toward the sound slowly, I saw him. Emerging from one of the sheds, was a Pit Bull of the large killer variety; the variety that tears the limbs from small children and pulverizes housecats. He dipped his square black head low, baring a set of exceptional fangs. 
 
   “Shhhhhhit,” I whispered like a slowing steam engine, measuring the distance to the front gate. The phrase from here to eternity erupted in my mind. I turned slowly back to him, placating meekly, “Nice doggie—”
 
   He lunged at me and I broke into a run, making a beeline for the precious, distant gate, pumping my arms as if to gain those few inches at the finish line to win the trophy. This trophy would no doubt feature the visage of a Pit Bull, with a plate that read, “I survived the Killer Variety.” Without the adrenaline that fear and dread could provide, I would not have had a chance, since all my energy had been sapped with backseat calisthenics. Sex kills.
 
   And so do Pit Bulls. Killer caught the bottom of my jeans, then, and swung me to the ground like a sack of Idaho potatoes. From the feel of it, he intended to make me the Julienne variety—tear the fabric away first, then slice and dice my bare leg; by the look of his canines, a steak knife had nothing on him. I kicked him hard in the head and swung the camera. It caught him in the eye and he yelped at the thirty-five millimeter infliction, freeing the fabric long enough for me to struggle up and run again. The chase resumed and I stopped to swing at him once more, missing as he ducked. Where is an M-16 when you need one? 
 
   He jumped and clamped his teeth onto my arm, the fangs piercing the layers of fabric, inflicting perhaps only the first of many punctures. I growled back at him and knocked him in the head several more times with the camera. Eyes squished closed, his teeth made deeper wounds in my skin below the flannel and thermal shirts; blood appeared on his head, for which I was uncommonly grateful, but it didn’t make him let go of my arm. 
 
   I kicked him frantically in the ribs, but his mouth rivaled a bear trap, except bear traps didn’t jerk savagely at fabric. And they didn’t chase you across a machinery yard like some miscreant from the center of the earth. If they did, I’d carry one of those traps with me and point it at the Pit Bulls. 
 
   Desperate, I dragged him toward the fence. Looping the camera strap around my neck, I clamped my fingers on the chain-link, and thrust what I could of the toe of my Doc Marten into one of the wire diamonds to pull myself up until the dog dangled in the air. I could feel the excruciating tear of my skin each time he shook my arm, still mauling me from his place in mid-air. I think he was supported by my bone, as if doing chin-ups. Bile swelled in my gut and threatened to rise like green mercury into my esophagus. If I threw up, I’d be sure to aim for his head. 
 
   With one last swing of my free leg, I kicked him in the stomach, and the yelp this evoked opened his jaws enough so that I could wrench myself free as he fell to the ground. I must have made contact with the only soft part of him. The spleen, perhaps.
 
   He recovered from his fall without the slightest hesitation and vaulted toward me again, and I barely pulled myself up beyond his reach, to scramble over the fence, and land with a breathless thud on the grass.
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   Don't Be Critical. He Did His Best
 
    
 
   My lungs heaving, I lay there, my arm aching as if I’d weathered an attack from Cerberus at the gates of Hell.
 
   I blinked to release the tears in my eyes and inspected my blood-soaked sleeve, afraid to touch it because I had this tragic fantasy that I’d be able to see my bone shining from a mélange of mangled flesh and severed veins spewing crimson. I filled my lungs with air and tried not to faint. The flesh of my arm began to pulsate and come angrily alive as if under a branding iron. I suddenly felt sorry for cattle.
 
   The beast snarled at me through the fence, biting at the wire, saliva dripping from his chin. “Drop dead, you sorry little fucker,” I told the dog. If I’d had a gun I would have shot him. A pistol, a bee-bee gun, a slingshot, anything...
 
   I took a bandanna from the side pocket of my cargo pants and tied it tightly around the wound. I can’t go to the hospital. How would I explain what I was doing here in the first place? I could claim it was a random attack, but then I’d have to file a report, send cops to the area to find a wandering Pit Bull, and that would just waste police resources and my own time. The most pertinent reason, though, was that I couldn’t afford it, financially, and was unsure if Huxley would be generous a second time. 
 
   Groggy and a bit queasy from loss of blood, I began a painful trip back down the street to the car, circling wide, and keeping a tight hold on the camera, and its now more treasured contents, watching for Blond Man.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Few things are more irritating than having to drive an appreciable distance in first gear. Yet, I had to do that all the way to Nichols Hills, and into Leatherwood Landing, since I could not lift my arm to manage the three-on-the-tree of the Falcon, and barely got it into first gear with my left hand over the steering column. 
 
   When I finally braked at the usual spot, the digital clock I had velcroed to the dash glowed 5:04. I knew Steve was away on a business trip, as I always kept track of that information, but I also knew that Phoebe would not be watching for me, since we had already had our tryst at lover’s lane—the private one behind her house.
 
   Apprehension smothered by agony, I flashed the lights three times and waited, my head swirling. Some undetermined amount of time passed, in which I must have flirted with the oblivion of unconsciousness, because I opened my eyes and for a swift instant, had no idea where I was. A spasm of jagged pulsing had roused me. Clearly, I would not make it to another destination; the wound spat a profusion of blood and I could no longer feel my hand.
 
   I honked the horn once. Seconds later, the upstairs curtain parted, and Phoebe’s head appeared. The curtains closed again, and seconds after that, the woman loped across the yard in her pajamas and got in.
 
   “How did you know I had insomnia? What a treat. Did you—” she began, but stopped when she felt something damp on the seat beneath her hand. She held her palm into the moonlight and identified the dampness as blood. Then she saw the way I hunched against the steering wheel, and her visual inspection found the condition of my sleeve through the darkness. “Sweetie, you’re bleeding! What happened?!”
 
   I whispered, “Pit Bull.”
 
   “Jesus H. Christ.”
 
   “You said you were a nursing student before—” and I trailed off, unable to complete the sentence.
 
   “Let’s get you inside.” She found the door handle.
 
   “Is...the coast still clear?”
 
   “He won’t be back until next week.”
 
   “How fortuitous...” I mumbled.
 
   Then she was standing suddenly in the open door on my side, though I hadn’t been aware of her trip around the car, and her hands gathered me, pulled me, her voice cooing, reassuring. Then she was standing over me and I saw stars. Real ones. Stars against a velvet blanket of charcoal sky. 
 
   “Oh you poor baby...” she was saying. “Come on.” She lifted me without much effort until the bottoms of my feet were flat against the grass, but I had somehow forgotten how to ambulate with them. I was certain that someone had cut my legs off and replaced them with someone else’s legs and the wiring in my body could not communicate with them. “The wiring’s all wrong,” I said.
 
   “Oh, Lord,” she breathed. She told me to lean on her and we hobbled into the house.
 
   Phoebe sat me down at the kitchen table and switched on the overhead light, while I squinted at the invasion of brightness into my dark-adapted eyes. I was awake, but dizzy, and I tried to focus on her movement to the pantry where she retrieved a large first aid kit. Scissoring away the saturated bandanna, she gently peeled back the assaulted sleeve to expose a series of punctures shaped just like the mouth of a Pit Bull. I could have used the impression to make dentures for him. He’d need them if I ever saw him again. The punctures were oozing, and I had to look away.
 
   “Looks like he clamped down once and then held on...God, Jobeth, how did you manage to tangle with a Pit Bull?”
 
   “It was relatively simple, actually.” My tongue behaved as though it had enjoyed a double shot of something doubly strong. “I was on his turf.” I winced as she examined the wound.
 
   Phoebe retrieved a towel from the pantry and put it under my arm, and pulled out a big bottle from the first aid kit.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Distilled water. Then I’ll put some Betadine on it.”
 
   “Oh, well see? Who needs a doctor when you’ve got the same stuff.”
 
   “If you had gone to a doctor, they would have used normal saline.”
 
   “Well, I prefer abnormal saline, so this is better.”
 
   She smirked at me and began to irrigate the punctures. “Does this have anything to do with your Dick Tracy stuff?”
 
   I took a deep breath against the dizziness and pain. “Don’t be silly,” I cracked. “I merely delivered a paper late—”
 
   “You’re full of shit. I hope you’ve learned a lesson.”
 
   “Several,” I agreed. “One of which is the fine art of Pit Bull Wrestling. How about a stiff drink?” I asked through clenched teeth.
 
   “First things first.” Once cleansed with the saline, Phoebe used tweezers to pluck out a few things I was afraid to ask about. Afterward, the wound bled freely again, and she put a compress on it, holding it firm. “You should let me take you to a doctor.”
 
   “Nah. I’ll go to the clinic tomorrow.” I didn’t want to admit that I had no insurance and could not afford the bill at a hospital or other clinic. They would jack me up with those special hundred dollar Band-Aids they didn’t use on me. I was aware of a clinic that charged on a sliding scale. That’s the only one I’d be able to afford.
 
   “Good.” She peeked under the compress to make sure the bleeding had slowed. “Okay. You want to tell me what happened?”
 
   “Must I?” I squirmed, still too involved in my pain to look up at her.
 
   “Here,” Phoebe took my other hand and placed it over the bandage. “Hold this. I’ll get us both a drink.”
 
   She came back with a bottle of Captain Morgan’s spiced rum, broke the seal and poured us each a hefty shot. I stared at the label on the bottle, of the pirate, with his leg propped up on a barrel. I saw myself there, instead, in the same pose, but with a Pit Bull dangling from my arm. 
 
   “Drink it.”
 
   Properly instructed, and happy to oblige, I emptied the shot glass in one gulp, grimaced and shivered as it went down. “Phoebe, I’m sorry about this. I didn’t know where else to go.”
 
   “The hospital was all full up, huh?”
 
   I gave her a weary glance. “No. I didn’t think I could drive that far.”
 
   “I can take you to one of those walk-in clinics, if you prefer.”
 
   “I have a clinic I like. I’ll go tomorrow.”
 
   “So, were you doing something illegal?” Phoebe peeled the compress back to check my arm.
 
   “Not really. Not...not intentionally, anyway. Trespassing can be an honest mistake, you know.”
 
   Phoebe gave me a knowing look, and began to apply triple antibiotic ointment. “You might need stitches for some of these.”
 
   “Can’t you do it?”
 
   Phoebe huffed. “Sutures were not my forté in nursing school.”
 
   “I know what your forte is, and they don’t give classes on it,” I flirted, silently thanking the endorphins that were finally amassing around the canine gifts in my forearm. 
 
   “You’re funny, Jobeth.” She studied the wound closely. “The best I can do is keep it clean and covered. You do need to go to a doctor, seriously, because you need to get some antibiotics. The last thing you want is for this to become infected.”
 
   While she spoke, I examined Phoebe intensely for perhaps the first time. She was prettier than I had realized. The soft white incandescent light of the kitchen served to enhance the high cheekbones and ash-blonde hair. Her eyes were not blue, but green, I discovered. How many women had I been with in anything other than darkness? The darkness of bars, of bedrooms, of back seats.
 
   “What are you staring at, Ms. O’Brien?” Phoebe smiled.
 
   “A well-lit you, for once.”
 
   She giggled. “Yes, I suppose we’ve only known each other in the darkness, so to speak.”
 
   I smiled back. “And we love the darkness rather than the light, because our deeds are evil.”
 
   “But evil is wrought by want of thought, as well as want of heart,” she quoted back, revealing pearly teeth. “How does it feel now?”
 
   “Hurts like hell.” I poured myself another shot and downed it quickly.
 
   “Alcohol thins the blood. Maybe you’d better make that your last shot. We want this to stop bleeding, not bleed even more.” 
 
   “I’m sure it won’t work that fast. Besides, you stopped the bleeding already.”
 
   She unwrapped a couple of fresh bandages and placed them over the wounds, then began wrapping gauze around them gently. “When was your last tetanus shot?”
 
   “Um...about two years ago...”
 
   “Okay, as long as it was within the last 5 years. What about allergies? Are you allergic to any medications?”
 
   “No, not that I know of.” 
 
   “Have you taken antibiotics before?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Okay. You better hope he didn’t have rabies. Can you move your fingers?”
 
   I wiggled them, wincing. “Painfully, but yes.”
 
   “Okay...I’d be a little concerned about tissue damage...you know, teeth in muscle...are you sure you won’t let me take you, now?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. I’ll go tomorrow.” Please don’t make me say it. I’m broke, okay?
 
   “Are you going to tell me what happened?”
 
   “Nothing much to tell,” I answered evasively. “I was doing surveillance, and had to unexpectedly make myself scarce. My short-cut proved more potentially deadly than the person I was running from.”
 
   “You’re lucky that dog didn’t eat you alive.”
 
   “Don’t be critical. He did his best.”
 
   Phoebe gave a half-laugh as she secured the gauze wrap with tape. “You are a handful, Jobeth O’Brien.”
 
   I looked down at the bandage. “Or a mouthful, whichever the case may be.” Being right-handed, I was concerned about how difficult normal functioning was going to be. At least I could feel my fingers again. 
 
   Phoebe put the first aid kit on the counter. “Are you hungry? I could fix you something.”
 
   “I don’t think I’d have the strength to chew it,” I admitted.
 
   “Well you probably lost a lot of blood by the looks of it. I’ll get you some naproxen. That’s the strongest thing I have right now. You should go upstairs and lie down for awhile. Generate some new blood.”
 
   She returned shortly with a glass of water and the pills. She lifted the back of her hand and pressed it to my forehead. “If you start feeling feverish, tell me. I mean it.”
 
   “Yes, Dear.” 
 
   “Now, take those and let me show you to your room.”
 
   “I feel like I’m in a hotel.”
 
   “McMasters Manor at your service.” She pushed the glass of water across the table toward me. 
 
   After swallowing the pills, I followed her through the doorway to the foyer, where an ornate, banistered stairway led away from the front entrance of the house to the upper floor. I held onto the mahogany handrail, and with a great deal of effort and some gentle assistance, allowed Phoebe to lead me to the top landing and into an adjacent bedroom. “This is the guest room. It’s much more comfortable than the master bedroom, I think, because of the waterbed. Steve hates waterbeds...I’ve actually been sleeping in here a lot...”
 
   I used to have a waterbed, too. My brain tried to reel in the direction of a scenario involving Phoebe and that plastic and cotton covered ocean, but I halted the excursion for fear that in my weakened condition, the power of the image would render me unconscious on the floor. 
 
   She helped me over to the four-poster and pulled the Aztec comforter and matching sheet back. “There’s a nightshirt in the bureau.” She started for the door.
 
   “I’m pretty grungy, are you sure you want me to climb between these clean sheets?”
 
   Phoebe came back to me and leaned down, imparting a loving peck. “They’ll wash. Get some rest.”
 
   I was a little pleased that she wasn’t doting on me like a mother hen. Mostly because doting would have involved her undressing me, and I wasn’t okay with that. Watching her leave, I was more keenly aware of her natural beauty than ever before. I felt that knowledge in a very personal area of my anatomy. 
 
   When the door closed, I got the nightshirt out of the antique bureau but had second thoughts. The idea of unbuttoning my jeans and my shirt and then putting the nightshirt on, seemed more than my aching arm could handle. I held the shirt up to read the small lettering on the front. I Used To Be Snow White, But I Drifted.
 
   Smiling, I put it back in the drawer.
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   Garbology
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke suddenly and looked at my watch. Twelve. But, noon, or midnight? When I tried to get up, a rather rude reminder of my condition sluiced up my right shoulder. I waited for the pain-dragon to ease back into his cave, then moved gingerly to the window. Stark sunshine blasted my pupils when I parted the heavy drapes. “It’s not midnight,” I mumbled sourly. I could see the reflection of my rumpled, blood-and-dirt-encrusted clothing, and wasn’t entirely sure I hadn’t slept in that Dumpster last night. My stomach growled, and I dutifully pulled the soiled sheets from the bed, best I could with one arm, and padded out the door and down the stairs. 
 
   At the bottom, I glanced to my left at the stair landing and saw the living room. She wasn’t there, but I did notice the wonderful rock fireplace, the generous and inviting suede sofa and the big screen TV. I had only a cheap 19-incher from a garage sale, which I hadn’t watched in months, because I didn’t have cable.
 
   Veering back to my right, I found Phoebe at the kitchen table with one elbow propped up, that hand rubbing the back of her neck absently. As I moved closer, I saw the laptop pushed to one side, the browser open to a stock-trading page, and the newspaper on the table in front of her, a cup of coffee cradled in her other hand. “I hope that’s my paper you’re reading,” I said, approaching.
 
   Phoebe turned and smiled. “Morning, sleepy head. Of course it’s your paper. I thought it was high time I actually read one.”
 
   I stood by the table. “Oh, Steve reads it?”
 
   “No. I took out a subscription hoping the paper boy would be cute and innocent and I could take advantage of him.” She took a sip of coffee, her eyes dancing.
 
   “You’re not serious.”
 
   She turned the page. “Yes I am.”
 
   I could tell she was jerking my chain. “So you’ve been toying with me all along.” I shook my head.
 
   “Not necessarily. I was disappointed when I found out my paperboy was a girl, remember?”
 
   I grinned collusively. “Are you still disappointed?”
 
   “Don’t ask questions you know the answers to, lover-girl.”
 
   I chuckled. It felt good to be here with her. Almost like we were...friends. 
 
   She saw that my cargo pants were open at the top and one of her thin eyebrows lifted in innuendo. “You should remember to button up after you play with yourself.” She fastened them for me, and I rode the tingle it gave me until she took her hands away again. Friendship was not the operative emotion at that moment. “Is there any more of that great coffee?”
 
   Phoebe pointed to the coffee-maker. “Help yourself.” Again, not doting.
 
   I lifted a hand-thrown stoneware mug from the small tree on the counter, pouring left-handed with a measure of clumsiness. “I don’t have to drink it out of a thermos anymore, do I?”
 
   “Not unless you prefer it. I think sacrificing yourself to the Pit Bull gods was a little extreme for that privilege, though.” Phoebe turned another page and continued to read.
 
   I sat across from her, my eyes fluttering over the elegance of her hands, holding the corner of the newsprint. “You always drink coffee this late in the day?”
 
   “I only got up an hour ago, myself.”
 
   “Oh.” I spooned creamer into my cup and stirred, again awkwardly, left-handed, blew on the coffee and took a cautious sip. 
 
   She slid two pills across the table. More naproxen. I took it without question, acutely aware that the pain was seeping back in as I moved around, helping myself to the water in a glass near her. “You seem a little different—”
 
   She looked up. “Different, how?”
 
   I absorbed a second impression of the kitchen, with its tiled, warm blue-teal countertops, and white accents, its Indian pottery and lacquered blond wooden flooring. And the laptop was not cheap either. “I don’t know. Like you’re in your natural habitat...civilized.”
 
   “Back seats don’t breed civility, dearest.”
 
   “Truer words were never uttered,” I indulged in a thorough survey of her face. “God, you’re beautiful,” I heard myself say.
 
   Phoebe explored my eyes boldly, her lips pulling into a serene smile. “Funny, I was thinking about how adorable you are by the light of day.” 
 
   I stifled a blush. 
 
   “How’s the arm?”
 
   “I had a good nurse. It’s better. Thanks.”
 
   “No problem. Actually, I’m glad you came to me.” She folded the paper up and slid it aside. “Makes me feel needed.”
 
   “You are needed, Phoebe.”
 
   Instead of making a crack about my aloofness, she moistened her lips thoughtfully. “Are you able to chew yet?”
 
   “If not, I’m perfectly willing to suck it through a straw. You have a blender, don’t you?”
 
   Chuckling, Phoebe got up and moved to the opposite end of the elongated kitchen, and began to prepare breakfast, humming a bar or two of I’ve Got a Crush on You. Christ, even her voice is beautiful. 
 
   I watched her move about the room, studied her mannerisms, and the graceful way she handled the culinary implements. I’d only been aware of a tiny portion of a subtle sensuality she possessed; it was odd to recognize this fact after I’d been unusually intimate with her. It was akin to biting into a donut, totally content with the glazing you’ve always loved, and unearthing vanilla cream filling. 
 
   Phoebe wore a pink cotton nightshirt, much like the one in the dresser upstairs. She made it look every bit as sexy as those various flannel shirts or silk blouses she wore when dashing out to the Falcon to engage in various forms of debauchery. The nightshirt she wore now fell just past her knees, and I could see the smooth curve of her legs below it. I watched the muscles in her calves flex and relax with each movement, and tried to match the skin my hands had touched with the skin my eyes were now seeing; the connection sent an unexpected frisson of liquid fire to a certain private area once again. This woman exercised frequently.
 
   “It’s not polite to stare, Jobeth.” Phoebe said softly, her back still to me as she turned the bacon.
 
   Another uncharacteristic shot of heat flooded my cheeks. “How did you know?”
 
   “I felt your eyes caressing me.”
 
   “Guilty as charged,” I confessed. “What sport do you play?”
 
   “You mean besides backseat aerobics?” Phoebe spread a paper towel on the counter in preparation for the bacon, still sizzling, and glanced over her shoulder briefly at me. “Racquetball, usually. At the country club. How do you like your eggs?”
 
   “Sunny side up, and crispy on the bottom.”
 
   She nodded, turned on the other burner and drained some bacon grease in another small pan. She expertly broke eggs into it with one hand, and I was stupidly aroused again.
 
   I imagined what Phoebe would look like in a pair of those Spandex shorts and a tank top, with sweat at her temples. “I used to play racquetball a lot.”
 
   “Great. We’ll play sometime.”
 
   That was like having a wrapped Christmas present waved under your nose, and being told you have to wait weeks to open it. I wondered how long it would take my arm to heal enough to hold a racquet. And when I became able, would Phoebe be free to run off with me to the country club for a game? I scoured the room for signs of a husband. There was nothing to suggest that the influence of this room was anything but feminine. But it wasn’t frilly. Her strength came through the femininity. “When did you say Steve was coming back?”
 
   Phoebe turned around and leaned against the counter. “Are you getting nervous about it?”
 
   “Well I...I thought it might be a good idea for me to be long gone before he gets here.”
 
   “Why? There’s nothing suspicious about two women spending time together. I’d tell him I met you at the club.”
 
   “I don’t think I fit the profile,” I said, indicating my bloody, torn flannel shirt and faded cargo pants. 
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. Not everyone at the club is as stuffy as you think. But it’s a moot point anyway. His trip will last until next Sunday.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Positive.” She paused to absorb my derisive expression before turning back to the eggs. “It’s not like in the movies, where the husband arrives early and catches the wife in bed with someone else.”
 
   My skin was tingling all over. She intended to put me in her bed. Again, I felt a zinger in my pants. “If you say so.”
 
   She ran the spatula around the pan, probably loosening whites from the pan. “When the cat’s away, the mice will play, now won’t they?”
 
   “These will, I’m hoping.”
 
   Phoebe gave that throaty laugh and dipped the crackling eggs from the pan onto a plate and added the bacon and toast. She brought the plate over to me, and I began to eat immediately, surprised by the fierceness of my hunger, and the apparent awkwardness of my left hand. It was like I’d had a stroke and had to learn to use my limbs again. Through a mouthful I said, “I have to go through the trash in my car. I could go home to do it, or you could offer the back driveway. I’d clean up after myself, of course.”
 
   Phoebe sat down opposite me. “You can clean out your car some other time, can’t you? You need to rest that arm.”
 
   I swallowed, shaking my head. “This trash is very special. I have to sort through it today.”
 
   “You sort your trash?”
 
   I knew it would be slightly awkward to explain the treasures that one finds in the trash. Treasures like letters, receipts, and other forms of concrete evidence. “It’s a fine art and a recognized science.” I shoveled a forkful of eggs into my mouth. “It’s called Garbology.” Phoebe lifted one eyebrow. “Never mind.”
 
   Phoebe shrugged. “The driveway is yours, my sweet. Everyone needs a little hobby.”
 
   I decided to keep it simple. “Evidence.”
 
   “Oh. I see. Well have at it.”
 
   “And you’re my favorite hobby, by the way.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I cleaned the plate with the last bite of toast and Phoebe refilled both our cups. My eyes wandered to the orange, red, and yellow leaves waltzing in the wind outside the French doors.
 
   “Now that we’ve slept, and eaten, and had some coffee, you can tell me what happened last night—or this morning.”
 
   “I told you.”
 
   “What are you hiding?”
 
   “Why are you suspicious?” I grinned, but tried to find some ulterior motive in Phoebe’s face.
 
   “I’m not. I’m just interested.”
 
   I took a sip of coffee, and added more creamer from the bowl on the table, happy that Phoebe preferred her creamer powdered like I did. “You never seemed to take it seriously before.”
 
   “After you dragged in here this morning with half your arm eaten off, I decided there must be more to it than I realized.”
 
   “Well, that’s true enough.” I tapped the spoon dry over the rim of the cup and placed it on the table.
 
   “So tell me,” she said, peering over the rim of her cup as she took a sip. “Unless you think you can’t trust me.”
 
   I wondered if I was being baited or if Phoebe really wanted to know. One thing was for sure, the woman certainly had taken good care of me. “I was trying to get some pictures of the people I’m after. I worked on this case for the last month, and it got nasty a couple of times. After I got over those injuries I sort of picked up where I left off.” There. I told her, without really giving her anything tangible.
 
   She turned the cup around and held it in both hands. “Oh, yeah, this isn’t the first time you’ve been hurt.”
 
   “Not by a long shot.”
 
   “Why do you keep doing it?”
 
   “The glamour.”
 
   Phoebe picked up my plate and took it to the sink, splashing it with a blast from the faucet. “How did you get away from the Pit Bull?” she asked, sitting down again.
 
   “I hit him with my camera, dragged him to the fence, pulled him up in the air and kicked him until he let go.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow sardonically. “Sounds like what I’d like to do to the IRS.” I laughed as she went on. “Jesus. I hope you at least got the pictures you wanted.”
 
   “Yep. That is if I didn’t break the camera on the dog’s head and expose the film.”
 
   Phoebe looked at my sleeve. “I think you’re in the market for a new shirt.” She shook her head at the torn areas that framed my bandage. “So what’s your next move with this case you’re working on?”
 
   “Well, I got the trash from their cans while I was doing surveillance. I need to go through it. Maybe I’ll find something in there to go on.”
 
   “Where’s the camera?”
 
   “Still in the car. I need to take the film somewhere to get it developed.”
 
   “Well, I’m going into town later. Do you want me to do it for you?”
 
   She seemed quick to help, and I wondered for an instant if her motives were pure.
 
   Phoebe rolled her eyes. “Jobeth, you’re looking at me like I’m in cahoots with the bad guys. What’s your problem?”
 
   “I just...trust doesn’t come easy for me.”
 
   “For me either.” Phoebe turned the cup in her hands.
 
   “Something is different, Phoeb’...you’re—treating me differently.”
 
   “I guess I am. Our dynamic seems to have shifted.” She sipped coffee and sighed. “I used to think you were only a young woman who had an adventurous spirit, and was very good at making me feel great. But I see now, that I’ve underestimated you. I want to get to know the real Jobeth O’Brien. I mean, I think—I’ve grown to care for you very deeply.”
 
   I straightened slowly in my chair. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to continue this conversation. Half in jest, I said, “What are you saying, Phoebe? That you’re falling in love with me?”
 
   “I don’t know. The definitions of love have changed for me lately. But I do know I care about you.” She captured my hand in hers across the table; it was warm from holding the mug. “And I want you to stay here while Steve is away...if you want to.”
 
   We studied each other, questioning silently. Finally, I rubbed her hand with my thumb. “I’ll think about it.” Old habits die hard.
 
   “It would be easiest for me to take care of your arm,” she persisted. “and trust me, it needs continued care, or you run the risk of a nasty infection.”
 
   What could it hurt? “Okay. But only because I need a nurse.”
 
   “And physical therapy.” She tried not to grin, and I did it for her.
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   Slumming
 
    
 
    
 
   After a shower, and a fresh bandage applied by my favorite nurse, I drove to the clinic and saw a doctor. He examined the wound and complimented the nurse who cared for it, and I assured him the dog had tags, so he wouldn’t be offering to give me those lovely stomach shots for rabies. He said it was very rare, as rabies is, for the most part, controlled these days. He gave me Keflex, and when I told him my job included driving and I didn’t think I could function on a pain pill, he gave me some sample packs of Lortab, and instructed me to take them before bed. If he knew what bed meant to me these days, he wouldn’t have given me anything. I paid the sliding scale of $55 for the visit, feeling like a great big loser to know that this was enough to adversely affect my budget.
 
   Back to the trailer, I found a notice from my landlady taped to the front door. If I didn’t produce the back-rent within three days, she would serve me with an eviction notice. I took the note inside, and smacked it down on the bar. I gathered some clothes and a few things I’d need in order to stay at Phoebe’s for a few days, periodically cursing the tenderness and pain in my arm. 
 
   After spending time in the “McMasters Manor” my trailer seemed squalid and pathetic. But it was the only home I had and I was about to lose it if I didn’t come up with the money. Since the Stacey case was moving about as fast as honey, there was no cash in my foreseeable future. And I had just splurged for new tires on the Falcon, on top of the doctor visit. I would simply have to go see Porsha Pemberton, my landlady, and beg for mercy.
 
   I packed a small bag and picked up the phone to call Phoebe, but the line was dead. Great. My phone’s been disconnected, too. Not like I didn’t see that one coming. Since I was not in the habit of having a cell phone, I’d left the pre-paid cell that Huxley gave me at Phoebe’s. I would just have to hurry and try to find a pay phone on the way over to Porsha’s.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The doorbell was ornate and gold-plated, with an equally gold-plated pushbutton. I studied the door harp as I waited. Porsha Pemberton opened the door and smiled demurely. “Well. Ms. O’Brien. You’re very punctual. I only left that notice a few hours ago.”
 
   She was wearing a very tight black V-neck sweater and a push-up bra. I cleared my throat, preparing to do battle with Medusa. “I was hoping we could have a chat about the rent.”
 
   Porsha stepped back to let me enter. “You needn’t feel awkward, Ms. O’Brien,” she said, securing the door with a shlink of the deadbolt. “We’re both adults, and I’m sure we can come to a mutually satisfying agreement.”
 
   I shot her a glance and sat down on the mauve Chippendale sofa. Porsha struck a pose and raked me with her eyes, taking in my gray air-strip shirt with two huge pockets in the front, and the faded 501’s I’d changed into at the trailer. The long sleeves hid the bandage on my arm, which was just as well, since I didn’t care to explain it.
 
   “I’ve made coffee, would you care for some?”
 
   “Please,” I agreed. It would give me time to fashion a convincing request for clemency. As the woman moved into the kitchen, I was aware of the sensuality that Ms. Pemberton was trying, quite successfully, to convey. I took a deep breath and released it slowly, “Oh, boy...”
 
   Seconds later, Porsha returned to the foyer-slash-sitting-room with the silver tray and poured for us both, handing an elegant white cup and saucer to me. “Would you like cream?”
 
   I was afraid to look at her; afraid there would be snakes in her hair, and I’d be turned to stone. “Yes.” After pouring the white liquid into my cup, she settled herself on the matching sofa opposite me. She held her cup and saucer in the palm of her hand and crossed one shapely leg over the other. The black pump on her foot began to sway lightly from side to side. I caught her eyes and smiled innocently, having a sip of the fresh ground coffee. It wasn’t as good as Phoebe’s.
 
   “Now then. What sort of arrangement did you have in mind?”
 
   I fought back my reaction to the innuendoes that had been present in each sentence uttered by this woman since I came to the door, and instead took another steadying breath. “It looks as though my finances are...a bit strained. I’d like to be honest about it. You see, I had to buy tires for my car, since my job requires a good deal of driving.”
 
   “What sort of work do you do?”
 
   Great. I hate this question. There’s no way to legitimize a career of throwing things in people’s driveways from a moving car. “I have a paper route.”
 
   She pursed her lips. “When you filled out the rental contract, you said you worked for the newspaper. Naturally, I assumed...well. A paper route. Quaint.”
 
   I resisted the urge to toss my coffee in her face. It suddenly occurred to me that I might have had better luck if I’d just rolled up my sleeve and told her I was attacked by a Pit Bull, and had a big doctor bill. It was too late for that now. Or was it? “I um...I also had an unexpected medical bill...”
 
   “Oh?” 
 
   She didn’t seem to buy it, so I set my coffee down and unbuttoned my sleeve, rolling it up so she could see the bandage.
 
   “Oh my goodness...what happened there?”
 
   “I was attacked by a Pit Bull.”
 
   “Heaven’s Gate! That’s awful.”
 
   Heaven’s Gate? I pushed on. “Considering my situation, I was wondering if maybe you and I could work something out.”
 
   A grin slithered onto Porsha’s lips only briefly. “Perhaps.” She sipped prissily from the china, and I noticed that her shoulder-length blond hair was not natural. She got it from a bottle. Phoebe’s hair was the real thing. Pulling myself away from comparisons, I knew I could probably float a loan from Phoebe, but it didn’t feel like an option. Not one I was comfortable with. “I’d like to settle it by putting up some collateral.”
 
   “What sort of collateral is that, Ms. O’Brien?”  She sat with her spine straight, as if the back of the sofa had daggers protruding from it.
 
   I leaned back against the sofa, daggers-be-damned, and sipped my coffee. The cup felt paper-thin in my hands and I was afraid I’d shatter it if I didn’t pay attention to my grip. “I thought I would give you the title to my car until I can pay you the back-rent, if that would be okay.”
 
   “Your car?”
 
   “The Falcon, yes.”
 
   “Now what would I do with that silly old thing?”
 
   “You may not care for the car, Ms. Pemberton, but it is an antique, and worth the amount I owe you. If I default, you would have the title and could sell it at current market value, and I would of course vacate the property so you could rent it again.” That whole idea filled me with fear and loathing. I could not survive without the Falcon; neither financially, nor emotionally. But in my mind, I had no other acceptable choice.
 
   Porsha placed her cup and saucer on the glass table and considered me with a thoughtful sigh. Again, her eyes trailed over me, and her tongue painted moisture across her upper lip. “I’ve an idea. Why don’t you prepare dinner for me at your place, and we’ll discuss it further?”
 
   A frown tickled my brow and was gone. “Dinner? You want to come over for dinner? To my trailer?”
 
   “Why not? I have no other social engagements this evening, and we really must settle this as soon as possible.”
 
   Slumming. That’s all this was. Something to titillate her. I shifted slightly, resting the cup securely in the saucer for fear I’d drop it. “What do you want?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “For dinner.”
 
   “Oh,” she smiled victoriously. “I’m sure whatever you offer me will be delicious.”
 
   I took a final drink of coffee and stood. “Okay. I’ll expect you around seven?”
 
   “Fabulous.” Porsha rose and I set my cup down across from hers. She went to the door to show me out. “I’ll look forward to it,” she murmured.
 
   I cleared my throat and smiled. “Good-bye, Ms. Pemberton.”
 
   Porsha used the door as if it was a fainting couch. “Porsha. Call me Porsha.”
 
   I smiled again. “Porsha.” I followed the cobblestone walkway to the Falcon and got in, pausing to stare at the condo. 
 
   Well, this is going to be a barrel of freakin’ monkeys, I can tell.
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   Vagina-Mulcher
 
    
 
    
 
   I stopped on the way to the trailer at a payphone and let Phoebe know I had to take care of some things. She sweetly told me she missed me already and would wait up for me.
 
   By seven, I had changed into a pair of black jeans, and my khaki band-collar shirt. It was the best shirt I owned, and I would have preferred to wear it for Phoebe, but I wanted to make a good impression on Porsha, since I was about to negotiate the deal in earnest. 
 
   I had turned the oven temperature to warm and opened the oven door a few inches to prevent the chicken from overcooking. The stuffing and broccoli were in covered dishes on the table, the breadsticks in a glass at the center. I opened the cheap blackberry Merlot and poured myself a glass, hoping the alcohol would numb the pain in my arm from the exertion of lifting pans. I wished for a Lortab. I refilled the core of my eCig, and began to puff on it, hoping the nicotine hit would help me to predict what might happen.
 
   When dainty knuckles rapped on my door, I took a quick gulp of the wine before I went to let Porsha in.
 
   A disarming smile greeted me and painted pink fingernails gripped a bottle in a gold sack. “I brought wine.” She saw the half-empty glass in my hand. “I see I made the right choice.”
 
   “Thank you.” I accepted the bottle and went to put it in the refrigerator.
 
   “It smells wonderful, Jobeth.”
 
   “Thank you again,” I nodded once. “I have a bottle open already. Would you like some?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   The small talk kept us busy over dinner. Porsha obligingly asked about the paper-throwing business and I managed to get her to admit that she was not exceedingly wealthy, just pretentious. She didn’t actually say she was pretentious. But that was the gist of it. I wondered if she was insulted by the quality of my wine.
 
   Amid numerous displays of innuendo from Porsha, we finished the Merlot with the meal and adjourned to the living room. Which, in my trailer, was a trip of about ten feet. I pulled out my eCig and began drawing on it, until the inevitable questions forced me to explain what it was to still another person. Usually, I didn’t mind, but it just felt like an aggravation where she was concerned. She thought it was a brilliant invention and wanted to order one for herself, so I gave her the e-mail of my dealer in Colorado. Dealer. This habit always sounded like drug trade when I talked about it. And of course, I was addicted to it as much for the nicotine, as for the oral fixation from which I suffered. Okay. I didn’t suffer from it. But still. 
 
   Porsha held out her hand. “May I?”
 
   I realized she wanted to try it. Reluctantly I handed it over. Phoebe could snatch it from my hands without asking, and I found that endearing. Even with Porsha’s mannerly inquiry, it just pissed me off. 
 
   She drew on it a few times and reiterated that she would have to buy one for herself. I took it back from her and sank into the sofa at the end farthest from her. “So, would you like me to get that title now?”
 
   Porsha waved the offer away with a pink fingernailed hand. “Let’s not worry about that. I had an exhausting day. Let’s talk about you.”
 
   I shifted. “What about me?”
 
   “I’m aware of your...shall we say—proclivities—and I wanted you to know that I’m not offended by it, nor would it keep me from renting to you.”
 
   “That’s refreshing.” My trailer was situated well behind her condo, which she kept protected by a row of massive hydrangeas. I imagined how many times she must have seen women coming home with me and leaving early the next morning. There were several less than discreet kisses on the way from the Falcon to the front door.
 
   “One might even say that I accept it,” she was murmuring. “I think that whatever two consenting adults do in private is their own business.”
 
   So transparent. I inhaled deeply on the eCig and blew the vapor toward the ceiling. “Would you like more wine?” Somewhere in the back of my mind, I hoped to get her drunk enough to fall asleep so I could just slip out, unnoticed.
 
   “Actually, I’d like to take a quick shower, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “What?” My head began to swim, and I wondered if I could conceivably blame the wine.
 
   “I didn’t have a chance to take one after you left, and I really would like to freshen up. You don’t mind, do you? I mean, it’s just us girls, right?”
 
   She really thinks I’m buying that? I answered numbly, “Feel free.”
 
   Porsha got up and swooped down the hall into the bathroom, and I heard the door close.
 
   In the kitchen, I opened the other wine bottle, against my better judgment. But I couldn’t take a pain pill, still, and I needed something to not only kill the growing ache in my arm, but to further douse my growing anxiety. What is this woman up to? I knew the answer as quickly as the question materialized. “I’m being seduced,” I said aloud. The question was, did I want to be seduced? Whether I had an answer to that one or not, I still could not deny the thumping in my chest. Porsha was a very attractive woman, and I had entertained thoughts of what it would be like with her. It wasn’t because I liked her as a person, but because I appreciated her beauty. But I had never considered a carnal encounter with her as a real possibility until tonight. Was the heart-thumping merely fear? Was I afraid to say no? I downed the wine and moved toward the bathroom.
 
   Staring at the door, I considered the situation with mixed emotions. If this thing was going to progress into a roll in the hay, how would I be able to face Phoebe again? I had no commitment with her. I was still a freebird; unless, of course, Phoebe had managed to clip my wings. I found that idea immediately frightening, but even more surprising...somehow attractive. I shook the thought from my head. Ridiculous. That’s just not who I am.
 
   I heard Porsha turn off the shower. If I couldn’t go through with it, I’d know in the next few minutes. I turned to go back to the living room as I didn’t want her to find me standing there, gawking at the bathroom door like a schoolgirl. I heard the door open, and shortly, Porsha called to me. “Jobeth... could you come in here a moment?”
 
   Is she in the bedroom? Is she in my bed? Is she naked? Or does she simply need a fresh towel?
 
   I made the trip down the hall, passing the empty bathroom, fraught with steam. I stepped through the doorway, and turned to see Porsha standing poised in a rather skimpy towel; there were larger towels, and the one she had around her was in fact the one I used to dry my hands. It barely covered the important parts. 
 
   “I feel much better, now,” she said, a child-like grin upon her lips.
 
   I swallowed hard, not at all prepared for the scene before me. Porsha was holding the towel clenched barely above the swell of her breasts, to offer a clear view of a rather formidable cleavage. She crossed casually to the bed and sat down, patting the comforter beside her in invitation to me. “Come sit.”
 
   I obeyed dumbly, telling myself that sitting on the bed did not obligate me to go any further. In all my days as a womanizer, I had never been seduced. I had always started and finished every tryst. One leg crooked on the bed and one foot on the floor, I faced the woman, studied her bottle-blonde hair, her hazel eyes, her lips; I waited for this refined vixen to make the next move, as if I didn’t know what that move would be.
 
   Porsha Pemberton smiled awkwardly. “I guess we both know what’s happening.”
 
   “Do we?” I wanted to put that eCig in my mouth and start puffing, but I’d left it in the living room. I remembered the old days, when I wouldn’t smoke cigarettes in the bedroom, because I liked the smell of freshly laundered sheets. But I could do that now. It was in the other room. My mind was starting to ramble...I plucked a piece of fuzz from my shirt. 
 
   “I know you must think I’m...forward...but I’ve never done this before, I swear to you.”
 
   This might actually be entertaining. There was this thing I did with women when I knew I couldn’t take them seriously. I called it stick-buggin’. It was like toying with a bug, using a stick. “You’re a virgin, huh?”
 
   She laughed. “Hardly. I mean I’ve never been... with a woman.”
 
   “Are you sure you want to be?”
 
   She chuckled softly. “I seem to be sitting on your bed in a towel...”
 
   “I noticed that.”
 
   The woman sighed and looked around the dim room, the glow from the street lamp outside clawing at the walls. “I’ve gotten us as far as the bed. Now, I seem to be a bike without pedals—”
 
   Or a fish without a bicycle. I couldn’t even conjure an image of Porsha on a bike. “So, you expect me to take over at this point?”
 
   Porsha touched my fingers lightly. “I was hoping you would.”
 
   “Porsha. I’m very flattered and very tempted by your offer, but I’m...I’m involved with someone right now and I don’t think I can—”
 
   The kiss came swiftly as Porsha swooped over and captured my lips. I was still trying to recall what the rest of my sentence was supposed to be, and was too shocked to resist. Porsha broke the kiss, swung a leg over me and pushed me back upon the bed, a wild look in her eyes. I winced at the pain as my arm flopped against the bedspread. “If you didn’t intend for this to happen, then why did you come in here?”
 
   I stuttered that I had made a mistake, that I didn’t know what her intentions were, that—
 
   “I want to devour you, Ms. O’Brien!” Porsha was saying, tearing at my shirt—my best and favorite khaki band-collar shirt—the buttons popping off as she forced the fabric free of constraint. She kissed my chest, and sat up, straddling my thighs, effectively pinning me to the bed. The towel fell away from her naked body, as she released the buttons of my jeans. “I’ve waited too long. I’ve got to know what the secret is. I know you can teach me—”
 
   “Porsha, you don’t understand, I—”
 
   “No, I don’t, but you’re going to help me understand aren’t you?” She had released all the buttons of my jeans, and now had her fingers under the bottom of my sports bra.
 
   I seized the woman’s frenzied hands. “Porsha, listen to me. I—” The woman broke free and jerked my bra up and over, exposing my breasts, falling with her face between them ravenously, drawing an erect nipple into her hungry mouth, My body screamed Stop! but my libido shouted More! in an involuntary surge of primal lust. I was being devoured by this once haughty, dignified woman suddenly transformed into a succubus. The images of Medusa were slipping back into my mind’s eye. I saw the escape route growing dimmer, and knew that there was only one way to salvage my dignity, and regain control of this insane situation. In one swift, rough movement, I pushed the woman over and pinned her on the blanket with my own body, my uninjured left hand darting between Porsha’s thighs, invading her with two fingers.
 
   Porsha sucked in her breath, and whined, arching to meet my pushing hand. I tried not to put a lot of weight on my right arm, sort of balancing on the elbow. As she opened to me, I added a finger at a time until there were four nestled inside her. 
 
   I was astonished as the woman’s body opened and she grabbed my forearm, and pushed, swallowed my hand whole; I felt like Jonah on his way into the stomach of the whale. Not that I believe that a grown man was swallowed by a fish and lived to tell about it; that was myth. This was reality. Whenever I thought of human females who “swallow” this never came to mind.
 
   She bucked against my wrist, flailing an arm to the side as if to find something to latch on to in this roiling sea of lust. The back of her hand struck a low shelf on the wall, and a leftover water glass slipped over the edge, bounced on the surface of the bed, its half-full contents dousing the side of her face. 
 
   She gasped in shock and delight, pumping at my hand harder, clamping her arms around my head, in a Muay Thai clench I had only seen in the octagon cage with mixed martial arts fighters. Her fingers fisted in my hair, pulling until my roots were threatening to let go. I’d never imagined coming away from a sexual encounter with a bald spot, but that possibility was now imminent.
 
   Porsha writhed, moaned, growled, and worked herself to climax, her female muscles chewing on my hand, until I was sure that my metacarpals were breaking. I could only imagine what my story would be when I showed up at Phoebe’s with a fractured hand. What would I say? That I got my hand caught in the clinic door, on my way out and was too embarrassed to go back in?
 
   Porsha arched her hips, and sucked in a breath, her face flooding dark, and her eyes snapped open to reveal the strain. I was afraid the bulging orbs would shoot out of their sockets and hit me in the forehead, but instead she was frozen there for a few seconds, until I wondered if maybe she’d had an aneurysm. But then she began a growl that crescendoed into a scream.
 
   As suddenly as it had begun, it ceased, and I released a lung full of dry air, waiting. Porsha was limp and motionless beneath me.
 
   I tried to focus on the woman’s face. Her eyes were closed, her features pleasant and relaxed. “Porsha?” The steady rise and fall of the woman’s chest indicated the situation. She had passed out. Maybe she’d held her breath too long. I had read about it, but never seen it. It had something to do with the blood rush away from the brain. Some people do it on purpose; that was called auto-erotic asphyxiation. But I had not choked her. Some women apparently just pass out. Lucky for me, Porsha was one of those women.
 
   I wriggled carefully, trying not to rouse her as I pulled my aching hand from the still-undulating muscles inside. Free at last, I heaved a sigh of relief, and tried to move my throbbing fingers. I decided to make a getaway while I could. I would have to escape from my own trailer, and stay away until the woman woke up and went home.
 
   I had never experienced such frantic, violent sex. I understood now, that there was a very real difference between mere passion, and primal lust.
 
   Careful not to make a sound, I carried my afflicted right arm aloft, buttoned my jeans with my newly-accosted left hand with some difficulty, knowing that I couldn’t expect Phoebe to finish the job when I got to her house. I slid out of my now-buttonless khaki shirt, stuffed it in my ratty little overnight bag, and put the gray air-strip shirt back on, noticing that the wound from the Pit Bull was starting to bleed again. 
 
   In the Falcon, I pressed the sleeve of my shirt onto the bandage, to soak up some of the blood, hoping to make it appear I’d had it on the whole time, and started the engine.
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   Perfectly Good Evil Fingers of my Left Hand
 
    
 
    
 
   The motion light at the back porch clicked on as I turned the knob on the kitchen door. Listening, I was greeted with silence, and immediately set my overnight bag on the table, and crossed to the sink for a good hand-washing before grabbing a bottle of water from the refrigerator. I resisted an inane compulsion to ferret out the rum bottle and pour some of it over the re-opened wound on my arm.
 
   My Lortab samples were still in my pocket, and I took one. I grabbed my bag, and moved it to the living room, having opted to fetch the other suitcase from the back seat of the Falcon later, and then started up the stairs to look for Phoebe. 
 
   When I entered the guest room, I heard the shower. Relieved, I went back downstairs and washed my face, just in case Phoebe could smell Porsha on me, and headed for the patio to tackle the bags of garbage from the salon. I couldn’t see Phoebe just yet, and I needed to be busy doing something when she came down. The niggling hatpins of sexual guilt were wholly unfamiliar to me and I alternated between righteous indignation and a queasy, whirling remorse. 
 
   Phoebe must never know.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I had sifted through the two trash bags, finding nothing of value, grabbed a fresh bottle of water, and plopped on the sofa to brood over my lack of new evidence in the case, and to collect my thoughts about Porsha. The Lortab was working its magic by that time.
 
   Phoebe strolled in, her hair still wet, wearing a skimpy pink terry-cloth robe. I couldn’t help but flash back to that event in my trailer an hour ago. She greeted me with a large smile and a quick kiss and joined me on the sofa.
 
   “You should take a shower, Baby. I feel much better. It’s the next best thing to an actual nap when you’re tired.”
 
   She didn’t smell her on me, did she? “I will a little later.” I sat back up abruptly when the program in my brain hit a loop, and reminded me of other problems. “I completely forgot! I’ve got to find someone to do my route. There’s no way I can drive and throw papers with my arm like this.” 
 
   I reached for my water, and she looked down at the gray fabric, now splotchy with fresh crimson. “What did you do to your arm? It’s bleeding again.”
 
   I tried to look surprised. “I don’t know. I must have hurt it lifting those trash bags and cleaning up the patio.” Fast on my feet. That was good. 
 
   “I could have helped you clean the patio, Jobeth, why didn’t you come get me?”
 
   “I did, but you were in the shower.” There I was: smack in the middle of that sub-routine of lies that weren’t really lies.
 
   Phoebe nodded toward the end table. “I’ll go get the first aid kit while you make your call.”
 
   I punched in the numbers on the keypad of the French-style telephone and after being transferred to the circulation department, I explained my predicament to the supervisor. I only altered the story a little. I told him I had gotten out to retrieve a paper that went in the ditch, and a Pit Bull attacked me. Again, I was disgusted with the unholy alliance I had formed with my deceit-muscles. He informed me that the only carrier familiar with my route was on vacation, so I was forced to tell him I’d find a way to get the papers delivered anyway, and replaced the ornamental receiver in its elevated, golden prongs, as Phoebe returned with the kit, and noticed my overnight bag. “Did you bring another shirt?”
 
   I was recalling that the khaki one was in the bag, and trying to decide if I should lie again. She unzipped the bag and reached right in and pulled it out, held it up to look at it. “This is a nice shirt... where are the buttons?”
 
   “I...it’s my favorite shirt...but I was hoping you had some extra buttons and a sewing needle...”
 
   “I think I can scare that up...how did you manage to lose all the buttons? Most people just lose one at a time...” She glanced over at me, saw my discomfort and then a light dawned on her face. “Ohhhhhh...was this one of the casualties of your erotic expertise?”
 
   That was a little scary...I squirmed, trying to regain some of my slipping composure.
 
   She giggled. Then another thought occurred to her. “So, if some chick ripped open your shirt, was she also granted access?”
 
   I knew where this was going. I had not given her  access yet. “Are you jealous?”
 
   “Yes.” She plopped down on the sofa next to me, still holding my accosted khaki shirt. “When are you going to let me suck your nipples?”
 
   An equal amount of blood rushed in opposite directions; one of them being my face.
 
   She burst out laughing.
 
   I covered my heated face with one hand. “Can we change the subject?”
 
   Mercifully, she did, but not without a few seconds of smirking. “What did your boss say? Did you get that worked out?”
 
   “No. There’s no one available to sub for me. I’ll have to do it, that’s all.”
 
   “You said yourself that you can’t throw papers with this arm.” She grabbed the first aid kit and began to roll up my sleeve and cut through the soiled bandage.
 
   “I have to. It’s my job. The only one that pays the rent at the moment.” And the one that doesn’t pay enough rent to avoid being mauled by a landlady every bit as formidable as the Pit Bull. I was in an altogether different kind of danger now; either Porsha would pursue a continuation of the arrangement she thought she had made, and evict me if I said no, or she would be satisfied and give me a break. I didn’t like my choices.
 
   “You always have a choice, Jobeth.”
 
   Did I say that out loud? Or could she really read my mind, now? “What?”
 
   “I’ll go with you, and we can take my car.” She squeezed the ointment from the tube onto my wound and placed a gauze pad over it. “It’s automatic. You can drive with one arm while I throw the papers.”
 
   Yes, I can drive with the perfectly good evil fingers of my left hand. “Are you sure you want to be outside in the middle of the night with both windows down, going forty-five miles an hour, past one hundred twenty-seven houses?”
 
   “I could use a little more variety in my life. Except for Pit Bulls, that is.” She finished wrapping my arm, and pulled a sofa pillow behind her head, reclining to stretch her feet in my direction.
 
   I shook my head and grinned. “Okay, but I can’t promise that you’ll enjoy yourself.” I wrapped a hand around one of her bare feet. “You might freeze.”
 
   “We can always come back and light a fire. I haven’t used that fireplace in a long time. Besides, I enjoy being with you, J-Bo. It doesn’t matter what we’re doing.”
 
   I noticed the new nickname, and chose to ignore the warm feeling it gave me. “That’s a switch. I thought our relationship was pretty cut and dried.”
 
   Phoebe threw the white ruffled pillow at me. “If that’s what you think, you haven’t been paying attention.”
 
   It wouldn’t be the first time. My thoughts strayed back to that morning when I woke up and noticed the octagons on my kitchen floor, then naturally forward to the fiasco with Porsha. Not long ago, women had been within the confines of my control. Somehow the equation had morphed. “How has our relationship...changed?”
 
   Phoebe took a wistful breath. “Let’s say we’ve evolved.”
 
   “Evolved. Okay. This evolution has made me popcorn-headed. I can’t believe I almost forgot my route.”
 
   Phoebe sat up and mimed the process of cutting off the top off my head, lifting that piece and digging her hand into the imaginary popcorn there, munching comically. I had to laugh. She raked her fingers through her hair and smiled disarmingly. I didn’t miss the open sensuality of it. I wanted to devour her right then and there. “Well, you’ve had other things on your mind.”
 
   I’m glad she didn’t know that I had also had other things on my body; other warm, sweaty, frantic things. “Phoebe...you said you wanted to get to know the real me, and that we’ve evolved. But do you mean you don’t want...that you want our relationship to be platonic?”
 
   A sly smile spread over her lips. “Do you honestly think we can go back to that, now?”
 
   I conjured an image of all the nights in the Falcon, fogging the windows and testing the shocks, and sighed dramatically. “I guess not.”
 
   Phoebe moved closer to me and touched my left hand, which had recovered. I had avoided permanent damage from the Vagina-Mulcher. “How’s your battle wound?” Oh god, which one? my brain whined. She was trying to avoid touching the sore part on my right arm, but my left hand felt contaminated and I didn’t want her to touch it, yet I was not about to impart the information. “It hurts.”
 
   “So you’ve lost the use of your right arm, huh?” She drifted in and kissed my neck, brushing her lips delicately against the sensitive skin there. “Have I told you how adorable you are in the light of day?” she murmured in my ear.
 
   My heart thumped wildly in my chest. “What do you have in mind?”
 
   Phoebe’s fingers closed around the top button of my Levi’s, but her movements were stilled simultaneously by my hand, and the harsh jangle of the phone. “Oh,” Phoebe teased, putting a palm to her cheek and feigning distress. “The phone is ringing.”
 
   My head fell back against the sofa in frustration, as Phoebe sprawled shamelessly across my lap to answer it. “Hello?...Fine. Who are you with?...No, I don’t think I’d be interested...No, I’m sorry, I...”
 
   Some telemarketer was giving a spiel about something that Phoebe would be expected to pen a check for. As the one-sided conversation continued, I looked down at the lovely backside in my lap, covered only by the short terry robe. Smirking, I laid my hand on the back of the woman’s thigh, and moved it slowly upward. I stopped when Phoebe twisted to give me a half-hearted warning glance. The conversation continued, and my hand began to travel upward again, caressing the soft mound of skin that was so perfectly firm and soft at the same time.
 
   Phoebe’s tone became strained as she made a valiant effort to hide the sensations I was evoking in her. “I give to charity regularly—” she was saying. “—I appreciate your call, but I was about to have sex.” She terminated the conversation quickly and turned over, pressing her lips to mine in a gesture of acquiescence. “I hate telemarketers,” she informed me. “—now where were we?”
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   Please Don't Run
 
    
 
    
 
   My eyes snapped open abruptly, and I was immediately aware of Phoebe’s body next to me on the sofa. I checked my watch. “Phoebe, wake up. We have to go do my route.”
 
   The woman stirred, her hand traveling sleepily up my left arm to smooth my cheek. “What time is it?”
 
   “Midnight.”
 
   Phoebe opened her eyes and peered up at me. “We must have overdone it a bit. I was hoping we could get up and go sleep in an actual bed this time.”
 
   “I think we’re working our way to the bedroom.” I recalled the scene hours before of Phoebe sitting on the sofa, her head lolling against the back cushions in ecstasy as I explored her now-familiar secrets with practiced ease. She had hauled me back up to the couch and I brought her to climax again, with my fingers pumping at her, massaging her G-spot. 
 
   When she’d recovered, she tried to undress me. I had only allowed her access to my torso, soon distracting the woman with my searching hands, until I once again had control over the lovemaking. Phoebe had openly accepted my ability to take her through a series of climaxes, until she collapsed atop me and drifted into a gratified slumber. 
 
   Phoebe pushed herself up, now, and moved toward the stairs, naked, as I enjoyed the view. God, what a woman! I couldn’t get enough of her; she was like a drug. As Phoebe’s flawless, lithe figure disappeared around the corner, I wondered how long I would be able to distract her from that growing need to have me unclothed and vulnerable. The thought was arousing, but tempered with an old apprehension. Phoebe would be the first to have me that way since...then.
 
   I cleansed the memory from my mind with a deep breath and went to get my suitcase and another shirt, donning my Doc Martens.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I heaved the last bundle of newspapers onto a blanket covering the hood of the black Cadillac STS, lamenting the weakness of my left arm, and the uselessness of my right. “Okay. Now the fun begins. We get to roll all these puppies.”
 
   Phoebe shook her head. “I never realized what paper delivery entailed. My only frame of reference was the mysterious car that pulled into my drive in the middle of the night, and deposited a nicely bound paper on the ground.”
 
   I dug a penknife out of my pocket and began cutting the strings on each bundle. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that’s your only frame of reference, Phoeb’.” I bobbed my eyebrows meaningfully.
 
   Phoebe released a breath that ended with an amused sound as she breathed back in. “Well, okay, I mean before I started to rendezvous with you every night.”
 
   I showed her how to fold and band each paper, and left her to it as I went to fill the thermos inside the Shell travel mart where my papers were dropped off each night.
 
   Fifteen minutes later the rolled papers were loaded into the back seat with several in the front seat between us, and with another thermos refill, we were on our way to Nichols Hills. I couldn’t help but think how incongruous it was to be delivering newspapers from a Cadillac.
 
   The weather report promised calm winds, but the temperature was expected to drop below forty degrees. Phoebe turned off the radio and began to pour us both some pre-creamed coffee. “How long does it take to do this route?”
 
   I took the Styrofoam cup from her. “It depends on two whethers: whether the weather is bad or not, and whether your throwing arm is in sync.”
 
   “Uh oh. We’re going to be here all night. I’ve never thrown a paper in my life.” Phoebe sipped the creamy coffee, careful not to spill it as she put the lid on and I turned into Nichols Hills. 
 
   “You’ve played softball before, haven’t you?”
 
   “When I was about twenty-five—what was that? About ten years ago? God. Anyway, I played on a city league.”
 
   Mmmm. That’s another sport we have in common. “Well, it’s pretty much the same. You have to keep your eye on the target. Only difference is that you’re moving and the target is still. Okay, put that coffee in the holder. You have a throw coming up.”
 
   Phoebe obeyed, picking up the paper and waiting.
 
   I cleared my throat curtly. “Uh, Phoeb’, you have to roll the window down.”
 
   Phoebe huffed at her own shortsightedness, pulling back on the button that lowered the glass and grunting at the cold blast of air that struck her in the face. “Jesus, that’s cold.”
 
   “See that driveway on the right up there? The one with the horse on the mailbox?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Put that paper in it.”
 
   “In the mailbox?”
 
   I snorted. “In the driveway!”
 
   “Aren’t you—”
 
   “Throw it! Throw it!” I shouted.
 
   Phoebe flung it out the window and turned to watch it land in the ditch, as I braked to a stop. 
 
   “There’s this wonderful thing called timing, Phoeb’.”
 
   “Well, for Pete’s sake, you were going too fast.”
 
   I laughed. “If I slowed down, we’d be at this all night. I was only doing forty-five.”
 
   “Forty-five! Hell’s bells! How do you expect me to hit that tiny little driveway at that speed?”
 
   I put the Caddy in reverse and backed to the driveway.
 
   “Can you hit it, now?” I asked smartly.
 
   Phoebe whacked my shoulder with the paper on her back swing before tossing it on the pavement. 
 
   “And you can’t keep throwing second papers, I don’t have that many extra.”
 
   “You need a spanking.”
 
   “It will have to wait until dawn when we’re through,” I retorted.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   By four that morning, Phoebe had thrown enough papers so that she could hit the last few driveways while I drove by at forty. “How’s that, smarty-pants?”
 
   “Pretty good. All it takes is practice.”
 
   “Can I roll up the window now?” She seared my cheek with an icy hand.
 
   “Yes! Yes! Put some glass in that hole! Your hands are ice-cold!”
 
   “Tell me about it,” Phoebe whirred the glass up, and turned up the heater.
 
   I pulled onto Interstate 35 to complete the circle back to the beginning of the route at Leatherwood Landing. “You know, there’s this one house at Leatherwood Landing that’s my favorite...”
 
   “You bet it is.”
 
   I eased off the ramp and onto Rockwell Boulevard, and after a few moments of holding her hands over the heater vent, she slithered over next to me and began to plant kisses on my neck. The Caddy drifted momentarily toward the shoulder of the road, before I steered back into the lane. “Phoebe—” I protested. “Phoebe, I’m trying to drive here—”
 
   Phoebe glided a hand over my breast, and down one thigh, still kissing my neck. “I can’t—Phoebe, I can’t drive when you do that.” I had to concentrate on keeping my eyes open, as they kept closing a little too long during blinks, in response to her touch.
 
   Phoebe leaned away from me. “Then pull over.”
 
   I glanced at her suspiciously. “You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking—”
 
   “Guess,” she challenged. “We’ve done it in your car a bunch of times. My car is getting jealous.”
 
   “But Phoebe, what about the ‘fine, Corinthian leather’?” I said in my best Fernando Lamas voice.
 
   “It’s Scotch-guarded.”
 
   I checked for traffic in the rearview mirror and noted our location, as Phoebe continued to touch me solicitously. “Phoebe, we’re almost to your house. Can’t you wait?”
 
   In answer, she turned off the ignition, pulling the keys out and tossing them over the back seat. 
 
   My foot went immediately to the brake, my arm tensing to control the loss of power steering. “What the hell—” I guided the vehicle to the roadside carefully, and put it in park, as Phoebe draped herself across my lap and began to kiss me urgently, simultaneously reaching down to whir the seat back. I tried to object again, but knew that my resistance was fading fast. Phoebe released the recline lever until the seat fell back, and grated her body up the length of mine as if I was a slicer, Phoebe, a hunk of pepper cheese. She lay still when we were face to face. 
 
   “Lady, you are an absolute maniac.”
 
   Phoebe chuckled in the same manner she had the night I first made love to her. “Maniacs need love, too.” Phoebe shifted to the side, then, and stroked my thigh, her right hand sliding easily upward. I rested my right arm on her shoulders, afraid to use it, but tried to stop her with my left hand, and she grabbed my wrist, pinning it to my stomach beneath her with her left hand, effectively preventing me from resisting. She cupped between my thighs with her right palm, pressing and rubbing through my jeans. 
 
   A potent charge surged upward in my chest, the shock of it inciting a quickening in my pulse. The onslaught of response was startling to me, and I tried to wriggle free, but could not escape the hold Phoebe had on me. I had not felt such an undiluted electrical Eros since I came out to my best friend at sixteen, and wound up in a sleeping bag with her in a tree-house. 
 
   Phoebe continued to massage me there, intimately, deliberately, until I had to lift my chin high to open an airway. She released my wrist and opened several buttons on my shirt with her left hand, slipping it inside and covering my breast with a surprisingly warm hand, her arm successfully constraining across my torso. She moved her palm in circles over the nipple as her right hand continued to stimulate me below, popping the fly open easily from worn button-holes, forcing her hand past my waistband to mesh with the sensitive folds there, teasing me, coercing my nerve endings into a shrill intensity that broke apart like space matter into a black hole. I was compressed, altered, transformed. 
 
   I worried for a moment about her fingernails, but then recalled noticing she had trimmed them; one of those bits of information your brain tallies, but you largely ignore. Had she been planning this? 
 
   As her fingers found and rubbed my clit, a swift torrent of searing heat gushed through my veins in a thousand different directions, and I was held steadfastly in a fist that soon liquefied and billowed in and out of me. The sensation seemed eternal, and I could only allow it to continue, witless and debilitated. I fell from the black hole into the ocean—became the ocean; while a legion of tentacles filled my bones, writhing, pulsing, as I made guttural noises that were alien coming from my own throat. 
 
   Then, the fervor ebbed away, leaving me limp and throbbing.
 
   Phoebe dried her fingers on my open flannel shirt, and placed that hand at my jaw, staring at my face. “J-Bo?”
 
   Some things are known without benefit of previous knowledge. I knew that I had just had my first real orgasm. I opened my eyes dizzily, then closed them again, huge tears emerging from the corners of my eyes and falling, mingling with the small beads of sweat at my temples; she pressed her palm there. “Oh, Baby...are you okay?”
 
   I sighed wearily and let my eyes focus on the lovely face that hovered over me in the dim light. My mind began to reel with questions, fearful puzzles that were foreign and frightful.
 
   “J-Bo, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around this woman, this dangerous, terrifying, lovely woman and pulled her into me. I wanted to sink into her, and languish there. “It’s not—” I swallowed. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I’ve never had my walls demolished like that.”
 
   Phoebe leaned back to regard me. “Was it that bad to let go for a few minutes?”
 
   I drew a knuckle along her cheek softly, pressed my palm to the side of her face to view the features that I had grown so fond of. “I’m afraid this is a new feeling for me, Phoebe. I’ve never experienced anything like that before.”
 
   Headlights flashed over the roof lining as a car swept past us, but Phoebe didn’t take her eyes from mine. “That was the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.” She stroked her fingertips over my jaw-line tenderly. “I understand, now, why you always want to be in control. It’s a magnificent experience to bring such pleasure to another woman.”
 
   I smiled lightly. “It’s more than that. By being in control, I wasn’t vulnerable. I could have the pleasure of giving pleasure, and not open myself up to be hurt.”
 
   Phoebe relaxed against me, her cheek on my chest. “Oh, Baby, I’d never hurt you. You should know that by now.”
 
   “I have to believe that. If I don’t, I’m afraid I’d get up and run.”
 
   Phoebe hugged me as if she was trying to merge with me. “Don’t run, J-Bo. Please don’t run.”
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   Sacrificial Virgin
 
    
 
    
 
   When we stepped inside, Phoebe hung our coats in the foyer closet, and strode across the Southwestern-style rug to the bottom of the stairs. She turned and sat on the lower steps, watching me move toward her uncertainly. “I want you to come upstairs with me, Jobeth.”
 
   My eyes followed the mahogany banister up to the top landing, then back down to the woman perched upon the step waiting for my answer. “I should go home.”
 
   “Why? What’s changed?”
 
   I made an incredulous face. “Everything.”
 
   Phoebe propped herself on her elbows against a carpeted step. “The only thing that’s changed is, you felt something you didn’t expect to feel. Are you afraid of it?” Phoebe did not wait for the answer; I’m sure it was there in my eyes. “Jobeth, nothing ever stays the same. If someone had told me months ago, that I would meet a charming young woman who made me feel the things you do, I never would have believed it. But here we are. I cherish the passion you’ve given back to me. I cherish the laughter. I cherish you most of all. You’re not a distraction to me anymore. You’ve become...you mean so much to me, I’ll never be able to put it into words.”
 
   I touched my bandage through the flannel, the light green fabric now sullied with newsprint. This was not a situation I had rehearsed before. I was a stranger in a strange land. “For the first time in my life, I don’t know what to say to a woman...a promise was broken tonight.”
 
   Phoebe sat up again. “What promise?”
 
   “The one I made to myself. The one about how I’d never let a woman tame me.”
 
   The smile that seeped onto her face along with a deep breath was compassionate, serene, filled with understanding. I suddenly felt unworthy of her. “I told you before, I don’t want to tame you. I like you wild.”
 
   A quick puff of air escaped my lips, a half-laugh that didn’t quite make it out.
 
   “I want you to come upstairs, and get in my bed...so that I can make love to you.”
 
   I met her eyes. This emotion could cripple me, and I knew it. “I don’t know what to say—”
 
   Her whisper came clearly enough, that her lips might have been beside my ear. “Say yes.”
 
   I sighed, rubbing the toe of my boot on the rug, remembering that mad rush of pleasure Phoebe had made me feel moments ago in the front seat of the Caddy. Why did I have this overwhelming need to go hide? I had never felt like this before; had I ever even experienced the pleasure that was available to me all along? Was my tendency toward promiscuity a result of hunger? Of never being fully satisfied? Everything became a question, then. Those responses that I had called orgasm, were nothing compared to the visceral, poignant delirium she had incited in every corpuscle of my body. That little voice in my head, that superego dictator, was stomping his feet and shouting at me, but his voice was fading.
 
   I swallowed, and stepped forward to take her hand.
 
   Upstairs, Phoebe closed the bedroom door behind us, and watched me release the bindings of my shoestrings, loosen and kick the boots away, and stare at the bed as if it was some sort of alter and I, the sacrificial virgin. She moved up behind me and encircled me with her arms, her chin on my shoulder. “You’re trembling.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Do you remember how I trembled that first night?”
 
   How could I forget? “Yes.”
 
   “How did it make you feel?”
 
   I swallowed, trying to moisten my parched throat. “It made me feel like I could do anything, and it would be right.”
 
   “That’s how I feel right now, J-Bo. You have made love to me countless times, and yet, I’ve never made love to you—not the way I want to. I know it’s not meant to be that way. Especially after what happened tonight. I know there’s more.”
 
   I turned to face her. “There is. I guess I just haven’t been able to share it with anyone.”
 
   Phoebe took my hands, kissed me. “Share it with me, J-Bo.” She kissed me again, and without intention, I responded. When we broke the kiss, Phoebe’s hands went to the top button of my shirt, and she unfastened them all until the shirt was open. I closed my eyes and swallowed thickly again, willing my tenuous knees to support me. Phoebe grasped the lapels of the shirt and lifted it off my shoulders, down my arms, and dropped it to the floor, revealing my black sports bra. Her hands came to rest on my chest, caressing their way over both shoulders. “Your body looks so strong.” I took another quivering breath and removed Phoebe’s shirt in kind, to reveal a lacey white bra. Phoebe freed the buttons of my Levi’s, and pushed them down with her hands against the back of my legs. 
 
   She was squatted below me as I stepped out of the jeans, and lifted each foot for her to remove my socks. I felt very much the child, being undressed by the mother, and the feeling was altogether warm and soothing, yet laced with a sensuality that had nothing to do with maternal things. Phoebe rocked up to her knees, resting her cheek against my stomach, her hands pressing the small of my back, and stroking my snug black boxer briefs. 
 
   Finally she stood, removing her own socks and jeans, then her underwear until she was naked in front of me. I was so busy staring at the unrivaled beauty of her body, that I didn’t protest when she removed my bra and boxer briefs, stepping into my embrace. We kissed, and I relished the feel of skin against skin. It was like being intimate while occupying a stranger’s body. 
 
   Phoebe turned to sit on the bed, still holding my hand. “Come on, J-Bo. Let me love you.”
 
   I fell back with her in a fresh embrace, our hands exploring as we lay naked in each other’s arms. I again fell prey to the sensations that welled in me as I pressed my skin to Phoebe’s. It was beyond all imagining, to give like this, to be vulnerable, completely trusting. Phoebe took her time trailing kisses over my neck and chest, her hands caressing me all over. My body shook until I thought I would shatter into a million tremulous pieces. She kissed my breasts, drew a nipple into her mouth and suckled it, while I writhed in torturous pleasure. Then she began to move downward.
 
   I tensed as Phoebe’s lips found my tender place, and that swelling of passion I had felt earlier began to return, swirling, ebullient, engulfing. Phoebe moaned in the pleasure of her discovery, and easily found a magic technique of her own. 
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   Let Me Do the Talking
 
    
 
    
 
   Naked, I awoke alone in Phoebe’s bed, and smiled as a review of the night before ran through my mind. 
 
   I tried to push myself up, forgetting about my injury. “Damn!” I spat, cradling my arm and peering about the immaculate room for a sign of Phoebe. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I noticed the pale pink envelope leaning against the hand-thrown clay lamp on the nightstand. “J-Bo” was written on the outside. Opening it, I read the elegant script of Phoebe’s hand on the hot pink page.
 
    
 
   Good morning, lover-baby—how did you sleep? The hot tub is heated up for you. Keep the arm away from the water, though. I’ll change the bandage when I get back. I’ve gone to run errands in town. I will bring you something. Relax and enjoy. 
 
    
 
   P.S. Last night was fabulous! Amazing! Incredible! I’m looking forward to an encore. I think your recruitment was successful. I only want to be with a woman—you. 
 
    
 
   Last night had indeed been fabulous. I had let Phoebe get close, though I swore I’d never do that with any woman. Yet, there was a strange sense of peace nestled deep inside me. My days of always being in control of sexual matters were drawing to a close. Last night I had broken my own sacred commandment and discovered there were new worlds involved. New sensations. New opportunities—to get hurt.
 
   I pushed the last negative thought from my mind in favor of the hot tub which bubbled in the master bath, awaiting my weary muscles.
 
   Switching on the light, I took in the view. Inside and to the left was the hot tub, charcoal gray alabaster with bright pink flowers on the shelf lining the wall behind it. The sink was two matching gray seashell basins, the towels pink to match the flowers. Luxurious carpet, a mixture of the two colors, was cottony under my feet. The room made me feel elite and serene. I felt like I was in a fancy hotel, on a vacation in some exotic locale.
 
   Stepping into the tub, I sank slowly, moaning in pleasure at the feel of the hot, swirling water against my skin, propping my arm on the ledge. I could almost feel it seeping into my muscles. I found the button to engage the jets along the inside of the tub.
 
   On the ledge of the sunken alabaster tub was a crystal pitcher of orange juice. A yellow Post-it note informed me that it was good for me and that I needed to drink it. I obliged, happily pouring myself a full glass.
 
   A full thirty minutes later, Phoebe swept into the bathroom carrying a large plastic sack full of things. She grinned and came over to the tub’s edge, to sit. When she pressed a button on the inside edge of the tub, the jets ceased. “You look exceedingly cute floating around in my tub,” she cracked.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   Her eyes were liquid, joyous, her cheeks kissed with color. I noticed the tortoise-shell spectacles perched on her nose. “I didn’t know you wore glasses.”
 
   “Only to drive and sometimes to read—” She paused. “You don’t like them?” She made a quick movement to take them off, but I stilled her with an upraised hand. 
 
   “Don’t. I like them. They’re very sexy.”
 
   “Oh.” She took the liberty of looking me over as I lounged in the water. “You have a sleek, almost leonine look about you. This is only the second time I’ve seen it with the lights on...”
 
   I cleared my throat and shifted on the tub seat.
 
   “You’re not still hiding that sweet little body of yours after last night, are you?”
 
   Had the water not been hot, the dash of crimson that landed on my face would have given me away. “Phoebe—” I sat up, my good arm covering my breasts.
 
   “Why, Jobeth O’Brien, I do believe you’re embarrassed.”
 
   “No I’m not, I’m just not shameless, like you.”
 
   “You’re full of it. You’re still uncomfortable being naked in front of me.”
 
   “I’m not uncomfortable!” I insisted.
 
   She made a contemplative exam of my face, lolling one hand in the water. “I have yet to figure out why someone like you, who plays my body like a violin, can be the least bit uncomfortable being naked in front of the violin.”
 
   I glanced up at her flashing green eyes and could stand it no longer. “If I do have a problem with it, you’re making it worse. Give me that towel, I’m getting out.”
 
   Phoebe picked up the huge pink towel at the end of the tub. “This towel?” she asked innocently, holding it up in the air.
 
   “That towel,” I reaffirmed.
 
   Phoebe whipped it to the other side of the room. “That towel is out of reach, my love.”
 
   I settled back into the water and scowled. “You are toying with me—” I punched the buttons to activate the water jets again.
 
   “Of course.” Phoebe turned the jets off again. “And I also have the advantage. Either you admit that you’re still uncomfortable being naked in front of me, or you prove me wrong by getting out of there and going after that towel.”
 
   I sighed and shook my head. “Filthy billiards.”
 
   “Is that like ‘dirty pool’?” she inquired, smug.
 
   “Yes. But more suited to a woman of your stature.”
 
   “Oh, ha. You’re stalling. What’s the verdict?”
 
   “What’s wrong with you? You got brain damage?” I tried not to smile, but was unsuccessful.
 
   Phoebe sang teasingly, “Stalling—”
 
   “Why can’t you just hand me that towel?” I pointed behind Phoebe. When she turned to look, I grabbed her shirt and pulled her into the tub, climbing out and dashing across the carpet. As I secured the length of the towel around myself, I watched Phoebe emerge from the water sputtering, pushing her long hair away from her eyes, and fishing her glasses out of the water to place them on the ledge. 
 
   “You’re going to pay dearly for that one—” she threatened, climbing out of the tub and slogging slowly toward me, advancing as if a creature from the Black Lagoon.
 
   “Now who has the upper hand?” I quizzed smartly. Phoebe continued to slosh in my direction, a comical death-promise on her face.
 
   I lifted my arm in a desperate effort to escape punishment. “I’m handicapped—” Seeing that my excuse would not suffice, I turned and sprinted into the bedroom, too late to beat Phoebe to the door. Phoebe closed it and probably would have locked it for effect had there been a deadbolt.
 
   I backed toward the bed, giggling. “Now, Phoebe. Temper, temper!”
 
   Phoebe pushed me down on the bed and straddled me, pinning my good arm, gently but firmly.
 
   “Oh dear,” I feigned alarm. “What are you going to do to me?”
 
   “Beg my forgiveness, naughty girl.”
 
   I laughed, as water droplets rained on my face from her hair. “Never a beggar nor a lender be, I always say.”
 
   “Beg my forgiveness or I’ll hurt your arm.” Phoebe lifted interlocked fingers in a double fist and pretended to pound my injury.
 
   “Okay! I beg your forgiveness!”
 
   Phoebe considered this, then requested a change. “Say, ‘I beg your forgiveness, Love Goddess Phoebe’.”
 
   “Oh, please!” I snickered.
 
   Phoebe raised her doubled fist again in warning.
 
   “Okay!” I giggled. “I beg your forgiveness—Slime Goddess Phoebe—” I misquoted.
 
   A wild, exaggerated expression appeared on her face as she pretended to pound on the arm again.
 
   “Love Goddess! Love Goddess!” I shouted.
 
   Phoebe lifted her fists and shook them above her head in a victory sign.
 
   “Are you satisfied?”
 
   Phoebe fell atop me, her lips against my ear, whispering, “A Love Goddess is never satisfied, only aroused.”
 
   I could not stifle the chill that traversed my spine, settling in that secret place Phoebe had recently uncovered. The feel of Phoebe’s warm breath against my ear, and the buzz of her sultry voice made me ache. I mashed my lips against hers.
 
   Seconds later, wet clothes and a towel meshed in a haphazard fashion upon the floor, as we climbed between the sheets and shared one another again.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I was beyond the reach of consciousness when I heard the sound, distant and vague, much like a morning alarm clock from another room which carried no reason to its racket.
 
   The slamming door did, however, jar me rudely from my slumber, and I was joined immediately in the waking world by Phoebe, who sat up abruptly. “Steve,” Phoebe rasped, horrified.
 
   “I guess I caught you at a bad time,” he said, still holding the suitcase in one hand, a briefcase in the other, and allowing the scene he had walked in on to soak into his shocked brain.
 
   I focused on his face as he stood there, the sleep fading from my mind, and realized it was him—Blond Man.
 
   Steve studied my face then, and his jaw-line hardened, as he forced a wild emotion into remission. Through clenched teeth he said, “I’ll be downstairs.” He dropped the luggage and walked out.
 
   I was insanely pleased that he had not grabbed me by the hair and hauled me out of the bed naked. That would have sent me into paroxysms of panic.
 
   Phoebe sat with her face in her hands upon bent knees, chanting, “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God—”
 
   I touched her shoulder with a firm hand. “Phoebe, get a grip—”
 
   “He’ll kill me. He’ll kill you. He’ll kill us both. He wasn’t supposed to be home for days. You don’t know his temper like I do...he might be able to handle catching me with another man, but with a woman? He hates gay people. He’ll kill us both—”
 
   “Phoebe, stop it. He won’t hurt either of us.”
 
   Phoebe stared at me as if I had stepped off a flying saucer. “Are you blind? My husband just caught me in bed with a woman—”
 
   “Phoebe, I have pictures of him that he doesn’t want made public.”
 
   “Pictures? What—”
 
   “That film that I took the night the Pit Bull attacked me, remember?”
 
   The woman stared at me blankly. “I don’t—what are you talking about?”
 
   I got up and pulled on my jeans and shirt, glancing at the window. It didn’t have a screen on it; I could probably escape without a scratch. What am I thinking? My mind began to argue. I can’t run off and leave Phoebe in this mess...why not? I’ve done it before  ...yes, but not to Phoebe...I moved toward the window and looked out into the back driveway, where Phoebe and I had met for our sessions of sweaty bliss all those nights...where we had created this indefinable bond between us. “You need to know something right now.”
 
   Phoebe was pulling on the pink terrycloth robe, pushing her hair away from her face and trying to calm herself. “What? What pictures?”
 
   “Phoebe, he’s the one I’ve been doing surveillance on. He’s the one who chased me the other night when I was attacked by the Pit Bull. He’s the one who also tried to kill me in a parking garage and pistol-whipped me at my trailer.”
 
   She stared at me, as I hovering there by the window. “Pistol-whip? When did that happen?”
 
   “That night my lip was busted when I came to see you. He knocked me out. I woke up on my kitchen floor. At the time, I didn’t know it was him, he was wearing a ski mask. I’m telling you he knows who I am, and that I’m after him.”
 
   She cringed. “He’s involved in something illegal.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Then she thought of what that might mean. “All this time...were you—why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   I moved toward her, entreating. “Phoebe, I swear to God, I didn’t know the guy I was taking pictures of was your husband until a few minutes ago when he walked in. I mean, you don’t have any family portraits around the house...how could I have known? I didn’t, I promise you.”
 
   Phoebe looked at the suitcase Steve had dropped by the door. “Why did he walk away? Why didn’t he attack you?”
 
   “He knows I have photos of him, linking him to the woman I’m investigating. He knows it makes him an accomplice. He was chasing me the other night. He caught me taking a photo of him. When I stole the blackmail money back before he could deliver it to Stacey, he fully intended to kill me in that parking garage. He was shooting at me. I was just lucky enough to get away.” Just open the window... just a crack, in case you have to use it, the tape recorder in my head parroted.
 
   Phoebe pressed a hand to her forehead. “I don’t understand half of this...what are we going to do?”
 
   I sighed and turned to touch the window frame. “I’m gonna go down and talk to him.”
 
   “No. He’ll hurt you.”
 
   “I don’t think so. He thinks I’m holding all the cards right now.”
 
   “Are you?” she asked with generous foreboding.
 
   “Not exactly...” I saw the fright reappear in Phoebe’s eyes. “I don’t have enough evidence to actually put him in jail...I mean it’s all circumstantial, but...but he doesn’t know that, and maybe I can fool him.”
 
   She pressed her hands together over her nose, closing her eyes. I thought she might have been praying to the saint of I’m-in-a-pickle, if such a saint existed. Which would be handy in situations like this. “Okay, let’s go get it over with.”
 
   “I think you should stay up here. Both of us may be too much—”
 
   “Nevertheless, it’s my house, my husband, and I’m by-God going with you.” She readjusted the belt on her robe.
 
   I could see that there would be no swaying her decision. “Okay. But let me do the talking.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll stand off to the side and make sure he doesn’t crush you with an armchair.”
 
   Fitting for an armchair detective, I thought. I shoved my feet quickly into my socks, and Phoebe followed me to the door, where she touched my arm to halt me. “Jobeth...do you really care for me?”
 
   I looked into those deep green eyes. “If you don’t know the answer to that, you haven’t been paying attention,” I said, repeating her own words back to her from the night before. I had an immediate sense of doom at the first answer that popped into my head. Luckily, I was able to water it down enough to live with it.
 
   I detoured at the foyer to retrieve an Ace-in-the-Hole from my coat in the closet, before heading for the living room.
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   Slip-Sliding Away
 
    
 
    
 
   He was standing with his back against the mantle, smoking a cigarette. My knee-jerk reaction was to inform him of the modern alternative for that nasty habit, but it took only a nanosecond to nip that in the bud, since I couldn’t care less about the damage he was inflicting on his lungs. I was now wishing that his lungs would stop functioning altogether.
 
   I crossed to the wingback chair and sat down, taking a pull from my pen-style eCig I had grabbed from my coat. “So, Steve—” I began carefully, coldly. “What happens next?”
 
   He glared at me. “You tell me.”
 
   “Ball’s in your court, Skippy.” I took a long drag and blew the vapor in his direction.
 
   He made a short move toward me, his lip curling in a fashion that reminded me of the pit-bull I had encountered several nights ago. Phoebe stepped closer to my chair, and Steve stood still again, addressing her. “How does it feel to be used, Phoebe? She used you to get to me.”
 
   “She did nothing of the sort. She’s been working for me.”
 
   I tried not to register the surprise I was feeling. She was lying just to keep him off balance. But it was one of those rare lies that seemed justified.
 
   Foiled, he squashed the cigarette into the ashtray on the mantle. “I suppose you think you have the upper hand.”
 
   I couldn’t help but glance back at Phoebe after that particular phrase, but I doubt she was thinking about our playfulness in the bathroom earlier that day. She was standing beside my chair with her hand on the high back. I turned back to him. “Funny thing about the upper hand, Steve. It can be so unreliable...that’s why I made sure all my interesting little tidbits of information were distributed to several trusted friends and associates. If anything should happen to me, or to Phoebe, you’d have the cops all over you.”
 
   Steve fidgeted and thrust his hands in his pockets. “Who hired you?”
 
   “Santa.”
 
   He kicked the delicate occasional table hard. It performed a half-gainer and clattered to the floor, smashing the vase of flowers that had been upon it.
 
   I leaned forward to make my point. “Phoebe told me about your temper. I thought she was exaggerating.” I placed the eCig on the coffee table.
 
   He stepped forward again, his fists clenched, and Phoebe moved forward in a protective gesture.
 
   “Ah, ah—” I warned. “Don’t add assault and battery to the long list I have already. It really is amazing, what one can find in someone else’s trash.”
 
   Phoebe almost missed Steve’s glare, as she looked down at me, the value of Garbology now very clear. I saw her readjust the belt of her robe with renewed faith in me.
 
   Steve swallowed something that appeared to be bile. “Looks like there’ll be a divorce, soon—” He made a halfhearted attempt at sincerity. “How could you do this to your own husband, Phoebe?”
 
   “You’ve never been a husband to me, Steven. Our marriage was a farce from the beginning, and you know it. As for what I supposedly did to you: you did this to yourself.”
 
   “Steve...” I saw an opportunity to tie things up in a neat little package. “You’d better give me all your information on Stacey Cartwright. I know all about that fake hair salon. The Wright Cut. What kind of cut is she giving you, Stevie? I have the pictures of the underage boys going in and out at all hours. I mean, Joey is only sixteen...And I have other photos which are a bit more telling. You’re in some of them. By the way, the left is your best side.” Okay, I was bluffing on that, but I could tell by his reaction, that thought frightened him. “I also have the information on the blackmail operation. One of your more distinguished clients has been cooperating with me for months. We’re not talking about jaywalking, here. This newest part is gravy. I mean, you being a pimp, and all—”
 
   He stepped closer and thrust his forefinger toward Phoebe. “You’ll be in the poorhouse, you bitch! Any judge in the world would see to that after he hears about your unnatural acts with this little dyke. You won’t get a fuckin’ dime in the settlement!”
 
   Phoebe laid a hand on my shoulder and I could feel the woman trembling. I answered quickly, “Who’d believe you? You’re the only witness. The judge that will be handling your case is a personal friend of mine. I’m like the daughter he never had.”
 
   Steve shoved his hands in his pockets again and blinked convulsively. “My father will—”
 
   Phoebe interrupted, “Your father won’t lift a finger to help you, Steven. You’ve been such a disappointment to him. And he adores me. I also know he cut you off a long time ago. I’m not blind or stupid.” As he absorbed this, she continued. “Your father is a lot of things, but he’s not a criminal. I think he’ll understand the divorce.”
 
   Steve turned his back and lit another cigarette, fussing with a trinket on the mantle. “You won’t get a dime,” he mumbled again.
 
   “I don’t want your dimes, Steve. I have money of my own, remember? The house is in my name, so don’t get any bright ideas about that. Why do you think I asked for that little legality as a wedding gift?”
 
   I was impressed, but not surprised. Not only did Phoebe have looks and personality, but she was also shrewd. 
 
   “Well, you may as well have this, too!” he said, going to the bill desk a few paces to my right, and pulling out the drawer, his back to us both.
 
   I growled, “How’d you like some lead in your back?”
 
   Slowly he turned his head to verify the presence of the .38 that I had trained on him. “I really wish you’d put that back in the drawer, Steve,” I said smartly.
 
   He sighed, but obeyed, dropping the revolver in the drawer and slamming it closed again. I had seen it when I was looking for a pen a few days ago. 
 
   He turned to finish his cigarette, its ash burning down quickly, like his time as a free man.
 
   “You want me to call the police, now, Jobeth?”
 
   I didn’t answer for a long moment, rolling my eCig between my fingers, thoughtfully. “No.”
 
   Steve jerked his head over at me, and Phoebe asked, “Why not?”
 
   “Because I’d rather make a deal.”
 
   Steve frowned. “What deal?”
 
   “You give Phoebe a quiet, uncontested divorce, citing irreconcilable differences, and then you disappear. For good. In return, I’ll leave the evidence against you out of it. Stacey is the big fish anyway.”
 
   He picked up a small brass dolphin from the mantle and I wondered if he was planning to throw it at me. “Why should I?”
 
   I smirked. “Don’t be a nitwit, Steve. It’s either that, or go to jail. Are you prepared to be some bald Aryan’s bitch?”
 
   “I...need some time—” He replaced the dolphin with an audible thunk.
 
   “Sorry, your time’s up. And you seem to be out of dimes, too.” I chuckled. “Does Phoebe make that call, or do you get me that information on Stacey, and then go get your bag and start over somewhere else?”
 
   Steve sighed angrily. “I’ll get the stuff, dammit.”
 
   “I’ll help you,” I said, standing with the gun still trained on him.
 
   The two of us went upstairs, and I made sure to keep far enough away from him to prevent him from disarming me. I hated it when those TV detectives gave the crook every opportunity to get the gun. I would not be that stupid. 
 
   When we returned, Steve had the same suitcase in his hand, and I was carrying another file folder, retrieved from his briefcase. He cast an ominous glare at Phoebe before he walked out.
 
   Phoebe kept her eyes on the door as it closed behind her hopefully-soon-to-be-ex-husband, as if expecting him to open it again and step back inside with a new deal of his own. A few moments passed, as I went back into the living room. I picked up the scattered pieces of the vase Steve had shattered, and placed them on the table, contemplating the situation I had created. The bluff had been successful, but it wouldn’t hold up to much scrutiny if charges were filed. If he waited out the case, and then made a plea bargain, he could walk. I had to think of a way to protect Phoebe, as well as myself. He’d probably wind up in jail anyway, but it might be at the cost of one or both of our lives. I sank down onto the sofa.
 
   Phoebe came over and dropped to her knees in front of me, putting her arms around me, her cheek on my thighs. “Is this going to work?” She lifted her head to look at me.
 
   “I sure hope so.” I pointed the revolver at Phoebe’s temple, and she looked up at me, frozen for an instant until I pulled the trigger and released a stream of water from the end which struck Phoebe’s temple and drained down her neck.
 
   Phoebe collapsed onto my lap and released a lung full of air. “You ass.”
 
   I grinned, squirted water into my mouth, and patted Phoebe on the head.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Later, I retrieved the file I had hidden in the fake floorboard of the Falcon, and noticed my camera was gone from the seat. I ran inside and told Phoebe, and she reassured me that she’d brought it inside for safe-keeping. 
 
   I showed her the file, relating the entire story over herbal tea at the kitchen table. The file that Steve added would fill in the missing details, and I was anxious to go through it. I had opened it briefly when Steve handed it over, to reassure myself that it was about Stacey. The first page was a list of clients.
 
   Phoebe was distracted with the knowledge that Steve had been involved in a brothel—though that was a loose term for it—and relieved that Steve had been denying her his sexual attentions of late. “I think he married me for my money.”
 
   I opened the file as if it were the unveiling of a winning lottery ticket. “Well, at least he’s out of your life.”
 
   “I wish I could trust in that, but I’m scared. What if he tries to pull a fast one?”
 
   I moved the first page aside. I could feel myself going numb. I moved the second page. The third. I looked up at her. “He already has.”
 
   “What?” she set her cup down, fishing the little tag out of the tea, and dropping it. It stuck to the outside of the cup. 
 
   Slipping away. Just like the Simon and Garfunkel tune. Slip-sliding away...”Where’s my camera?”
 
   Phoebe thought for a moment. “Oh, I put it in the foyer on that table.”
 
   A list of clients, right enough. Hair care clients. Invoices for boxes of shampoo and conditioner and combs and hairdryers. My inexperience had just spoiled a perfectly good bluff. Those pictures might be my last hope. 
 
   I rounded the corner and wondered why Phoebe would put the camera by the front door. Why the front door? If Steve hadn’t been blinded by testosterone poisoning, he would’ve seen it. I hope he was blinded...I could see the table—the empty table. 
 
   “Psssst!”
 
   Ah! Relief flooded me...for an instant, I could see her standing behind me, smiling, holding the camera—
 
   Steve. He was standing there, a satisfied smirk on his lips, his fingers on the release button at the back of the Nikon. Reflexively, I lunged for it, and he jerked it away like a schoolboy with a pilfered bow from a little girl’s hair. I heard the telling click, and watched helplessly as he pulled the canister out, ripping the used film from its sprockets. He held the camera at arm’s length toward me, grinning coldly. As I reached for it, he opened his hand and let it drop to the floor.
 
   “You son of a—”
 
   “Ah, ah—” he mocked. “We wouldn’t want to add assault and battery to the long list.” Watching me, he began to pull the film out of the canister. When it was all out, he threw it at me. “Now that I have the upper hand, let me tell you something, you little pervert. The only reason my wife is rubbin’ up against you, is because she wasn’t woman enough to handle a real man, so she had to go and get second best...but maybe I’m giving you too much credit.”
 
   I tried to swallow my anger, but it wouldn’t go down. “That’s funny, she told me you couldn’t keep it up long enough to do anything—”
 
   He stepped forward and struck me hard on the cheek, and the blow put me into the small table, knocking it and me into the floor. He stood over me as I shook my head clear. “You think you’ve won, but you haven’t. You can have her. She’s a whore—”
 
   I came up off the floor with my hands clenched in a double fist, and brought them up into his groin. He grunted, doubling over, and I got to my feet as Phoebe hurried into the foyer shouting, “You fucking prick!”
 
   I lifted a hand toward her. “Phoebe, don’t—”
 
   Steve’s hands closed around the bandage on my arm, and he wrenched it savagely. I cried out, and his fist caught me at the temple, sending me to the floor with a heavy thud. Through the fog of tears and pain, I looked up at the revolver in Phoebe’s hand. It’s a water gun, Phoebe, remember? What if he calls your bluff? my mind groaned. I heard him laugh and move toward Phoebe. I heard a shot. Then the room spun and dissolved into nothingness.
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   We've Become the New NAFTA
 
    
 
    
 
   J-Bo? Baby? Can you hear me?” An angel. That’s what it is...an angel. An angel? The image floated above my face, surreal, shrouded in gossamer. A searing pain brought me awake, and the ephemeral beauty took on the reality of green eyes, rimmed with a swelling of red, and a brow pinched by plaintive concern. 
 
   I winced and swallowed, my head pounding like the night I woke up on my kitchen floor. I recalled the shot that rang out before I lost consciousness, and tried to focus on the area around us. 
 
   “He’s gone,” she said, her voice trembling.
 
   “You...killed him?”
 
   Phoebe caressed my forehead, her breath ragged, her eyes beginning to tear up again. “No. I killed the coat rack.” An abrupt laugh broke from her lips. “But he got the message. He’s gone.”
 
   There was no love lost between me and Steve, but I was relieved to know that there hadn’t been a murder. I didn’t want her to be in prison any more than I wanted that for myself. I made a move to get up but felt the ghost of the Pit Bull pulling at my flesh. I cursed and looked at my arm. Phoebe had wrapped a towel around it to stop the new bleeding that Steve’s merciless grip had caused. 
 
   “Don’t move, Baby, please. I’m sorry, J-Bo... When I saw him hit you, I thought...I wanted to kill him...I’m so sorry I’ve put you in the middle of this.” A huge tear spilled over onto her cheek and she laid her forehead on my chest.
 
   I used my good arm to pat her. “You didn’t put me in the middle of this, I did.” Against her pleas, I pushed myself up into a sitting position, reaching to feel the tender swollen area at my temple. “Help me up.”
 
   Phoebe got me to my feet, and we went back to the kitchen. “I’ve never seen him like that. I knew he had a temper, but I didn’t know he was capable of such violence.”
 
   “It’s a male ego thing, Phoeb’. I’m afraid I punched him where it hurt more than once.”
 
   She snarled. “That was the only part I saw that gave me pleasure.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We sat at the table, and Phoebe pulled a chair around to sit next to me. “How do you feel?”
 
   I squinted at her. “Like the last time I sat bleeding in your kitchen.”
 
   While Phoebe got the first aid kit, I removed the towel from my arm and started to peel the bandage away. “Phoebe, I thought that gun was the water pistol until I heard the shot.”
 
   “I sneaked through the back hall and got it out of the desk after I saw him knock you down.” She sat with a bowl and sponge, and took over the unwrapping. “I fully intended to blow his head off.” She discarded the soiled bandage. She was still a moment, probably fantasizing about being a better shot. Then she almost grinned. “I heard what you said about...about him not being able to get it up.”
 
   “I made that up to get his goat.”
 
   “It’s sort of...true...”
 
   I chuckled. “Ooo. No wonder he got so hot.”
 
   She put the towel under my arm and bathed the wound, her features serious again. “I’m really scared, now. He may try something else. He might try to hurt you again. I think we really should call the police this time.”
 
   The cool water passed over and through the newly-opened wound, and I gritted my teeth. “It wouldn’t do any good. I don’t have diddly-shit on him, now. I’ve got to start completely over.”
 
   Phoebe placed a fresh gauze pad over the wound, and held it firm. “Jobeth, no. Please tell me you’re not going to keep this up. It’s getting way too dangerous.”
 
   “It’s too late to stop now. Do you want to spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder? Trust me, it’s not a pleasant way to live.”
 
   Phoebe moved back slightly to focus on me. “And what are you running from?”
 
   I moistened my lips, then wiped them dry with a hand. “Everyone is running from something, Phoebe.”
 
   “What’s that? The Meaning of Life as told by Jobeth O’Brien?”
 
   “Maybe,” I answered, my eyes holding Phoebe’s steadily.
 
   Phoebe put ointment on the wound and re-wrapped it with fresh gauze, her eyes darting up to mine at frequent intervals. To change the subject, I suggested she have all the locks changed, and she said she’d have a locksmith come out first thing in the morning. 
 
   When she had finished with my bandage, she stood up. “I’m going to build a fire. Why don’t you get us a drink and join me?” She turned and started for the living room without waiting for a reply. I took the naproxen she’d placed in my hand and prayed for quick relief.
 
   Moments later, I settled beside Phoebe on the sofa, and handed her a goblet of the Blackberry Merlot I found in the ‘fridge. It was just like the kind I bought for myself. I did not, however, expect her to have it. It was cheap. Like under-five-dollars-a-bottle cheap, and yet, here it was in the million dollar home of someone who drove a Cadillac. “I was surprised you buy this wine.”
 
   “I know, it’s cheap, but I’ve had all the expensive stuff and I just think this is so much better. So I buy what I like, no matter what anyone thinks.”
 
   “I’m kind of...impressed by that,” I said.
 
   She lifted her eyebrows. “You thought I was pretentious?”
 
   “No, I knew you weren’t, but I guess I thought you’d have Dom Perignon.”
 
   “I could get some, if you like that.”
 
   “No. I like this. This, I will drink. I had Dom at a party once, and hated it.”
 
   “Me too.” 
 
   I waited, knowing that sooner or later we’d have to talk about something other than the wine. “Are you okay, Phoeb’?”
 
   Phoebe swiveled her head from its resting place in the palm of her propped hand, her eyes fluttering over my face. “I should be asking you that question.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ll survive.”
 
   “You always do, don’t you?”
 
   I frowned at her.
 
   “I didn’t mean that in a catty way. I mean that you’re the survivor type. I know that, even though I don’t know much about your past.”
 
   “I think the past belongs in the past, that’s all.” I reached for my eCig on the coffee table.
 
   “What if the past is important for the future?”
 
   I paused with the goblet at my lips. “Meaning?” I took a long drink. 
 
   Phoebe looked down into her wine and swirled it around methodically. “You know, you’re not the only one with secrets.”
 
   I laughed, happy for the diversion. “Like what?” I took a long pull of apple vapor.
 
   “This conversation will go no further until you can guarantee an equal trade.”
 
   “Ah. A Trade Agreement. We’ve become the new NAFTA. How do I know what’s equal, if I don’t know what your biggest secret is?”
 
   Phoebe unfolded her legs from beneath her and moved over to the fireplace, placing her wine on the mantle. “You don’t. I guess you have to decide whether you trust me or not.” She began to load logs onto the grate.
 
   This was starting to disturb me. Phoebe was not her usual cheerful self, and I knew it wasn’t because of what had happened with Steve. She was upset with me; and almost sullen. “I do trust you, Phoebe, but—”
 
   She turned abruptly with a log in her hands. “There are no buts. Either you trust me, or you don’t. I’m not trying to pry anything out of you. I want you to decide whether, at this point, you trust me or not.” She turned to place the log atop the others and took a fireplace match from its brass encasement.
 
   Cornered. There was no way to skirt the issue without making it worse. This was a Screaming-Ugly that refused to go away. “Do you trust me?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.” She struck the match and held it over the gas pipe, turning the handle slowly until the flames caught along its length. She blew out the match and delivered it into the flame—the tiniest of kindling—retrieved her wine and stood sentry while the flames caught.
 
   I moved over to her. “Why?”
 
   She looked at me blankly. “Why do I trust you?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She took a sip of wine and turned back to the flames again. “Because I need to...”
 
   Putting my head down, I raked my fingers through my hair, pulling it up on top and patting it back down again. I glanced up at her, willing the words to come, but could not seem to form them in my mind. What was I supposed to say? What did she want to hear? Even if I knew the answer to that, I wasn’t certain that I wanted to tell her something that wasn’t entirely true. And what is entirely true, now? Do I want her to trust me? “I guess I want to be worthy of that trust,” I heard myself say.
 
   She cocked her head. “And aren’t you?”
 
   I looked at that lovely face. Open. Warm. “Probably not,” I said, and downed the rest of my wine. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The sun had gone down, and by the light of a lamp and the fire, Phoebe leafed through an Organic Gardening magazine, which I found a bizarre thing to do in October. I alternated between watching her and watching the endless tickertape on Headline News, the volume low on the massive television. Flames still leapt around the logs in the fireplace in the left corner of the room. Every now and then, I would get up and jab at the wood with a poker. And always, I was puffing away on my eCig. I had already had to fill it with smoke juice once. Somehow, it was not what I had envisioned for our first time in front of the fireplace. 
 
   I felt Phoebe shutting me out, and I knew it wasn’t a game she was playing. I didn’t think she was that sort of person. It was more like my own guilt creeping in. We were at an impasse in our relationship, and I was standing at the fork in the road, scratching my head and agonizing over the decision. I deserved to be shut out. “Phoebe—”
 
   She looked up at me as the doorbell rang. I waved her away to get the door. From my place by the fire I could hear faint voices, but could only identify Phoebe’s. Momentarily, Phoebe came back in the room, and as I turned, I came face to face with Porsha Pemberton. I know my eyes must have looked like they were about to pop out. I couldn’t even muster a greeting.
 
   “Ms. O’Brien. I’m glad I found you. Your brother told me where you were.”
 
   Phoebe lifted her eyebrows in my direction.
 
   “My brother?”
 
   “Yes, he was looking for you, too. I wanted to speak to you about our little agreement.”
 
   I forgot all about the brother-thing, as my heart leaped to my throat. I tried not to let Phoebe see my sudden fear. “Uh, Porsha, can I come by your office tomorrow? This really isn’t a good time—”
 
   “I want to know why you made such a hasty retreat last night, I woke—”
 
   “Porsha! Please...” I glanced at Phoebe, who was frowning by now. “I would prefer to speak to you in private, if—”
 
   “Who is this?” She cut me off, giving Phoebe the once-over. “Your latest—”
 
   “Porsha!” I shouted. “This is my friend Phoebe McMasters.”
 
   Porsha’s face brightened. “McMasters?” She turned to Phoebe. “The McMasters?”
 
   Phoebe was flustered. “I...I suppose so—”
 
   “I sold a good deal of real estate to your grandfather years ago, may he rest in peace.”
 
   It suddenly occurred to me that Phoebe had kept her last name when she married Steve. I wondered what his was. 
 
   “Oh, you’re with Pemberton Properties?”
 
   “I am Pemberton Properties,” she stressed snootily.
 
   Phoebe was unimpressed. “I see.”
 
   But she didn’t see. I could see it. She wanted to know who this woman was to me. I came over and took Porsha’s elbow, trying to steer her toward the foyer. “Porsha, I’ll be in your office at nine sharp in the morning, and I promise, we’ll work this rent thing out, okay?”
 
   “This isn’t business,” she said sharply, pulling her arm away from my grasp. “It’s personal.”
 
   “Porsha, I’m asking you to do me a favor, okay? Listen, let me get my jacket, and we’ll go somewhere and talk it over.”
 
   Porsha dug her feet in. “We’re all adults, here. I’ll say what I have to say, and then I’ll be on my way.”
 
   It was no use. I was twisting in the wind. 
 
   “I wonder if Ms. McMasters knows where you were last night?” She turned to Phoebe. “Your little house guest, here, got me drunk with wine and then took advantage of my trusting nature.” She pointed at the glass in Phoebe’s hand. “And I see she’s working on you, tonight.”
 
   Phoebe met my eyes solidly, almost without emotion, and all I could do was sigh and look away.
 
   “Ms. Pemberton,” Phoebe began softly. “I don’t know who you think you are, but I’d like it very much if you got out of my house.”
 
   Porsha and I both looked at her in surprise. 
 
   “I beg your pardon.”
 
   Phoebe set her glass on a nearby end table. “No, you did not beg my pardon. You barged right in and started flinging accusations toward my guest. I accept your apology. Goodnight.”
 
   Porsha stared at her dumbly, then huffed. “Aren’t you the least bit interested in the sort of person you have sharing your—”
 
   “Not the least bit. Now goodnight, Ms. Pemberton.”
 
   Porsha huffed again and whirled around, mumbling under her breath. A moment later, the front door slammed behind her. 
 
   It took me a moment to gain my senses, and when I did, I turned to find Phoebe standing in front of the fire. Numbly, I moved over beside her. “Okay, obviously you possess a good deal of grace under pressure. Do you want me to leave, now?”
 
   Phoebe merely drained her glass, and although I imagined she would smash it into the fireplace, she instead set it aside. “I’d prefer an explanation.”
 
   I sighed heavily. “It didn’t quite happen the way she told it.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   I swallowed dryly, wishing for more wine. Seating myself on the ledge of the fireplace, I began. “She’s my landlady. I’ve been getting behind on rent, and when I went to the trailer last night to get some things, there was a note on my door from her. She was getting ready to evict me. I went over to her condo to try to make a deal.”
 
   “Are you in the habit of trading sex for rent?”
 
   That stung, but I earned it. “No. My intention was to give her the title to the Falcon until I could come up with the cash.”
 
   “Why didn’t you ask me? I would have given you the money.”
 
   “I know, but my pride wouldn’t let me. I thought I could work it out on my own.”
 
   “Where did things go awry?” Her tone was tinged with caustic comprehension.
 
   “She invited herself to dinner at my place.”
 
   She turned around and frowned. “Jobeth—”
 
   “What could I do, Phoebe? I was over a barrel, and she knew it.”
 
   “So that’s why you were gone so long.”
 
   I related the story to her up to and including the part where Porsha asked to use my shower.
 
   “And when she came out of the shower, did you take her to bed?”
 
   How could I answer that? If I said yes, it would seem like it was consensual. If I said no, it would be a lie, and she wouldn’t believe me for a second. “I didn’t take her to my bed. She called me back, and she was sitting on my bed. In a skimpy towel. She jumped me, caught me off-guard, and I had all these conflicting feelings, and I tried to resist, but—”
 
   “But your little lady-killer hormones took over?”
 
   “Phoebe, the woman practically raped me. I didn’t WANT to be with her...I’d never been in that situation before...I know that sounds flimsy coming from me, but...I did the only thing I knew to do.” She waited for me to say what that was. “I took control and—” I could feel a laugh rising in my throat at the only words that seemed to describe what had taken place. “I serviced her—with my hand—” I was sure to stress. “—and then she passed out and then I escaped.” I controlled my mirth in deference to Phoebe’s feelings. 
 
   Phoebe stared at me, absorbing my words. Her face began to soften with humor. A smile pulled at the corners of her mouth, and then she began to laugh under her breath, still staring at me. She moistened her lips, nodded, then took a deep breath. “And she woke up to find you gone, and it pissed her off so much she came looking for you.”
 
   I stifled a smile. “I guess.”
 
   Phoebe began to chuckle, then laugh, shaking her head. She tilted her head back and sighed, squeezing her eyes shut. “Oh, Jobeth,” she caught my eyes. “That is so...you.”
 
   “You’re not mad?”
 
   “That depends.” Uh oh. Here it comes. “Did she see you naked?”
 
   “Absolutely not! Scout’s honor.” I lifted three fingers. “It wasn’t for lack of trying, though.”
 
   Phoebe stepped over and gathered me into her arms. “My little stud.” 
 
   We both laughed.
 
   When we pulled back again, I studied her. “Why did you take up for me? Why didn’t you suggest I leave with her? You had no way of knowing that what she said wasn’t the truth.”
 
   “As I said, I trust you.”
 
   Suddenly, all my fear began to subside. This was what it was all about. Believing in someone’s good intentions. Not in the lies and embellishments of others, or the shortcomings that sometimes creates difficult situations. Just in the good intentions. I didn’t deserve a woman like this, but I could sure as hell do my best to hang on to her. “Phoebe, if you’ll go get the rest of that wine, I’ll stoke the fire, and we can talk some more.”
 
   She arched that eyebrow at me. “Talk?”
 
   I nodded, and she headed for the kitchen.
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   Truth or Dare
 
    
 
    
 
   She handed me a full glass of wine as she eased onto the opposite end of the sofa and stretched out her legs. 
 
   “Truth or dare,” I challenged softly.
 
   She held my eyes firmly. “Truth.”
 
   “What could you possibly be keeping from me?” I said. “You spilled your guts to me right after we first met.”
 
   “Don’t flatter yourself. I didn’t tell you everything. I needed to bare my soul, that’s all. Doesn’t mean I bared all my soul.”
 
   “You bared more than your soul, Chick.”
 
   Phoebe backhanded me in the air, since she was too far away to make contact. “Don’t be snide.”
 
   “Then tell me a secret. Something you didn’t bare.”
 
   She sighed laboriously, and folded one arm over the other holding the goblet, working her eyes and mouth as if she were searching her memory for a secret big enough to trade. Her brows lifted suddenly, and she smiled. “I once had sex in a church.”
 
   I grinned broadly. “Where?”
 
   “Saint Michael’s Cathedral. The church Steve and I used to attend. Where we got married.” She took a drink of merlot.
 
   The name spurred a memory of Joey. The photos. Steve. But then my thoughts wandered to an image of Phoebe doing it in an elaborate padded pew. “Where in the church?”
 
   Phoebe smirked wickedly. “In the confessional.”
 
   “You’re kidding.” Phoebe shook her head and I tried to picture it, and found my pulse quickening. “Who with?”
 
   “A priest.”
 
   I gasped. “No!”
 
   “Yes. It was right before Steve and I got married...I had cold feet...I had to say a carload of Hail Mary’s for that one.”
 
   “Oh, my God, Phoebe—” I drew one leg up to the sofa and shifted toward the woman.
 
   “Is that shocking enough for you?” Phoebe pulled both her legs up, sitting Indian-fashion facing me.
 
   I leaned over to grab my eCig from the coffee table. It almost felt like the sleep-overs I enjoyed as a kid, except that the story about a chaste kiss behind the school gym was now sex in a confessional with a priest. “You didn’t get caught?”
 
   “No, but the priest surrendered his collar two weeks later, and I heard he’s now an exotic dancer in California.”
 
   I shook my head, and alternately grinned and studied the smiling woman across from me. “You’re gonna burn in hell for that, you know.”
 
   Phoebe shrugged. “I prefer to think of it as a service to Catholicism. If he couldn’t keep his vow of celibacy, he had no business wearing that collar.”
 
   I fell back against the sofa and laughed raucously, holding the sore place at my temple. When I had quieted, Phoebe took another sip of wine, and set it on the table behind her, pulling her legs in and crawling forward to snatch my eCig. “Truth or dare?” she whispered, punctuating the challenge with her eyes before falling back into her place at the other end of the sofa.
 
   My smile faded. “Truth.”
 
   She put the eCig between her lips, taking a pull of chocolate mint. I tried to drink my wine casually, but I felt like I would pour it down the front of my shirt any second.
 
   “Tell me your biggest secret.”
 
   Where shall I start? “I was in the Army.”
 
   Phoebe blew vapor toward me in disgust. “That’s interesting, but it’s not very juicy.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m...AWOL.”
 
   She cleared her throat. “You’re what?”
 
   “Absent Without Leave.”
 
   “Yes I know, but isn’t that a serious offense?”
 
   “Yeah, but better than the alternative—which is Leavenworth.”
 
   “The prison?” she asked.
 
   “See, I was under arrest. The M.P.’s were taking me to my court-martial, and I escaped.”
 
   Phoebe dropped one foot to the floor. “Are you in trouble?”
 
   “Not if they don’t find me.”
 
   She absorbed this for a moment. “Why did they arrest you?”
 
   “I got caught in bed with a CID agent.”
 
   “With a man?” Phoebe screeched.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. There are female CID agents.” My mind went back to that room in the Holiday Inn. “At a hotel, I had been talked out of my clothes by a redheaded female SP2. She was in on it from the beginning. I was so caught off guard. I was a First Lieutenant, so as an officer, I could be charged with Conduct Unbecoming, and that was only the beginning. They take that shit seriously.  They busted in and yanked the covers off me and I was trapped against a wall, naked, in front of four smirking male M.P.’s.”
 
   “God. How humiliating.”
 
   “Yeah. They milked it for a few minutes while I stood there like some lesbian slave on the auction block.”
 
   Her wince told me she appreciated the depth of that humiliation. “How did you get away?”
 
   “The usual ruse. I asked to go to the latrine, then climbed out a window. Spent several hours in an air duct in the men’s barracks, and then after dark I tried to get off the base. A fire-guard spotted me, and it developed into a foot chase. I wound up on the roof of one of the barracks.”
 
   Phoebe was leaning forward. “How did you get down?”
 
   “I jumped over to the adjacent roof. Nearly didn’t make it. Smashed my ribs on the edge when I landed.” I had to stop long enough to squint at the memory of the pain. “Then I climbed down a back fire escape and slipped through the woods and off-base.”
 
   Phoebe shook her head in wonder. “I was right about you being a survivor.”
 
   “Pretty much. I only had a little pocket money. I bought civilian clothes at the Salvation Army, and then sold my uniform at a surplus store.” I got up to stoke the fire, feeling a little boxed in. “Then I hitched a ride out of town and washed dishes in a truck stop to earn some traveling money.” I added a small log into the flames. “I wound up here. I had to make myself disappear.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Phoebe was perched on the edge of the sofa, her goblet between both hands.
 
   “I couldn’t waltz around like nothing happened. I had to change everything. I spent a lot of time on the Internet in the library, doing research on how to be a successful missing person. I didn’t want to leave a trail of bread crumbs for the war birds to find. Eventually, I found the paper job.”
 
   Phoebe took a cleansing breath and looked me up and down as if seeing me for the first time. “Wow. Are you safe here?”
 
   “So far, so good. I haven’t run into any CID agents. If you spot one, let me know.”
 
   “Is that the end of the story?”
 
   I turned back around to jab the logs with the poker and leaned away from the spray of sparks.
 
   “Jobeth?” Phoebe got up and stepped around the coffee table toward the hearth where I stood holding the poker and staring at the flames. “You’re holding out on something, aren’t you?”
 
   The sun had gone down, and darkness had crept into the room. I studied Phoebe’s eyes in the flickering light. “Yeah. I am.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “I don’t know if this is the best time to get into it.”
 
   Phoebe rolled the goblet gently between her palms. “Meaning you’re still going to be a hold-out.”
 
   “I don’t want to be, Phoebe...”
 
   “Just before we came down to confront Steve, I asked you if you really cared for me. Your answer was pretty non-committal, but I knew it was as sincere as you could be. I translated that statement into something meaningful. I hope it was.”
 
   “It was. God help me,” I caught her eyes. “I do love you, Phoebe.” I felt moisture spring into my eyes. “As scary as that is for me, I’m in love with you.”
 
   “Well that means something to me.” She leaned in and kissed me softly. “I’ll just tell you now. Last night—last night changed everything for me.”
 
   Something in my chest was clenched, and I swiped at the tear traveling down my cheek.
 
   “You should know that there’s nothing you can’t say to me, now.”
 
   My eyes fluttered to the doorway.
 
   “You’re doing it again.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Looking for an escape hatch. You did it upstairs, too, with the window. Like it was a magnet and you were a big hunk of lesbian metal.” 
 
   Phoebe didn’t miss much. I took a deep draw from my wine, and my eCig, and set them both on the fireplace mantel. 
 
   “I hope you know those days can be over if you want them to be. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.” She put her glass on the mantel next to mine and took my face in her hands. “I am madly in love with you, J-Bo.”
 
   I swallowed hard and sighed. It was good. It felt good to hear Phoebe say it. I really didn’t want to run anymore. I felt safe with Phoebe. Finally, I felt safe. “I’m not who you think I am.”
 
   Phoebe smiled blithely. “I think I understand who you are, Jobeth.”
 
   “My name isn’t Jobeth.”
 
   She probably didn’t mean to take a step back. “What?” Mild surprise registered on Phoebe’s face, and upon closer inspection, I discovered that it was more probably genuine shock. 
 
   “I’m living under an alias.” I watched her reaction closely, waited for her to absorb it.
 
   “What’s your real name?” she asked bluntly.
 
   I took a deep breath. “Grayson O’Reilly.” It sounded foreign to me. It was a name that belonged to someone else. Someone long ago. It solidified the change in my life and made me feel a bit sad. Nothing could ever be the same; not when my own birthright had been taken away.
 
   “Grayson...O’Reilly...” she echoed. She tried to sound nonchalant, but missed the mark a few inches. “How distinctive...”
 
   “It was my great grandfather’s name. He was the only one in his generation to survive the Potato Famine in Ireland. I think my parents wanted a boy... but the distinction of that name is exactly why I had to change it, Phoebe. I mean, how many people do you know these days named Grayson?” I felt my knees begin to tremble. I couldn’t bear to look at her. I was afraid of what I’d see in her green eyes.
 
   Phoebe moved close to me and took my hands. “A rose by any other name would smell as sweet,” she quoted, and kissed me.
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   Can't You Just—Lie? 
 
    
 
    
 
   The locksmith had come and gone, providing us with a new sense of safety. And I was getting way too comfortable in Phoebe’s everlasting arms. The environmental amenities weren’t bad either. I had been wined and dined, hot-tubbed, massaged, chased around the kitchen table, and forced to undergo hours of rigorous attention to the pleasuring of my Queen. My dubious reprieve came when Phoebe suggested, from her place beside me in her bed, that I move in with her permanently. Every old alarm I had went off at the same time and the noise was deafening. 
 
   “Phoebe, I’ve lived alone since I was sixteen. I don’t know if I’m ready to...” What was the phrase? Lose my freedom. Amputate my wings. “I don’t know if I’m ready to settle down.”
 
   “You don’t get it, do you?” She crawled on top of me, straddled my hips and leaned down into my face. “I don’t want you to settle down. I don’t want to clip your little free-bird wings. I don’t want to tame you. I want to share a home with you. A life.”
 
   With her breasts tickling mine there on the waterbed, it was a bit difficult for me to think of anything except how much I wanted to be right where I was. But too many emotions always turned into trouble. “If I moved in, we’d be...we’d be...a couple.”
 
   “Oh, my God,” she said without passion. “What a horrible tragedy.” 
 
   I slid my palms up her chest and over her shoulders. “It’s not that.”
 
   “What is it, then? Aren’t you finished sowing your wild oats?”
 
   That was a good question. It had never occurred to me that I might one day have to answer it. “I don’t want to find out I’m not finished ‘oat-sowing’ somewhere down the road, and then wind up hurting you.”
 
   She eased herself down on top of me and spoke next to my ear. “If you’re expecting the ability to predict the future, you’re out of luck. Sometimes you have to decide how you want to live right now. In this moment.”
 
   She had a point. It was almost too easy. I was lying naked with my dream-woman, in a bricked and banistered mansion, and she’s telling me she does not expect my eternal love, only my presence. “What if I decide one day to move out and see other women?”
 
   “Then I’ll let you go. But I don’t think it will come to that.”
 
   “Now you’re predicting the future.”
 
   She rolled off me onto her back. “Am I? Maybe I’m creating a self-fulfilling prophecy.” Her head lolled to the side to catch my reaction.
 
   “I’ll tell you what you’re doing. You’re abusing semantics for your own purposes.”
 
   She sat up. “Jobeth, I like being with you, and I don’t think there’s anything wrong with wanting that to continue.” She slid out of bed, and I rode the after-tide of sloshing water tubes. She went to the oak dresser and got a fresh pair of panties. I watched her pull them on, and then retrieve a bra from the same drawer. As she fastened it around her, I thought of how painless it would be to live in this house with Phoebe. I didn’t foresee any conflicts. She was understanding, and fun, and intelligent, and generous, and—
 
   “Aren’t you going to get dressed?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Good grief, I couldn’t get you to take off your clothes for the longest time, now you don’t want to put them on.” She was smiling slightly, even though there was an edge to her voice.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   She was pulling a gray sweatshirt over her head and pushing in the pockets of her jeans. “We’re going to collect Steve’s things and leave them by the garage door. He can pick them up.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After I had dressed, Phoebe descended the stairs ahead of me and stepped outside to grab the mail, while I waited. She shuffled through the envelopes as we went toward the kitchen, depositing them on the table. “Remind me to pay bills,” she said as we headed to the garage for some empty boxes.
 
   “Don’t forget to pay bills, Phoebe,” I cracked.
 
   “Remind me later,” she emphasized, taking a swipe at me.
 
   I couldn’t help but notice how little bills meant to her. It was one thing we did not have in common. I disliked paying bills more than I did a yeast infection.
 
   I joined her in the garage and helped her pull out the stored boxes and some empty ones. “Jobeth, can’t they find you through your social security number from your tax forms at the newspaper?”
 
   “Not really. I’m an independent contractor, responsible for my own taxes, and I used a fake social. I wasn’t going to file, anyway. Temporary solution to buy me some time and pay the bills.”
 
   She ran the packaging tape dispenser over the top of a box, sealing it, saying nothing.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   A couple hours later, Phoebe came down with another box of Steve’s stuff from upstairs and set it atop another. “Well, I think that’s the last of it. Or what I’m willing to lug out here, at least.”
 
   I looked over the stack of boxes crowding the front driveway outside the garage. “He sure has a lot of stuff.”
 
   “Toys, mostly. He couldn’t resist any new gadget he saw.” Phoebe dusted the front of her jeans and started for the door into the kitchen. “I called his lawyer. Told him that he could pick up all his stuff this afternoon. I’m glad he didn’t show up while we were gathering it all up. I might not miss this time.” I knew she was referring to the gun. 
 
   I followed her through the inside door from the garage to the kitchen, where she paused to examine the locksmith’s invoice, carrying it with her to the refrigerator. I followed her and peeked over her shoulder at his signature, commenting on how it was slightly amusing that a locksmith would be named “Jimmy,” and she laughed as she held our glasses under the ice dispenser and then filled them with tea. She handed me the pitcher to carry to the table.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about going back to nursing school. I only have another year to go.” She put the invoice down on the table beside the bills. “And you’ll probably be needing a medic nearby.”
 
   Grinning, I settled in a chair and took a mouthful of tea. “I think that’s a good idea. You should divorce him and get married to your own life.”
 
   She nodded emphatically. “I think I’ll hire a maid, too. This place is a monster to keep clean. I’ve been keeping up with it because I had nothing better to do. I even had a cleaning service, but stopped using them because I needed something to keep me busy. How sad is that? But as you can see, lately it’s been let go.”
 
   I hadn’t really noticed the deterioration of housekeeping, but I did notice the shadows under her eyes. “Is that why you look exhausted?”
 
   “No, I think it’s because of the last few days.” She jangled the ice cubes in her glass. “It’s not like we haven’t been engaged in endless debauchery, dear girl.”
 
   “I could ease up on you.” My smile came automatically, as I thought back to that episode in the hot tub, when she pushed herself out and sat on the ledge and brought herself to orgasm right in front of me. I’d never had an experience like that before; it was the first time I’d ever been mad with passion without touching a woman. 
 
   “You’re thinking about the hot tub, aren’t you?” she whispered.
 
   The blush leaped to my face. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”
 
   An evil grin pulled at one side of her mouth. “I was able to do that because I was fantasizing about that priest in the confessional.”
 
   “Bitch.”
 
   “I’m kidding, Baby,” she said, touching my hand, with a self-satisfied grin. “Really. I’ve never done that before.”
 
   I remembered the way she never took her eyes away from mine the whole time. “You must be a natural, then.” I shivered at her and she shivered back and we both laughed.
 
   “Not to change the subject,” she began, changing the subject. “but I wanted to talk to you about a few things.”
 
   “Oh, you have another secret?”
 
   “No.” Phoebe drained her tea and folded her hands in front of her on the table. “Obviously, our relationship goes a lot deeper than sex...”
 
   I could feel the hair on the back of my neck begin to crawl. I hated a preface that sounded like that. She’d already asked me to move in, what else could there be? Did she want some kind of ceremony? Did she want to introduce me to dear old Dad? “And?”
 
   “And...” Phoebe lifted the pitcher and freshened our tea. After she set the pitcher down, she sighed and laced her fingers together in front of her on the table. “That job of yours. I think it’s more trouble than it’s worth.”
 
   I groaned. “Phoebe, I don’t expect anyone to understand, but it’s something I enjoy. I feel like it’s where I belong—”
 
   “Throwing papers?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Phoebe crossed her arms. “You feel like you were meant to drive around in the middle of the night, in the freezing cold, throwing papers out the window?”
 
   “Oh! I thought you meant my investigative work.”
 
   Phoebe grinned. “Now I’m more sure than ever.”
 
   I squeezed my eyes closed and shook my head slightly. “You’ve lost me.”
 
   Phoebe captured my hand. Her fingers were cold from the iced tea glass. “When I said your job, you immediately thought of your investigative stuff, but I was referring to your paper route. That tells me that you don’t see that route as a real job, but as a paycheck.”
 
   “That’s true enough, but—wait a minute, you think that my route is more trouble than it’s worth?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “But Phoebe, I know it like the back of my hand, I don’t have to think about it while I’m doing it, and it leaves me time to think about and work on my cases. Or the ones I hope to have...to think about.”
 
   “Well, time away from sleeping, too. Wouldn’t it be simpler to quit the route and do the investigations full time?” She took a sip of tea and regarded me with a tinge of amusement in her eyes.
 
   “It would be simpler, yes, but I wouldn’t be able to pay the bills.”
 
   “You’re not paying the bills now! Your landlady is trying to barter your rent for sex, for cryin’ out loud.”
 
   Ouch. 
 
   “J-Bo,” she continued, pressing my hand between both of hers. “I want to finance you.”
 
   I leaned back. “You want to what?”
 
   “I want to finance your investigation business.”
 
   I must have met Phoebe’s solicitous eyes with a vacant stare. She shook my hand as if to rouse me from a sudden narcoleptic snooze.
 
   “Baby, I care about you. I want you to be happy.”
 
   “I am happy, Phoebe—” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, but the shock was slowly draining out of me, replaced by uneasiness, and the cruelty of fate.
 
   “You deserve better than a paper route. And I think you could make a go of this detective stuff, if you focused on the less violent versions of it, and if you only had the capital to do it the right way.“
 
   I pulled my hand out of her palm sandwich and sat back against the chair. “If only I had the license, you mean.”
 
   “Well, can’t you get a license?”
 
   “I don’t meet the criteria.” I took a long drink of tea. “I don’t have an honorable discharge, and I can’t use my two years’ experience as an MP to qualify, because I can’t admit I was in the Army.”
 
   “You were an MP?”
 
   I nodded, sheepishly. “I guess I forgot to mention that.” She shook her head at me as if she had once again come into a room and found me playing with forbidden toys. “Can’t you just—lie?”
 
   I chuckled. “I admire your moral turpitude. No, because they take fingerprints. The Army, of course, has mine on record everywhere. Especially since I’m AWOL.” Phoebe looked more dejected than I felt; but I had had the last year or so to deal with it. There was something hard to swallow about loss of freedom, no matter how small the increment. Especially when it was taken by deceptive means. I was seduced by a woman I had grown passionately fond of, and when I gave in to her invitations, I was arrested. Not to mention humiliated by four laughing, leering men. “Why do you want to do this?”
 
   She ticked off the reasons on her fingers, “Because I can afford it, because I believe in you, and because I love you, Jobeth.”
 
   My eyes shifted down to the table, and I pressed my fingers to them. It was too fast. It was all happening too fast.
 
   Phoebe tilted her head, trying to see the expression behind my hand. “Does that upset you?”
 
   I moistened my lips and met her gaze. “Not that you love me...that, well, I feel like—” Damn! What was the problem? I shook my head helplessly, and pushed away from the table. “I don’t know...”
 
   Phoebe called to me as I wandered into the living room. She caught up to me at the mantle, where I was just replacing the mouthpiece on my eCig, after refilling the core with juice.
 
   “What’s wrong? Did I say something wrong?”
 
   I inhaled the chocolate-mint and rubbed the back of my neck.
 
   “Jobeth, am I pushing? Am I suffocating you, or something?”
 
   “No. I think it’s too fast. It’s all too perfect, it’s scary.”
 
   Phoebe smoothed my cheek with a knuckle. “Life doesn’t always have to be difficult. Look, you don’t have to move in if you don’t want to, but I still want to finance your business. We’ll have to find a way around the obstacles. You’ve paid your dues. Why not enjoy the good life for a while?”
 
   A sane person would not argue with that reasoning, but I don’t qualify. Sane people don’t waltz with Pit Bulls. Sane people don’t hide in putrid trash cans. Sane people don’t find themselves in bed with their landlady, in lieu of rent, nor have that landlady hunt them down. “Wait a minute.”
 
   “What?”
 
   I had spoken without knowing it. “Phoebe. Remember when Porsha said that my brother told her where I was?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Is this another secret?”
 
   “No. I think it’s your husband.”
 
   She almost shook her head, then paused. “How would he know your landlady?”
 
   “Well I think he knows where I lived, because I’m sure he was the one who jumped me that night with a ski mask on...and Porsha said she tried to find me. Where would she look first?”
 
   “Your trailer.”
 
   “Right. What if Steve was there looking for me again? It’s not like he hasn’t tried to hurt me before. The pistol-whipping, the parking garage, and the ass-whipping in your foyer.”
 
   She absorbed this and I saw her set her jaw. “You’re not going back over there alone.” When I didn’t respond, she asked, “What exactly happened in the parking garage?”
 
   I told her the whole story, and she was least happy about the part where he was shooting at me. The battery light on my eCig was flashing, and I unscrewed it and screwed it into the charger on the floor by the fireplace.
 
   Phoebe stood with her arms around herself. “Do you think Steve would really kill someone?”
 
   I stood. “You’ve been married to him. You tell me.”
 
   She locked eyes with me. “He did pull a gun on you here and shoot at you in that garage. I guess I thought he was going to use it to get away...but, I don’t know if...” She looked away. “I guess I never knew him at all.”
 
   “There’s probably a lot at stake for them. This operation must be highly profitable, or he wouldn’t have tried to shut me up before I even had anything.”
 
   She sat on the hearth. “Please stay here with me. I won’t sleep a wink worrying about you.”
 
   I knew the suggestion was a wise one. “I’ll have to go back to the trailer and get some more of my things.”
 
   “Okay. But I’ll drive you over myself.”
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   Especially the No-No Things
 
    
 
    
 
   Uh oh.” I could see the white piece of paper flapping at my door when we pulled up in front of the trailer. 
 
   Phoebe switched off the engine and looked at it. “Is that what I think it is?”
 
   I got out and went to the door, tearing the paper away from the masking tape. “She’s giving me three whole days, bless her snakey heart.”
 
   Phoebe patted my shoulder. “Not to worry. You have a place to go.”
 
   I noticed that the metal edging on the door had some bent places, and when I took out my keys to unlock the door, I realized it was open. My hand went back to Phoebe. “Stand back against the trailer, Phoebe.” She obeyed, and I pulled out Huxley’s Ruger, which I had retrieved from the fake floorboard of the Falcon before we left. Phoebe’s eyes went wide. “Where did you get that?”
 
   I put a finger to my lips to warn her to be still. “Huxley gave it to me before the parking garage fiasco,” I whispered. 
 
   I opened the door slowly to the sound of creaking hinges, leaning in cautiously, the gun high and away from the edge of the doorway.
 
   The place was trashed. I tried to ignore this, as I crept inside and checked every room. A few moments later, I came back to the door and told her she could come in.
 
   “My God,” she murmured.
 
   The sofa had been sliced open in numerous places, the stuffing protruding from inside like giant puffs of popcorn. My books and trinkets from the shelves had been thrown mercilessly upon the floor in haphazard piles. The picture tube of the television displayed a gaping hole. The kitchen was a mélange of broken dishes, and spoiling food, and a film of white from the almost empty bag of Martha White flour that lay in the floor amid a puddle of water. 
 
   “Did...did Porsha do this?”
 
   “I’d be willing to bet she didn’t go past the front door. We both know who’s capable of this.”
 
   Phoebe sighed, and went over to a stack of books, at the other side of the bar that divided the kitchen from the living room, her feet crunching on broken glass. She picked up a volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets and touched the cover sadly, its facing slashed and tattered. “I think I hate him.”
 
   “I’m not real fond of him myself.”
 
   She squared her shoulders. “He’s not gonna win. Let’s salvage what we can, and get out of here.”
 
   The task was not challenging. Steve had left very little unscathed. I gathered the clothes he had not damaged, mostly a few pairs of jeans, but even they had been slashed in places. Lucky for me, I liked rips in my jeans. There were a few T-shirts and sweatshirts, and I retrieved a box of keepsakes and important papers hidden in a fireproof box in the water heater closet. We packed it all in a tall laundry basket and left.
 
   Phoebe was silent all the way back to Leatherwood Landing. I thought I saw a tear in her eye when we went under the night lamp by her driveway. She pressed the remote control mounted on her dashboard, and the garage door opened for the Caddy, and closed behind us. She held the wheel and stared ahead at the wall of garden tools and sports gear. “I’m going to make this up to you, J-Bo.”
 
   “You didn’t do anything to make up for, Phoebe. Forget it. He was part of this case before I met you and before I even knew he was your husband.”
 
   “But he did all this because of me...because I’m with you.”
 
   “I didn’t have much of value. It’s no great loss.”
 
   “Maybe not, but what you had was yours, and it meant something and he doesn’t have the right to destroy it.” She knuckled away a tear. 
 
   Our hands found each other near the middle console, and after a quick squeeze that was almost a symbolic handshake to seal her vow, we got out and carried my surviving belongings inside.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I spent a half hour in front of the cold ashes of the fireplace, trying to figure out what my next move should be. I kept coming back around to the same obvious but seemingly impossible thing: get new evidence. But Steve would not be hanging around outside the Salon for a photo-op now. 
 
   Phoebe came downstairs and joined me.
 
   “I put your clothes in the left-hand side of the dresser if you—” She read my expression. “What?”
 
   “I need to go out.”
 
   “Why am I not surprised?” She smiled warmly. “Listen, before you go,” she got her purse from the table by the sofa, pulled out her billfold. “I want to retain your services.”
 
   I looked down at the crisp one hundred dollar bills she extended. “Phoebe—”
 
   “Look, I know you hate anything that smacks of obligation. We’ll make it formal. I want you to get the evidence on my husband that will put him away, and I’m willing to pay your expenses and any daily fees.” She rattled the bills under my nose. “You can’t be a proper investigator without funds.”
 
   I pulled them from her hand, and counted. “Phoebe, this is five hundred dollars.”
 
   “It’s a retainer. I’ll go to the bank today and make some arrangements for your expense account.” She put her billfold back in her purse.
 
   “What?”
 
   She pointed at the bills. “That’s to get you started today. I’ll set up an account at my bank with your name on it, and you can draw on it as you need it. That way, you can have the resources you need and still keep your self-respect.”
 
   What a slick way to show understanding. Phoebe was even more shrewd than I thought. “Great. But I’m still not licensed by the state.”
 
   “If there are any problems, I will swear in front of God and everybody that you work for me privately...” She stepped forward and kissed me on the neck. “And that wouldn’t be far from the truth.”
 
   I wanted to grab her and kiss her and tell her how much I loved her, but I didn’t want to seem like a silly panting puppy. Before I could decide how to respond, she scooped up her Coach purse and headed out. “I’ve got errands to run. Be careful and stay warm tonight. I’ll be waiting up for you.” She blew me a kiss and departed into the kitchen, and I heard the garage door close behind her.
 
   I sat against the high arm of the sofa and enjoyed a long breath, before looking down at the money. I had some errands of my own before I picked up those intrusive bundles of newspapers. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   My first stop was the department store. The cart was soon filled with the things I thought I’d need to accomplish the items on my agenda, then I stopped at a Sonic drive-in for some dinner. I preferred Sonic to the other fast-food joints because I could stay in the car; it was a good place to gather my thoughts. After I finished, I headed back to the manor. 
 
   The temperature had dropped and the radio forecast promised some snow before morning. I could feel it in the air already. I rolled my papers inside the Falcon with the motor running so I could blast the interior with the heat, fruitless though it was after I started the route and rolled the windows down. Throwing the papers was still painful, but not intolerable.
 
   By the end of my route, I had a plan firmly in mind. My hands were frozen, and I held them over the vents most of the way over to the manor. I was becoming highly aware of the ineffective warmth of my padded vest, as well. When I came through the front door of the manor, I could smell burning wood, and stepping into the open foyer, I could see that Phoebe had built a fire, and was sitting on the sofa, reading. I came up behind her, smiling. “Man, that fire feels great. It’s colder than a witch’s tit out there.” I kissed the top of her head.
 
   She lifted a sardonic eyebrow. “And how often have you fondled the tits of witches?”
 
   “You’d be surprised,” I laughed, moving toward the fire.
 
   I warmed my hands a moment, then rotisserie’d to get some heat on my backside. That’s when I noticed. It wasn’t as much the fact that she was wearing that black silk nightshirt—although I couldn’t ignore the sensation it gave me—it was more the look on her face. She was up to something, and I assumed it was the obvious. 
 
   “Why don’t you come over here and let me warm you up?” She drew her hand up her thigh, the silk riding up with it, to show me she had nothing on underneath. 
 
   For a moment I forgot to breathe, but reminded myself that it was an important part of staying conscious—and I certainly didn’t want to miss this. I took off my vest and put it on the hearth in front of the wood box. Circling the sofa like a hungry cheetah, I let my eyes ingest all that sensuality she was transmitting. Leaning over the back of the sofa, I put my hands on her shoulders, sliding them down over her breasts and up again, kissing her neck and nibbling an earlobe. She moaned, and I tilted her head back so that we could share an upside down kiss. This odd position allowed our tongues to slide together in a most erotic fashion.
 
   Moving around in front of her, I dropped to my knees and placed my hands on her thighs. Holding her eyes with mine, I parted her legs and moved my body between them. She grinned knowingly, her breaths growing deeper, as I glided my hands up her tawny, muscled thighs, bulldozing the silk shirt-tail ahead of my fingers. She bent to take my face in her hands for a sweetly passionate kiss. I took hold of the backs of her knees and pulled her forward on the cushion. “You make me so hungry,” I whispered. 
 
   “Dinner is served,” she offered, breathing deep with anticipation. 
 
   She had shaved, I noticed. A tiny adornment of pubic hair toupe’d her there, and I smiled, realizing she had her own motives for removing the hair. Sensation was more intense. Maneuvering and manipulation, easier. She verified my suspicion. 
 
   “I want to feel you. I want to feel every bit of that little hummingbird tongue.”
 
   God, I loved it when she talked like that. The burning between my own thighs had already begun. I lowered my face to kiss her thighs, that velvety junction of leg and torso, and gently smoothed her open for the first taste. She was sweet like berries, and I wondered what she must have applied to this intimate place in anticipation of her willing subjugation. I took my time, kissing every inch of her slick skin, suckling her lips, and flicking at the pink bulb that topped her formidable labia minora...in my mind, I referred to them as her labia minora majoras, since, when aroused, they dangled long enough for me to suck into my mouth. I incited her clit to engorge by pulling it into my mouth gently, reluctant to rush, unwilling to sacrifice a single heat-sweet moment of this luxury. I never lingered very long in one area, but alternated between caressing her inner thighs and, kissing her stomach, and sliding my sucking lips sideways down her private lips, and then back up again to tease her growing clit with the rapid, pulsating vibration that she had identified as the wings of a hummingbird. 
 
   Her fingers writhed in my hair, massaging, as she watched me peer up at her. My mouth covered her reddening bulb and I pulled it inside, capturing it between my lips and vibrated it mercilessly with my tongue, like a boxer flailing a speed bag. She moaned with delight, and gave in to the searing sweetness. She came at once, undulating, clenching the shoulders of my shirt, crying out, “Oh my sweet baby!” and bending forward as if to draw my whole body inside her. 
 
   When the waves began to subside, she pulled me up to her and kissed me fervently, pushing me over onto the sofa struggling to maintain a kiss while catching her breath. She released the buttons of my jeans. The sensation was still frightening to me, yet laced with a thrill that was still new and overpowering. She removed my boots and grabbed the bottom of the jeans legs, jerking them free of my body like a magician removing a tablecloth from beneath a place setting. She grabbed my gray boxer briefs, jerked them down, and pulled them away from the treasure she sought. 
 
   By this time, I was breathless, and she stole what little breath I had left as she descended on me, her mouth ravishing and her tongue warm and probing. The tingles began there at her lips and seeped upward. The fervor was a burning poison that would rise to my heart and make it stop beating, or make it explode, or—
 
   She lifted her face and looked at me. “I love you so much, J-Bo.” Her fingers found my warm recesses, sinking deep, petting me from the inside. The burning tingles exploded throughout my veins, and I was clenched in a fist of pleasure. I pulled her down against me and rode the waves into shore.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We held each other for a long silent moment there on the sofa. I touched her cheek and kissed her. “It’s never the same with you, Phoebe.”
 
   “I’m glad you feel that way. I wanted you to know you could have all the variety you could take with one woman. And there will be more where that came from.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes, because we’re going to shop for toys soon.”
 
   I was slammed with a sudden burning where she touched my intimate folds. Toys? I had forgotten all about toys...I had a few surprises for her.
 
   “You don’t have an aversion to toys, right?”
 
   “Aversion? No. Now, let me just add that I’m not into nipple-clamps...”
 
   “That’s not what I mean. Pain is never part of the equation. Only pleasure.”
 
   “Good.” It occurred to me then, that the obsession I had always harbored for the newness of every lover, the first time with them, had little to do with the need for different partners. Phoebe was right: variety was the issue. I had never lost interest in her. This time with Phoebe had been as thrilling as the first. “I never thought I’d say this, but I can’t even imagine being with anyone but you, now.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t want you to ever get bored. And I’m telling you right now, Baby, I am completely yours...no boundaries. You can do anything you want with me...” 
 
   “Anything?”
 
   “Anything,” she reaffirmed.
 
   I knew from experience that every woman had at least one or two things they wouldn’t let you do. “Even the no-no things?”
 
   “Especially the no-no things.”
 
   My mind wandered to all those rare times when I was allowed to violate certain boundaries with other women. It had been exhilarating. But with Phoebe, I knew it would be so much more. “Oh I am so aroused, now. You have no idea how exciting that idea is to me.”
 
   Phoebe propped herself on one elbow to regard me with pleasure in her eyes. “I’m glad you feel that way, too. I have a surprise for you.”
 
   “Is it a no-no thing?”
 
   “No-no.” She laughed. “Not right this minute, but soon.”
 
   Oh the sweet anticipation of that.
 
   “Right now, just a surprise.”
 
   As she pushed off the sofa and stood up, I offered, “You’re carrying our child?”
 
   She gave me a sidelong glance. “Immaculate Conception was a one shot deal, my love.”
 
   “Yeah, but there’s always spit-babies...”
 
   She laughed again, that beautiful sound I had grown to love so much. 
 
   Pushing me down, she sat next to me and rifled around behind the far end of the sofa where my head was and pulled out several large shopping bags. “Uh oh. I see you dusted off your credit card.”
 
   “It was for a good cause.” She peeked into one sack and had me close my eyes while she pulled out its contents. When I opened my eyes again, she was holding up a suede jacket the color of an old penny. The texture suggested softness and comfort. “I couldn’t stand to see you wear that flimsy old thing you have anymore. Try this on.”
 
   My eyes went wide. “Phoebe—”
 
   “Don’t ruin my fun. When’s your birthday?”
 
   “Not until March.”
 
   “Well, that was your old birthday. Today is your new birthday. People with two identities get two birthdays, didn’t you know that?”
 
   I laughed. “Okay. But unless you have a pair of underwear in one of those bags, I’m not moving,” I said, securing the sofa pillow over my lap.
 
   “As a matter of fact—” she leaned over and pulled a small sack out of the bigger one, tossing it on my stomach. There were, indeed, an assorted collection of the boxer briefs I loved so much. I knew they could be construed as butch, but I loved the way they felt, snug against my skin, and clinging to my upper thighs. And they were also practical. They cost less, lasted longer and didn’t crawl up my crack. Which wasn’t what I needed my underwear to do. In the bag also were several front-snap sports bras. The same kind she had torn off me.
 
   I sat up wearing only a T-shirt, pulled out a black pair, and stood up to slide them on. From behind me she breathed. “God, you look so hot in those. You have the cutest ass.” I could only grin.
 
   “There are some jeans...501’s, because I know you like them and they really look good on you...an assortment...and those cute little white socks you wear, too. And I got you some sweatshirts, and sweaters, and other shirts you may or may not want to keep. I tried to get a few of the same kind that you had before...before Steve slashed them to pieces.” She handed me the sacks that she kept pulling from behind the end of the sofa. I could tell that she shopped for the genuine articles, rather than the knockoffs my budget required me to buy. In one bag, I pulled out an exact replica of my khaki band-collar shirt. And there were about five more of different colors in that bag. “Oh...Phoebe...you got my favorite shirts!”
 
   “Are they the right kind? I mean, I don’t want you to pretend you like them if you don’t. Everything can be exchanged—”
 
   “Everything but you, Phoebe.” I stilled her chatter, laying my hand on the back of her head, stroking, as I stood over her sitting there on her knees. “Everything is perfect. You didn’t—”
 
   “Don’t say I didn’t have to, because I did. But mostly I wanted to. I had a large time today running around buying things for you. It was fun.”
 
   I knelt to kiss her. “You are an angel, Phoeb’. I’m so lucky to be here with you. I think I’d feel lucky if we lived in a cardboard box and dined at a soup kitchen.”
 
   She teared up. “I know that about you. That’s why I wanted to do something nice for you.”
 
   I pulled her up and hugged her, kissed her, and whispered sweet somethings in her ear.
 
   Moments later, she had revealed still more gifts that she’d hidden: Several eCig kits she had ordered several days ago, and a two tone gold and silver watch and matching bracelet and ring. The most shocking was the Canon EOS Rebel XS digital camera with accessories in a fancy case, as well as a Canon Vixia video camera. And the icing on the cake: my very own cell phone, on her account. “I want to be able to reach you,” she said.
 
   “Is that because of what happened with Porsha?”
 
   “No, it’s because I want to know you’re okay. And you need it for the work you’re doing. Huxley can’t be providing these things for you anymore, that’s my job. It’s ridiculous for you not to have your own cell phone. Don’t worry, it’s a business expense. I can take it off on taxes.”
 
   “Phoebe,” I protested. “I’ve never even had a Christmas with this much stuff...This is insane.”
 
   “Just enjoy it, Jobeth. What good is money if you can’t spend it?”
 
   “That’s easy for you to say. You’re rich.”
 
   “You’re rich too,” she said pointedly. 
 
   I looked into those emerald eyes. “Yeah, I am.”
 
   “So!” she clapped her hands together. “Let’s go have some of that birthday cake.”
 
   I followed her toward the kitchen, admiring my ring and bracelet. “You bought me a cake too?”
 
   In mock innocence, she said, “Well, I didn’t have the energy to bake one after running around the mall all evening.”
 
   The cake waited on the table. It was decorated with a Sherlock image, complete with magnifying glass. The lettering read, ‘A.K.A. Investigations.’ I looked up at her, and she smiled expectantly.
 
   “Perfect,” I said.
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   Because That's How Much I'm Worth
 
    
 
    
 
   Over cake and ice cream I told Phoebe of my plan.
 
   “That’s against the law.”
 
   I swallowed a mouthful of cake and mushy French vanilla. “I know. If you have a better idea, let’s hear it.”
 
   She took a drink of milk, thought it over, took a bite of cake. Another drink of milk. “When are you going to do it?”
 
   I knew she’d see it my way. “Tomorrow night.” I looked at my watch. “Well, tonight, actually.”
 
   “Isn’t that when they do their real business?”
 
   “It’s Sunday.”
 
   She laughed, choking on cake. “Oh, they don’t fuck on the Sabbath?”
 
   “Phoebe!” For a Catholic girl, she sure could be risqué. But then, I understood it to be common for that denomination. 
 
   She giggled. “Like I have a lot of room to talk.” She wiggled her eyebrows at me.
 
   “That’s not what we were doing. We were making love. There’s a difference.”
 
   She nodded. “I’m still a sinner. I didn’t go to mass.”
 
   “I’m trying to keep you out of that confessional. It’s not safe for the priests.”
 
   She flung a piece of frosting at me, and it landed on my chin. I scooped some from the top of my cake and flicked it at her in return and she tried to catch it in her mouth. I loved her playfulness. “At any rate, I’m on a mission tonight.” I fingered the dollop of frosting from my chin into my mouth. “They probably keep everything I need to find in that shop. All I have to do is get in there and get it.”
 
   “What if you get caught?”
 
   “I won’t get caught.” I finished my cake and stood up, taking her dish and mine to the sink.
 
   “Why don’t I go with you?”
 
   “No,” I said emphatically.
 
   “If you had me as a lookout, you could concentrate on getting the information. I mean, I have a stake in this, too.”
 
   She had a point. But I had strong misgivings about involving her in breaking and entering. “If you’re with me, and we get caught, who’s going to bail us out of jail?”
 
   “My attorney,” she answered simply.
 
   I dried my hands on the teal towel attached to the refrigerator handle, staring at the crucifix magnet on the front of the freezer door. “I don’t know.”
 
   She got up, bringing our glasses to the sink, turning toward me with her hands on her hips. “Sometimes it’s a good idea to have a partner, and you know it.”
 
   “Yeah, especially in bed,” I remarked, popping her with the towel. 
 
   She came over and took the towel away from me, capturing me around the neck with it. “Let me go with you, J-Bo. Maybe if we work together, we can get Steve out of our lives completely.”
 
   And I can give Mr. Huxley a call and let him know his worries are over. “Okay. But you have to follow orders.”
 
   She saluted. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   She tied the bandanna around my head, successfully obscuring my vision; the feeling was altogether unnerving, standing there in the back hallway by a door. I heard Phoebe giggle.
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   “I was thinking about how interesting it would be to have you like this upstairs instead of down here in the hall.”
 
   I shivered. Oh she is going to be in that position before I am. “Yeah, yeah. Now what’s the big secret?”
 
   She took me by the shoulders and nudged me forward a few steps. “Okay, wait a second.” I heard the door open, and then she stepped in front of me. “Okay, now put your hands on my shoulders, and follow me down the stairs.”
 
   “Stairs?!” I could envision myself breaking my neck on the way down. 
 
   “Just step when I do, and go slow.”
 
   Her shoulders dropped and I slid my foot until I found the edge of the first step. In awkward increments, we made it to the basement floor. I still had no idea what she was up to, or what this surprise was she was excited about. For all I knew, it could have been some dominatrix dungeon, wherein she would make me her willing slave and force me to do terribly wonderful things to her with leather and phallic-shaped silicone.
 
   “Now, I just did that to see if you trusted me enough to be led down the stairs. You passed.”
 
   I growled at her.
 
   “Keep your eyes closed.” She removed the bandanna. “Okay. Open.”
 
   The basement had obviously been cleaned recently. There was a desk in the corner, adorned with a Dell desktop computer with a flat-screen, various office supplies, and a phone. There was an ergonomic, padded office chair in front of the desk, a large area rug beneath the whole array. “What’s this?”
 
   “Your new office.”
 
   “In your basement?”
 
   “It’s perfect, Jobeth. There’s a separate entrance from the back.” She pointed to the far door. “In this area, the clientele would prefer it if they weren’t seen going into some old seedy building to see an investigator.”
 
   “I don’t think investigators are still in seedy buildings. Maybe you’ve been watching the classic movie channel too much.”
 
   “Okay, but they don’t want to even go to a respectable building, if it had the name of the investigator plastered on it. Your clientele would appreciate the discretion.”
 
   “Oh, now I have a clientele?” I moved over to the desk and ran a hand along the mahogany. 
 
   She came up behind me and zipped her fingernails across the batch of cards in the Rolodex. “You do now. I’ve always kept names, addresses, numbers and information about everyone I meet, if I have any dealings with them at all. Most of them have need of your services. They pay out the ass to make their problems go away.” She pulled a card out. “For instance, here’s one you might be interested in. Claire Diffy. Her husband owns a string of Beemer dealerships, and is frequently in the company of other women. She wants a divorce, but she never can prove infidelity. He’s too smooth an operator. She’d pay a pretty penny to get him out of her life.” She waved the card in my face. “They have separate bank accounts, and the last time I talked to her, she was anxious to spend time with this younger man who works at the country club.”
 
   “Don’t tell me—the tennis pro, right?”
 
   “No, actually, it’s the chef. He’s French and she has this thing about men with accents.”
 
   I could see the balance of my bank account climbing as Phoebe fed me the information. If she had details like that on her entire circle, the clients would have to take a number. I moved around the desk and eased into the soft, high-backed leather chair. Luxuriating in the feel of it, like being encased in one of those soft leather ladies’ dress gloves. I liked the fit.
 
   “Anyway,” she continued, placing the card back in the Rolodex. “Most of the work would be gathering grounds for divorce—surveillance, photos. The same thing you’re doing now. Well sorta. I’ve been out of the circle for a while, but I could get back in easy enough by throwing a party. Then I could introduce you to them, let them know what your profession is, and then your phone will start ringing.”
 
   My brain was careening into a canyon. She was talking about the perfect setup for any private investigator. How many of them got to live in a mansion with an office in the basement and a gorgeous woman to pay the bills, hand them money, ride around in a Cadillac? How many P.I.’s got access to a Rolodex of the Rich and Famous? And how many of them got to share a bed with the lovely patron who provided all these amenities? I suddenly felt unworthy. Like a freeloader. “Phoebe, I appreciate all this...but...I don’t know if I can accept it.”
 
   I got out of that chair while I still could and started for the stairs. She grabbed my arm. “Hey. I know your deal. You’re too proud to accept charity. You don’t want anyone else to control you. Yeah, yeah, yadda yadda...we’ve been all through that stuff. I want to help you. You’ve given me so much, I want to repay you.”
 
   I couldn’t stop the humorless guffaw that burst from my throat. “Repay me?! Me, Phoebe?! You’ve got to be out of your mind! You live in the lap of luxury, and you’ve been sharing it all with me. You’ve even been sharing yourself with me, for Chrissake! And you think you owe me something? I’m just glorified trailer-trash! I can’t even pay my own stupid rent! But I don’t need a sugar-momma!” 
 
   She gave me a shove that sent my butt down hard on the steps. Thrusting a red-nailed finger in my face, she lowered her voice and said ominously, “Look, chick, this office is not free. You’re going to pay me rent, and I get a cut of the business as well. And when you’re done chasing errant husbands and printing out photos on that new printer, you’re going to come upstairs and make me feel like ten million bucks, because that’s how much I’m worth. Got it?” She brushed past me and stomped up the stairs, slamming the door after her.
 
   I sat there, staring at the bronze Halogen lamp perched on the corner of the desk across the room. It looked like a black praying mantis, leaning over the surface of the new quadrille ruled desk pad. A deep breath brought me back from numbness. There was a fine line, here, and the fact that I had crossed it was not in question; the question was, were Phoebe and I looking at the same line?
 
   I pushed myself up and climbed the stairs, aware that I was becoming somewhat aroused. I found her standing next to the teapot, the gas flame under it a muffled tempest of heat. She liberated a tagless chamomile teabag from the wax paper-lined box and plunked it into the bottom of a stoneware mug, dropping two sugar cubes on top of it. Her nostrils flared with every breath. She jerked out the silverware drawer, seizing a spoon, and slammed it on the counter next to the mug. She had not turned around to look at me.
 
   “Phoeb—”
 
   “You just reduced me to a cliché. You’re punishing me because I’m wealthy,” she said toward the wall in a voice strained with anger. “That’s as unfair as punishing someone for being poor.”
 
   I took a slow, silent breath, watching her chest swelling in and out in four-four time. “Phoebe—”
 
   “Shut up,” she whispered.
 
   I felt like she had slapped me, and my own anger began to grow. I looked at the side of her face, the line along her jaw hard as she clenched her teeth. I had a sudden urge to bite her. 
 
   I stepped forward and pulled her against me roughly, clamping my teeth on her neck. She gasped and pushed me away, heading for the table, perhaps to put it between me and her. I followed her quickly, grabbing her shoulder and whirling her around. I slammed her against me again and clamped my teeth on that cord of muscle that joined shoulder and neck. She pushed at me, but I held her firm, moving her backward until the small of her back met the edge of the table. I lifted her up to the table and pushed her back, climbing on top of her, my hand going between her legs, rubbing through her jeans. She growled at me like an animal during mating season, unhappy with the endeavor, but unable to stop the instinctual response to it. 
 
   My heart was hammering in my chest as I grabbed the edges of her shirt and ripped the buttons away. They exploded to the floor on one side of the table, some ricocheting off the wall and pinging through the kitchen. I released the front latch of her bra and my mouth fell over her nipple, drawing it harshly into my mouth as my hand unfastened her jeans. Her arms came around me then, and she strained to meet my hungry mouth. We kissed, our tongues devouring, our teeth pulling on each other’s lips. She wiggled out of her jeans and I plunged two fingers into her. She arched into them, willing them deeper, and I added two more fingers as her Kegel muscles pulled and squeezed. She came, then, a long, jerking climax that melted into release in time with the shrill whistle of the tea kettle boiling on the stove behind me. 
 
   I drew my fingers out of her and stood upright again beside the table looking at her spread out there like a banquet. Her eyes came open and she lolled her head over to look at me, the kettle still screaming at us both. 
 
   “Tea?” I asked in mocking nonchalance.
 
   She grinned.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Moments later we were using the table for its intended purpose as we enjoyed the feathery flavor of chamomile, and studied each other silently across the wooden divide. I couldn’t help but think of the episode with Porsha in my trailer. I didn’t want Phoebe relegated to that category, and I was concerned about her impressions of what had happened. 
 
   Her shirt hung open for lack of buttons, and I could see the hook at the front of her bra. Her chest still glistened with sweat. She sipped her tea for perhaps the seventh time and cleared her throat. “I didn’t know you had that in you, J-Bo.”
 
   The nickname. Good. That means she isn’t mad. “I didn’t either. I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   She grinned. “Let’s call it passion and move on.”
 
   “I hope I—”
 
   “You didn’t hurt me. You didn’t offend me.”
 
   The woman was now capable of reading my mind. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   That afternoon, after we shared popcorn and a movie, I called my boss at the paper and gave him my two weeks’ notice. He told me he didn’t need two weeks if I didn’t—that there was someone else who wanted my route. A list of someones actually. My uptown route was the prime choice among the other carriers, and the guy who subbed for me before already knew the houses. I was a little put off by my boss’s hurry to get rid of me, but paper delivery was not a career with much protocol. Phoebe thought it was just as well, when I told her about it. She even called it fate. I didn’t trust much in the happenstance of fate, but this time it agreed with my agenda, and I let it go.
 
   Late that night, Phoebe and I dressed in black and I brought the Mag-Lite and the backpack and all the supplies I had purchased earlier that day. Phoebe carried the new digital camera, set for photos in dim light. We both wore surgical gloves.
 
   The door would be the first big obstacle. I took out the plastic fishing lure case and rummaged in the assortment of blank keys. I had purchased two of each kind from the department store. The clerk had been bewildered; he wanted to know why I would buy all those uncut keys. I gave him some marmalade about how it was for a fake trophy we were going to give to someone at the office. “Keys to the city, that sort of thing,” I chuckled. He seemed sufficiently entertained with the idea and sold me the keys without further questioning. The total was, after all, a hefty sum.
 
   “You have a key to the back door?” Phoebe whispered, a tint of disappointment in her voice. 
 
   “Not yet,” I smiled. “Keep an eye out for cars or people. We’re going to be here a while.” I dug the tiny Bic Butane out of my pocket, glad I no longer needed it to smoke those nasty tobacco cigarettes. I held the key over the flame until the metal turned black. Then I inserted the key into the lock and turned it back and forth a few times. I used the lighter again to illuminate the key; there were shiny parts in certain places on the business end of it. I looked back at Phoebe, who had squatted down behind me on the concrete slab. She was frowning, but attentive. 
 
   Next, I donned safety goggles, and took the battery-operated Dremel from the backpack and, hoping the rotary tool wasn’t loud enough to draw anyone’s attention, I ground down the places that were shiny. Then I charcoaled the key again with the flame and put it back into the lock. I continued this process until Phoebe started giggling. 
 
   “Where did you learn to do this?”
 
   “Books. But they were from the library, so not exactly modern. I really should have just learned how to pick locks. So I guess that’s next on the agenda. No time for that now.” I had tried to learn lock-picking, and even had the tools, but it was obviously something that had to be taught by another person.
 
   We were on the sidewalk in front of that door for thirty minutes before the key finally caught and released the lock. 
 
   Phoebe took the key box and put it back in the knapsack. “Couldn’t you just use a bobby pin?” she said smartly.
 
   “Bite me, Phoebe,” I laughed back at her, motioning her inside while I slid a metal pin inside the keyhole to keep Stacey or her goons from unlocking the door with their key and sneaking in behind us. I clicked on the , pointing it at the door in the back. I had noticed it the first and only time I was in the shop that day I procured Stacey’s business card. Phoebe followed me to the office door. It was locked. I tried for long moments to pick it, but to no avail. I would have to charcoal another key. The tumblers were simpler in this lock, making the process a bit faster.
 
   Inside the tiny office we found two filing cabinets, the large, five-drawer metal kind—with the lock on the side by the top drawer. “Damn!” I spat. “If I have to charcoal another key, I think I’ll bang my head against the wall.” I tried the obvious approach first: check to see if the drawer was actually locked. It was. I sighed heavily, checking my watch. It was getting close to three in the morning. I asked for the key box and discovered I didn’t have a key to match it. “Shit! I didn’t think about getting a key this size.”
 
   “Can you pick it?”
 
   I thought about this for a while. “It’s worth a try.” I took the lock-picking tools from the knapsack and went to work, while she held the flashlight. These tools had been safe from Steve’s destructive visit; they had been in the fireproof box in the water-heater closet. An interminable time later, I still had no success with the lock, and Phoebe began to get antsy.
 
   “Can’t you get it open?” she whispered.
 
   I stopped and turned to her, rolling my eyes. “Sure I can, but I just love flirting with it for an hour first.”
 
   “Well, I mean, we’ve been here a long time, and still haven’t gotten into any papers or anything.”
 
   “Take that flashlight, and get me the smaller one from the pack. Snoop around while I keep trying.”
 
   She handed the flashlight to me. “What am I looking for, exactly?”
 
   “Anything incriminating. Papers that suggest an operation other than a hair salon...a secret cache of cancelled checks...a kilo of coke...an Uzi...the tags from pillows...” I didn’t care what it was at this point, I would find a way to make it Stacey’s swan song. I turned back to the cabinet. 
 
   “I can’t believe I married a man like him,” she grumbled from the nearby desk, where she pulled out drawers and shuffled papers.
 
   “I can’t believe you did either. But if we don’t find something tonight, you’ll still be married to him, and we’ll be in deep shit.” The question was, did we want to leave any evidence that we had been here? Did I intend to take the evidence, or make copies, or photograph it? While I was musing on this, Phoebe crept up behind me, giving me a start.
 
   “Sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t see anything suspicious on the desk or in it. All the drawers were unlocked.”
 
   “Did you look under the desk and check for secret compartments?”
 
   “Do people really do that?”
 
   “People are people. They’ll do whatever they think will work.” That’s what I had to do with this filing cabinet. I put the flashlight in my breast pocket and took the small crowbar out of the knapsack and placed the claw in the seam of the top drawer.
 
   Phoebe grabbed my arm. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m trying to open the filing cabinet.”
 
   “You’re supposed to be able to pick the lock, aren’t you, Ms. Marple?”
 
   “I’ve only read books about it. I guess you’ll have to send me to locksmithing school.” The flashlight beam landed on the cabinet. “I don’t need the light for this, Phoebe,” The reflection off the shiny front of the cabinet interfered with my vision. “Phoebe—” I said, turning around. 
 
   That’s when the light caught me in one eye, and the side of my face. Phoebe was frozen in the other half of the beam, the proverbial woodland creature in the headlights. 
 
   A tall dark figure was holding the light. “Deep shit,” I whispered.
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   Conduct Unbecoming
 
    
 
   I clutched the crowbar and wished it was the Ruger. The knapsack was too far away for me to reach the pistol in time to use it. The beam stayed on our faces for a few seconds before it clicked off. While my eyes adjusted, I grabbed a fistful of Phoebe’s sleeve to pull her behind me. 
 
   He took a step forward, but I couldn’t see his face.
 
   “Having any luck?” he asked softly.
 
   It didn’t sound like Steve. Steve’s voice was higher, more splenetic. “Not really,” I answered cautiously. I had no idea who we were dealing with, and I didn’t want to say the wrong thing. If it was a cop, we would be making that call to Phoebe’s lawyer. If it was one of Stacey’s goons, we wouldn’t be calling anyone. Ever.
 
   I thought about the metal pin I had put in the keyhole before we came inside. “How did you get in here?”
 
   “I was here, first,” the voice said. “Who are you?”
 
   “Who are you?” I countered.
 
   “Breaking and entering is a felony.” His tone had not changed. I tried to think of what I wanted my last words to be. I love you, Phoebe... or, please don’t kill me I don’t want to die...? He stepped forward and stopped a few feet in front of us; he seemed familiar ...light brown hair cropped short...wearing sweats. He reminded me of a drill sergeant I had once, except he wasn’t wearing the asinine Smokey the Bear hat. 
 
   He stepped forward and handed the flashlight to Phoebe, taking the crowbar from my hand. I moved back, pushing Phoebe farther behind me, fearing the sensation of crowbar versus cranium. But instead, he said, “Allow me,” and drove the claw into the seam, effectively ripping the drawer open. “These locks aren’t as strong as they look.”
 
   Phoebe and I both shrank back. He didn’t have to kill us, I realized. He was setting us up. Making it look like a more legitimate breaking and entering. Then he was going to call Stacey. Then he was going to call the police...well, at least we wouldn’t die tonight...
 
   “So what’s the best thing to look for?” He started thumbing through files.
 
   “What?”
 
   Phoebe found her voice. “She’s blackmailing you, too, isn’t she?”
 
   He looked at her briefly then turned back to the files. 
 
   Duh. My brain seemed to fold in on itself sometimes. I took the crowbar from the top of the cabinet where he had put it, and used it to open the other cabinet. The three of us thumbed through files and gathered bits and pieces that we thought might be incriminating, and then we crept back outside. 
 
   When we absconded to the safety of the alley across the street, I got a better look at him. He had not been on that roll of film that Steve destroyed. But that didn’t mean anything. No way, I could have gotten a shot of everyone. And if he was being blackmailed, he probably wasn’t still using Stacey’s services. I suggested we adjourn to The International House of Pancakes for a summit. He followed me and Phoebe to the I-HOP on sixty-third. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The ancient waitress shuffled over and took our order for coffee all around and shuffled away again, pleased for something to occupy her time in the coffee-drinking, cop-strewn eatery. It made me a little nervous, but I told myself they were too busy eating pastries and drinking coffee. And of course, there was no probable cause, unless I created one by being jittery and suspicious.
 
   “Mr. Webster, I would be happy to get the information she has on you if you’d like to retain my services.” Why mince words? After he’d introduced himself, I thought it wise to broad-jump with both cleats.
 
   The man nodded to the waitress who filled our cups, waiting patiently for her to hobble away. “Can I afford you?”
 
   I snorted, “Probably.”
 
   “Are you sure you can get the photos? That’s the most incriminating thing she’s got.”
 
   “I’m working on it.”
 
   Phoebe looked down at the gold band on his finger. “You’re trying to protect your wife, aren’t you?”
 
   He didn’t seem surprised by her question. “I’m retiring this year. If this got out, I’d lose more than my wife, and the respect of my children. I’d lose forty years.” He sipped his coffee and looked at the pile of useless papers in front of us.
 
   “I’m sorry those papers weren’t valuable. And we’ve tipped them off, now. It’ll be twice as hard to get information.” 
 
   I flipped my reasoning in the other direction, sort of a psychological devil’s advocate; it helped me see things in new ways. “On the other hand, it’s possible that the information is somewhere else, anyway. I have to figure out where.”
 
   He looked over my shoulder into the parking lot, the reflection of the night light making tiny white circles in his eyes. “I don’t have much money left. I’ve used all my savings paying off that b—” He checked himself, glancing at Phoebe as if he was afraid to offend; I wondered why he didn’t give me the same look. “If I don’t get everything she has on me very soon—” He took a sip of coffee, looking over at me steadily. “What would you charge to do that?”
 
   Obviously, the man was not without guilt; he had been playing slap and tickle with one of Stacey’s girls. But my heart went out to him. Who knew what his situation was? Maybe he was having trouble with his marriage. Maybe his wife was ill. Maybe she was frigid. Maybe he was oversexed. Like me. At any rate, his retirement pay was probably all he had left. Though I wasn’t sure how this would affect retirement pay, yet. “I’m sure we can work something out. I’ll need to get some information from you for my files. And...just to be clear...what does she have on you?” He cocked his head, lowering his brow at me. “It’s all strictly confidential, I assure you.”
 
   “She represented herself as a discreet escort service. I’m not the kind of guy who’s okay with picking someone up on a street corner, so it was of course, an appealing alternative. By the time I found out my discreet encounters were being photographed, I had no way out.”
 
   “I see. Okay, well, I don’t really understand why this would affect your retirement...”
 
   From his wallet, he took out a green-tinted card, tossing it on the table in front of me. 
 
   “...but of course that’s none of my—”
 
   The card slid to a halt next to my coffee cup, right-side up. An unexpected chill went through me. Across the top of the card, were the words, Armed Forces of the United States and under them was his picture, his name, and Major General. I looked up at him. For a quick second, I feared for my own safety, but I could see by his expression that it wasn’t about me. Conduct Unbecoming. That certainly could affect his retirement if it was military. I knew that better than anyone. “I can see why you want that information, sir.”
 
   While the major general took out a pen and another card, I gave Phoebe a warning with my eyes. I didn’t want her to mention the details that the major general and I had in common. We both were affiliated with the military, and we both wanted to avoid repercussions for choosing the wrong bedfellows. He handed me the white calling card with his name and number on it, and also gave me the number of his cell phone. 
 
   She elbowed me with a stern expression, and I tried to ignore her. “Jobeth,” she became insistent. “Maybe the major general can do you a favor in lieu of payment—”
 
   I slumped in the seat and closed my eyes. She had brought it up anyway.
 
   “How can I do that?” he asked.
 
   They were both waiting for an answer, but I felt like I was cornered.
 
   “Jobeth. This may be your only chance to—”
 
   “Phoebe, shut up.” She frowned at me, an expression of hurt on her face. I was immediately sorry I had snapped at her. “I’m sorry, Phoeb’.” I sighed and looked over at him. “Sir, it’s that I have a little situation I’m not too happy with either. It’s nothing. I’ll call you when I have something on this case.”
 
   He leaned back and regarded me. “I’m pretty tapped out. If I can do something in return for your services, maybe we can all get something out of this deal.”
 
   Okay, the door was wide open. If I slammed it, I might never have my investigation license. If I walked through it, there was no turning back, and no way to ensure my safety. The scent of Phoebe’s perfume goaded me into speaking. “I was in the Army a few years ago.”
 
   He lifted his eyebrows. “Yes?”
 
   “And...” I glanced at Phoebe who was nodding her head at me to tell all. “I got into a sticky situation with CID.”
 
   “Oh, those idiots. What did they do?”
 
   “They set me up.”
 
   He folded his arms and grinned. “You’re AWOL, aren’t you?”
 
   A chill settled at the back of my neck. I had walked through that door. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “What did they get you for?”
 
   The waitress appeared and filled our cups without asking if we wanted any, and I waited for her to leave. As I emptied several creamer packets into my coffee, I continued. “Sexual misconduct.”
 
   His grin grew wider. “With an officer?”
 
   “I was the officer. The other person was a CID agent.”
 
   “Ah. I see.” He regarded me thoughtfully. “They rarely use an agent for entrapment, unless they’re trying to trap homosexuals.”
 
   I swallowed, glancing around uneasily at the array of blue uniforms. “Yes, I know.”
 
   He sipped his coffee, smiled warmly at Phoebe, completely at ease with the information. “What do you need?”
 
   “I need my name cleared...just like you do.”
 
   He took a napkin from the dispenser, and put it down in front of me. “Put your real name down.”
 
   I looked up at him with surprise. I never had told him I was using an alias. He half-smiled and I took a pen from my pocket and wrote down Grayson O’Reilly, the ink bleeding into the napkin in the  spots where my hand shook. He slid out of the booth and stood up, looking at the name. “That should make it easier.” He tossed the napkin back on the table and thanked me for the coffee. “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   I watched him leave, nodding to the two officers by the door, whom he seemed to know. I released a long breath, mashing the napkin up and submerging it in the remaining coffee of Webster’s cup. I leaned back into the vinyl covered padding. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”
 
   Phoebe slipped her hand over my leg and onto the inner part of my thigh. “It’s going to work out, J-Bo.”
 
   People only said that when things looked pretty crummy.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When we got back to the manor, it was close to four in the morning. It had always been a popular hour for Phoebe and me, but without saying it, we both knew we needed sleep more than anything else. We got undressed, and Phoebe slipped into a satiny black kimono, tossing me a terrycloth robe. She went into the master bath and turned on the hot tub. 
 
   That soak was exactly what we needed, and when Phoebe climbed into bed and snuggled up next to me, I knew I’d sleep long and hard. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   26
 
   Hold On
 
    
 
    
 
   I awoke suddenly, my mind in high gear. There were things to do today, and when I checked the clock, I saw that we had slept until one. I lifted Phoebe’s arm off my chest and placed it gently on the bed after slipping out from under her. Yawning, I went downstairs to make coffee.
 
   There had to be something about Stacey that I didn’t know; something that would make a difference. As I scooped the dark grounds into the filter well, Major General Webster came to mind and I wondered if he might have some information that Mr. Huxley didn’t. I turned on the coffeemaker and started toasting some cinnamon-raisin bagels. 
 
   I went out the kitchen door to see if the new paper-carrier had left a gift in the driveway. It was there, covered by an orange polybag, light snowflakes drifting off the slick plastic.
 
   Running out in my sock feet, I grabbed it, trotting back inside and shivering. I warmed my hands over the toaster, and pulled out the bagels when they popped up, smoothing a dollop of cream cheese over them, and adding them to the bed-tray with a carafe of coffee.
 
   I took the coffee and bagels upstairs and sat down on the bed next to Phoebe. Her face was still smooth from the innocence of sleep. “Phoebe...” I said softly, touching her cheek. She stirred, moaned, and I called her name again. She opened her eyes and smiled at me. Then she saw the breakfast tray, and her face brightened. “How sweet.” She pulled herself up, propping pillows behind her, glancing at the clock. “Man, we really did sleep late. How long have you been up?”
 
   “Not long. I wanted you to know that I’m gonna set up a meeting with Webster today.” I took a bagel and bit into the warm, squishy cream cheese. “What are your plans, today?”
 
   Phoebe poured us both some coffee from the carafe, and dipped cream into the cups, stirring. “I was going to go down to the Med Center and sign up for those nursing classes. 
    
      
    But now that I’ve slept on it—” she took a sip of coffee, making a pleasurable noise. “I think I’d rather help you finish up this case first.”
 
   “You want to help me?”
 
   “Haven’t I been doing that, anyway?”
 
   Good point. “I guess so, but—”
 
   “Unless, of course, I’m in the way.” She took a bite of bagel, and I remembered that tirade on the basement stairs when she shook her lovely finger in my face and read me the riot act.
 
   “No, you’re not in the way. I don’t want you to feel like you need to get involved.” The coffee felt good against my dry throat. 
 
   “I’m already involved, my dear. At least with this case. And until you get your office up and running like you want it, you’ll need someone to take care of the busy work.” She swept a finger across an extra glob of cream cheese and plunged it in her mouth. “I’m volunteering.”
 
   “Well, okay. Where should I tell Webster to meet us?”
 
   She chewed pensively, washing a mouthful down with more coffee. “I have an idea, if you’re up to it.”
 
   Up to it...a veiled challenge if I ever heard one. “What?”
 
   “We could have him meet us for lunch at the country club, and then we could play a game of racquetball.”
 
   The idea was quite appealing. My fantasies about her in shorts and a tank top would come to fruition, and maybe even the shower scenario afterward. I touched the wound on my arm to test for sensitivity, and wiggled my wrist around. “I think I could handle that.”
 
   “I don’t want to hurt that arm, though. If it’s not well enough, tell me.”
 
   “It’s okay. I need the exercise anyway.”
 
   “Carnal calisthenics with me not enough for you?”
 
   “No, because you won’t let me bring a blue ball to bed with us and use a racquet on you.”
 
   She licked cream cheese from the bagel. “You can ball me anytime you want, and I promise to make a racquet.”
 
   I just couldn’t compete with her verbal backhand. Hopefully I’d fare better on the court.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Webster met us in the main dining room, and we all had chef salads and tea. After we finished, I got out my notebook and pen. “Major General—”
 
   He held up a hand as he lit a fat cigar. “Call me Hal, please.”
 
   “Hal...I need you to tell me everything you can remember about Stacey. Her habits, where she puts things, anything that might give me some direction to pursue.”
 
   “Well,” he blew a stream of smoke. “I didn’t spend a great deal of time with her, actually.”
 
   “Tell me about your first meeting with her.”
 
   “I made an appointment for a haircut, and when I got to the salon, she called me back into the office, and asked me what my...preferences were... it was the way she said it. I knew she wasn’t talking about hairstyle. The innuendoes took off after that, and I realized she intended to set a different kind of appointment for me. My wife and I haven’t been intimate in a long time...”
 
   I held up a hand. “I understand. Go on.”
 
   He shifted in his seat and took a drink of his tea, nodded once, clearing his throat. “We talked about what I wanted, and negotiated a price, and she told me what time to come back that night.”
 
   “Did she write the appointment down?”
 
   “No...” He traveled back into his memory. “She keyed it in on one of those electronic notebooks.”
 
   Bells went off in my head and Phoebe scooted her chair forward next to me and smiled. “Do you remember what brand it was?” I asked.
 
   “I wasn’t close enough for that. It was about the size of a small legal pad...and it had a tiny little screen that flipped upright. That’s all I can remember...except it was mostly black.”
 
   I sighed. “That’s a start. You wouldn’t happen to know where she does her shopping for stuff like that?”
 
   He shook his head. “Sorry.”
 
   Phoebe tapped me on the arm. “What about those papers we got that night. Aren’t some of them receipts?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, why wouldn’t she buy all her business supplies at the same place?”
 
   I smiled. “That’s true. I’ll check it out.”
 
   We chatted for a few more minutes, and Phoebe took the coat check token to get our things. She came back carrying her gym bag, her gray-speckled duster coat, and my suede one over her arm. While Webster signed the account receipt and left a tip, I took the gym bag from her and told him we’d be in touch.
 
   On the way out of dining area, Phoebe detoured and caught the club manager, instructing him to put all of Webster’s account balance on hers. She’d pay it. All of it. Warmed by her compassion and generosity, I called Huxley from my cellphone, telling him I was really on to something with the case and expected to wrap it up within the next week or two. He was guarded with his enthusiasm, but it was the most hopeful news I had given him in a long time, and he knew it.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Are you sure your arm is well enough to play? I wouldn’t want to have an unfair advantage.”
 
   “I think I can keep up.” I bounced my racquet on the top of her head. She was smirking at me as she sat on the wooden bench that ran between the lockers and laced her court shoes. I had never seen her in spandex compression shorts. They accentuated the positive. And they reminded me of the homemade harness I had made once that worked like a charm. I cut a hole in the front of some compression shorts, and inserted a dildo. It gave me surprising control and it was very comfortable. The idea revved me up. How long had it been? I’d have to go shopping soon.
 
   “Where did you learn to play racquetball?”
 
   I pulled a sweat band onto my wrist. “On base in Virginia. I used to beat a lot of the guys.”
 
   “I’ll bet you did,” she grinned.
 
   We closed our lockers and headed through the labyrinth of doorways and corridors to the courts. Stepping inside the one at the end of a long hall, I tested the strings on the heel of my hand while she took the blue rubber ball from its can, stowing our stuff behind the Plexiglas shield of the wall cubby. 
 
   She bounced the ball a few times, checking me out, and I twirled my racquet to tighten the wrist cord. 
 
   Her first serve was slow, and I returned the volley easily, but her next swing was a bit harder. I crossed in front of her to scoop it back to the wall, and she hit my return high and hard. It whizzed out of reach of my backhand.
 
   “Point,” she said softly, capturing the ball.
 
   I took a calming breath and crouched for her next serve. It zipped off the far wall and caught me in the shoulder. I grunted, and she giggled. 
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “Just serve the ball.” Okay, I was out of practice.
 
   She stepped back into the serving lines and bounced the ball, looking back at me and smiling. “Two-zero,” she said before serving.
 
   I caught this serve and put it on the left-hand side of the front wall, and it ricocheted off the left wall and shot over her left shoulder. 
 
   “Good shot,” she admitted.
 
   The game continued in this fashion; each of us trying to outwit the other, and finding that we adapted to one another’s styles very quickly. It was impossible for us to play the same way from one serve to another, and the game became a bigger challenge as the score climbed toward fifteen, Phoebe leading by two points, with me breaking her serve over and over, but losing it again.
 
   Forty minutes later, we had each won a game—11-10, and 11-9, and were playing the fifteen-point tie breaker for the match. I had won the serve when she double-faulted, and moved the score to ten-all by returning a shot off the back wall in mid-air. 
 
   I used my racquet as a trampoline and bounced the little blue ball, concentrating on making the game point. I made a smooth serve, and her return was easy. We volleyed in this fashion for several turns, watching each other peripherally. 
 
   She was toying with my patience by maintaining a slow pace on such an important play. My nerves got the best of me, and I slammed the ball high. She went back to get it, and scooped it from mid-air off the back wall, as if to prove she could do anything I could do, and more. The return was wild and fast, and it caught me on the front of my leg. I dropped on the floor and moaned to make her feel guilty.
 
   She came over and squatted down, touching my leg where I had both hands. “I’m sorry—” she grinned. “Any blood?” I gave her a shove, and she fell to her rump. “You little shit. You’re mad because I beat you.”
 
   “You didn’t beat me, Phoebe,” I smiled, wiping sweat from my face with the cotton wristband. “I beat myself.”
 
   Her face glistened with perspiration, and it reminded me of those nights in the Falcon. “If you wouldn’t get impatient—”
 
   I crawled over and kissed her. Glancing up for an instant, I saw a face in the little window of the court door. I could have sworn it was Steve, but the face was gone a nanosecond later. I was probably being paranoid.
 
   “What?” she asked, watching my face. She turned toward the door. “Someone waiting for us to get out?”
 
   “Yeah.” I didn’t want to worry her with something I wasn’t even sure of. 
 
   She pushed herself up off the floor and opened the door, peeking down the corridor. “I don’t see anyone,” she said from the doorway.
 
   “Just the same, let’s get out of here.”
 
   We trekked back to the locker room, showered, changed clothes, and headed out the door.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I took Huntington Avenue through Nichols Hills to avoid the afternoon traffic jam that always greeted me on Grande Boulevard. Huntington was a winding, hilly street that cut through to Leatherwood Landing. The curves could sometimes slow me down, but it was still faster than the bumper to bumper free-for-all on Grand Boulevard. Phoebe pulled her woolen duster around her and turned the heater up. 
 
   I was thinking about our conversation with Major General Webster, when a multi-colored Volkswagen pulled out in front of us from Windsor Lane, and I stepped on the brake. The pedal went to the floor, and the VW shot across in front of us like a fat, jet-powered kaleidoscope, barely missing my front fender. 
 
   “Jesus!” Phoebe breathed.
 
   I tried the brake again with the same result. “Uh oh.”
 
   “What?” she said, still pressing a hand to her chest.
 
   “We got serious trouble.”
 
   She looked down at my pumping right foot as I wound past Randel Court, then West Pennington, gathering speed. “What’s wrong with the brakes?”
 
   “They’re obviously on vacation.” The rat I smelled could wait until we were safely in Phoebe’s driveway. “It’s okay, no problem.” I pulled the emergency brake release handle and pressed slightly on the small rubber pedal below it. I wanted her to know that I had the situation well in hand...or in foot. The Falcon had not slowed, and the tires were beginning to squeal around the corners. “Hold on,” I told her, pressing the brake down a bit further. I had a sharp sense of foreboding as the Falcon continued to accelerate through the declines of Huntington Avenue. There was no leveling of the roadway until far past the entrance to Leatherwood Landing. I tried to call up the map in my head to plan a way to stop the car with the least damage to us or it. 
 
   “Jobeth—” Phoebe clamped a hand on my shoulder.
 
   I grabbed the gear shift and tried to pull it into third, but the gearshift broke off in my hand. A quick glance revealed the shiny spot. It had been sawed halfway through. I heard Phoebe moan. “It’s okay, I’ve got an idea.” The idea I had was that I had to stop the car with the least damage to us or it. But I didn’t tell her this. 
 
   I saw the kid with the basketball over the next rise as I topped the one before it. I laid on the horn but it made no sound. I kept pressing the horn, but 
    
      
    it wasn’t working either. That fucker had thought of everything. And he was such a complete prick that he didn’t care if I couldn’t warn anyone else out of the way. I hoped the kid with the ball had good reflexes. I hoped I had them, too. There would be little time to react when the Falcon crested the hill at Avondale.
 
   My hands tensed on the wheel, and I tried to remember my field training of “scanning your sector,” which meant seeing all things simultaneously—the enemy could pop up anywhere and I had to be prepared to fire in a split second. Only, this boy with the basketball was not the enemy, and I did not want to make him a target for this Ford bullet. 
 
   A flash of orange appeared in front of me, and I swerved to the left, and back again, missing the boy and also the oncoming van. Phoebe released a long-held breath with a gasp. I knew without taking my eyes off the road that she was hanging onto the armrest for dear life. My heart seemed to have moved up into my head and neck by this time.
 
   We shot past Leatherwood Landing and I took the curve that led out of Nichols Hills and became 72nd street. Classen Boulevard was one street over and that intersection was deadly even with the benefit of brakes. But 72nd, thankfully or otherwise, was a dead end. I glanced at the speedometer: 55. I whipped the Falcon around the corner and onto 72nd, knowing the street was only two blocks long, and knowing the end was near, so to speak. I hoped the car had slowed enough. The speedometer read 40 MPH. I considered opening the door and putting my foot out on the pavement for brakes, like some insipid cartoon character. 
 
   Phoebe whispered something prayerful as she saw where we were headed. We bumped over the curb, that bordered the woods beyond the dead end, and I grabbed Phoebe by the back of the neck, pulling her down in the seat as we came down hard on something and then smashed forward into the trees.
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   He Was Sort of Smiling Real Weird
 
    
 
    
 
   There was a short sensation of dimness that brightened again. I don’t think I was out very long; maybe not at all. I must have fallen down on top of Phoebe when I pulled her over, since I felt her under me when I came back to my senses. The gear shift was on the floor next to her, a couple of inches from my face.
 
   Carefully, I raised myself up onto the seat and touched her back. “Phoebe?” She didn’t answer, her body pressed into the floorboard like a sack of potatoes. My heart lurched, and I thought I was going to be sick. “Phoebe?” She groaned then, lifting a tremulous hand up to the dashboard. I helped her up, and we sat in the seat a few moments, assessing the condition of our bodies, as lucidity returned to our brains.
 
   She had her right hand to her forehead, and I tilted her chin in my direction. A laceration violated the skin over her right eye. My head throbbed, and I felt a tickle of something slip into my left eye. I touched the locus of the throbbing, and brought my fingers away bloody. We had matching head wounds. Probably compliments of the metal dash. 
 
   “Are you hurt anywhere else?” I moved a hand over her left arm and leg.
 
   She took a quavering breath. “I don’t know. I don’t think so...” She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead and then checked me out, her hand on my shoulder. “Your head is bleeding too.”
 
   “Yeah. We’re Twinkies.” I noticed that both our lap belts had also failed, and I was sure they had been cut as well.
 
   We both sank carefully back against the seat and stared out over the hood, crumpled toward us, its nose clamped around an oak tree. Bark and limbs and leaves lay across the hood. I could see and hear the steam rising from the radiator. 
 
   “It’s a good thing you pulled me down in the seat. I didn’t have a steering wheel between me and the window.”
 
   I nodded. I had a fleeting thought about knowing what it was like to be a crash-test dummy. But if I was going to be a dummy, I wanted it to be a choice I had made, and not because of a son of a bitch that liked to play nasty. I pushed the door open with some extra effort, rudely aware of the bruise on my left elbow.  The door croaked in pain as I pushed it wide enough to get out. My knees wobbled when I stood up, but I stepped through the dead sticks and dry psychedelic leaves. Without stooping to look under, I knew that the axle was broken by the way the wheel fell inward at the top, and the last vaporous breath spewed from the radiator. The Falcon had come down hard on a large hump of bedrock before it had lunged into the tree line. I felt suddenly lost, as if a beloved pet had been run down by a diesel truck. I found myself breathing hard and fighting the mist that swelled in my eyes.
 
   I heard Phoebe get out and come around the back to join me. “It’s totaled, Jobeth.”
 
   “I know.” I turned to look at her ashen face. Her head was bleeding freely, and eye was swelling almost closed, the skin around it darkening. She held herself, shivering in the biting winter breeze. “You need to go to the hospital.” I looked behind us at the house nearest the dead end. A woman was hurrying over to us, carrying a large blanket. 
 
   “Is anyone hurt?” she asked, puffing.
 
   “My friend, here, needs to go to the hospital. Phoebe, do you have your phone?”
 
   “Oh, I already called 911...” the woman offered. “They’re on their way... can I get you anything?” She placed the blanket around Phoebe, who thanked her softly.
 
   I climbed back in the Falcon and got the bandanna from the back window ledge, directing her over to sit in the seat. I applied direct pressure to the wound and we waited for the police.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I went with Phoebe in the ambulance, and while she was being treated in a room down the corridor, I was taken to another room for a quick once-over. The doctor asked me about my bite wound, and I said I had another clinic look at it. He said it seemed to be healing properly and gave me more bandages and antibiotic gel, and suggested I try to avoid those things that were sending me to the doctor lately. I took it in the humorous spirit it was intended.
 
   An officer that followed us to Baptist Med, came in to speak to me and I gave more details to him even though I wanted to get my cursory exam over with and check on Phoebe. I told him that both the brakes had gone out, and the gear shift had broken off, and the seat belts had also failed, and thus, had reason to suspect foul play. When he asked me for a name of the responsible party, I backed off, telling him I had no proof, but suspected her husband. He said he’d have the police mechanic check it out and get back to me later if he had more questions. The Falcon would be in police impound, when I wanted to get my belongings from it.
 
   A bandage was applied to the cleansed and salved cut on my forehead, and I thanked the nurse. On the way down the hall to see Phoebe, I tried to regain my reasoning faculties. I knew that Steve was responsible, but of course, I couldn’t prove it. And he would not be stupid enough to leave fingerprints. It had been his face I saw in the window of the court door, and he disappeared after that because he’d already cut the brake line, and probably sawed through the gear shift, and the lap belts. He wanted to see us one last time before he sent us to our great reward. 
 
   I was devising a plan to gain evidence of this when Phoebe wandered out of the first examining room to greet me. She half-smiled at me, squeezed my hand, and then went to sign a bunch of papers with the RN. I heard her tell the nurse that she was paying for my care on her personal credit card. I called a cab, and it was waiting outside when she had finished.
 
   Phoebe’s injuries were not as bad as they appeared, nor were mine. We’d be sore for while, but we’d both live. 
 
   “Where to, ladies?” the cabbie asked.
 
   “Nichols Hills, Leatherwood Landing,” I told him. “Then to the Country Club on Westover.”
 
   He started the meter and pulled out of the lot as Phoebe turned to question me. “Why are you going back there?”
 
   “I want to question some people.”
 
   “Like who?” She smoothed the tape holding the gauze bandage over her right eye.
 
   “Like the security guard, and the guy at the front desk, and the equipment manager.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I didn’t say anything at the time, because I thought I was being paranoid, but I could have sworn that person looking in the window at the court was Steve.”
 
   She lifted her eyebrows, squinting at the discomfort. “Why would he be there?”
 
   I looked over at her pointedly. “My brakes were fine until today. And a gear shift doesn’t break off in your hand for no reason. And both our lap belts failed, too. Do the math.” I could see understanding sweep across her face. She was silent for a few blocks, then she leaned up and told the cabbie to go to the country club first. 
 
   “Phoebe, you need to go home and lie down.”
 
   “No, what I need to do is go with you to the club. People know me there. I can get you in to see all of them.”
 
   Once again, it was hard to argue with her pragmatic reasoning.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I tried to pay the cab fare but Phoebe stopped me, pulling a twenty from her wallet and telling him to keep the change. We went inside. The clerk was on the phone behind a glass-walled office. He waved at us to wait, and finished the conversation, moving up to the desk, frowning with concern over Phoebe’s bandage. “What happened, Ms. McMasters?”
 
   “We were involved in an accident.”
 
   “Except it wasn’t an accident,” I added.
 
   He looked back and forth between us. 
 
   “We need to ask you a few questions, Billy.”
 
   “Sure. Anything. What do you need to know?”
 
   “Did you see Steve Hanson while we were playing racquetball earlier?”
 
   I realized I had forgotten to ask what Steve’s last name was, since learning that McMasters was Phoebe’s maiden name. For what it was worth, I knew now. 
 
   The young clerk looked at Phoebe. “Your husband?” She nodded. “Well, yeah. But I was on the phone, he walked past the desk without even looking at me.”
 
   “How long was he here?”
 
   “Well, only a minute or two. I had hung up the phone when he came out and I said hello, but he kept going. He was...sort of...smiling real weird.”
 
   Phoebe and I looked at each other knowingly. 
 
   “Can you tell us anything else about him?” I asked. “Anything unusual?”
 
   He looked toward the door as if the information were written on it. “Not...not really, other than he didn’t notice me. He usually stops for a chat about the Sooners game, or something.”
 
   “If you think of anything else,” I said, taking a piece of paper from the scratch pad, and writing my name and Phoebe’s home number and my cell on it. “Would you give us a call?”
 
   He took the paper and looked at it. “Sure thing.”
 
   We thanked him and went inside to see the equipment manager. Arnie was a weight lifter, tall, thick, and Swedish-looking, his blond hair falling to his shoulders. I could tell he was sweet on Phoebe, so I let her ask the questions. He denied having seen Steve at all, even though his office was near the front entrance to the courts. There was a back hallway that led to the far side of the courts, and the one we were playing in was the nearest to that hallway. Phoebe squeezed his hand in thanks and we left. 
 
   At the gate, the guard recognized Phoebe, and she said she needed to ask him a few questions. He invited us into the booth, and I asked him if he would first call us a cab. He was happy to oblige, offering concern for our injuries and coffee from the stained Bunn in the corner. We declined the coffee, and I asked the same questions of him. He remembered distinctly that Steve had come through, and better yet, thought how nice it was of him to repair that lady’s car. The car, of course, being a “sweet ‘62 Falcon.” I added his name and number and comments to another piece of paper, and we chatted with him until the cab arrived.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It was dark when the cabbie pulled up in the circle drive of the manor. Phoebe paid the fare again, and we went in through the front entrance. She handed me her duster, and I hung both our coats on the inside hooks of the foyer closet door while she headed for the fireplace and began to stack logs. I went to the kitchen to make real coffee.
 
   By six, we were perched on the sofa in front of a roaring fire, holding our coffee mugs and starting to feel the effects of having been tossed like popcorn into the floorboard of the Falcon. We were watching an episode of Desperate Housewives, and she muted it on the commercials. 
 
   “I should have trusted my instincts and checked the engine before we left the club,” I said, more to myself than to her.
 
   “Don’t start flogging yourself about that. How could you have guessed what he did? You weren’t even sure you saw him in the window.”
 
   “It’s my job to deduce things like that.”
 
   “Well, I think that comes with experience, my dear.” She saw my expression. “No offense. I wouldn’t call you seasoned, would you?” I took a drink without responding, and she leaned over. “I’d call you hot, but not seasoned.”
 
   “Don’t pander to me, woman.”
 
   She laughed, kissing me on the cheek. “I love you, J-Bo.”
 
   She always knew exactly when to use that pet name, too. It spoiled my resolve. While she watched a muted cat food commercial, I asked, “So how’s your head?”
 
   “It’s pounding a bit, but I took about eight hundred milligrams of Motrin a few minutes ago. It’ll be okay. Do you need some more Motrin? How’s yours?”
 
   “No. It’s better.”
 
   I thought of the Falcon, impaled with the trunk of that tree. “You know, we could have been killed. Or we could have run over that kid. Or anyone else.”
 
   Her eyes shifted to the fireplace, the flames popping and dancing on the logs in the hearth. “I know. It’s obvious that my soon-to-be-ex-husband is a very dangerous man. I was thinking about calling my lawyer and getting a restraining order or a peace bond—something.”
 
   “You think that would stop him?”
 
   “Probably not. But it would be something legal and down on paper in case...”
 
   “In case he’s successful next time?”
 
   “Something like that.” She sampled her hazelnut.
 
   I could picture my fingers around his neck, squeezing, my thumbs on his larynx, pushing, shutting off air. “I’m going to stop him before he gets a chance. Believe me.”
 
   “I believe you,” she said simply.
 
   We watched the rest of Desperate Housewives, and I noticed that she would have fit right in with the other women on Wysteria Lane. After that, we watched Brothers & Sisters, munching on deli sandwiches, and soup, nurturing each other, and during the commercials, talking about what came next.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   By nine the next morning, I was on my way to the shopping center in Lakewood. Phoebe had insisted I take her car in lieu of traipsing about town in taxi cabs. She gave me her extra set of keys, and I didn’t argue. 
 
   I knew from the papers we had crowbarred out of the filing cabinets that night that Stacey bought most of her office supplies at a discount place called Office Warehouse. I parked Phoebe’s Caddy near the front doors and went inside. 
 
   In the computer and electronics section, I looked over all the electronic secretaries, daybooks and PDA’s. There were only two that matched the size Hal Webster had given me, and only one of those was mostly black. I studied the pamphlet that lay beside the mechanism, and decided it was the most likely candidate. A clerk appeared and asked if he could help. “Does this model let you transfer data to another unit like it?”
 
   “Sure,” he said. “If you have the right patch cords.”
 
   “Well, if you find me those patch cords, and complete information on how to do that, I’ll warm up my plastic.”
 
   His reaction told me that he worked on commission. Phoebe had waited at the bank for them to activate the temporary debit card on the expense account, and that’s what I used to make my first charge of almost four hundred dollars. I left the store knowing that I was another step closer to nailing Stacey, and by association, the Prickmeister, Steve.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I brought the PDA home and spent the rest of the day familiarizing myself with its operation. Phoebe had more computer experience than I did, and she was a big help in answering questions. 
 
   While I worked at the kitchen table, Phoebe made potato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch, and stroganoff for dinner, after I told her it was my favorite. 
 
   The police department called and informed us that, lo and behold, the brake line had been cut, the emergency brake also disabled, and the gear shift had been sawed halfway through, as had the belts, and asked if we wanted to come in and file a report. I told them I’d do that as soon as I could recuperate a bit from my injuries, and then made a call to Hal Webster. He was incensed by our near tragedy, and offered to help in any way he could.
 
   We ate dinner and shared some wine, and I told Phoebe that I intended to break another law.
 
   “You know, you’d better not make this a habit, Jobeth. Next time you get caught, it might not be someone who’s on our side.”
 
   “It most definitely won’t be someone on our side, since it’s Stacey’s house I’m going to break into.” She didn’t like the idea, after our crash in the Falcon. But this newest dangerous situation seemed necessary if we were to have any hope of nailing the rat bastard. And Ms. Rat Bastard.
 
   I got up to take the garbage out to the garage, while she finished putting the dishes. While I was out there, something caught my eye. In the corner of the garage was a little yellow table with a seat attached to it. When I moved a box away from it, I saw that it was an electric pottery wheel.
 
   “Phoebe,” I said, stepping back into the kitchen. “I didn’t know you made pottery.”
 
   She seemed surprised, then realized what I had found. “Oh! My wheel!” She dried her hands and came to the doorway. “I haven’t thrown pottery on that thing in...God...several years.” She brushed past me into the garage and pulled the wheel out into an open area. “Let’s play, want to?”
 
   “I’ll watch you.”
 
   She seemed like a little girl, searching through boxes. “I know I have a bag of clay in here somewhere—ah!” She pulled a heavy transparent bag out of a small box, lugging the terra cotta square over to the wheel. “I used to do this all the time. Somewhere along the way, I stopped.”
 
   I remembered the hand-made objects scattered throughout the house. “You did that lamp upstairs, and those mugs by the coffeemaker?”
 
   “Yep. Back when I still knew how to do this.” She plopped a rounded chunk of red clay on the center of the wheel, and then went rummaging through another box. She brought a handful of tools and an airy, hole-riddled sponge back to the seat. She sent me inside for a bowl of water, and when I brought it out, she plunged the elephant-ear sponge into the water and saturated the clay. Switching on the contraption, she pressed her hands on either side of the blob, held it firm against the wobble on the spinning wheel. I pulled a miniature step ladder over and sat down next to her. 
 
   When the clay stopped wobbling and spun evenly between her hands, she braced her right hand with her left, and opened a small hole in the center of the clay, periodically sponging more water onto the shape to keep it moist. As she pulled gently from the center hole, the clay body opened up and suddenly there was a shallow bowl shape. I was already impressed with the result, but she continued, placing fingers on either side of the wall and pulling upward. The clay followed in a miraculous, flowing movement until it metamorphosed into a cylindrical shape. 
 
   There was something intensely erotic about watching her form a vessel from a wad of shapeless mud. She worked with the piece for long moments, shaping, caressing, and coaxing it until it came alive in her hands. I had felt the magic of those hands, and I envied the clay.
 
   Finally, she was content with it, and after smoothing the rim with a tiny strip of chamois, she pressed the foot pedal into another position, and the bowl eased to a stop. It seemed perfect, and I was about to make that comment when she sighed, “It’s lopsided.”
 
   “Lopsided?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s off-center. But then, I’m out of practice.”
 
   “It looks great to me.”
 
   She squeezed water from the sponge around the base of the vessel, and picked up a small board she had leaned against the chassis of the wheel. Then she took a thin wire with wooden handles at both ends and slid the wire under the vase to loosen it. She did this several times. “This is called ‘floating’ it off,” she told me. She doused the wheel surface with water again, and pushed gently at the base with the vase between her thumb and forefinger. The vessel moved toward her and she placed the board at the edge of the wheel and slid the piece off the wheel and onto the board. It was the same premise as hydroplaning your car on a rainy bridge. 
 
   “You want to try?” she asked, setting the board with the vase on the floor. “I’ll help you get it centered.”
 
   I had to laugh. Nothing in my life had ever been centered. It seemed a blasphemy to try creating a symbol of it. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Oh, come on. It’ll be fun. I’ll show you. We’ll reenact that scene from Ghost.”
 
   “Okay, but I get to be Patrick Swayze.”
 
   She giggled and got up so I could sit in the seat. Sponging up the excess water, she left the thin film of clay on the wheel where she had cut away her vase. She plopped another clump of clay onto the slice in the center of the wheel, and I looked at it like it was a bug I wanted to kill, but was afraid of the mess. “Okay, what you do is, wet your hands and then press them equally on both sides until it stops wobbling.” 
 
   I dunked my hands in the muddy water of the bowl and she turned the wheel on again, holding her hands over mine. The clay was slick, and I could feel tiny sandy grains scritching through my palms. “Okay,” she was saying. “press hard enough to control it—” Control...now that was something I was familiar with. I pressed on the clay and it wobbled crazily, crescendoing until the top half of it ripped away from the bottom. I held the severed clump in my hands and looked back in her direction as she leaned her forehead on my shoulder.
 
   She sighed, standing upright. “See? You can’t always control everything.” Her lips curled into a smirk.
 
   I got up, plopping the wad of mangled clay onto the wheel, stepped away from the seat and smeared both my hands on her cheeks. She returned the gesture, and we traded blows with the goop and wet blobs of clay. A moment later, we were covered in a muddy film, and laughing.
 
   I raced her to the shower.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Phoebe propped her hands on the tile as if waiting for me to frisk her. But frisking her was not what I had in mind in that position. Maybe later. 
 
   As the steam rose all around us, I rubbed the bar of oatmeal soap over her skin, being careful around the bruises that both of us had developed in various places on our bodies. I used the viscosity of the soap to massage her muscles, and she did the same for me. Then I soaped my hand and cleaned her intimately, taking my time so that it was not so much a washing as a teasing.
 
   When we finished rinsing off, I kissed her and worked my way down to my knees, where I nuzzled her open. She held the top of my head and as I worked on her favorite erogenous zone, the spray misted my face, and streams of water ran down her stomach filtering through the place where my mouth met her tender, pink folds. A person could drown like this, I thought, but what a way to go. 
 
   Just as I felt her sensations climbing, she pulled me up and dropped to her knees, returning the favor. It took only a few seconds for me to realize that I had never enjoyed this particular game, and did not realize how unwilling my legs were to support me. I braced my hands on opposite tiled walls and tried to stay upright, but my knees kept buckling. She giggled at me and stood up again. “Shall I get you a chair, Sweetie?”
 
   I gave her a wet slap on the arm. “I think we should adjourn to the bed.”
 
   She pushed the shower door and stepped out while I turned off the water. When I came out, she grabbed my arms and swung me to the floor, falling on top of me, kissing me. Her hand went to the bottom drawer of the cabinet and pulled out a long white plastic object that I immediately recognized as a battery-powered vibrator. “Oh, my God. You never told me you had one of these.”
 
   “I forgot until now.”
 
   “Are you planning to use that thing on me?”
 
   “Actually, I was hoping you would do the honors.” She put the mechanism in my hand and twisted the bottom of it until it whirred to life. 
 
   My heart pumped fitfully until I felt an arrhythmia interrupt a beat. I smiled and pushed her over so that her back was against the front of my body. I put my left arm under her neck, folding it over to allow me to finger her right nipple, and with my right hand, I pushed the vibrator between her legs from behind, placing the tip of it against her clitoris. She began to move back against me in tempo, sighing audibly, her right hand reaching back to my hip, gripping, caressing. 
 
   I rubbed the tip of the vibrator up and down through her folds. “God!” she said on a short breath. I eased the phallic tool inside her, still working on her nipple with my left hand. She began to buck against me, straining to have it deeper. I tilted the vibrator in the direction of her G-spot, and she exploded. A garbled scream ripped from her throat, and I felt her juices bathe my hand. I turned off the vibration with a twist of my thumb and removed it from her. She whimpered to have it back, and I quickly replaced it with two fingers. “Oh, yes...” she cooed. I kissed her shoulder and waited for her Kegel muscles to slow their undulating movements. 
 
   A moment later, she rolled over and pulled me on top of her, wrapping her arms around me in a full hug. “My God, woman, I love what you do to me.”
 
   At times like this, I was so proud to be a lesbian.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   28
 
   If You Wouldn't Get Impatient
 
    
 
    
 
   Finally, Phoebe agreed to stay home. I had to reason with her, wear her down with my rationale. One person could get in and out a lot faster than two. The salon was different; no one was supposed to be there. But I would have to get into Stacey’s house after she got home, and try to avoid getting caught red-handed. 
 
   I parked the Caddy down the street from The Wright Cut, thankful the car was black, and although I couldn’t see the front of the shop, I could see when and if she locked up. I was farther away than normal, and using binoculars. Whether or not she’d go home to stay, or leave and come back, or never leave at all, was up for grabs. The woman was at least partly human, and needed sleep like the rest of us. Myself not included. I had to laugh at my own lie.
 
   As I sat in front of the Ye Olde Daisy Shoppe florist, I wondered if maybe she had already gone home. Since the DMV only had her fake address, all I could do was hope she’d appear and I could then tail her to her to lair-sweet-lair.
 
   It was getting cold in the Caddy, and I couldn’t chance starting the engine. But it was surprisingly pleasant to know that I didn’t have to do the route anymore. I was good at it, but I had to admit, to myself at least, that anyone could handle it with a little practice. And that quiet time I used on the route to do my deducting and planning was as easily done in my new basement headquarters that Phoebe had so generously provided. 
 
   I was on my last cup of coffee from the thermos, and fantasizing about that warm Jacuzzi back at Phoebe’s—with Phoebe in it, naturally—when the door to the salon opened. 
 
   It was Steve, and he glanced both directions and into the alley where I usually parked my now-deceased Falcon, the rat-bastard. I wanted to just get out and run toward him, firing the Ruger.
 
   He went around the far end of the building toward the lot across the street. I lost sight of him for a few moments, until I saw the beam from the headlights of his Jaguar. When Phoebe told me he had both the Toyota 4Runner and a Jaguar, I wanted to claw his eyes out. He didn’t deserve to have one vehicle, much less two. 
 
   He turned away from me on the same street in the direction of May Avenue. 
 
   It was a judgment call, and I probably let my personal vendetta fire up the Caddy and follow him. To hell with Stacey, I thought. Steve would pull her operation down if I got the goods on him, as easily as she would if I got the goods on her. And I wanted to nail his ass. And I didn’t mean that in an affectionate way.
 
   I stayed several cars behind him, which wasn’t difficult in the Friday-midnight cruising traffic. He turned North on May Avenue and I was careful not to lose him. The dark gray Jag made no turns for three and a half miles, and then he turned East on 93rd, a street that split The Village—another well-to-do subdivision—in half. I followed him past the Village Shopping Center, and left on Ridgeview. He paused at a stop sign and made a right on Barclay. I waited a few blocks away, and watched him park on the side of the road, get out, and go inside a dark brick house. 
 
   When the coast was clear, I snailed past the house, glancing at the mailbox. In silver letters, was the name, S. Wright. Her favorite alias. I love it when my judgment calls pan out.
 
   I continued past the house, and realized the Cadillac would be easily recognized by Steve. I would have to park it somewhere far enough away to evade detection, should he drive past when he left. 
 
   I found a cul-de-sac four blocks away and parked with the headlights facing the entrance to hide the plate. Hitting the automatic lock on the keychain as I got out, I started down the street toward Stacey’s house. The wind had picked up, and I pulled the collar of my jacket up around my neck, aware of how much warmer the suede was than the padded vest I had worn since a point beyond memory. I snapped the jogger’s pouch around my waist, and pulled the leather gloves from inside, putting them on as I walked. 
 
   A small dog barked as I passed a house, and then all the neighbor dogs followed suit, until I was sure they would announce not only my progress, but my arrival at Stacey’s. The last few houses were quiet, and I thanked any luck molecules that might be hovering around my head, for the cat-lovers who were probably saving my butt. 
 
   I wondered if Stacey had a dog, and pictured a Pit Bull. Shit. That’s all I need. A few minutes later, cold and anxious, I arrived at 1303 Barclay. I crept around to the back, slipping inside the wooden gate, my eyes peeled for a canine of any sort. I saw no evidence of one, and moved under the back windows and onto the patio. 
 
   There were sliding glass doors there, covered by thick drapes, but I could see through a crack in the side. I peeked in carefully, and saw the wood flooring throughout; beyond the dining room was the living room; a glass and brass coffee table with a brass elephant in the center. There was a pack of cigarettes and a gold lighter next to a glass ashtray. 
 
   I leaned away when I saw a shadow seeping toward my line of vision. Steve carried a bottle of wine and two glasses into the living room from what I assumed was the kitchen, and sat down on the orchid-printed sofa. He pulled the cap off, and twisted a corkscrew into the top, saying something to someone I guessed was Stacey. I couldn’t discern his words, but his manner was cocky and flirtatious. The scenario was obvious, and although I wasn’t surprised, I still found it hard to imagine what Stacey would want with a man who had trouble getting a hard-on with a wife as sexy as Phoebe.
 
   She swept past the slit in the curtain, then, from a hallway leading back into the side of the house where I had come from, her blazing red hair loose and soft-looking. She was barefoot, wearing a red teddy beneath a white chiffon robe, a wolfish leer perched on her lips. He looked up and grinned like a lusty teenager. She went over to the coffee table and picked up the two goblets, and started backing into the hallway again. I looked back at the sound of spattering leaves blowing across the carport, and back again through the slit in the drapes. He followed her as if connected by indiscernible 20 pound test line.
 
   They disappeared into what I assumed was the bedroom, and I hooked a finger into the cranny on the glass door, hoping it would be unlocked, but stopped suddenly, as Stacey re-emerged. She trotted to the coffee table and picked up the cigarettes, pausing to look at the front door on the other side of the room. She moved in that direction to a box on the wall, pressed some buttons, then returned to the bedroom.
 
   Shit. A burglar alarm. I hadn’t even considered it. Now, it was too late, as I was sure she had just activated it. I needed way more experience to think of all these things, but this one seemed obvious and it hadn’t crossed my mind. I reassured myself that I’d think of it the next time. If there is a next time. So, now, I had no idea how to get in without tripping it. I couldn’t pull that ploy of going to the door and pretending to be someone else, because they would both recognize me. I would have to think of something else. What that something else was, had me stumped. 
 
   I leaned back against the outside wall of the patio, shivering slightly in the cold air, blowing into my gloves over my face to warm my cheeks, and tried to conjure my creativity.
 
   After a moment, I moved back around the side of the house, pausing beneath the bedroom window at the sounds of passion already in progress. Steve’s hormones must have preferred red-headed madams to blondes with brains, looks, and personality. Peeking around to the front driveway, I saw the BMW parked there. Stacey would drive a Beemer, I thought. She probably had a burglar alarm on it, too—I smiled to myself, my feet already moving in the direction of the car. 
 
   I stopped several feet away from the front bumper, testing how near I could get to it with a probing foot, moving closer by increments, as if  searching for landmines. When I stood only a few inches away from it, with no result, I glanced toward the front windows, watching for any sign of Stacey or Steve. Okay, so I knew it wasn’t a motion-detector alarm. I moved around to the driver’s side door. Inside, there was one of those Club-things fastened to the steering wheel. It looked like my plan was not so hot after all. I leaned forward, shading my eyes from the glare of the street lamp, pressing the edge of my hands to the window to look inside. The air was sliced in half by a shrill air horn, and I knew I’d hit paydirt. I turned and sprinted to the opposite side of the house, pressing myself to the bricks around the corner. 
 
   A few seconds later, the front door flew open and Steve came out in his unbuttoned jeans, followed by Stacey in that flimsy robe that covered but didn’t hide a thing. They moved off the porch and over to the Beemer, and I crept behind them and inside the house, dashing into the foyer closet and holding my breath.
 
   Eventually, the shrieking alarm stopped, and they both came back inside.
 
   “Probably kids,” I heard Steve say.
 
   “I’m going to shoot the next one that gets near my car,” she spat. They secured the door, and Stacey told him to wait while she reset the alarm. Steve whispered something that made her chuckle knowingly, and they went back to the bedroom. 
 
   I tried not to pat myself on the back until I got what I came for. I opened the door a crack and studied the room. I could see the sliding glass doors that emptied onto the patio, the dining room table next to the glass doors. I pushed the closet door open slowly, and crept toward the doormat. I was proud of myself for realizing I ought to have clean, dry soles, if I was going to creep around without giving myself away. I wiped my feet, imagining it was Steve’s face.
 
   I moved to the end of the sofa nearest the front window, where Stacey’s purse lay. I opened the dyed leather bag and searched through it quietly, keeping my ears cocked for another emergence from the boudoir. If the wall-knocking and grunting and moaning were any indication, I had at least a few more minutes. I prayed for uncharacteristic potency on Steve’s part.
 
   I found nothing of interest in her purse, and scanned the room for a briefcase. I had a sense of dread when I considered the possibility that it might be in the bedroom. I crept along the hall, careful to keep to the wall in case this wood flooring was not quite as well-crafted as Phoebe’s. I was so relieved my boots didn’t squeak, I certainly didn’t want to be discovered by a croaking board beneath them. My shoulder jostled a picture-frame, but I caught it before it fell and replaced it with a silent sigh of relief. I dropped to my hands and knees and pushed the door wide enough for me to crawl through and scan the dim room. 
 
   The alligator briefcase was waiting for me on the Windsor chair in front of Stacey’s vanity. I glanced up and could see the outline of Steve’s bare rear-end pumping away to the tempo of Stacey’s groans. Wishing I had some magic dust that would render them frozen in time, I crawled over to the chair, and lifted the case cautiously from the seat, making sure they were still at it before I secured it under my arm and I crawled awkwardly back to the door, like a one-legged kangaroo.
 
   For lack of a better place, I wound up back in the closet by the front door. I fished in my apropos “kangaroo” pouch for the penlight and clicked it on before bracing it between my teeth. I put my thumbs on the latches of the briefcase and pushed. No go. I pushed again for good measure. I told myself it was no problem, as long as these locks weren’t like the ones on the filing cabinets—I had not brought the crowbar this time.
 
   I rummaged in my pouch again and came up with the small leather case of lock tools. It took only a few minutes to get both latches open. After a deep breath, I listened for the sounds from the bedroom, then opened the lid. 
 
   The Palmtop was snuggled between a hairbrush, a checkbook, and several file folders. It was identical to the one I bought. My hands shaking with excitement, I began to patch the cords into receptacles of each machine. I had memorized the process for downloading from one unit to another, and in another minute, the process began, a Please Wait message flashing on my screen. I clicked off the penlight and please-waited. 
 
   Ten minutes later, I heard Stacey cry out as she climaxed, and I knew it would not be long before one or both of them were on their way to the bathroom. I waited in the ensuing silence of after-glow, and then to the sounds of stirring, a bladder being emptied, water running. I closed the lid of the briefcase to stifle the light of the LCD screens. From the direction of the patio doors, I heard the sound of the refrigerator door opening and closing, a twist-off cap being opened, and a loud belch. Steve. Unless Stacey was more uncouth than I imagined. Footsteps back to the bedroom. 
 
   When I lifted the lid of the case again, the downloading was complete. 
 
   I hastily pulled out the patch cords, securing the blessed Palmtop in my pouch, while I put Stacey’s back in the manner I had found it. I leafed through her checkbook, and browsed the files for good measure, coming across a brown envelope marked ‘Pending’. Nothing could be more valuable than what I already had; valuable, that is, if I got away with it. But I opened the envelope and slid one photo up until I could see his naked torso. I recognized him immediately. Major-General Webster. He was standing, and his hand was atop a head...I lifted it further out, and was shocked to see that the head giving the blowjob was male. Two macho men, who were closeted gays. What were the odds?
 
   Out of respect for Hal, I slid that photo back in, knowing there were more of them in there, and that’s about all I needed to know. The point was, they were explicit enough to wreck Hal’s reputation, and military career in one fell swoop. The negatives were enclosed in a plastic sleeve, and I took all the photos and negatives and put them in my inside jacket pocket. If nothing else, I would be able to help one of my clients. 
 
   I clicked the latches shut and peeked out the door.
 
   I was almost to the bedroom when I heard someone get up, and I had nowhere to go but the hall closet. I slipped inside and covered my mouth as if to shut myself up, lest I blurt something out in some temporary bout with Tourette Syndrome. Her shadow filled the louvered door, and the door opened abruptly, as I shrank into shadow, plastering myself on the small wall next to the door. She poked her hand in for a washcloth, and went into the bathroom, while I tried to get my breath back. My heart had not raced this fast since that time in the hot tub when Phoebe—I curtailed the thought, knowing I had to concentrate on the situation I was in right now. She spent the next five minutes in the bathroom, running water and doing God-knew-what, while I shored up my patience and waited. 
 
   When she finally returned to the bedroom, I slid down onto the floor and did some breathing exercises to calm my nerves. I couldn’t afford any mistakes now. 
 
   It wasn’t long before the slap and tickle began again, and I heard their merriment turn to serious physical endeavor. I crawled out of the linen closet and down the few feet of hallway to the bedroom door, which she had obligingly left open enough to not only hide behind, but to peek around. I saw Stacey’s bare back, undulating as she rode Steve astraddle in a rodeo of ecstasy. 
 
   On hands and knees, I returned the case to the chair and made my way back to the bedroom door as Stacey began to talk dirty.
 
   Once in the hallway, I stood up and moved toward the front door, wanting only to grab the knob and dash outside. I considered this a viable option, since I could be blocks away with my bounty before Steve could pry Stacey’s writhing body off him and investigate the tripped alarm. They wouldn’t think it was kids this time, though, since the door would be opened from the inside. And the first place Steve would go was to Phoebe’s—
 
   And what if something goes wrong, and I can’t get the door open at all? What if there are locks I don’t know about? I considered the risk of staying overnight and slipping out the next morning. I checked the door. There was a deadbolt and a chain and the lock in the knob. Would the alarm go off if I touched them? I filed an order in my head to make myself more knowledgeable about security systems.
 
   I laid a hand on the kangaroo pouch protectively. If I stayed in the foyer closet, I would surely be found out when I nodded off and they opened the door for their coats. I could be wide awake, and they’d still catch me in that tiny closet. I crept around looking for another place to hide—a broom closet, anything. Nothing seemed to exist, and the longer I stayed here, the smaller my chance of ever getting out alive. I had to chance the door. 
 
   Swallowing, I pinched the chain—my action halted by a vivid image of Steve breaking into the manor and hurting Phoebe. As if that weren’t enough reason to keep my butt in that closet all night, I also knew that the only way to beat Steve and Stacey at their own game, was to never let them know you’re a player. I didn’t want them to have advanced notice when the cops served a warrant. Phoebe’s words echoed in my head from earlier on the racquetball court: “If you wouldn’t get impatient...”
 
   Dreadfully, I knew I would have to find a hiding place, and stick around until the alarm was off again. Fuck. And if I get caught with these goods, this would be my last night among the living. And I knew I wanted to stay alive long enough to do wonderfully erotic things to Phoebe once this was over. I still didn’t know if Stacey played the kind of hard-ball that included bumping people off. But it was an easy transition to make, when I recalled that pistol-whipping I received, those slugs flying toward me in the parking garage, and the sabotage of the Falcon. If she wasn’t pulling any triggers herself, she certainly had no qualms about directing someone else to do it.
 
   I considered the floor plan. Where could I hide without much chance of being noticed? Under the table? Behind the sofa? I’d always believed that the best place to hide is someplace obvious, because no one thinks to look there. So, I’d wear that gaudy shade on my head and pretend to be a lamp? From the bedroom behind me, I could hear Stacey whimpering in cadence with the bedsprings. Bedsprings. A bed with bedsprings was on a bed frame. Which meant... 
 
   I turned back to the bedroom, and dropped to my hands and knees. Steve lay flat on his back, one hand behind his head, one hand behind Stacey’s as her mouth siphoned him as if he was the fountain of youth, and she had a face full of wrinkles. I low-crawled to the foot of the bed and lifted the edge of the comforter they had kicked into a bunch. I turned over on my back, grabbed the bed frame and slid myself under like a mechanic on a Crawler. Dust bunnies descended on my face like Lilliputians, and I pinched my nose to keep from sneezing, having déjà vu since that’s exactly how Steve caught me the last time. Well, almost caught me. Thanks to a putrid trash can, I got away.
 
   The springs were swelling toward me in tempo with Stacey’s crusade to regain a serviceable tool. “C’mon Stevie...” she cooed between gorgings. “I need that hard, red boner.”
 
   I smiled in spite of myself. I wasn’t far off base after all, and Phoebe was right; maybe Steve’s trouble was doing it more than once. That would explain Phoebe’s dissatisfaction; she was tired of waiting for those capillaries to fill.
 
   “C’mon Steve—”
 
   “I’m trying, dammit! You’re not...you’ve got to do it right—OW!”
 
   I covered my mouth before I laughed out loud. Evidently, Stacey didn’t like being criticized.
 
   “Ow!” he said again. “Take it easy, Stacey!”
 
   “I’ll take it the way I want it, you sonofabitch!”
 
   There was a scuffle of sorts on the bed. 
 
   “You’ve had it once already,” he said.
 
   “No, you’ve had it once, I wasn’t there, yet, before you shot your wad. Now if you’re not man enough to do the job, I can get someone who is.”
 
   There was a crack of palm against skin, and Steve cursed her soundly, the bed creaking with his movements.
 
   “Let me go, Steve.” Her voice was low and menacing.
 
   “You bitch. I’ve done all your dirty work for you, and now you treat me like an errand boy!”
 
   “That’s what you are, Steve. And when I give you special privileges, you can’t even keep a hard-on!”
 
   Growling, more movement. A body being flopped over. A muffled sound of a face in the pillow. “I’ll show you a special privilege, bitch!”
 
   She growled, cursing him, and there was more struggle on the bed. My mind offered me a clear picture of the scenario taking place above me as the entire bed lurched forward, the headboard banging wall, and Stacey screamed at him from deep in her throat. “Don’t you dare! You know I hate that!” She grunted and screamed at him again.
 
   “How’s that ass like it, huh, Madam Bitch? Huh?” The headboard banged again, and stopped as Stacey cursed him, and I heard him deliver another slap. 
 
   I had no affection for Stacey, but I did not relish the idea of standing by while a woman was violated—any woman. Why was I suddenly faced with these odd moral dilemmas? I started to grab the side of the bed frame, but stopped when I saw Stacey’s hand flutter over the edge, as if in search of something. I had not noticed the leather pouch at the edge of the bed. Her fingers closed around the handle of the automatic, and she pulled it out. I was frozen for that instant until I heard the shot. There was a gurgling sound, and Steve landed to my left on the floor beside the bed. His face was distorted with surprise, I suspect more because he knew he was dying than because he happened to see me lying there. Maybe he didn’t even register me. A dark hole regurgitated blood from under his chin. I figured she had fired the gun upside down and over her shoulder. His eyes closed slowly, and he was still.
 
   I turned my head back to look up at the bedsprings as my whole body began to shake, feeling the cold breath of mortality on my neck. I made a valiant effort to calm my breathing as Stacey pulled herself off the bed, her bare feet padding around to stand beside Steve’s body. She leaned down and checked for a pulse, then kicked him in the ribs, hard. “Prick,” she spat. I heard her pick up the phone from the bedside table and punch in a number.
 
   She sniffed, and said, “Tommy. Get over to my house. I need your help.” She replaced the receiver quickly, and stood there beside Steve’s lifeless body for a moment before she left the bedroom. 
 
   I took a deep breath and noticed the tiny trail of blood seeping out from under Steve’s chest, heading for me. I held the bed frame at the other side and slid out, aware that the holster was still missing its shiny little occupant there under the bed. If she caught me now, I was history.
 
   I crept to the door of the bedroom and peeked out, heard her pouring a drink. She moved past the hall toward the sofa and I heard her plop down, sniffing. “Fucker,” she mumbled.
 
   I looked around the dim bedroom at the windows. They might be wired to the alarm. If I got back under the bed, I might be discovered when Tommy-whomever cleaned up the blood. I had left the Ruger at Phoebe’s on purpose. I didn’t want it to be too easy for me to use it. Now I wish I had it. Maybe I could have held her at gunpoint and gotten away. Regardless, I had to get out of that house. I moved down the hallway and slipped into the linen closet.
 
   While I tried to assimilate everything that happened, Tommy arrived, and I knew Stacey deactivated the alarm to let him in. I waited until she gave him a quick explanation.
 
   “Shit, Stacey. What do ya want me to do?”
 
   “Get rid of him, you stupid fuck.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I’m gonna show you where. Just get him.”
 
   They both went into the bedroom, their shadows falling across the louvered door as they passed. Peeking out, I made sure they were out of sight before I slipped down the hall and out the front door as silently as I could.
 
   I ran all the way back to the Caddy, and drove like a demon to a parking lot at the corner of 93rd and Western, careful to avoid the route that Steve had taken down May Avenue. I snatched open the glove box and got out my new cell phone, had to punch in her number twice before I got it right. “Phoebe—”
 
   “Jobeth? My God, it’s after three, I’ve been worried sick that something happened—”
 
   “Something did. Listen—”
 
   “Are you hurt? Your voice is shaking.”
 
   “I can’t tell you over the phone,” I huffed, breath-clouds rising away from the receiver of the phone. “Get a cab and...and meet me...at 93rd and Western.”
 
   “I’ll be right there,” she said, and hung up. I closed the phone, opened the window a little, turned up the heat, grabbed my eCig and sucked it hard, wishing for some Schnapps. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   29
 
   I Was Under the Bed
 
    
 
    
 
   Fulgent beams darkened into my bumper as the taxi eased up behind me. Phoebe stepped out and folded herself into the passenger seat beside me as the cab pulled away. “Are you hurt?”
 
   “No. I’m fine.”
 
   “Well, what happened? Did you get the information?”
 
   I took a deep, steadying breath, puffing again on my eCig. “Yes. I got all that information. But I don’t think we’re going to need it.” My hands were shaking, and I pressed one to my face. 
 
   “Baby...” she clasped my right hand in hers. “You’re shaking.”
 
   “I know.” I drew in more nicotine, trying to think of the best way to impart the information.
 
   “Did you have another run-in with Steve?”
 
   “Phoebe—Steve’s dead.” I swallowed and looked over at her. The shock crossed her face, and was replaced by fear. 
 
   “Oh my God, did you kill him?”
 
   “No. No, I didn’t kill him. Stacey killed him. And I saw the whole thing.”
 
   She pressed a hand to her lips for a moment. “Stacey...”
 
   “She shot him. He was...he was dead when I sneaked out.”
 
   “God.” She settled back and drew a deep breath. Her brow furrowed. “Why...what was he doing there?”
 
   “They were um...together...” Oh, that was smooth. Use a scrawny euphemism to tell Phoebe that her husband, hated though he is, was banging a red-headed, black-mailing, madam-turned-murderess.
 
   She ran both hands down her cheeks like she was rubbing something off, then held her own face in her palms. “They...she didn’t know you were there?”
 
   I shook my head. “I had no idea she was capable of that...he saw me, before...before he died.” I pressed the fingers of one hand against my eyes, trying to erase the branded memory of his eyes...
 
   We sat in silence for a long moment, then she asked, “What are we going to do, now?”
 
   “I don’t see how we can do anything except go to the police. Stacey called one of her goons. A Tommy-someone...and I imagine they’re getting rid of Steve’s car, and his body.”
 
   Phoebe slid over in the seat and put her arms around me. “You’re okay.” It was a statement of relief more than a reassurance.
 
   “It was close.” I kissed her cheek. “I think you’re gonna have to drive to the police station. I’m still a mess.”
 
   She nodded and got out as I slid over to the passenger side. She started the engine and headed downtown while I sucked on that eCig like it was the cure for death.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We were directed to a back corner of the squad room to a female detective’s desk. “Detective Grant?” She looked up from her file of papers. “The officer at the front desk said we should speak to you.”
 
   She turned a page in the file and glanced up at me briefly, then looked up at me again for a long moment, then over at Phoebe, before looking back at her papers. “Have a seat. What can I help you with?”
 
   We pulled two chairs over and sat down. Detective Grant was a stocky, well-dressed woman somewhere around her forties. It was hard to tell, with the sprinkle of gray at her temples. I decided immediately that she was family, hoping my radar was not rusted beyond function. She wore black jeans and leather shoes and a black sweater with a pink shirt under it. She didn’t wear make-up, but didn’t seem to require any, either. Her complexion was olive, complementing her dark hair. I guessed she had Italian blood in her somewhere. “Detective, I’ve got some information about a woman who’s running a prostitution and blackmail operation here in town. And...she also...” I looked over at Phoebe for a brief draw of strength. “She also killed someone tonight.”
 
   Detective Grant closed the file and set it aside. “Who did she kill?”
 
   Phoebe cleared her throat. “My husband.”
 
   She gave us a suspicious look. “How do you know this?”
 
   “Before we start, I want to be sure I don’t get my ass in a sling. I’ve been doing some investigative work, and I don’t have my license yet.”
 
   “I see.” She regarded me. “But I can’t bend the rules for you. If you’re a witness to a murder, you’d better start talking, or I may have to charge you with being an accessory after the fact.”
 
   Phoebe pulled her cell phone out of her purse and flipped it open. “I think I’ll make a phone call to my attorney, Jobeth.”
 
   I nodded, still watching Detective Grant. 
 
   “You have a right to counsel, of course. You may need it.”
 
   I grabbed Phoebe’s sleeve to stop her from making that call and stood up. “If you want to collar a murderer, I suggest you be a little more tolerant to this small-time shit.”
 
   She jabbed her pencil in my direction. “Don’t threaten me, chick. I’ll have you thrown in a cell so quick your head’ll spin.”
 
   “C’mon, Phoebe,” I said, “the detective isn’t interested in our story. Maybe the editor of the Daily Oklahoman will be.”
 
   Grant rolled her eyes. “Sit down, for Chrissake. We’ll work it out.”
 
   I agreed to tell her the whole story, provided I could go off the record on the things that would get me in trouble, and she agreed for fear of losing a chance to bag a big one. I decided not to tip my hand about the photos or the download from Stacey’s Palmtop. That information was peanuts compared to what she had done tonight. 
 
   “Okay. How do you know someone was killed tonight?”
 
   “I was there when she did it.”
 
   “Did you see her kill this person?”
 
   “Well, I saw her reach for the gun, and I heard the shot and I saw the body fall to the floor beside me, and I watched him die, is that good enough?” I was beginning to feel my temper rise.
 
   “Whoa. Cool it.” She turned to a fresh page in her steno pad and started taking notes in a weird shorthand which had no similarity to Gregg’s. “What’s your name?”
 
   I leaned forward. “Jobeth O’Brien. But you don’t understand, Detective. There’s no time for this. As we speak, this woman and her flunky are getting rid of the body and covering their butts.”
 
   “When did this happen?”
 
   I checked my watch. “About forty-five minutes ago.”
 
   She looked at both of us quickly. “Come on,” she said, standing and snatching her jacket from the back of her chair. 
 
   We followed her out of the precinct to the parking lot, and she opened the door to a baby blue Ford Galaxie, pausing to look at me and Phoebe as we stared at it. Phoebe knew it reminded me of the Falcon. “What?” Grant asked impatiently.
 
   I swallowed quickly. “Weirdness,” I said, opening the back door for Phoebe and sliding in behind her. I gave Grant the address, and she headed for 1303 Barclay.
 
   “What kind of car does she drive?” Detective Grant asked, pushing the Galaxie to 55 through town, clicking on her siren, blue light flashing on the dash.
 
   “A Beemer.”
 
   She caught my eyes in the rearview mirror. 
 
   “But Steve drives a silver Jaguar, and I imagine they’re in it.”
 
   She nodded. “License number?”
 
   I took a register receipt from my pocket and handed Phoebe a pen. She wrote it down and I handed it to Grant. My hand fell to the original vinyl of the back seat and I stroked it lovingly. Phoebe noticed, and smiled. 
 
   Detective Grant was not a timid driver. More than once, we narrowly missed rear-ending those who didn’t get out of her way quickly. I caught Phoebe’s pallor in the pulsing blue light, and knew she wasn’t enjoying the ride as much as I was. By the time we got to 93rd, Grant killed the siren. As we neared Stacey’s house, I could see the Toyota 4Runner parked in front. Phoebe identified it as Steve’s other vehicle.
 
   “He has two?” Grant asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That doesn’t seem fair.”
 
   If I hadn’t been so stressed out, I would have laughed.
 
   The Jag was gone. Detective Grant twisted in the seat to look at me. “Where would they go?”
 
   I looked out the window at the lamp in the yard across from Stacey’s, its glow illuminating the concrete drive that led up into a garage. Chewing my lip, I tried to recall the conversation. “Stacey called this Tommy-guy and said she needed his help...she told him she’d show him where to dump the body.” I glanced over at Phoebe, afraid the conversation would upset her, but she had a blank expression.
 
   “Is that all they said?”
 
   “Probably not, but I put my knees in the breeze after that.”
 
   Detective Grant slammed the heel of her hand into the steering wheel. “Dammit! Where would they take him...”
 
   I focused harder. “Wait...just before I left, I heard Stacey say something about concrete blocks. It didn’t register at the time—” If I wanted to get rid of a body really quick, what would be the first place that came to mind... ? In unison, Grant and I both said, “Lake Hefner.”
 
   The detective threw the old Ford into gear, and headed for the West end of 93rd, which fed into the lakefront and scattered into veins of smaller streets.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When we reached the road into the lake frontage, Grant slowed, turning off the blue light. We rounded a corner and came up over a hill. That’s when I saw the headlights approaching in the faint glow of early morning. It was a silver sports car—”That’s it!” I shouted.
 
   She switched the blue light back on, and the Jag screeched to a halt and made a U-turn, and the game was afoot. “Hold on!” she called to us. 
 
   Phoebe and I were flung all over the back seat as Grant pursued the Jag through the winding hills of the lakeside streets. She radioed dispatch, reporting that she was in pursuit of a possible homicide suspect, giving the license number and requesting backup. Dispatch ten-foured her message, and we heard the call go out to all units in the vicinity. 
 
   The Jaguar made a wrong turn and ended up in a no-outlet parking lot. “Now I gotcha,” Grant said softly. She jerked the wheel, and the Galaxie slid sideways, blocking the exit. “Get out and get behind the car,” she barked at us, grabbing an extra set of handcuffs and poking one ring in her back pocket, as she jumped out and leaned over the hood, her service revolver at arm’s length in both hands. “Police! Get out of the car!”
 
   There was a moment of stillness, then the driver’s side opened and a dark-headed man got out, his hands high. “Both of you! Out!” She shouted. Stacey emerged. “Hands where I can see them!” Stacey lifted her hands. Detective Grant went around the front of the Ford, her .45 still trained on them. “Face down on the ground, now!” she ordered. They obeyed, and she went closer. “Hands behind your head.” Again, they obeyed, and she kept the gun on Tommy as she snapped a cuff around one of his wrists, holstered her weapon, twisted his arm down and cuffed the other wrist. She backed away again, and saw me come out from behind the Galaxie. “Here,” she said, tossing the extra handcuffs to me. “Cuff her.” She trained her .45 on Stacey.
 
   I was thrilled. It was the perfect end to a perfectly frustrating first case. I snapped the cuffs on Stacey and leaned down to her ear. I could smell her flowery perfume. “I was in your house when you shot Steve, Cartwright...I was under the bed,” I whispered. She gyrated her neck to glare at me.
 
   I stood up and moved away from her and Phoebe came up behind me as the other squad cars began to arrive.
 
   “Don’t tell anyone I let you cuff her,” Grant warned.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The sunrise found Stacey and Tommy safely encased in one of the squad cars, and Detective Grant came around from the open trunk of the Jag. “We need you to identify the body,” she told Phoebe.
 
   “I have enough bad memories of him, I don’t need another one.”
 
   Grant looked at me.
 
   “I saw him die. I don’t need to see him dead.”
 
   Detective Grant took off her jacket and snapped the leather strap over her revolver in the shoulder holster. “Look, I know this sucks, but we need a positive I.D.”
 
   I watched Phoebe fold her arms around herself and lower her head. She took a step forward, and I stopped her. I knew she’d been through enough. “I’ll do it, Detective.” I followed her to the trunk and looked down at him. His skin was void of color. I nodded to her. “That’s Steve.” She gave me a pat on the back and I returned to Phoebe. “It’s over, Phoeb’.”
 
   She pulled out her eCig and leaned against the Galaxie, and I joined her. 
 
   We watched the police photographer taking shots of the scene and the body in the trunk. Detective Grant finished up her business and told Phoebe that Steve’s car would be taken to police impound, and then drove us back to the station.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Why didn’t you notify the police before now?” Detective Grant said, her pen poised over the steno pad.
 
   “Well, before it was blackmail and prostitution, and I had client confidentiality to think of. But when it became murder...”
 
   “Well, Stacey Cartwright and her goon may not be the only ones in trouble, here.”
 
   I had been waiting for that one. “Look, I’ve been up-front with you about my license; the details are pending. I’ll have it soon enough. In the meantime, let’s say I was doing a favor for some friends.”
 
   Grant scratched the top of her head and smoothed her dark brown hair in a rough, sweeping gesture. “Yeah, that’s what I’ll put in the report. What’s the real story?” She popped a pencil in her mouth and held it between her teeth.
 
   I looked over at Phoebe, and she spoke up. “I was in the process of divorcing Steve. I needed grounds other than irreconcilable differences. And I had reason to believe he was having an affair. I hired Ms. O’Brien to find out. She came across some extra information, that’s all.”
 
   Detective Grant gave me a suspicious look, removing the pencil from her mouth with a sucking sound. “And you thought you’d help her get free by putting him away?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Uh huh,” Grant said in a tone that suggested she could read between the lines. “Did you break into Stacey Cartwright’s house?”
 
   “I already answered that.”
 
   “Refresh my memory.”
 
   “The door was open, Detective.”
 
   “Did you turn the knob?” she asked smartly. 
 
   I returned her tone. “No, I did not. The door was wide open, and I simply walked through it.”
 
   Grant leaned back in her chair, tossing the pencil on the desk and regarding me with unabashed thoroughness. “Don’t jack me around, Ms. O’Brien. If you want to stay out of jail, you’d better tell me everything so I can make it stick to the right people. Otherwise, you’re at the mercy of a sometimes merciless system.” She stood up. “Think that one over, and I’ll get us all some coffee.”
 
   While she was gone, Phoebe and I discussed the possibilities. Grant was a tough cookie, but she knew what we were both holding back. She wanted to be sure it wasn’t something that would rear up and bite her in the ass later. She knew that the real crimes were committed by Stacey and Steve, not an unlicensed P.I. But her dedication to the badge would not let her admit it outright. Phoebe thought we could trust Detective Grant. After all, she had let me cuff Stacey, and whether it was because she thought it was safer to cover those two while someone else did it or not, it was still a breach in procedure.
 
   When Grant returned with the coffee, Phoebe asked her, “Do I need to call my attorney?”
 
   Grant smiled collusively. “Do you think you might need one?”
 
   Phoebe’s voice went cold. “You tell me, Detective.”
 
   “Just give me everything you know—both of you—and I’ll call if I need you to come back down, okay?”
 
   The details took quite some time, and we had all gone through several refills of coffee before Grant was satisfied with the information. She dropped her pencil on the pad and sighed, lacing her fingers behind her neck and stretching. She focused on my face. “When are you gonna get your license?”
 
   I grinned. “License? I’m doing a favor for a friend.”
 
   “Cut the crap, O’Brien. You’re doing the work of a P.I. without a license—of course, that’s off the record—and if you can come up with this much hard evidence, you should be doing it for a living.”
 
   Phoebe smiled smugly and looked down at her hands. I looked at the steno pad. “There’s a small matter that is being cleared up right now. When that’s taken care of, I’ll take the test.”
 
   “Where’d you get your experience? You have to have two years in police work or something similar to qualify, you know.”
 
   “I know. I was an MP in the Army.”
 
   She nodded appreciatively. “That’ll do it.” She tore out her notes, and placed them in the file, closing it. “If I need anything else, I’ll give you a call. You know not to leave town and all that, right?”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I’m glad this is over,” Phoebe said, hitting the button to unlock the Cadillac. 
 
   I got in beside her. “Oh, I’m sure we’ll be hearing from Detective Grant. But Stacey’s in jail. And it’s where she belongs.”
 
   We didn’t mention the fact that Steve was out of the picture, too. Neither of us had any warm feelings for him, but it was a bit awkward to talk about him being murdered.
 
   “Oh, I know.” She checked for on-coming traffic then pulled out onto the street. “And there’ll be publicity from the trial, and questions and a little scandal, but people have a short memory when you have as much money as I do.”
 
   One of those bittersweet truths in life. One of many, I imagined, that I would discover when I began a legitimate business of investigation. 
 
   We were starving, and got some cheeseburgers from a drive-through before heading home. 
 
   We showered and changed into sweats, and Phoebe started a fire. We roasted marshmallows, listening to a Bonnie Raitt CD. “Don’t you feel better now that you’re rid of that damn paper route?”
 
   “Yes, I do, actually. Even though it means I have no dependable source of income.”
 
   “You will have, soon, though.” She poked at the burning logs with the end of her charred marshmallow stick. “Won’t Huxley pay you for getting Stacey off his back?”
 
   “Yeah. But it won’t be much. Stacey drained him dry. And those photos I got out of Stacey’s briefcase of Webster are gratis, too.”
 
   “You didn’t tell me about the photos—”
 
   “Oh...well, there was a lot going on. Yeah, they’re still in my jacket. I need to give him a call, ease his mind. He’ll freak when he reads the paper, or watches the news.” I went over to the phone and punched in his number, telling him that I had what he needed, and not to miss the evening news. We made an appointment for the next day before hanging up.
 
   I came over and swiped a raw marshmallow, cramming it in my mouth. She took her eCig from the mantel, and pretended to light it with the end of the smoldering stick. I smiled at her. Inhaling, she made a strange face. “Mmm. Marshmallow-flavored cigarettes. I think I have something here. Do they make marshmallow juice for these?”
 
   “Not that I know of. But I like my chocolate-mint just fine.” I took a drag of my own. “Now that I have those photos, maybe Hal Webster will have an added incentive to clear my name, and I can take that P.I. test soon.” I got a palpable thrill out of knowing that my days in hiding were going to be over. 
 
   Phoebe suggested I go commune with my basement office, and the idea was appealing, but I could feel my body begging for sleep. “I think I need to take a nap first. I feel like I weigh too much.”
 
   “I’m still wired. Why don’t you go up and have a nap, and I’ll take care of some stuff I’ve let go lately.”
 
   I grinned. “Oh, like those bills you keep tossing, unopened, on the table?”
 
   She smiled. “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   30
 
   Did You Rehearse That?
 
    
 
    
 
   When I woke from my nap and came down the stairs, I found her on the sofa, simultaneously watching CNN, noodling around on her laptop, and having coffee.
 
   I had slept until almost eight PM. The nap had turned into pseudo-hibernation. “Mmmm...coffee....”
 
   She smiled and stood up, reaching for me, kissing me sweetly. “I have something to show you.” Her eyes were bright as she took my hand and led me through the foyer into the kitchen. “Major General Webster called. He saw the news report. The police aren’t saying much yet, but they interviewed Detective Grant on camera and she said she could not have made the arrest without the help of two model citizens.” We smiled at each other. “He also said he spoke with one of his friends at the Office of Army Law Enforcement. He thinks it’s only a matter of time before your name is cleared.”
 
   My heart leaped in my chest. “Really? Man, that’s something I never thought I’d hear.” Everything was falling into place. Everything.
 
   “Oh, and a delivery man left a package for you. I had him leave it in the garage.” She pointed to the kitchen door.
 
   I went over and opened the door and froze in confusion. A black Escalade was parked there. It had a big red bow on the top. “Phoebe—what’s this?”
 
   “Your new car,” she whispered in my ear.
 
   I turned around. “You bought me a new car?”
 
   “I made a call to my dealership. I’ve bought cars from them for years. It didn’t take long. I told him to make sure it was loaded up with the works and deliver it.”
 
   I just stared at her. Now we both drove Cadillacs, both black.
 
   “Now before your pride kicks in...I intend to sell Steve’s cars anyway, so I’ll come out with a profit on that...and his car payments came out of my account most of the time. I mean, we were married. If I would do that for him, why wouldn’t I do that for you? I love you.”
 
   Again, I had difficulty arguing. “Did you rehearse that?”
 
   “Yes,” she smiled.
 
   I turned back around and went down the steps. Circling the shiny vehicle slowly, I ran my hand along the hood and went around to the driver’s side. Payback for what Steve had done—to both of us. And it hadn’t cost her any extra.
 
   “The keys are in it,” she said from the doorway. 
 
   I got in, and she followed, jumping in the passenger side. “It’s black, so you can sneak around unseen in the dark, hunting down criminals.”
 
   I laughed. “You never cease to amaze me, Phoebe...can we go for a spin?”
 
   She smirked. “Actually, I was thinking we’d christen the back seat.”
 
   I followed her eyes behind us to the open area where the back seats had been folded flat to hold the comforter and pillows Phoebe had placed there. “That’s not a back seat,” I grinned. “That’s a bed.”
 
   She shrugged. “We’ve evolved.” She climbed between the bucket seats in the front and stretched out as I followed her dutifully.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
   En Guard
 
    
 
    
 
   I had been spending a good deal of time in my basement office, preparing for my first clients. Phoebe had talked me into giving it a rest for a few months before I took on another case, as she said she wanted me all to herself for a while. I figured I could suffer through that if I concentrated.
 
   And she did have me all to herself. And I had her. We bought an entire collection of toys and did everything we could think of. Including the no-no things. I was so happy that my face hurt most of the time from smiling. And I fell so deeply in love with her, that I knew I’d never be able to climb out again, and had no desire to try.
 
   In the corner of the basement, well away from my desk, was the back seat of the Falcon, encased in a lacquered mahogany frame, and in front of it was a sofa table made from the steering wheel with a glass top fastened to it. It was a truly inspired idea on Phoebe’s part, and I could not help but grin each time I looked at it. She had surprised me with it a week after the arrest of Stacey and Tommy. It was her way of validating my love for the Falcon, and commemorating the carnal memories we had made in it. And she assured me that if we ever had a spit baby, we’d name it Falcon.
 
   Phoebe also had the bright idea to introduce Hal Webster and Frank Huxley, though I thought it was always dangerous to play matchmaker. Fortunately, they seemed to enjoy each other’s company and had been dating. I still got a smile out of watching two manly men flirt with each other. Stereotypes were the norm, unfortunately, and this defied the norm.
 
   Detective Ginger Grant had, indeed, turned out to be gay, and quickly became Phoebe’s new best friend. I felt like I had met all the gay people in the area in my very first case.
 
   To insure my next case went a bit more smoothly, I had signed up for several classes, to include locksmithing. I figured it could always come in handy. And Ginger offered to work with me on procedure so that I could keep myself out of trouble with her department.
 
   Now, almost two months later, I was itching to use my newly acquired license. My self-studying had paid off and I aced the test. Around New Year’s, Phoebe would be throwing a party so I could meet potential clients.
 
   I was settled at my desk, reading a book on security systems when Phoebe came down the stairs with Detective Ginger Grant in tow. Ginger shoved my propped feet off the desk, and parked one leg along the edge, half-sitting there. “What’s kickin’ chicken?”
 
   I put my book down, not missing the snowflakes that were sliding from her jacket and melting into puddles on the desktop, and gave her my best territorial scowl. “Are you here to give me a hard time, Ginger?”
 
   Ginger snickered and tossed a look over her shoulder at Phoebe. I leaned to one side to have a look at Phoebe’s expression. “Okay, what are you birds up to?”
 
   Phoebe came around and dropped the mail on my desk. “Ginger and I were just having a chat upstairs, and we’ve decided on one of your Christmas gifts.”
 
   “It took two of you?” I wiped a puddle off the desktop, drying my hand on my jeans. Since the arraignment and subsequent multi-tiered convictions of Stacey Cartwright and her entourage, Ginger had turned out to be a good friend to me, too. But I discovered quickly that Phoebe and Ginger had a way of ganging up on me. “Is it better than the backseat of the Falcon?”
 
   As Phoebe giggled, Ginger cut in, “You know, you never did tell me what special significance that seat has.”
 
   Phoebe glanced at me, then answered Ginger in mock sentimentality, “It was where we went on our first date.”
 
   Phoebe and I both laughed, and Ginger said, “Charming.”
 
   “So what’s this gift?” I wanted to know.
 
   “Ginger is going to teach you to fence.”
 
   I looked at Ginger and frowned. “You know how to fence?”
 
   “Why so surprised?” She glowered at me; I had hit a nerve. Goody for me.
 
   “You mean, swords and white suits, and en guard, and all that stuff?”
 
   Ginger nodded. “It’ll get you back in shape.”
 
   “Back in shape? Who said I was ever out of shape?” I knew I’d put on a few pounds over the last few months, but I was not about to admit it to these two hyenas. 
 
   Ginger stood up and shook her dripping jacket, stealing a handful of dinner mints from the ceramic bowl Phoebe had placed on my desk that morning. “Fencing teaches you sharpness of mind, forethought, strategy. It improves your reflexes, too. That’s something you’re going to need in your line of work.”
 
   “Touché,” I offered appropriately.
 
   Phoebe came over and sat down in my lap, her arms around my neck. “Are you game?”
 
   I always thought fencing was a cool sport. I only saw it done on television, though, and not very often. “Sure. Sounds like fun.” I kissed Phoebe full on the mouth. And then she kissed me back and we forgot we weren’t alone.
 
   “Oh my god, let me get out of here before you two start having ass-sex over the desk.”
 
   We laughed.
 
   “I’m free evenings. Let me know when you want to have your first lesson.”
 
   “Of ass-sex?”
 
   She threw a mint at me. “I’ll call you, Ginger.”
 
   Ginger grabbed another handful of mints and started for the stairs. “Oh, and congrats on your license. Maybe I can throw some business your way. Happy Holidays!” She took the steps two at a time back up to the door.
 
   When I looked back at Phoebe, she was admiring the Honorable Discharge certificate on the wall. “Are you going to stop using Jobeth O’Brien as your name, now that Grayson O’Reilly has her name cleared?”
 
   I pulled her closer. “That name is the legal one, and it’s on my ID’s, now. But I kind of feel like Jobeth O’Brien, still.”
 
   “It’s snowing out.” She kissed my neck before she got up and moved over to the desk, wiping at the remaining puddles Ginger’s drippy coat had left behind.
 
   “Would you like to have a snowball fight?”
 
   “Too cold...I’d rather stay in and keep warm.” She hoisted herself onto the desk in front of me and unfastened the top button of her blouse. “Can I take you out to dinner, perhaps?”
 
   I pushed out of the chair slowly and moved into her, placing my hips between her knees as she sat on the desk. “That sounds good. How about the appetizer here at home?”
 
   I reached for the buttons of my jeans, pulling them apart and shoving them down. Her eyes went to my crotch.
 
   “Oh my god! You’re packin’!” she squeaked, taking in the compression shorts holding her favorite phallic toy. “That’s why you didn’t get up and hug Ginger.”
 
   “Wouldn’t want her to have a coronary.”
 
   “We’ve never done it on the desk, have we?”
 
   “No,” I agreed. “We haven’t...en guard,” I said, pushing her back and reaching for the top button of her jeans.
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   "After reading Armchair Detective, the first in the AKA Investigations series, I didn't think Baeli could top herself. But damned if she didn't write another outstanding book!  She is definitely no one-hit-wonder.  Kelli Jae Baeli is able to engage a reader in a way that most writers can only dream of. Compelling, sometimes hysterically funny, snappy dialogue, 3 dimensional characters you fall in love with, and a plot that pulls you along as if you are tethered to an unforgiving rope. You are cheating yourself if you don't read Also Known as DNA!"
 
   ~Connie R. Ramsey
 
   Hobbs, TX
 
    
 
   "Baeli is at the top of her game" 
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars Exciting and Satisfying - A great Read!
 
   I thoroughly enjoyed the first book in this series so when I sat down to read this one I was sure I was in for a treat. And I was right.
 
   This book features the two main characters from the first book, this time ensconced in a different city and getting on with the job of being happy and working as Private Investigators. This time however, two more, very interesting and appealing characters are added to the mix and the narrative swaps easily between each viewpoint, adding depth and interest.
 
   Then, in true AKA Investigations style, events conspire to spiral out of control, testing the fortitude, depth of feeling and sheer courage of each of the characters. Nail-biting action and heart-stopping tension take the reader on a roller-coaster ride through the pages, piling one catastrophe on top of another and testing the characters to the limit. I wasn't sure they'd all make it out alive in this one, but it sure had me turning the pages to find out. Baeli is at the top of her game here, delivering a book at once touching and full of odd, often humorous bits of wisdom and a storyline of exciting misadventure and action.
 
   There's something about the main character's voice that delights me every time - self-depreciating humour and phrasing that reminds me of all the best pulp PI fiction but is at the same time refreshing and entertaining in this unashamedly lesbian adventure story. You really should read it!
 
   ~Kate Genet 
 
   New Zealand
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Special Dedication
 
    
 
   Many front-matter pages include an author 's declaration, "I could not have written this book without so-and-so" but I find that largely disingenuous. If the author's name is on the cover, he or she actually wrote the book. And although someone else may have been supportive and inspiring, or brought coffee and sandwiches to their desk, they don 't usually merit an accolade like that. (I, incidentally, had no one to bring coffee and sandwiches to my desk. I have one cat with opposable thumbs, but she can't get the hang of it).
 
   However, having said that, there are people who make the work more tolerable, more exciting, more inspiring, and who might have offered outstanding support and ideas that the author used, and even been a collaborative or brainstorming partner. In that case, I must acknowledge Tanya Penny-Gotcher. While she didn't write this book, she was so intimately involved in the process , especially at the beginning stages, that I would be not only remiss not to mention it, but deserving of a swift kick with steel-toed boot.
 
   Tanya is one of my dearest friends and I have been so fortunate to have her support and enthusiasm for my writing. She is the one who convinced me to write this sequel to Armchair Detective. She is the one I confided in, bounced ideas off of, and who provided insight that I would have been hard-pressed to provide for myself. She has been a true friend and this writer's newest most cherished confidant. I adore you, Tanya, and I thank you with all my heart for your presence in my life.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gramercy
 
    
 
   Thanks for the inspiration found in the music, voice and lyrics of Kristen Hall. She always seems to speak out of my own head, and her music has a way of reaching in and making me feel like there's someone else out there who understands me.
 
   And how lucky am I to have crossed paths with Susan Neilson? A cop and former detective, and now valued friend, Susan was helpful in getting the details right. Her knowledge of Denver and police matters was invaluable to me. She could not have been more helpful. Thank you so much Susan, for your resources and letting me pick your brain.
 
   Appreciation to Kim Jennings, my Facebook friend, for her help and insight into a few nursing questions. What a treasure I have found in you, Kim.
 
   Appreciation to The National Center for Victims of Crime for statistics and information about crimes against women. This is an area that needs more attention and stronger, more enforced laws.
 
   Thanks also to the support of all my avid readers, and my supportive friends on Facebook.
 
   And as usual, to the power of Google. If I had invested in that search engine when it first began, as I wanted to, I would now be stinking rich.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   For Tanya Penny-Gotcher,
 
   who twisted my arm.
 
   Not hard enough so that I couldn't type, but still.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Blood is thicker than water,
 
   but water is easier to clean up.
 
   ~Kelli Jae Baeli
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 1 ~
 
   Ceremonial Tarp & Dangle
 
    
 
   I'm hanging upside down, wrapped in tarp, like some retarded Houdini.
 
   How did this happen? Well, it all started with me, on the way to my car after a close call. Back to minding my own business. I always mind my own business because I know there are plenty of other people out there who will mind it for me, if I let them, and I don 't feel they're more qualified to fuck up my life than I am.
 
   Only that morning, I was meeting with a client .
 
   Which was, in a way, minding someone else's business.
 
   But that's the business I'm in. So I can mind someone else's business and be minding my own business.
 
   Glad I got that cleared up.
 
   Lila Dixon was what one might call a tall drink of water. I never knew what that meant until I met her. She towered over me, and if I weren't female, I'd say she threatened my manhood. Lila was also regal, and a perfectly lovely woman, but with some unpleasant truths rooted in denial. For instance, she thought it was okay to drink a couple bottles of wine and then drive. Maybe because she was so tall. But I wasn't on her payroll to play DUI hall monitor. I was there to help her get something useful on her husband, so that she could finally get away from him, legally.
 
   The briefing complete, she signed the tab and left me to finish my short drink of water, going out the rear door to her car, which she had clandestinely parked a block away , just to assuage her paranoia that the dreaded churlish hubby might follow her.
 
   I pulled my eCig out of my coat pocket and refilled the mouthpiece with chocolate mint eJuice. I had discovered the wonderful world of electronic cigarettes a few years ago, while searching for a way to quit. Now, I continued to enjoy them, since all the negatives about tobacco cigarettes didn't exist with the electronic ones. It was just vapor, with the flavoring of your choice. Mine, being chocolate mint.
 
   Lila Dixon's plan to avoid discovery by her husband had apparently failed, I realized, her paranoia justified, as I saw him come in the front door, hairy knuckles dragging the floor, and recognized him from the photos.
 
   It was indeed the churlish one: Lila Dixon's husband. The way he was looking at me during his approach made me realize he was on to me. He must have waited for her to leave, so he could rough me up, before going home to do the same to her. I pictured him chasing her with one of those cartoony Flintstones clubs. No time now to worry about her future roughing, I had my own to worry about.
 
   I got up and headed for the door, but couldn't get there through the salad bar, so detoured. The ladies room was just around the corner and I palmed the door open and went inside. He wouldn't dare follow me in here, in a public restaurant, I told myself. I'm always telling myself these things so I won't come unglued in a crisis.
 
   I noticed that this restroom smelled purple, like some do. Not sure what the smell of purple is, but I always thought that particular scent just smelled like purple. I stepped into the first stall, and slammed the crooked metal door closed behind me, forcing it into the position to accept the sliding latch, ramming the latch closed just as the restroom entry door burst open and slammed into the wall.
 
   Coarse, meaty hands darted under the door of my stall, and I leapt onto the toilet seat, one foot slipping into the bowl. I pulled my sodden shoe out of the water, and regained my breath, searching frantically f or a way out. He shook the door violently, cursing me, and my eyes ascended to the small window above the sink on the other side of the stall. When I looked down again, he was crawling under, shoving his huge shoulders between the door and the ugly yellow linoleum, still reaching for me, straining, pushing at the bottom of the door. The latch wouldn't stand for that very long, I knew. Why didn't he just kick the door in? I wondered inanely. Maybe he thought it would make too much noise. The window I spied was small, yet still an escape hatch. The only one to be found. My escape hatches had always been small, but I'd always been able to find them. I'd be damned if I'd break that tradition now.
 
   I climbed the metal wall, boosting myself with the chrome plumbing that rose above the toilet, flushing it accidentally. I've escaped down the toilet! my mind screamed absurdly at him, feeling a little crazy with fear.
 
   My first question was answered when he wobbled out from under the door and began to fling himself against it.
 
   I guess he didn't care about the noise after all.
 
   Once at the top, I tried to scale the wall without alerting him to my whereabouts, climbed onto the sink at the other side of the second stall, and pulled the window lever down, pushing the single pane open. Thankfully, there was no screen. Or lock. I took hold of the metal sill, hoisting myself up, my sneakered feet scraping the cinderblock wall, as I alternately pushed myself upward and glanced back at him. He had still not figured out that I was out of the stall, but the door was caving in nicely.
 
   I managed to get my hips onto the sill and flail for a handhold on the dirt and leaves outside the ground-level window. I heard the door crash in, and craned my neck to see him struggling to his feet and watching me, his face red, his brows pulled together like the laces of my shoes.
 
   In what seemed a nanosecond later, I felt his big hand close around my left ankle. Instinctively, I kicked at him, feeling myself being dragged back in. The sill scraped painfully across my hip bones and onto my stomach, stopping just under my breasts, and I was suddenly glad I was not flat-chested. I swung my right leg, sodden sneaker and all, as hard as I could toward his head, making contact, but to no avail. I was reminded of my encounter with the Pit Bull in the Stacey Cartwright case, and wasn't sure if this situation was any less frightening than having a mean dog dangling from my arm as I tried to climb a chain-link fence.
 
   Outside, my hand fell on a broken red brick left over from the construction of the building, no doubt hidden for years behind the shrubbery lining the ground-level windows. When he jerked at me again, I twisted like a cat, felt myself falling. My feet hit the edge of the sink, and I landed with my behind in the bowl, the faucet grinding into my back.
 
   I winced at the pain the awkward landing caused, and when he stepped closer, I lifted the brick, surprised I still clutched it, and brained him. He staggered back, holding the side of his head and I jumped down from the sink, and whacked him again before he could recover. He fell against the wall of the injured stall, and it creaked with his weight. I hurried over to get one more lick in, and when he slumped, I started to climb the sink again, but then stopped, rolling my eyes at myself. I backtracked and went out the door, pausing only long enough to throw the brick at him. It landed on his chest.
 
   The parking lot was just around the building, and in it, my Escalade. The trip to freedom was interrupted by a powerful odor and the sensation of someone's arms around me. It wasn't a hug.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When I woke up in the abandoned factory , I was of course unaware that it was an abandoned factory because I couldn't see through the tarp that had cocooned me, as I dangled in the air by my feet.
 
   What would Jim Rockford do? I don't think my fictional TV idol had ever been hung upside down with a tarp around him. So I had to just imagine what he would do.
 
   And first, he would wait until his captors took the tarp off. Then he would find a way to--to get away.
 
   I am fucked.
 
   But then I heard voices and knew that any e scape would be something I figured out on my own without the aid of TV detectives and their clever screenwriters.
 
   "Catch of the day," one said.
 
   I felt pressure near my chest and looked down, which was really up, due to my unfortunate inversion. I saw the blade poke through and rip an opening up over my head, as I leaned away from the sharp steel of the hunting knife. Blessed oxygen poured over my face and I sucked it in like a black hole.
 
   Even upside down, I recognized Jimmy Dixon, his beefy countenance usually found only in livestock yards.
 
   "How's it hangin', Sherlock?" he grinned.
 
   With forced candor, I said, "I am not having a good day."
 
   They both laughed. Jimmy had some nasty contusions on his face from my recent bricklaying. The other one, I didn't recognize, so I figured he was the one who did the chloroform honors in the parking lot earlier. "We haven't met formally," I said to the accomplice. "I was distracted by unconsciousness--" He just grinned but didn't offer his name.
 
   "What are we going to do with you? " Jimmy Dixon wondered, without sincerity.
 
   I was willing to lend a hand. "I have a suggestion."
 
   They laughed again, Dixon saying, "I bet you do."
 
   "I'm not okay with endangering my life for a disgruntled housewife. She's not paying me shit anyway. Cheap bitch." He seemed to like where I was going with this. "In fact, I think she underestimates you , Mr. D. I should be working for you instead. Got any little jobs that need to be taken care of?"
 
   My head was pounding from the blood pooling there, and I was having trouble hearing him as he answered,
 
   "Yeah, you could take care of my wife. "
 
   I pretended hesitation. "Is there anything in it for me?"
 
   "Sure. You get to be put back on your feet again.
 
   Breathing."
 
   "That seems fair."
 
   They laughed, and the Chloroform Guy went over to the wall and untied the rope, slowly lowering me to the ground.
 
   Just like that. It was too easy, but I wasn't prepared to complain just yet.
 
   As Dixon cut my bindings, and I kicked the tarp away, I checked out my surroundings. Door at the other end, too far away. About as far away, I recalled, as the fence was in that tractor yard during my Cartwright case.
 
   The one where the Pit Bull made his home, and anticipated a warm lunch from the armchair detective who made a wrong turn in her escape from another angry husband.
 
   My fetters gone, I sat up and waited for the blood to drain back to my torso. Dizzily, I hefted myself up to stand in front of him. "Everyone has their transgressions.
 
   So what did she do to you?"
 
   He lit a cigar and blew the Captain Black smoke in my face. "She wouldn't let me have a girlfriend."
 
   "That's just selfish."
 
   He grinned, enjoying the repartee. "I want her out of my life. Can you handle that?"
 
   "To save my own skin? Hell yes."
 
   They both laughed again. We were all having such a good time. The only thing missing was wine and cheese.
 
   He pulled out a folded piece of paper. "Here's her schedule. All the places she goes to spend my money. "
 
   "I'm on it," I said, taking the paper. I pulled my iPhone out of my pocket, and punched up the recorder app, bold as neon, started recording and then switched to a contact list. "How do I reach you?" He stood there and watched while I touched in the number and saved it.
 
   "Now, Mr. Dixon, sir, when you say you want me to get rid of your wife--I don't want any nasty misunderstandings later. You mean you want her--"
 
   "Dead."
 
   "Well that's clear enough." I poked the iPhone back in my pocket. "I'll be in touch." Then I just headed for the door, as if I had a set of brass balls and knew how to shine them.
 
   "Hey--"
 
   I felt my renewed hope begin to dwindle. I stopped and turned to face him.
 
   "Don't fuck me over, or you'll be back in that tarp, skiing behind my boat."
 
   I made a clicking sound and pointed a finger-gun at him. "Got it." Then I turned and continued to the door. I actually made it all the way outside without a single piece of lead in my back. Perhaps I've underestimated the kindness of strangers.
 
   As I walked, I pulled out my phone and stopped the recording, tapped play, and listened to him convict himself. Loved my iPhone.
 
   I continued up Jason Street to Lipan, and called a cab, waiting in front of Stomp Them Grapes, a homebrew wine making supply place. After my recent tarping, a glass of wine sounded pretty good to me.
 
   A clown-horn sound erupted from my phone and I pulled it out of my pocket. That sound always startled me but somehow I never changed it. The text message just said "hey" from a number I didn't recognize. I clicked in and typed back,
 
    
 
   Who is this?
 
    
 
   I waited a few seconds with no response, watching for my cab to arrive. When there was no response I shoved the iPhone back in my pocket. A minute or two later, I got back:
 
    
 
   Oh I might have texted the wrong #.
 
    
 
   I sent back,
 
    
 
   Who are you trying to reach?
 
    
 
   After another too-long few seconds, I figured that was the last of it, but kept the phone in hand just so I wouldn't have to dig it out again. In a few more seconds, came: 
 
    
 
   Sorry! I don't really want to say the name if it's a wrong # It's someone from the past.
 
   I texted,
 
    
 
   mmm. cryptic. Having trouble finding them?
 
    
 
   Text back was,
 
    
 
   I know where they are, but just wanted to send a quick message  before I visit them.
 
    
 
   I am sitting here texting to a stranger, I thought. And yet, how interesting it is, in our modern technological world, that we can cross paths in some way with so many people we may never have known about without texting and Internet. I texted,
 
    
 
   They don't know you're going to visit?
 
    
 
   No. And I'm not sure they want to see me either.
 
    
 
   History of bad blood?
 
    
 
   Wouldn't say bad blood. But blood.
 
    
 
   I wasn't sure what to make of that one.
 
    
 
   Well, I hope it works out okay.
 
    
 
   So do i. Thx. Sorry to have bothered you.
 
    
 
   No bother.
 
    
 
   Have a good day.
 
    
 
   You too.
 
    
 
   Before I could ruminate any longer on the peculiarity of talking through anonymous messages from nameless, faceless people, and the odd, melancholy nature of thin king that maybe they could matter in your life, if you only knew them, the taxi arrived.
 
   The cabbie took me back to my Escalade near P.F. Chang's on 15th. Once inside Essy, as I like to call my car, I tapped Ginger up on iPhone, clicking on my Bluetooth ear bud. Her somber police countenance came up on the screen, and she answered, and I filled her in on the whole thing. While talking to her, I attached the recording in an MMS text and she listened to it and then told me she 'd take over from there, and I'd only have to provide information and testimony in court. She was aware of this case, as I usually told her all about them. It was easy, since she lived in the guest house in our backyard. whenever we met for a beer or she came over to visit. I liked knowing that my best friend was a police detective.
 
   As I pulled out of the lot, I thought about it. Did Jimmy Dixon actually think I was going to kill his wife to save myself? I wondered for a moment if he was that naive, or if he was playing me somehow, and I was the one who needed schooling.
 
   Next stop was Lila Dixon's favorite hangout, Rude Park, near I-25 and Colfax. I wasn't sure how it got its name, but she found it appropriate because she liked to go there when she felt rude. I had called her and told her to meet me there so I could update her on my recent Ceremonial Tarp and Dangle at the hands of her hated spouse, and let her know that her life was in danger. I began with, "I'm supposed to kill you, now." That got her attention. She even put one hand on the door handle for just a second before realizing I was just being a smart-ass.
 
   I gave her Ginger Grant's phone number, and extracted my money, in addition to some hazard pay. Maybe it didn't go down like she wanted, but the goal had been met. Her hubby would be out of the picture soon enough.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 2 ~
 
   Walking in 20 Years Older
 
    
 
   Ginger Grant was 46 and firmly entrenched in a mid-life crisis. Since her last birthday, she had begun to notice a wrinkle here, a sag there, and when she looked closely in the mirror, she thought, that's not me. Being single added another weight to that Forties Fear. Would I be attractive enough, long enough, to find someone? She knew appearance was the most common and most relied upon way to lure a lover. If she didn't have her physicality as bait anymore, would the other facets of her be enough?
 
   Even if it were only up to her, she still had a hard time finding the types of women she liked to date. After her girlfriend of 15 years ran off with a younger woman just after Ginger's 43rd birthday, she had spent the last three years facing singlehood and its cadre of middle-aged monsters. She was feeling her own mortality, and the possibility of growing old without someone to share the burdens and the joys.
 
   Only those who have fallen into the trough of middle-age, understand its power to usurp every last one of your shining points of person-light; it had a way of holding a mirror up to your own mortality, and the reflection was uncompromising, offering no cushion for the blow, unless the darkening circles under eyes could be construed as padding. She recognized the stark reality: she was closer to her death than to her birth. It gnawed at her like a starving ferret.
 
   She wasn't unattractive. Many people had compared her to Stockard Channing; how she looked when she played the First Lady on The West Wing. But the Stockard Channings of the world never seemed to titillate as fully as the Jennifer Annistons and the Halle Berrys and the Charlize Therons and the Angelina Jolies. But there were many forms of beauty and Ginger knew that she didn't have to look like one of the 10 Most Beautiful Hollywood Starlets to be appreciated.
 
   No, her chances were made fainter by the several minorities to which she belonged. She was not only middle-aged, but a lesbian. Doing the numbers on those odds could be daunting.
 
   According to the Gay Index (yes, there really was such a thing) put out by epodunk.com, the population of gay people in Denver was 216%, which meant that Denver was 116% higher in gay population than the national average. The female gay population in Denver was 183%, which meant lesbian population was 83% higher in Denver than in the rest of the country. Odds seemed good for her, on the surface--much better than they had been in Oklahoma. But looking more closely, one had to consider the specifics. These numbers were "based on the percent-age of people reporting in the 2000 U.S. Census that they lived in a same-sex partnership." It didn't count the ones who didn't admit orientation, nor those who weren't living in a partnership. Meaning, ones like her.
 
   This meant that of the 10 - 20% of gay people in Denver, (using the lower statistic), about 4% were lesbian, hypothetically. Out of that 4%, you had to find a compatible match.
 
   First, you had to, ostensibly, meet them all. Not going to happen, so she figured she could cut that number in half, easily, and it still would probably be lower. So out of the remaining 2%, you had to first meet one--one who was single. Then she had to be attracted to you. Then you had to be attracted to her; after that, you had to also have chemistry together, and further, you had to have a commonality that allowed you to be together in harmony.
 
   After adding in the other lesser variables, the odds of finding a partner were what Ginger considered astronomically low. Like one of her friends said was like the chance "of being struck by lightning while being sodomized by Martians."
 
   It was enough to bring on a social angst bordering on depression, Martians and sodomy, notwithstanding. Yet, she knew she didn't want to remain single. What's a self-respecting lesbian to do?
 
   As Detective Ginger Grant transferred paper work from one pile to the next, at her desk in the Denver Police Department, she wondered if it was worth the effort at all.
 
   Her friend Jobeth, a private investigator who was also a lesbian, continued to encourage her to place ads on various Internet dating sites. That only reminded her of the lowering odds--the woman of her dreams had to have an ad on one of those sites.
 
   Ginger had not had a second date with the same woman in many months. There was always some deal-breaker afoot. Either the woman was an alcoholic, unstable in one of myriad ways, or Ginger just didn't feel any sparks.
 
   Now, she took a table at The Irish Snug, off Colfax, by far the most popular place for cops and civilians alike in this area. It was an authentic Irish pub and cops always seem to levitate toward those establishments. It was somewhat like the tradition of playing bagpipes at the funerals of cops. She could almost imagine the sound of them around her own casket; her life cut short, not in the line of duty, but by her own hand; from the sheer exhaustion and depression that came from being who she was, looking for a suitable partner.
 
   Only a few minutes from the station, The Irish Snug boasted high quality food at reasonable prices and was once the haunt of legends of the beat generation, like Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassady. Kerouac had based his famous Dean Moriarty character from On the Road, on Cassady.
 
   When Ginger's newest prospect paused at the entrance and looked around for Ginger, she at first thought that it couldn't be her. As the woman saw Ginger, she waved and came toward the table. Ginger was easily recognized. She had posted only recent pictures. Her lunch date, on the other hand, had apparently posted a picture from at least 15 to 20 years prior. And, she noticed with chagrin as the woman sat down, huffing, about 80 pounds heavier.
 
   Ginger took a breath and tried to move past the irritation, into acceptance. No romance to be had, here. But maybe she could make a friend; though she was not keen on getting chummy with those who were delusional enough to post a picture from that long ago to represent themselves. Maybe not delusional, Ginger thought. Maybe just a liar. Did she think I wouldn't notice? She knew I was a detective, fer fucksake.
 
   She offered her hand across the table and Ginger shook it. "Nice to meet you," the woman said.
 
   Wish I could say the same, Ginger thought, but lied for courtesy's sake, "Same here."
 
   She thought of the woman's name: Joyce Parks . I bet she does, Ginger mused, but not for a make-out session.
 
   Probably to eat French fries and watch other people exercise on her lunch hour. Jogging, to her, was likely a spectator sport.
 
   Why did lesbians seem to think that passing the age of 40 was a license to let yourself go? Ginger worked out when she could make time, and she had a few extra pounds, but she carried them well; she most certainly didn't let herself gain the equivalent of a small child. She walked three miles a day--snow, rain or sunshine. She made sure she ate healthy as much as possible. And she wore makeup. Not a lot of it, but enough so that there was no confusion about gender from clerks when she asked where the restroom was.
 
   Now, Joyce fluffed her short gray hair, so unlike the long dark hair in the picture, and picked up the menu.
 
   "So, what's good here?"
 
   For you? The cucumber slices. Ginger checked herself.
 
   She was getting mean as time went on, but this song and dance had gotten on her last gay nerve. Where were the women like herself? "Everything here is good."
 
   "What are you having?"
 
   "Caesar salad with grilled chicken."
 
   Joyce wrinkled her nose. "I think I'll have the Snug Burger. That looks good. Or the Reuben."
 
   Ginger had had almost everything on the menu, but she didn't have the heavier fare more than once a month.
 
   Perhaps Joyce didn't either. Maybe I'm being overly critical.
 
   Just taking out my frustration about other dates on her. She took another breath and told herself to keep an open mind. "So, you're in the corporate world?" Ginger prodded, playing off Joyce's profile, which stated that she was in Executive Management.
 
   "Yes. I take care of five managers at Xcel Energy."
 
   "Take care of?"
 
   "Well, yes, administrative assistant to them. Boy they keep me running."
 
   So when she said she was in Executive Management, what she meant was that she managed executives. Meaning, secretary. Be nice, she reminded herself. "How long have you been doing that?"
 
   "Oh, for about three years. Before that, I rescued horses."
 
   "Horses?"
 
   "Yeah, I lived on a ranch in Castle Rock. My friend owned it. But it folded. Just not enough donations to keep it going. I got an apartment after that, since the house went into foreclosure. The economy sucks, doesn't it?"
 
   She was a glorified ranch hand. Now a secretary. Honest work, but not at all how she painted herself.
 
   When the waitress came, Joyce ordered a pitcher of beer. A pitcher. And then she decided on the Snug Burger, add cheddar cheese, and could they pour cheese over the large order of fries?
 
   Ginger had to laugh. If she didn't, she'd cry.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 3 ~
 
   The Three Bustateers
 
    
 
   The conclusion of my first case left Phoebe and I wanting a fresh start; away from a house she felt was not "neutral" enough for us, since she 'd shared it with her loser-criminal-husband. She'd wanted us to have something together that didn't have him tied to it. And she wanted to avoid crossing paths with anyone who used to know Steve.
 
   She suggested we move to Denver; Phoebe had many friends in the region from her college days, and had kept in touch with most of them. She missed Colorado and thought it was the perfect time to make that change. I didn't care where I was, as long as it was with her. I had nothing to keep me in Oklahoma, except for Ginger.
 
   When we told Ginger of the impending move, she lamented the loss of her two new friend--and wished she could go, too, her job had become a dead-end. Ginger had been to Colorado a few times when she was younger, and said it was a great region. Phoebe suggested a transfer, offering to connect Ginger with the Denver Police Chief, who happened to be married to one of her best friends from college. This connection resulted in Ginger getting a transfer to the Detective Division of a Denver P.D. precinct.
 
   The McMasters Manor, as we liked to call it, sold for a tidy sum, as if Phoebe needed it, and she employed the services of a top real estate firm to find her the new house in Lakewood, only a few minutes from Denver.
 
   We flew out there to tour the house. It was a source of humor for us both that the house sat on Manor Lane.
 
   Phoebe was convinced it was some kind of cosmic signal that it was the perfect choice. It was larger than we first planned, since Phoebe wanted to get away from the square footage of the Leatherwood Landing behemoth we moved from. But when she stepped into the house on Manor Lane, with its gorgeous Beech wood flooring and cabinetry, and a spiral staircase facing the front foyer and feeding up into the master bedroom, a front view of the Rockies and a rear view of a portion of Clairfield Reservoir, she was irretrievable hooked. It had only two bedrooms, but there was a full basement for my office, and a guest cottage in the back. After asking if I liked it (what's not to like? I told her) she made the offer and signed the papers on the spot. We flew back and Phoebe hired a moving company to do everything.
 
   Phoebe, Ginger and I actually made the move together in March, calling ourselves the "Three Bustateers."
 
   Ginger thought of that moniker because we had just had a fencing match, in which she reminded me how much I needed to practice. She lived more sparsely than us, and didn't need much room, so Phoebe suggested she move into the guest cottage out back. Ginger would have normally said no, I could tell, but it made perfect sense: she would have lots of privacy, be near her two best friends, and it eliminated the hassle of her finding an apartment.
 
   That way, she could concentrate on her new position with the Denver P.D.
 
   Six months later, I had a whole new list of clients, provided by Phoebe's old Rolodex, made new by the same method she used last time: throw a lavish party and invite everyone she knew and their dog. At the gathering, I handed out my business cards, and the phone just started ringing.
 
   It had been a year since Phoebe and I met as I was throwing her newspaper in the back drive. Now, I could scarcely remember that paltry paper route job. I was living my dream career, and enjoying the perks of a drop dead gorgeous woman's affections and fat bank account.
 
   Life was good. I tried not to let my mistrust of the Luck Fairies get in the way of enjoying it. Phoebe was the first and only woman to get past my defenses. I could not imagine my life without her now.
 
   I pulled into the garage and poked the remote to close the door behind me. As I yanked the keys out of the ignition, my text message horn went off again. Scaring me, as usual. I pressed the button, and fingered the slider to open the screen.
 
    
 
   It's me again. Pop quiz: Have you ever just walked away from your life?
 
    
 
   I stared at the text, a little befuddled. What was this about? Was this person just hiding behind technology to get some anonymous feedback? While there didn't seem to be any harm, it was strange, anyway. I texted back, 
 
    
 
   As a matter of fact, I have. Why? Is that what you're doing?
 
    
 
   Yes. And it's pretty scary. But I have to do something to have the life I really want, right?
 
    
 
   If you're unhappy, sure. But I don't know you, so I can't speak to your situation directly. In general, I think you should always try to be happy, whatever that means.
 
    
 
   What was I, now, Dr. Laura? Why was I giving advice to this anonymous texter?
 
    
 
   So, did you find your happiness?
 
    
 
   I took a deep breath and looked toward the kitchen door, behind which was the love of my life, preparing dinner for us.
 
    
 
   Yes. I did.
 
    
 
   I stared at the screen for a long moment, waiting, but no other text came, so I got out and stepped through the kitchen door to the smell of oregano, basil and garlic.
 
   Phoebe was at the stove, stirring sauce, and her eyes lit up when I walked in the room. I loved the fact that her eyes lit up when she saw me. I lit up, too, generally a little lower in the anatomy, though.
 
   She kissed me softly and hugged me. "Hey Baby. How was your day?"
 
   "I learned something new," I said, pinching a piece of French bread from the loaf and popping its garlicky goodness into my mouth.
 
   "What was that?"
 
   "I discovered I dislike hanging upside down in a tarp."
 
   "Oh my God. What the hell happened? "
 
   I told the whole story over her divine spaghetti and some merlot. Lila Dixon had been a college classmate back-when, and Jimmy had been a linebacker who stole her heart on a fumble, and then got drafted by the NFL.
 
   He played only two seasons before blowing out his knee.
 
   But he made a killing on a couple of products he hawked on Home Shopping Network and QVC, following in the footsteps of George Foreman and his ubiquitous grill.
 
   Phoebe promised to call Lila Dixon and make sure she stayed in the Rolodex. Out of guilt, if nothing else.
 
   "I also had another odd experience. Twice, really." I told her about the text messages and handed her my phone so she could read them, as I twirled spaghetti onto my fork and shoveled in a delicious mouthful, dripping with sauce.
 
   She handed the iPhone back across the table. "Sounds like someone who's struggling, and just needed an ear."
 
   "Yeah, but we're strangers."
 
   "Some stranger than others," she smiled. "It reminds me of those times when you just cross paths with someone, like in an elevator, or in a park, and there's polite small talk, and then it turns into something meaningful."
 
   She reached over to clasp my hand on the table. "That's what happened with us, remember?"
 
   "You mean, this anonymous texter might be my next girlfriend?"
 
   She smacked me on the wrist.
 
   I thought back to that initial meeting with Phoebe, when I was delivering her paper, and she was out strolling around in her back yard in the middle of that cold Oklahoma night. We had chatted, and then suddenly she was opening up to me and offering real information.
 
   Details that mattered. From there, our rapport continued to develop, until we found ourselves in love. But how much of a relationship could you develop with a few text messages, when that person was as good as invisible? You could never see them, didn't know their gender, or their age, or whether or not they liked spaghetti. "I remember that you needed to talk to someone, and you were lonely. "
 
   "True." She picked up the garlic bread and took a bite.
 
   "But it became so much more than just my being lonely.
 
   After I spent some time with you, I just started falling hopelessly in love."
 
   I watched her as she spoke. She had my full attention for more reasons than one. I would never get tired of looking at Phoebe. She was beautiful. She reminded me of Michele Pfieffer; the way she looked in One Fine Day. It certainly was one fine day when I met her while investigating the Stacey Cartwright case. Thankfully, Phoebe was also smart, witty and great in bed. The triumvirate of relationship bliss. She had been the first woman to ever capture my heart and ensconce me in domestication. I adored her.
 
   "You look tired. How about joining me in the hot tub?"
 
   "Will there be sex involved?"
 
   "Repeatedly."
 
   I cocked an eyebrow at her. "Oh, don't make me come over there."
 
   She got up from the table, leaving the remnants of dinner on the table. "I'm going to fire it up."
 
   Her flirty demeanor still tortured me. And with relish, I followed her upstairs to the bedroom.
 
   Any aspiring P.I. would kill for a setup like this. A beautiful wealthy woman who supported her chosen vocation, and made the nights a potpourri of carnal delights. But there was more , of course. She also loved me faithfully, and had proven her devotion many times over.
 
   And I really did love her. Madly. It just didn't get any better than this. If it did, I wouldn't survive it. I'd die of overwhelming happiness.
 
   As we de-clothed and sank into the Jacuzzi, she floated over to me and straddled my lap, her arms around my neck, and gave me one of those I-missed-you kisses I like so much.
 
   Phoebe didn't have to work. She had money, and plenty of it. But she had been indispensable at building AKA Investigations. Her Rolodex of friends and acquaintances had kept me quite busy with husband-chasing and surveillance on their various dirty deeds. It had been a much tamer alternative to the case I was on when we met. I didn't have to run for my life very often, (regardless of the recent tarping incident), had yet to wrestle with a pit bull, had no lascivious landlady who wanted to trade rent for sexual favors, and had been spared the visage of a dying man on a bedroom floor while I hid under the bed. Beds are something I prefer to be on top of. And without the bloodshed, thank you very much.
 
   And that's exactly where we were after our time in the hot tub. I was checking a message on my iPhone and Phoebe snagged me and threw me to the bed. When the first round of festivities were over, my phone rang and I had to dig it out of the bedding. Ginger.
 
   "Thanks for the audio porn."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Your phone was on. You accidentally called me."
 
   "And you listened?"
 
   "I'm a detective."
 
   "That's your excuse?"
 
   "Listen, I need to come over and talk to you about the Dixon-thing. You free?"
 
   "We can be."
 
   "Good. Want me to bring anything?"
 
   "Pizza!" Phoebe shouted, having heard the offer. Apparently, she had worked up an appetite over the last three hours. Spaghetti notwithstanding.
 
   "Did you get that?"
 
   "Got it. When the pizza gets here, I'll be right over."
 
   I ended the call. "Ginger thanked us for the audio porn."
 
   "Audio porn?"
 
   "Yeah, I obviously butt-dialed her, and she heard the whole thing."
 
   "She desperately needs to get laid. "
 
   "Doesn't that make you feel invaded?"
 
   Her hand crept over to my thigh. "I like being invaded."
 
   I rolled back over onto Phoebe. "We have time for you to have another screaming orgasm."
 
   She smiled and pressed her lips to mine.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 4 ~
 
   Scratching Tickets, Kicking Cops
 
    
 
   When Ginger arrived with the pizza, I was at the table with my iPhone.
 
   "Why are you frowning?" Ginger asked.
 
   Phoebe answered for me. "She's trying to figure out how she accidentally called you earlier." Phoebe tossed a twenty on the table toward Ginger, for the pizza.
 
   "It's apparently very easy. I've had that happen. Both directions." She set the pizza down on the table beside me, and mocked the familiar commercial: "Eavesdropping when a friend accidentally calls you: funny. Listening to them have sex: priceless."
 
   "Zip it." I opened the box lid. "Ah. Pepperoni. Yea!"
 
   Phoebe went to get plates and napkin s, and Ginger sat down across from me with a couple of file folders. "So you had that variation of phone sex, or someone heard you doing it?"
 
   "Neither. I've accidentally called people. But the big one was when I was married and my--"
 
   Phoebe set the plates down. "You were married?"
 
   "Yes. Long time ago."
 
   "Why didn't we know about this?" I asked.
 
   "It never came up. Ancient history."
 
   "So you haven't always been gay?" Phoebe prodded, handing out plates and napkins.
 
   "Yes, I've always been gay. I just didn't know it until after I was married."
 
   "You have to get married to know you're gay?" I persisted.
 
   "Don't make me cuff you," she said.
 
   I was absorbing this, but more interested in the cell phone story. "So let's get back to the accidental calling--what happened with that when you were married?"
 
   Ginger put a slice of pizza on her plate and licked her fingers. "Oh. I was with my husband, at a convenience store--"
 
   "What was his name?"
 
   "What difference does it make? Are you investigating this case?"
 
   "Just for the sake of the story," I explained.
 
   "Mark. Anyway, we were getting scratch tickets and scratching them in the car outside. We won a small one, and I went inside to buy more. When I got back, my phone rang. My friend Janet. She told me I had accidentally called while we were sitting in the car and she heard us scratching tickets and heard me get out. Then she said she heard my husband call someone--and that he was talking all kinds of sex stuff. She was convinced he was having an affair and thought I needed to know. "
 
   "Damn," Phoebe said. "That sucks."
 
   "It gets better." She chewed and swallowed a bite of pizza. "I of course didn't want to believe it, but Janet had never lied to me. I asked her if she was sure, and she said wait until he's not looking, and hit his redial. So I sent him in for more tickets and did that."
 
   "Who was the woman?" I asked.
 
   "Well, a man answered."
 
   We didn't see that coming. Phoebe and I exchanged looks. "Was it the woman's husband?" Phoebe asked.
 
   "Nope. It was a friend of ours. He lived alone. When I asked him what was going on, he hung up. "
 
   "Wait, you mean--"
 
   "Yeah. Mark was having an affair with another man."
 
   "Holy crap," I said.
 
   "Yeah. See, it seems we were just two gay people pretending to be straight."
 
   Phoebe poured tea in her glass. "What happened?"
 
   "Long story short, we got a divorce. So I started being honest with myself and accepted my orientation. And went directly into the police academy. "
 
   "Wow." This was a whole new part of Ginger neither of us had been privy to.
 
   "So, the accidental dialing is not so uncommon it seems." Ginger grinned.
 
   We ate pizza and discussed a few of Ginger's recent encounters with women. She had been placing personal ads on the Internet and going on dates that always seemed to end in some deal-breaker. I remembered she was supposed to go out with still another prospect over the weekend. "How was the date with the bar owner?"
 
   Ginger sighed. "I found out how utterly convenient it was for her to own a bar. She had a little drinking problem."
 
   "Oh no." Phoebe commiserated. "What did you do when you found out?"
 
   "I ended the date early, and went out to wait in the parking lot, in my car."
 
   "What for?" I asked.
 
   "For her to come out, so I could pull her over for DUI."
 
   "You did not!" I laughed.
 
   "I most certainly did."
 
   "That's just hardcore, Ging'."
 
   "Once a cop, always a cop."
 
   Phoebe grinned. "I think it was more like revenge for disappointing you."
 
   Ginger smirked. "Either way, I got another drunk off the street and away from my loins."
 
   Witnessing the circus that was the single dating life for older lesbians, Phoebe and I felt even more blessed in our union. And knowing this more personal side of the tough Detective Grant made us feel even closer to her.
 
   Finally, she opened the file that had brought her over, and started asking questions about the Dixon case.
 
   A half hour later, we heard the Escalade alarm going off.
 
   I jumped up and Ginger was right behind me. We went to the kitchen door that feeds into the garage, flipping on the light. I had left the garage door open, since I intended to take out the trash. So someone had been in the garage near enough to set off the alarm. There was no one in there, so we went out into the driveway. I heard a noise behind me and turned to see someone in a motorcycle helmet scooting out from under Essy, and trying to get away. Ginger bolted after them.
 
   The motion light came on and I saw it was a young woman under that helmet, in jeans and a leather jacket, carrying old leather saddlebags, of all things. She turned on Ginger and swung the saddlebags, but Ginger ducked as they fell uselessly to the ground. The girl took off again and we both followed, but then she turned again, her leg leading the way, in a high spinning kick.
 
   Ginger ate yard sod.
 
   I noticed Phoebe coming up behind me and was worried about her safety, so I pulled my dinky, but still effective, .25 and trained it on the girl in the helmet.
 
   "Don't move!"
 
   Ginger recovered and rolled up to a sitting position, her gun drawn and pointed on the girl.
 
   The young woman lifted her hands in defeat.
 
   Ginger holstered her weapon and took out the handcuffs in a pouch on her belt and cuffed the girl.
 
   "What the fuck? You a cop?"
 
   "No, I just like to carry these cuffs around because they're shiny."
 
   Pushing the girl into the garage, Phoebe was in front of us, opening the kitchen door. Ginger shoved the girl down in a chair, and then pressed her fingers to her left cheek, checking for blood. She had a big red mark there where the girl had kicked her. I set the saddlebags down on the table.
 
   "Take off the helmet." The girl obliged. Short, dark hair, and a red face. Ginger said, "What's your name?"
 
   The girl pressed her lips together uncooperatively.
 
   Unfazed, Ginger pressed on. "Where's your ID?"
 
   "I must have lost it in the kickboxing match."
 
   Ginger tilted her head and gave her best parental frown. "What were you doing in the garage? "
 
   "Looking for a warm place to sleep." The young woman, probably around 26, looked a little worse for wear, red nose, clothes dirty, dark circles under her eyes--
 
   "Where do you live?"
 
   "I don't live anywhere."
 
   "I can get you into a shelter. "
 
   "No thanks."
 
   Ginger then opted for the direct approach. "Or I could arrest you for trespassing and assaulting an officer, throw you in a cell."
 
   "Well that sounds like a warm place to sleep. Free food, too, right?"
 
   Ginger gave her another stern expression.
 
   "I didn't know you were an officer. I just thought you were some gang-banger attacking me."
 
   "Do I LOOK like a gang-banger?"
 
   "Not under these lights. It was dark out there."
 
   Phoebe noticed the girl eyeing the remaining pizza.
 
   She leaned over and plopped some on a plate and set the plate in front of her. She looked up at Phoebe, as if checking for sincerity, and then wiggled her arms behind her back. "What am I supposed to do now, fall face forward into it and root around?"
 
   Ginger sighed and got her keys out to unlock the cuffs. The girl immediately grabbed the pizza and began wolfing it down.
 
   Phoebe had that maternal expression, which I knew was going to be a problem. "Ginger, she can stay here--"
 
   "No!" I said quickly.
 
   The young woman looked up at me, and just for a second, seemed hurt, and then replaced that with a defiant snarl. That's when I realized something. "You look familiar."
 
   The young woman shrugged and lowered her head, continuing to devour the pizza.
 
   "I was just thinking the same thing," Ginger added.
 
   Phoebe stepped closer to her. "Me too--"
 
   Ginger turned to look at us. "We've ALL seen her somewhere before?"
 
   "Not possible," the young woman said, through a mother lode of pepperoni. "I've never even been to this state until yesterday."
 
   Phoebe fetched a glass and poured her some tea. "Ever lived in Oklahoma?"
 
   "Nope." The young woman gulped half of it down and continued her work on a second slice of pizza.
 
   Ginger looked at me for edification and I could only shrug. I couldn't place her. She just seemed familiar to us.
 
   And she was in our garage. That part bothered me. "You know us?"
 
   She stopped chewing and looked at each of us briefly.
 
   Then bent back to eating. "Nope."
 
   "Then why do you look familiar to all of us? " I asked.
 
   "I used to be a famous swimsuit model."
 
   Cute. Smart mouth. But cute.
 
   Ginger dropped in a chair across from her. "Look, if you want us to help you, you have to help us. Tell me what's going on and I'll do what I can."
 
   Finally stuffed, she leaned back in the chair and sighed. She locked eyes with me, and I felt this weir d connection.
 
   Confused silence took over for a moment, and then Ginger got up and stood behind the girl 's chair. "Stand up." The girl rolled her eyes, but stood, her hands up like she was under arrest. Ginger patted her down quickly, and pulled a wallet out of the young woman's front pocket. It was the small, leather bi-fold variety, just like the one I carried. Ginger took out the license and read it aloud. "Isabelle Walker. Missouri."
 
   Something tweaked in my brain, but I couldn't quite identify it.
 
   "I go by Izzy," she said simply. "You probably won't recognize the name. I'm sure your adoptive parents hid it from you."
 
   I felt my face turn red, and Phoebe stared at me in surprise, as did Ginger. When I looked back at Izzy she had locked eyes with me again, and I felt like I was reading something there. Parents. Adopted. Looks like me.
 
   Suddenly I said, "Are you--"
 
   "We haven't met. I look familiar because we share the same DNA. I'm your sister."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 5 ~
 
   Parental Units
 
    
 
   It was time for me to sit down. So I took a chair next to Ginger, across from Izzy. Phoebe sat on my other side.
 
   "My biological parents are--"
 
   "Also MY biological parents. You were lucky they gave you away."
 
   I snorted. "I don't know about that. Money doesn't make people good." Phoebe cocked an eyebrow at me.
 
   "Present company excluded."
 
   "Whatever." Izzy said, running her fingers through her hair just like I do. Phoebe glanced at me with a half-smile.
 
   The suspicious hall monitor in my head was stamping her foot. I picked up her license from the table where Ginger had dropped it. Birthday, October 31, 1980. She was 29, not 26, as I had guessed. Only a little over a year younger than me. And a Scorpio, just like Phoebe. "So, Izzy--how do I know you're who you say you are?"
 
   She didn't seem offended by the question. "Well," she began thoughtfully. She reached for her saddlebags, but Ginger interrupted her. "I'll do that, if you don't mind--
 
   Izzy pointed at the pouch. "There's a zippy bag with a paper in it."
 
   The saddlebags were of the old western variety, and looked as though they had been around since horses were the primary mode of transportation. Ginger unbuckled the pouch, pulled out the baggy, unzipped it and liberated the paper. She frowned at it.
 
   "Give it to her," she said, pointing at me.
 
   I took the paper and glanced over it. A copy of adoption papers.
 
   Mine.
 
   And there, on the line for biological parents, were the names Linda and Gregory Walker, with the same city and state as the one on Izzy's license.
 
   Ginger finally piped up. "That's not conclusive."
 
   "Why?" Izzy asked. "Because I don't live at my parents' address? I'm 29."
 
   Phoebe took the document from me and read through it. "How is it I never knew anything about your parents? "
 
   "It never came up. And you never asked. " I said, in my usual pragmatic way.
 
   "But I didn't know you were even adopted."
 
   Izzy added, "They were wealthy, and my parents--our parents--" she said to me. "Were poor as church mice.
 
   They couldn't afford a baby, and were at least smart enough to know that. So they gave you up f or adoption.
 
   For expenses and a hefty under-the-table fee."
 
   "How much was I worth?"
 
   "Twenty five K."
 
   "Is that all?"
 
   "That was a lot of money for my Parental Units. "
 
   "Yeah. I guess so."
 
   She took a drink of tea. "Ironically, they sucked at handling money. They started partying, to include the night I was conceived, started gambling and did okay for a while, then almost lost it all. And then, wouldn't you know it, they won the lottery. Ten mil."
 
   "That I can check," Ginger said.
 
   Izzy looked at her. "You do that."
 
   "So you weren't poor after that," I prodded.
 
   "Another irony. By the time I was eight, they blew through the whole wad and got into severe financial trouble. Lots of creditors calling day and night. We lost everything. All that stuff they bought, including the cars and the house. My father had to go back to work and he hated it. And then the drinking began. And the smacking me around. It was like they blamed me. After I turned 18, I tried to stay away from them. Got a little ratty apartment, and for 10 more freakin' years, I continued to put up with it. They were always calling me for help. I 'd go over there and things would get ugly. Dad would still get hammered and smack me around, when I'd try to pull him off Mom. Though, by that time, I was a little better at defending myself." She looked at the red mark on Ginger's cheek, and said, "Sorry about the live demonstration."
 
   Ginger pursed her lips but didn't say anything, so Izzy continued. "My mother was also a lush by that time, and couldn't defend herself. In one drunken binge, my father told me about you. Said he should have made my mom abort me, along with the first baby they gave up for adoption. That's when I started looking for you. I needed to get out of that town, and away from them, before it became one of those tragic murder-suicide scenarios."
 
   I thought of my adoptive parents. "Well apparently abuse is not necessarily genetic. "
 
   "Your adoptive parents?"
 
   "Yeah." I said. I could not believe all this mess was being dredged up. I didn't want to think about my family.
 
   I didn't want to start feeling all that again. There had been the appropriate divorce from them and that's how I wanted to keep it. Obviously, Izzy felt the same way.
 
   Odd, that we never knew each other but had the same experience, with two separate sets of parents.
 
   Phoebe stood up. "Izzy, come on. Let me show you to the guest room. You can get a shower and some rest. "
 
   I looked up at her curiously, but then realized it was the perfectly logical thing to do. My head was still spinning from the recent revelations. I found myself following them down the hall. I knew Ginger would be going through those saddlebags as soon as we left the room.
 
   In the guest room, Phoebe showed her into the bath.
 
   "Towels in the cabinet. I think an extra toothbrush in that drawer, still in the package. Use anything you need. "
 
   Izzy looked around at the luxurious bathroom. I know she must have felt the same way I did the first time I used Phoebe's shower at the manor in Oklahoma.
 
   Izzy turned around and faced me, trying to smile.
 
   Without thinking, I hugged her.
 
   "Careful, you'll break the crust."
 
   We laughed.
 
   Phoebe smiled at her. "Maybe you mean 'break the mold.' I thought there was only one Jobeth."
 
   I grimaced in disbelief at her. "We are nothing alike."
 
   She huffed with humor. "Oh yes you are."
 
   We left her to the shower, and headed back to the kitchen. Sure enough, there was Ginger, elbows -deep in the saddlebags.
 
   "Find anything interesting?"
 
   "Just this." She handed me a photograph. It had obviously been printed on a computer, on standard copy paper. It was a young woman in military BDU 's.
 
   It was me.
 
   Later, in the bedroom, with Izzy in the guest -room, Phoebe slid down next to me, draped a leg over mine and sighed. "I gave Izzy a bunch of your old clothes. "
 
   "Okay."
 
   "I'll get you some more."
 
   "It's okay. She only had the clothes she was wearing, obviously. I know what that's like."
 
   Phoebe ran a hand up my arm. "So, are you going to tell me about your family?"
 
   I had hoped to avoid the conversation, but I knew Phoebe would not let it go, so I just gave in. "It's not something I enjoy remembering. My father was abusive and my mother let him be that way. I left to get away from it, just like Izzy. Simple as that. "
 
   "What kind of abuse?"
 
   I tried to block the emotion that wanted to come in.
 
   There was something so profoundly wrong with pa rents who cared more for themselves than for you.
 
   She placed a hand on my chest. "Your heart is pounding so hard--Jobeth--what happened with your father? "
 
   "He had an anger management problem. My mother liked to wear blinders about it. He'd drink and then knock me around. Again, just like Izzy. That's all."
 
   She raised up on one elbow so she could see my eyes.
 
   "Is that really all?"
 
   "Isn't that enough?"
 
   "J-Bo, I don't want any secrets between us. You know how I feel about that--"
 
   My mind's eye was already running the tape. That hopefully, soon-to-be-disintegrated reel of wrongdoing.
 
   "He came into my room to apologize one night when I was 16. After he'd been on a bender and smacked me around. He was still drunk, but he said he was sorry, and offered to buy me a car. And he said he loved me."
 
   "Well, that's good I guess."
 
   "Yeah, until he wanted to show me how much he loved me."
 
   "Oh no. J-Bo--"
 
   The reel was going, while I tried to rip it from the sprockets. His rancid breath, his body pushing onto mine.
 
   His hands, touching me, pulling at my shirt. "Don't worry. It didn't get very far. Once he started touching me, I clocked him." I started laughing. "Literally. I grabbed my alarm clock and bashed it into his head. He wandered off, bleeding, and that night I packed and left. "
 
   She pulled me close and stroked my hair. "Oh baby, I'm so sorry that happened to you--where did you go? "
 
   "A friend's house. Stayed there with her and her parents for another year. I got a job at a bakery for a while.
 
   Then a bunch of other jobs, but I realized I wasn't qualified to do anything. So I joined the military. It was a great way to escape and get paid at the same time. You know the rest of the story."
 
   She held me there for a while and then whispered,
 
   "It's spooky how much you and Izzy have shared, before you even knew each other existed--and now it makes even more sense how you were when I met you. You didn't want to let anyone in. You didn't want to ever be out of control. You wouldn't let me touch you."
 
   I smiled and kissed her. "But you healed me." I kissed her again. "And I'd like it very much if you would slide down there and destroy my walls again."
 
   She gave me a radiant smile and did as she was told.
 
   The next morning when Phoebe and I went down to the kitchen to make coffee, Izzy was already in there, reading the paper and having a cup. "You said help myself--so I made coffee. There's plenty for you two."
 
   "Thank you, Izzy." Phoebe touched her shoulder on the way by.
 
   I plopped on the chair across from my new sibling, and took a pull of chocolate mint vapor .
 
   "What is that thing?" Izzy wanted to know.
 
   "It's an electronic cigarette. No tobacco. Just vapor. And flavoring."
 
   She thought about this for a moment. "These clever Chinese, what will they come up with next?"
 
   "You feel better today?"
 
   "Maybe not as delightful as you two, but yeah, I feel better."
 
   I frowned at her. "Excuse me?"
 
   She grabbed her chest and started panting dramatically, "Yes! Oh Baby!"
 
   Now my face was red. I looked over and Phoebe was leaning onto the counter, her hands over her mouth, her body bouncing with suppressed laughter.
 
   "I'm going to have to find a place to live. I can 't be hearing all that."
 
   "You have a problem with gay people? "
 
   "No. I have a problem with gay people who have sex when I'm not having any."
 
   "Can't help you there," I muttered.
 
   "I've got to go look for a job. Found some stuff here in the paper."
 
   Phoebe joined us. "Sorry about all the noise. We 'll keep it down from now on."
 
   I glared at her. "No we will not. I like it when you're noisy."
 
   "Anyway," Izzy continued. "I didn't find you so I could be a deadbeat sponge."
 
   Phoebe touched her hand across the table. "You are welcome to stay here as long as you need to. You're Jobeth's sister. You're family."
 
   We two family members looked at each other. Izzy said, "You better hang on to her, Jobe. She's a keeper."
 
   I could see that Phoebe was sold on my sister, by the way she was grinning at her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 6 ~
 
   Rebel Without a Helmet
 
    
 
   Once Izzy knew she had a sister, she took some of her meager savings and hired a private investigator to track her down. She told him the truth. She was loo king for her sister, who had been adopted before she was born, and who didn't know that Izzy existed. She gave him all the information she had. The adoptive name of her sister being Grayson O'Reilly.
 
   It only took him a day to get back to her. There was a military record for Grayson O'Reilly, and he was surprised to find that a private investigator's license had been issued to her a year ago, at the address of a house belonging to a Phoebe McMasters. Additionally, a change of address was made five months ago, to a house in Colorado. Both her sister and this Phoebe McMasters had moved to the other address in Colorado at that time.
 
   So she knew that her sister was a licensed private investigator, and knew that she lived with a woman named Phoebe, and they had moved to Colorado together. The investigator provided the address and Izzy knew exactly where she had to go to find her long-lost sibling.
 
   A day later, she was astride her red Honda Rebel 250, headed for Denver, with nothing but her old saddlebags and an iPod. She cued up Kristen Hall, her favorite artist and listened to the appropriate lyrics: 
 
    
 
   One of these days I'll be bound, 
 
   somewhere outside of this town…
 
   I walk away never look back, 
 
   the city limits do just that. 
 
   There's nothing left that's making me stay...
 
   and I'm afraid of fading away…
 
    
 
   Back when some of her parent's lottery winnings were still being thrown around, Izzy socked away the money her parents gave her. She had enough to get by for a month or so, after she gave her notice to the landlord of her tiny apartment, and quit her job at the convenience store. She wasn't going to miss pushing that huge mop around, and cleaning the public toilet, while worrying about being robbed. She'd seen plenty of those caught-on-tape videos of clerks being shot.
 
   She listened to Kristen Hall on her iPod earbuds, singing, It's hard to find our place--in a world where nothing's safe--it's a cruel place I should know...And it's getting hard to keep it in, I have to let it go--
 
   Thankful for spending extra on a full face helmet, she jettisoned through the icy wind on I-70 West out of Missouri, simmering in the first sensations of freedom. No more middle of the night calls from her mother, who had some kind of drama brewing all the time, usually from her own personal recipe. No more fetching one of her parents from the jail on DUI charges , or driving them around to appointments and the grocery store, because they'd lost their licenses. No more guilt-trips about not going to church with them to thank God for their good fortune, lopsided as it was. They continued to squander that good fortune, God or no God.
 
   And most freeing of all was the knowledge that she'd never have to deal with the backhand of her inebriated father. She had not lived at home for 10 years, but she was still in the line of fire by virtue of genetics and geography. Let him beat on someone else for a change. She knew that would mean her mother, since recent years brought his fist down on Izzy because she was pulling him off her. But Linda and Gregory Walker had chosen each other. Izzy had finally made her peace with that. It wasn't her job to save them from themselves or each other anymore. She had a life she wanted to lead, and their garbage was getting in the way. If her mother didn't like the way her father treated her, she was perfectly capable of either finding another champion, or taking what little money she had left and making a life somewhere else.
 
   Just like Izzy was doing.
 
   Crossing the Kansas State line was like entering some netherworld of geographical torture. The road went on forever, with no scenery. Just flat fields on either side of the Interstate. Oh and barns. Lots of barns. But they all seemed abandoned too. Where were all the people? she wondered. Did they all live underground? Was this where all the aliens landed and mutilated cows, and abducted overall-wearing bubbas?
 
   For a traveler, it was a recipe for disaster. Tedious highways had a way of making you nod off. On a motorcycle, there was not near as much leeway for that kind of mistake. And the hard pavement and graveled shoulders were unforgiving. It was, perhaps, the fear of crashing that kept Izzy awake. She hadn't slept for 20 hours, and Kansas promised to test her mettle. She had already considered the obvious: getting a hotel and sleeping. But a funny thing happened when she was on a long trip. She was so afraid of falling asleep, that if she actually did try to sleep, she couldn't. If she nodded off while trying to nod off, she'd jerk awake in a few seconds with something like night terrors, afraid she was only dreaming she was asleep, safe in a stationary bed, but instead careening into a ditch and wrapping herself around a speed limit sign. She could not access that portion of her brain that told her it was really okay to sleep. So even stopping to sleep would not get the job done. She just had to find a way to stay awake.
 
   Kristen Hall was crooning from her ear buds, I know...I know it's crazy and I know. I know I've wasted too much time. These things happen for a reason...I have mine--
 
   Her pre-paid phone kept ringing, and she ignored the calls. It was her parents, and she had no desire to talk to them. Ignoring their calls made her feel powerful, for perhaps the first time in her life.
 
   She took the first exit near Topeka, seeking one of those energy drinks at a convenience store. The kind she used to work in. She parked right in front of the door so she could keep an eye on her bike. She was thankful to be on the other side of the counter, for once. She bought a tuna fish sandwich, hermetically sealed in a plastic container, and washed it down with a Red Bull, while standing beside her bike.
 
   With her saddlebags over her shoulder, she made a trip to a bathroom that looked like a Petri dish of germ warfare. She returned to her bike and saw that her helmet was gone. The only other thing of value she had, aside from the bags, the iPod, and the bike itself. Glancing around, she saw no one suspicious. There had been some teenage boys loitering near the Coke machine outside when she went into the store, but they were gone. Probably with her helmet. The helmet lock on her bike was broken, and she'd been meaning to get it fixed, but never had. Some oversights had higher penalties than others.
 
   "Fuck!" she spat. There was no way she could afford a new helmet, even if she could find a place that sold one.
 
   The stolen one had cost her $120 on sale. The thought of flying down the Interstate without one was stressful. Not only because her head would be unprotected at speeds of 55 on a crotch rocket, but because her face would turn blue from the cold in the matter of a few minutes. Frost-bite on the face would not win friends and influence people. What would her sister think when she appeared with a frost-eaten face? She'd think, great, I have a deformed sister.
 
   She went back in the store and asked where the nearest Wal-Mart was. Every town in America, it seemed, had a Wal-Mart. She would just have to find some kind of hat that would stay on in the wind and give her a modicum of protection.
 
   After thinking it through, she realized a hat, by itself, would not suffice. So she also bought a ski mask, some goggles, and a tube of Carmex. Thirty-five dollars out of her budget. Worth it, she hoped.
 
   An hour later, she was back on the road, sporting what she called a Fargo hat. It was fuzzy brown and had flaps that came down over her ears. Under it, was the ski mask, goggles on top of it all, and Carmex in a thick layer on her lips. In her rear-view mirror, she looked like a World War Two flying ace. Her sky was just a little closer to the ground.
 
   She reached Salina, moving under an overpass, her head pounding from the pain of the cold that even a heavy duty winter hat couldn't ease, and then that's when she saw the blue lights.
 
   He must have been hiding at the other side of the underpass, as cops are wont to do. She pulled off to the shoulder and waited. She had not been speeding.
 
   He sat in his car, most likely running her plate. After a moment, he got out and sauntered up to her. "Afternoon," he said, frowning at her head-ensemble.
 
   "Officer," she said respectfully.
 
   "Got yer license on ya?"
 
   She had already pulled it out, and so handed it to him. He looked it over and nodded. "Missouri, huh? Well, there's an ordinance about helmets around here--"
 
   She slumped onto the gas tank of the Rebel. "Officer, I got my helmet stolen at a convenience store in Topeka."
 
   "Sorry to hear that. Where are you headed? "
 
   "Denver."
 
   "That's quite a trip."
 
   He had a military haircut. From the branch colloquially called Jarhead.
 
   "Tell me about it. I'm freezing." She wondered why he didn't make her remove all her head-gear. He couldn't possibly tell if she matched the picture on the license.
 
   "If you promise to go buy a helmet, I'll just let you off with a warnin'." 
 
   She wasn't about to tell him she didn't have the money. If he gave her a ticket, she sure as hell wouldn't have the money. "I'm not sure where to get one. I'm just passing through." She noticed he needed to buy his shirts a size larger. His donut-gut was straining the buttons.
 
   "Well, if you take the third exit up ahead and hang a right, there's a Harley store down about a mile. "
 
   "Oh, thanks." She wondered why people with ears like his didn't get plastic surgery. They could be a lot closer to his head, where they wouldn't stick out and catch on things as he moved through his Podunk Police world.
 
   He studied her for a moment. "All right then." He handed her back the license. "Go get that helmet. It's not safe without it. Heads crack open like melons when they hit the pavement."
 
   Thanks for that image. She must have made a face.
 
   "I'm just sayin'. I've seen it too many times."
 
   "Well, point taken, officer. I appreciate that. I'll go get one. I mean, now that I know where to find one. It's not like this get-up is working," she pointed to her head.
 
   "All righty, then." He pulled on one of his wind-surfing ears, and strolled back to his squad car.
 
   Was this the best way he could spend his time? Weren't there any meth labs to bust? Izzy punched the start button and the engine cranked again. After three or four cars swept by, she picked up speed on the shoulder and merged back onto the Interstate. In her rearview mirror she watched the cop pull behind her. She hoped he got off at the next exit.
 
   As she passed the first exit, he remained behind her, keeping a respectful distance. Maybe he was getting off at the next one. When the second exit went by and he was still on her tail, she began to wonder. When the third loomed ahead, she knew she 'd have to take it and just pretend to go to the Harley store. She leaned into the off ramp and checked her mirror. There he was, right behind her. Is he going to follow me all the way to the fucking Harley place?
 
   Apparently. When she pulled into the parking lot, he did too. She got off the bike and started for the door, turning to see him pull around. She smiled at him, and waved, and then went inside deliberately. Just like a person determined to buy a helmet.
 
   She left her saddlebags attached to the bike. There was a cop in the lot guarding it, after all. Removing all her head-gear, she scanned the place.
 
   Wandering around the store, she kept an eye on the front door. He wasn't coming in, so far. She browsed, taking advantage of being out of the cold. There were plenty of things she wanted to buy, but of course, she had to say no to herself, as always. There were Windshielder Gauntlet gloves for a mere $80. Or she could go all out and get the heated gloves with Microwire Heating Technology for only $185. She huffed, watching the door. If she couldn't afford a ticket or a helmet, she certainly couldn't buy thermal gloves. She moved up to the front again, and peeked out the window.
 
   Damn cop was parked in the lot. Fucker.
 
   She strolled back over to the helmets. Maybe she could just wait him out. Low-end helmets here ran $200.
 
   Most of them were three and four hundred. She had always bought things used out of the paper or off Craigslist. She was shocked to learn what it cost to buy new gear.
 
   "Can I help you find something?" --An employee who looked like a member of the Banditos; complete with the leather vest filled with patches, and fingerless black gloves.
 
   "Tell me. What does a ticket for no helmet cost? "
 
   He laughed. "About fifty bucks."
 
   Izzy looked toward the front window.
 
   "Something wrong?"
 
   "Cop gave me a warning. Now he followed me over here so I could get a helmet--"
 
   Bandito craned his neck to look outside. "I bet I know exactly who the bastard is, too. Dumbass. "
 
   "Problem is--"
 
   "It's not exactly in the budget right now. "
 
   "Right. I'm on my way to Colorado. I stopped at a convenience store in Topeka, and some brat stole it. "
 
   Bandito walked over to the front window and peered out, then came back. "Hey. Tell you what. I got some old beat up used ones in back. I can sell one to you for fifty bucks. Same price as a ticket, but you won 't have to deal with Barney Fife out there. It'll get you to Colorado.
 
   And," he added. "It'll protect your egg. Which is the point."
 
   She looked back toward the door. "Okay. I guess I won't be able to leave here without a helmet anyway, since he's doing a big stakeout."
 
   He chuckled. "Be right back."
 
   While he went to the rear of the store, Izzy moved to the checkout counter. Soon, Bandito joined her, setting a full-face red helmet on the counter. It was nicked and scratched and worn, but still wearable. "Great, it matches my bike."
 
   He rang it up. "What kinda bike you have?"
 
   "Honda Rebel 250."
 
   "My sister has one of those. They're pretty sweet."
 
   "Oh you're not going to laugh at me and call me a lightweight?"
 
   He sized her up. "You're not very big, but you don't seem like a lightweight to me." He smiled, gracing her with a gold tooth.
 
   She nodded. "Many thanks." Izzy shook his hand and left the store, stuffing her Wal-Mart Flying Ace ensemble in her saddlebags. Getting on her bike, donning the helmet and threading the neck strap, she turned to look at Mr. Man in his squad car. He gave her a two finger salute and pulled out of the lot.
 
   She gave him a one-finger salute in return. "Fucker," she spat, starting the engine.
 
   It was getting dark, now. Back on I-70, Izzy throttled to 55 and stayed in the right lane. The Red Bull had helped her alertness level, but she was feeling the fatigue in her whole body. She'd been up for 21 hours, by then. The helmet was just as warm as her other one. Which meant, it kept her head from turning blue, but it didn't exactly feel toasty. Her hands were another story. Even with gloves, she had to steer with one at a time, so the other one could nestle under a thigh. In her frozen ears, Kristen sang, 
 
    
 
   I think I'll take some time, get away, and do something for me...I guess it's safe to say, a holiday is just the thing I need…
 
    
 
   Did she think that finding her long-lost sister would be the answer to a life stuck in neutral?
 
   It had to be. She had just divorced the rest of her family.
 
   Izzy had to stop frequently, just to warm up. Over the next 6 hours, she sat at the plastic tables of countless convenience stores and travel marts, drinking coffee, followed sometimes by another Red Bull, and looking at the crumpled, waterlogged map while listening to her iPod. Her helmet and saddlebags were always within arm's reach. She didn't want to go through that again.
 
   Each time she got back on the road, she had this feeling she was in a time warp. Kansas just never seemed to end. That well-known phrase, "you're not in Kansas anymore" was just wishful thinking or an outright lie.
 
   When you're in Kansas, you're in Kansas forever, it seemed. If Izzy had had a GPS, she would have appeared, in places, as a lonely blue dot in the middle of nowhere.
 
   No squiggly lines representing civilization. Just the big middle of nowhere. A tiny point on a map, insignificant in the nothingness.
 
   A couple of hours later, the drops splatted her face shield. Dammit. Rain. Just what I need. The sky was darkening and she realized that it was a little more than that.
 
   If it became severe, she 'd have to pull off and wait it out.
 
   Her answer came swiftly, as if she'd entered into a wormhole that led to Amazonian rainy season. The wind was suddenly whipping her from the North, almost sending her into a truck in the passing lane. She eased up on the throttle. She wasn't wearing a windbreaker, just her old black leather jacket. Her jeans were almost soaked through already, and her skin was starting to scream at the affliction of icy moisture. Though she had on a pair of hiking boots, her feet weren't any warmer than her hands.
 
   The only good thing about this cold September, was that it wasn't a cold October. The rain and wind buffeted her, threatening to send her either into other traffic, or into the ditch. She slowed to 30 and drove on the shoulder, tensing as the big rigs whooshed by, splattering her with icy sludge and more wind, until the next exit.
 
   On the off-ramp, she composed a poem in her mind: 
 
    
 
   Through the vast expanse of neverending Kansas 
 
   At speeds not quite reaching Aunt Myrtle 
 
   The gas tank shell, my neck straining forward, 
 
   It's rather like being a turtle.
 
    
 
   It was as dark as a demon's soul. The wind and rain showed no sign of dissipating. She parked her rump at another 24 hour convenience store and waited for an hour before the storm passed. More coffee, more Red Bull, fortified by a ham sandwich from the deli, with a side of Cheetos.
 
   Back on the road, more endless stretches of blacktop with empty fields on either side. It seemed to go on forever. They should not allow Kansas, she thought.
 
   Finally, she crossed over into Colorado, relieved to know that she hadn't been traveling in some endless circle like a deranged, directionally challenged moron.
 
   She enjoyed a shot of adrenaline that told her she was finally in Colorado, but it also told her bladder to remind her it was full. She swept off the next exit in Burlington.
 
   It was one of those exits that had no visible signs of life. An abandoned gas station, and nothingness in both directions. This part of Colorado suffered from being too close to Kansas. She stopped at the light at the end of the off-ramp. Turning North, she followed the two lane highway until she saw lights through the haze. A hotel.
 
   She considered trying to get a room and sleeping, but her reasoning still held: no matter how exhausted she was, after 32 hours of being awake, there would be no sleeping until she could get somewhere and take an Elavil to force herself to sleep.
 
   A doctor had prescribed the medicine to help her battle Delayed Sleep Phase Syndrome. She had a tendency to move around the clock, staying awake a few extra hours each time, until she was on a backward schedule. She often said "My circadian rhythm can't dance." If she didn't take the Elavil, she could never stay on a schedule.
 
   She only had two left, and she wanted to take them so she'd sleep the usual 12 hours. She couldn't do that in a hotel. Check out time would come in 8. It was 2 a.m. She would need those two pills to force herself to sleep beyond the terrors that would have her startling awake, fearing she had fallen asleep while astride the Rebel, going 55. And when she took two, there would be no waking her. She could have slept many hours ago if she timed it right with a hotel. But she was so anxious to get out of Missouri. And she hadn't expected Kansas to be some elongated interstate black hole. Somehow, the distance always seemed shorter on a map, than under your tires.
 
   She leaned into the driveway of the hotel, and stopped, heeling the kickstand down. Stretching, she took off her helmet and kept hold of it. No way was she going to lose this one. Looking around, she thought that the only thieves in existence were likely raccoons. Nevertheless, she held on to the helmet.
 
   She pulled at the front door, but found it locked. What kind of hotel is locked in the middle of the night when the lights were on? Her bladder warned her again. She had almost resolved herself to debasing some leaves and scandalizing those raccoons. She turned toward the wooded area between buildings, when a woman's voice called to her. The lady was unlocking the door and holding it open for her.
 
   Izzy said thanks, that she just needed to use the restroom. Then the woman started bitching about how she was tired of her place being the public restroom for the area in the middle of the night. So wait, Izzy thought. You came out and called to me and let me in but only so you could complain about having done so? You should just keep your fat ass in your chair, Scooter.
 
   The infusions of Red Bull had kept her brain awake, but her body was little more than a mass of frigid, limp flesh. But she was finally in Denver. Thirty-four hours later.
 
   Izzy threw her saddlebags over her shoulder, grabbed her helmet, and checked in to the Frontier Inn at Sheridan and Arizona. After she explained she'd just ridden a motorcycle straight through from Missouri, the clerk had mercy and said she could check out that night. It was nearing 5 a.m. She figured that would give her the hour sleep of her friend Ella. Elavil. She preferred to call it Ella-Ville.
 
   She brought in her paltry possessions and immediately took the two pills. Then she intended to take a shower, but was so exhausted, she just climbed into the bed.
 
   Like clockwork, she woke at 6 p.m. Refreshed by the much-needed rest, she went to turn on the shower, and the handle broke off in her hand. Great. She considered calling the front desk, but there was no telling when they would fix it. They'd probably offer her another room, though it was nearing the extended check out time. She looked in the mirror. She looked dirty, but it didn't seem important. What was important was meeting her sister.
 
   She was suddenly too weary to worry about first impressions. After the trip she 'd just taken, there were many things that didn't seem important anymore. Like Missouri. Like Kansas. Like her mother and father.
 
   She made some coffee in the four-cup coffeemaker provided, and drank all of it before checking out, mentioning that the shower was broken. "I was just thankful for a warm, dry place to sleep, " she offered amiably.
 
   It was dark again. She had missed the sunlight while she slept. It was only a little disorienting, as she'd done that many times before, with her DSP Syndrome.
 
   She took Sheridan to Jewell, then hung a right on Manor Lane.
 
   Izzy had never been so excited and so nervous at the same time. She slowed at 1885 South Manor Lane. A house only wealthy people could afford. Was her sister a raging success? She wondered if her appearance would seem suspect. Like she wanted a piece of that pie. She didn't. She just wanted to meet the only family member who might renew her faith in biology.
 
   She parked the Rebel a block away and walked to the house. The garage side door was unlocked, and she stepped inside. There was a black Caddy and next to it, a black Escalade. She moved over to the Escalade and placed an admiring hand on the shiny fender. That's when the alarm went off.
 
   She ducked, and rolled under the Escalade, as the inside garage door opened. Feeling stupid and careless, she scooted out and dashed out the open garage door, as the security lights came on, and suddenly there was an older woman with a gun pointed at her.
 
   Without thinking, she did a spinning back kick, and dropped her.
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   Serial Dating
 
    
 
   The notification said an email was posted on Plenty of Fish. Ginger logged in and clicked it open.
 
    
 
   I've never done this Internet dating thing, but saw your profile and had to respond. It made me laugh and I think we have a great deal in common--
 
    
 
   The woman went on to reveal her stability indicators and an ability to communicate clearly and with humor. Ginger found herself getting a little excited. Maybe this one would be a keeper? At the bottom of the email, was, 
 
    
 
   I've attached a photo. I'm the one with dark hair. A picture is worth a thousand words. I know you said you are generally attracted to women younger than yourself. I'm 49. I hope you'll keep an open mind.
 
   Cheryl
 
    
 
   Ginger looked at the photo. She seemed personable, bright smile. Didn't look 49. More like 35.
 
   In lesbian circles, Ginger was known as a Cougar--someone who dated only younger women. Breaking that paradigm, Ginger clicked reply and wrote back.
 
    
 
   Hi Cheryl.
 
    
 
   Thanks for your note. I'm not so hardcore that I'm unable to bend. You sound like someone I 'd like to meet. Let me know your schedule and we 'll plan to have a drink sometime.
 
    
 
   Best,
 
    
 
   Ginger
 
    
 
   Ginger had posted 10 recent pictures of herself in different environments and situations, careful to portray her appearance honestly. She didn't feel the need to attach another photo. She only had one of Cheryl. But it seemed possible she could be attracted to this woman, so making a date seemed the natural thing to do.
 
   Cheryl wrote back that evening and they made a date for a few days later. Informative and revealing emails were exchanged in the meantime, and Ginger was pleased to see they were of like mind on many issues. She was looking forward to the date.
 
   They met Thursday night at Michelangelo's, a coffee and wine bar on North Broadway. Ginger went there straight from work, arriving 15 minutes early, so she could look over her notes on a current case, and add some details while they were fresh in her memory .
 
   At seven sharp, the door swung open and there was a moment of confusion as Ginger met her eyes. The woman smiled and came over. "Ginger?"
 
   "Cheryl?"
 
   The woman sat down.
 
   Ginger fought the urge to go into full detective mode.
 
   This woman looked nothing like the woman in the photo.
 
   In fact, she looked more like the mother of the woman in the photo. This M.O. was becoming a pattern. Like a death that seemed like just an accident until another body showed up with similar traits. Gray hair, butch appearance, and, she noticed, a couple of crooked, stained teeth.
 
   The photo had shown a bright smile with healthy dental status.
 
   Ginger had also made it clear in her profile that she was only interested in femme women. This woman was decidedly on the butch side. While Ginger tried to smile and be friendly, she couldn't help but get a little angry.
 
   Still another woman who thought that she could pass herself off as honest, using a picture from, what? Ten or twenty years ago? What was the psychology behind this behavior? She pulled herself back, and offered, "I don't think they come to the table here, you have to go to the counter to get something."
 
   "Oh, I thought you'd go up and get something for me."
 
   Was that supposed to be a flirt? Or does she just expect me to dote on her the first time we meet? Ginger felt her own frown. "Well, I would, but I have a bone in my leg."
 
   At least the woman laughed. She got up to get herself a drink.
 
   They spent the next two hours chatting, and though the conversation was pleasant enough, Ginger couldn't get past the inherent dishonesty associated with the misleading photo. She tried to tell herself that maybe they'd hang out again sometime, but wasn't buying her own lie. There was something so disconcerting about the delusion it takes to post a 10 or 20 year old picture of yourself, and then give lip service to the "refreshing honesty" in another person.
 
   Ginger said goodnight to Cheryl outside Michelangelo's and headed to her car.
 
   The next day, she expected to get the e-mail--I know you weren't interested in me, and, blah blah blah. But Cheryl seemed oblivious. She went on about how much she enjoyed the previous evening, and even made another comment about how refreshing it was that Ginger was exactly who she said she was. Myopia was apparently rampant.
 
   Finally, after another e-mail, Ginger decided she had nothing to lose, and that maybe the hard, cold facts would be the best service she could render. She guessed that no one else would have told the woman the truth.
 
   She told the woman that she ought not use a picture that didn't look like her, as it made her appear dishonest.
 
   She never heard from Cheryl again.
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   Nixed Signals
 
    
 
   Ginger called. I pulled my iPhone out of my pocket, touching the button on my Bluetooth earbud. "Hola, Chica," I answered.
 
   "How's it going over there in the Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants?"
 
   I watched Izzy placing letters down on the Scrabble board in front of Phoebe, spelling noumenon and arguing with Phoebe.
 
   "It is too a word. It's from the writings of Immanuel Kant. It means thing in itself, " Izzy informed her.
 
   "Noumenon..." I mumbled into the phone.
 
   "What?
 
   "Nothing. They're playing Scrabble." I moved away from the table and into the living room to warm myself by the fire.
 
   Ginger said, "Phoebe likes Izzy, doesn't she?"
 
   "Yeah. Little sister is monopolizing my woman."
 
   "At least you have a woman."
 
   "What happened to that one you were making a fourth date with? Connie, wasn't it?"
 
   "I've had two more dates since then. Both bus t. Connie was out of the picture a few days ago, she dumped me."
 
   "What? Why?"
 
   "She said she just wasn't ready for a relationship or even dating."
 
   "Then why did she go out with you three or four times?"
 
   "That's the burning question. She said we just didn't want the same things. Yeah. Like I wanted 'something' and she wanted 'nothing'."
 
   "Ouch." I sat down on the sofa and pulled my laptop over, clicking over and typing in plentyoffish.com.
 
   "I just don't get it. Why can't they tell the truth? She acted like everything was just peachy and then all of a sudden she falls off the grid for three days and won't answer my calls or texts or emails. Then she pops up with a Dear Jane letter.
 
   Didn't even have the decency to explain it much or even tell me to my face."
 
   "I'm sorry, Ginger." The site loaded, and I selected Ginger's profile, which I'd bookmarked earlier. While Ginger ranted, I glanced through her profile text and her pictures, I couldn't figure out why she was having so much trouble. If I had been single, I would have wanted to go out with her myself. Though, that thought felt a little strange, since our dynamic had always been platonic. Ginger felt more like--well--like a sister. Great. Now I have two. It was also odd that I realized I would date someone like Ginger now, but may not have pre-Phoebe.
 
   What was up with that?
 
   Ginger was still venting. "I was a little excited about her too. I hadn't felt sparks like that in years. Maybe I ran her off by being overly anxious."
 
   "Well it sounds like she encouraged it."
 
   "She did. We even missed the movie last time because she wanted to stay in and lay around by the fire and talk and kiss."
 
   "Talk about mixed signals."
 
   "Yeah. Now it's 'nixed signals.' But the thing is I asked her point blank, in my best straightforward detective mode, if she was attracted to me. She said yes. I don't know what I did to turn her off."
 
   "Maybe she just sensed you were interested in fin ding a committed relationship, and she couldn't handle that."
 
   "I guess. But that's what was in her profile, too. She talked about 'simple love keeps me strong' and that she was a romantic and enjoyed the initial stages of getting to know someone. I guess that's all she enjoys. Just the initial stages. "
 
   "Well that sucks, Ginger. I can 't figure out why women behave that way either."
 
   "You can't? You have a history of being a Casanova. Casanovatress--Casanovix?"
 
   I laughed. "Well, yeah, history. And I was in a whole other realm. I wasn't after a relationship. I was just after sex. That is, until I met Phoebe. "
 
   "Yeah, I remember how you didn't want to have sex with Phoebe," she cracked .
 
   "You know what I mean, smartass. She changed all that. I'm sure there's someone out there on the same page with you. You just have to keep trying until you find her."
 
   Ginger made a single tsking sound. "I don't know. I'm thinking about getting some cats."
 
   "Oh don't be that way. You're not anywhere near being the lonely old cat lady."
 
   "Jury's out on that."
 
   "Well, if someone like me can find someone like Phoebe, anything is possible."
 
   "Yeah, so are the cats."
 
   I leaned back into the sofa and pulled on my eCig. "Why did you call, anyway?"
 
   "Oh yeah--I got a cop here trying to quit smoking, and I told him about your eCigs. Can you get me some info to give him?"
 
   "Sure. I'll e-mail or text it in a few minutes." I looked into the kitchen and noticed Izzy putting on her coat. I hung up with Ginger and carried my laptop back in there .
 
   "Where are you going?"
 
   "Got a date."
 
   I frowned. "How did you find a date, you've only been here a few days."
 
   Izzy speared her fingers through her hair in front of the mirror by the doorway. "Ancient Chinese secret."
 
   As the door closed behind her, Phoebe leaned over and kissed me. "She is so much like you, it's scary."
 
   "I don't know what you're talking about. I've never been to China."
 
   Phoebe chuckled and saw the personal site on my screen. "You looking for some adult fun on the side? "
 
   "Huh? Oh, no. Ginger. I was looking at her profile.
 
   That Connie-chick dumped her."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "No reason either of us can figure out. That's why I was looking at her profile. I think it's great."
 
   "Me too. I mean if I weren't in love with you, I'd date her." She took a sip of her iced tea.
 
   "You would?" Now I was so little like my old self that I was even like Phoebe? What had this metamorphosis done to me?
 
   "Well sure. Wouldn't you?"
 
   I closed the laptop. "Nope. She's not my type."
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   Horton is a Who
 
    
 
   Izzy parked the bike up front in a space that wasn't I really a space. She took off the cheapo helmet she bought from the Bandito in the Kansas Harley store, carrying it by the strap. She wouldn't dare leave it with the bike until she could buy one of those universal helmet locks, and bolt it to the rear of the bike. But for now, there was the sweet little blonde from Connexion.org.
 
   Squatting next to the Rebel, she turned the fuel valve off before heading for the front door.
 
   The Elephant Bar was one of those charming places that had good food and a killer happy hour. Since Izzy was on a budget, it would help stretch her money; at least until she knew whether it was going to be worth it to spend money on the little number who was meeting her there. Chelsea Horton.
 
   She had contacted her online, using Phoebe's computer, after Phoebe and Jobeth had gone to bed. On Connexion.org, she had placed an ad some time ago, but updated it. She promptly received an email from Chelsea, who said she thought Izzy was "funny and yummy." They exchanged a few flirty emails, and Izzy was sure it would end in a frolic in the sheets.
 
   Taking a seat at a table in the bar, Izzy draped her saddlebags over the chair, and put her helmet on the table, watching the door. She was a few minutes early, so ordered a Michelob Ultra.
 
   Soon after the waitress brought her drink, a petite and perky, 22 year old blonde came through the door and looked around. Izzy waved.
 
   She smiled--huge--and came over to sit down across from her at the small, round table. "You're even cuter in person than in your picture."
 
   "So are you," Izzy said. "Lucky us."
 
   She giggled, putting her keys on the table.
 
   Izzy looked down at the key ring, even picked it up to examine its contents. "You know, you can tell a lot about a person by what's on their key ring."
 
   "Really? What does my key ring tell you?"
 
   Izzy moved her fingers through the items, giving thought to each one. Three standard door keys with different colored rubber sleeves, an electronic entry key , a pink puffball. "You're trustworthy, you live in an apartment, and you want someone else to be in control."
 
   She blinked.
 
   "Well? How did I do?"
 
   "Scary."
 
   Izzy chuckled, and Chelsea held out her hand.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Your keys."
 
   Izzy pulled them from her jacket pocket, and set them on the table. One keychain in the shape of a motorcycle helmet, two small keys, a set of miniature handcuffs.
 
   "You like motorcycles, you travel light, and you like to be in control."
 
   Izzy smiled. "Not so hard, huh?"
 
   Chelsea took a long breath, followed by a prolonged drink of Izzy's beer, making a face. The waitress appeared table-side and Chelsea already had her ID out, prepared for the inevitable. She ordered a Smirnoff Raspberry cooler. "So how long did you say you've been here?" She dug in her coat pocket and pulled out some lip balm.
 
   "Here in the bar, or here in Denver? "
 
   "In Denver, silly." She applied the balm.
 
   "Oh, only a few days."
 
   Chelsea scooted forward in her seat. "Are you just passing through?"
 
   "I think I'm gonna stick around for a while."
 
   "Where are you from?"
 
   Izzy took a drink of her Michelob. "Hell. Also known as Missouri."
 
   "Missouri? You must be having culture shock."
 
   "Happy to be out of there, believe me. This area is great."
 
   "I know! There's so much here! So what kind of things do you like to do?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "You."
 
   "Who do I like to do?" she chided.
 
   Chelsea Horton burst out laughing. "You're a flirt."
 
   "But you like that, don't you?"
 
   "I hear you talking," she giggled.
 
   "Horton Hears a Who," Izzy said.
 
   Chelsea began laughing again, pressing moisture from her eyes, as the waitress brought the cooler, and Izzy told her, "She'd like to order some green eggs and ham."
 
   More laughter from Chelsea as the waitress just bobbed an eyebrow. Izzy shook her head at the waitress to negate the fake order and she went back to the bar.
 
   Chelsea snaked a hand across the table to touch Izzy's arm. "I like you. You make me laugh."
 
   "I wonder if I can make you do other things, too?"
 
   Chelsea stopped laughing and stared at Izzy, as a slow smile crept onto her face. "I bet you could."
 
   "And I bet you'll like it, Sam I Am." Izzy said again, and Chelsea was back to laughing.
 
   Izzy had understood for a long time that the best way into a girl's pants was through humor. It was disarming.
 
   Laughter released just the right chemicals, and these chemicals could quickly be translated to desire. Rarely had her advances been refused after she made a girl laugh. With that in mind, she said, "Finish up your drink, and I'll take you for a ride on my bike. "
 
   Her eyes went wide. "Really?"
 
   "Sure. Have you ever been on a bike? "
 
   "Only the kind without the engine."
 
   "Yeah. Not the same."
 
   Chelsea chugged most of the remaining cooler and grabbed her coat, as Izzy left seven dollars on the table and waved at the waitress, as she followed the petite blond to the door. Izzy couldn't help checking out her ass.
 
   Outside, Izzy swung a leg over the bike and punched the electric starter. Nothing happened. "Oh, crap," she said.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   Izzy sat in contemplation for a moment, tried the switch again. "I guess I'm gonna have to take it into the shop--" She looked over at Chelsea. "Sorry."
 
   "No, that's okay." Chelsea pulled her jacket tight around her. "Wow. It's gotten pretty cold, anyway--maybe we can do that during the day when it's warmer."
 
   Izzy sighed. "Yeah. Well. I guess I'm going to need a ride home. Do you mind?"
 
   "Sure, no problem. Come on."
 
   A satisfied grin slithered onto Izzy 's face, and she pulled the key out of the ignition, glancing at that fuel valve as she followed Chelsea to her car.
 
   "My heat's not working very well, so it'll only be a little warmer than riding your bike, I guess."
 
   "That's okay." Izzy donned her sunglasses against the glare of the Denver sunset.
 
   Chelsea pulled the red Saturn to a stop in front of the house on Manor Lane. Leaning to look out at it, she breathed. "Wow. You live here?"
 
   "For now," Izzy said. "So, sorry about my bike. I think you would have enjoyed a ride."
 
   Chelsea grinned mischievously. "Maybe you could give me another kind of ride--" She leaned over and kissed Izzy full on the mouth.
 
   Izzy folded herself over on top of her, one knee going between Chelsea's legs, and reached to release the seat. It fell back and they both laughed, resuming their kiss. As their pulses increased, Izzy got hold of the zipper of the girl's jeans. Soon she had slithered her hand inside. "Oh god! Your hand is cold!"
 
   "I know! That's why I have it in your warm place !"
 
   Chelsea laughed, and Izzy massaged her for long moments, feeling the quick moistness, then thrust a finger inside her. Chelsea tensed and held her tight. "Oh my god, I want that--" Her teeth were chattering.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "I'm just freezing."
 
   Izzy stilled her hand movements, peering out the window. "I have an idea."
 
   Minutes later, they had crept through the side door of the garage, and when she realized the alarm wasn't set on it this time, she ditched her original method of sneaking the girl in, and soon they were stretched out in the back of the Escalade.
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   Um, Hello. Can You Say Falcon?
 
    
 
   Later that evening, I was allowing Phoebe to beat me in Scrabble, since my little sister had so soundly trounced her earlier. I heard something through the side kitchen door. "Is someone in the garage?"
 
   Phoebe made a face. "Maybe it's another long lost sister."
 
   I opened the garage door and peeked into the dimness. "No, it's the same one." Stepping over to Essy, I jerked the door open. The young blond girl covered her naked breasts with her t-shirt, which was on the floor-board. Izzy turned to look at me, and sort of rolled her eyes.
 
   "Get the hell out of my car, both of you. "
 
   The girl dressed quickly and kissed Izzy before she headed outside through the side door of the garage.
 
   "How's she getting home?"
 
   "She was dropping me off. Her car is outside. "
 
   "Why didn't you make out in HER car?"
 
   "Her heater was broken. It was cold out there."
 
   "Where's your bike?"
 
   "At the Elephant Bar."
 
   I thought about this for a second. Why would Izzy leave her bike there and have this girl drive her home?
 
   "And--why is it at the Elephant Bar? "
 
   "Because I needed it not to start. "
 
   "What?"
 
   She sighed, heading through the door. "I turned off the fuel valve, so it wouldn't start so she'd have to give me a ride."
 
   That's when the old familiar routines came back to me. Do whatever you have to, just get into a situation where you can have sex. "You lied about your bike, so you could have sex."
 
   As she followed me into the kitchen, Phoebe was standing in the doorway.
 
   "Hey Phoebe."
 
   "Izzy."
 
   Izzy dropped her saddlebags across the back of a chair, and dropped her helmet in the seat. Phoebe went back to the table, sitting down with a fresh cup of coffee, grinning. She had heard the whole exchange as I busted out Izzy for behavior unbecoming of a sister. "So--" I was absorbing still another thing I had in common with my sister. "you're gay--"
 
   Izzy cocked an eyebrow at me. "Sherlock's got nothin' on you."
 
   "But--I can't believe you," I said.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Izzy! Having sex in the backseat? Tacky."
 
   She was on that one before I realized it wasn't going to be effective. "Um, hello. Can you say Falcon?"
 
   "How the hell did you know about that? "
 
   Izzy grinned at Phoebe and Phoebe looked away, pursing her lips. "Oh great. You two are sharing my personal details now?
 
   Phoebe interjected, "They are also my personal details. And what's the harm?" They were both grinning.
 
   "And she's right. You can't get mad at her for behaving just like you did."
 
   "Yeah, okay. Point for you. But this is not acceptable.
 
   The Falcon was my car, not someone else's."
 
   "Well, it's a little hard to have sex on a motorcycle seat," Izzy said. "I've tried it, believe me. Would you rather I bring women inside to the guest room?"
 
   "No! That's even worse!"
 
   "So what you're saying is there's no room for me here.
 
   Say the word, and I'll check into the Motel 6."
 
   "You said the motel would deplete your funds." I sat back down across from Phoebe , and pulled out my eCig.
 
   "It will. But I have to get a job sometime. I 'll just have to hurry it up. Burger King is hiring."
 
   "You're not working at Burger King."
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "Because you're--my sister." I dropped chocolate mint eJuice in the filter of my eCig.
 
   "It would embarrass you, you mean? "
 
   "No--I mean you're not seventeen. You've got to be qualified for something better than that."
 
   "Well, I'm not. I have no degree in anything. "
 
   Phoebe mumbled, "Except maybe sexology, like her sister--"
 
   I ignored the crack. "Well you're good at karate. Why don't you go teach at a karate academy? "
 
   "I've--never taught karate."
 
   "Well I'm sure you're good enough to teach kids, right?"
 
   She considered this. "I never really thought of that before. But--I guess you're right. I could check that out, while I'm considering the possibilities."
 
   "Good."
 
   "Great." She went to the sink and washed her hands.
 
   "Where's the soap?"
 
   "Why?" I asked, before thinking. I looked over at her again, with her Cheshire Cat grin. "Never mind."
 
   "It's under the sink," Phoebe said.
 
   "Look, I can give you some money," she said, drying her hands, and pouring herself some coffee. "I mean, I'm not broke. I'm just trying to pace myself until I have some dependable income." She came over and sat down next to me.
 
   Phoebe interjected, "It's okay, you're not really costing us anything. We'd pay the same bills."
 
   "I appreciate that." She smiled at Phoebe, and touched her hand across the table.
 
   "Don't touch my girlfriend with that evil hand. "
 
   "Jobeth!" Phoebe laughed. "You're being ridiculous."
 
   "Am I?" Was I? Why was I so irritated about Izzy's behavior? Did it remind me of my own, not so long ago?
 
   Why didn't it make me wistful instead of angry? "So, I guess you're going to walk your happy ass over to the Elephant Bar to get your bike tomorrow." I took momentary glee at pointing that out.
 
   Phoebe said, "I'll give you a ride over there in the morning."
 
   Damn.
 
   Izzy grinned. "I'm going to take a hot shower." She headed for the guestroom.
 
   Phoebe was studying me.
 
   "What?"
 
   She got up and took my hand, leading me toward the garage. "I know what you need."
 
   "What?"
 
   She got into the back of the Escalade and stretched out. "A blast from the past."
 
   My anger melted away and I climbed in and fell on top of her.
 
   "You're still the little stud I fell in love with in the back seat of that Falcon."
 
   "Oh stop, you're gonna make me cry," I said without emotion, putting my mouth firmly on hers and reaching for the button of her jeans.
 
   The next morning, I turned over to kiss Phoebe awake, and soon took advantage of the fact that she was still naked from our activities the night before. Then, we were titillated by the smell of fresh coffee, and headed down the stairs to find that Izzy had made it for us and left a note by the coffeemaker.
 
    
 
   Hey women.
 
   You guys looked so cute all snuggled up together, I couldn't bear to wake you for that ride. Taking a cab to get my bike, and then to the P.D. to see if they're hiring for anything.
 
    
 
   Have to play that knowing-Ginger angle.
 
    
 
   Afterward, will check in to Motel 6 and will let you know what room. Thanks for letting me stay for a few days.
 
    
 
   Later.
 
    
 
   Izzy
 
    
 
   Phoebe frowned. "That's just great, Jobeth."
 
   I pulled down a coffee mug. "What?"
 
   "She obviously felt like she wasn't welcome."
 
   "She didn't feel like she wasn't welcome. She felt like she needed to get on with her life." I could tell Phoebe didn't believe me.
 
   She stole the mug I was going to use right out of my hand and poured coffee in it. "It's not like we don't have plenty of room here."
 
   "Hey, she's already bringing home her little conquests and banging them in the Escalade, and before that, she complained about hearing us having sex. I don't want you to keep being quiet and careful."
 
   By the look on Phoebe's face, I saw the possibility that our bedroom would be positively meditative, soon. My argument had failed. I was just a little bit in trouble. Not quite in the doghouse, but perhaps standing on the back porch. I would have to call Izzy and tell her to come back.
 
   Unless I didn't want to get laid.
 
   I poured my own coffee, watching Phoebe settle at the table and open the newspaper. I was reminded of those days early on when she first started actually reading the paper I threw in her driveway. Only a year ago, I was her delivery girl. And then I started delivering for real, and wound up sharing a home with her. My, how things can change. But I was aware that I had to make certain concessions if I wanted to keep enjoying the carnal delights Phoebe could offer. I headed for the living room to call Izzy.
 
   After the first ring, I got a recorded message that her number was no longer in service. I was immediately worried that Phoebe would call Izzy and get the same message and then blame me for driving her out when she couldn't even afford her prepaid cell.
 
   Crap.
 
   I tapped in Ginger's number, knowing she would get a big laugh out of the sex in the Escalade story.
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   You Have the Right to Remain Silent 
 
    
 
   When Izzy got out of the cab at the Elephant bar, she set her helmet on the rear of the seat and turned the fuel valve back on. The Bluebird of happiness had left a calling card right where she needed to sit down. She cursed and went into the bar for a wet paper towel.
 
   Emerging a minute later, she realized her helmet was gone. Fuckers! Who would want that beat up old thing? Good thing she carried her saddlebags on her shoulder, still.
 
   She wiped off the seat and tossed the towel in the nearby trash receptacle.
 
   She got on, zipped up her jacket, put on her gloves, and headed down Alaska, hanging a right on Wadsworth, on her way to the Denver P.D., cursing the thieves that seemed to follow her around just to steal her helmets.
 
   The sun was out, and it was 53 degrees. But that was only a pleasant temperature when you were going for a leisurely walk. Not when you were shooting down the avenue without a helmet. Her ears were already throbbing by the time she reached Colfax.
 
   Ginger Grant snatched the ringing phone from its cradle, still studying the case file. "Grant."
 
   "I'd like to report a sex crime against my Escalade."
 
   Ginger chuckled with her I'm-at-work voice. "What's up, J.B.?"
 
   "Izzy's on her way over there to see if you're hiring."
 
   "She has to graduate from the academy first. "
 
   "Funny. Now listen. She mentioned working at Burger King, and I don't want her working at some lame fast food place, so maybe you could put in a word for her? "
 
   "I'd be glad to. Though I don't think the mailroom needs any kickboxers right now."
 
   "You're on a roll today, Detective Grant, you should go to open mic night at Comedy Works."
 
   "Thank you. It's great to be back in Denver, I'll be here all week," Ginger smirked. "Now, what's this sex crime against the Escalade? I have to have all the details in order to do a proper report. "
 
   "Oh nothing, I just caught my little sister in the back of it, in the garage, last night with a sweet young thang. "
 
   "So your sister is gay, too?"
 
   "I don't want to talk about it anymore. I'll have to take a Xanax."
 
   "Izzy in the Essy--" Ginger was enjoying her rendition of it in her own head. "The apple didn't fall far from the--"
 
   "Yeah, yeah. Anyway. She's gonna put in some kind of application down there. So—"
 
   Ginger said she'd keep an eye out for Izzy, but wasn't sure the department was hiring. She told Jobeth she'd check and had her hang on. Calling down on the other line to H.R., she clicked back over in a moment and said that there were no openings.
 
   "Well, I'd rather she not work at a fast food place. Phoebe is mad because she thinks I ran her off last night. Izzy said after she goes down there, she's getting another room at the Motel 6. I'm gonna catch some hell from Phoebe if she does that."
 
   "Well, I'll do what I can, but I'm afraid you're on your own with the missus." Ginger listened to the silent wheels turning at the other end of the phone line.
 
   Jobeth added, "Look. Why don't you and Izzy come to dinner tomorrow night?"
 
   "Sounds great. I'll tell her when she shows."
 
   "I would say tonight, but tonight, I want to catch up with Phoebe. In bed."
 
   "Well don't pull a hamstring. I don't have a date anytime soon, so you can butt-dial me during the festivities if you like."
 
   "You're killing me. Really."
 
   Ginger hung up just as Izzy came through the door, carrying those saddlebags, threading around the other desks until she stood next to Ginger's. She was wearing her iPod earbuds wrapped around her neck and twisted together like some erstwhile techno-necklace.
 
   "That was your sister," she said. "She invited us both over to dinner tomorrow night."
 
   Izzy plopped down in the chair beside Ginger's desk.
 
   "It's a guilt-dinner."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   "I'm sure she told you. My guess is Phoebe is bitching at Jobe since they got up and found my note this morning.
 
   She's making nice-nice."
 
   Ginger frowned at her. "Why is your face so red?"
 
   "Ironically, because it's frozen. Do you have something to warm it up? Can you throw your coffee in my face or something?"
 
   Then Ginger remembered the motorcycle. "Oh.
 
   "Where's your helmet?"
 
   "Stolen. Again."
 
   "Again?"
 
   "Yeah my good one was stolen on the trip up here. Tell you about that fiasco sometime when you have a few hours. But then the second-hand one was stolen at the Elephant Bar, just a few minutes ago. I only went in to get a towel to clean the bird shit off my seat, and it was gone when I came back out."
 
   "Damn. Your helmets are all cursed. Put a Universal Helmet Lock on the bike, why don 't you?"
 
   "Yeah, that's on my list of things to do, right after, get a job so you won't be sponging off the sister who didn't know you existed."
 
   Ginger watched her shiver. "Well, help yourself to the coffee." She pointed to the cart by the wall, and watched as she moved over to it, stiff from the cold. Her phone rang and she answered, half-listening to the clerk in the evidence room, and still watching Izzy pour coffee and add creamer to it. Absently, as the clerk droned on, Ginger's eyes traveled down to Izzy's butt. Cute, she thought. Then she shook out of that line of thought. What the hell? Izzy turned with her coffee, and Ginger darted her eyes back to her desk pad. "Yeah, Fitz will be down there to get that sometime today. Just hang onto it." She hung up as Izzy took a seat again.
 
   "So, is there anyone in particular I should talk to? I know Jobeth gave you a heads-up, right?" She sipped the coffee and made a face.
 
   Ginger clicked her pen on and off, upside down on the desk pad. "Yeah. About that. I already checked and they're not hiring at all right now."
 
   Izzy looked down into her paper cup. "Does that mean I can't have this delicious coffee? "
 
   Ginger chuckled. "No. I would never dream of depriving you of our world class java." She grinned. "Jobeth says she'd like it very much if you got a job at Burger King."
 
   "I hate you," Izzy said.
 
   Ginger laughed again, closed the file on her desk, stood, and adjusted her sidearm. "Come on with me. I have to run some errands. Maybe we can brainstorm and come up with something."
 
   As Ginger grabbed her jacket, Izzy followed her out.
 
   "You know someone at Burger King, right?" She slid her sunglasses on.
 
   Ginger just kept walking, her smile leading the way into the corridor.
 
   Jobeth was right about one thing. Izzy was way too smart to be flipping burgers and mopping floors. Maybe she just needed someone to help her focus on her strengths.
 
   Ginger steered the Galaxie onto Washington. "I'm getting hungry. I came in at the butt-crack of dawn this morning.
 
   "Want something?"
 
   "Yeah. I could eat."
 
   Ginger turned into the Burger King and Izzy laughed.
 
   "You're the enemy now."
 
   Ginger gave a self-satisfied laugh as she pulled up to the big menu and rolled her window down.
 
   "Wow. Manual windows. Does this thing hitch to horses, too?"
 
   "Shut up, you're carrying the saddlebags of Jessie James. I love my Galaxie." She retrieved her sunglasses from the visor and put them on.
 
   The voice came out of the box garbled, but something about take order, and maybe please. "I'll have the two small cheeseburgers and small fries combo, with a Coke please--" she turned to Izzy. "What do you want?"
 
   "That's my favorite. Same thing for me. "
 
   "Make that two," Ginger shouted at the sign. As she pulled around, Izzy was pulling money from her pocket.
 
   "No, I got it. You're swelling the ranks of the unemployed."
 
   "No come on, let me pay my own way--"
 
   "It's a couple cheeseburgers, fer godssake." She handed the money to the window cashier. "We'll take it out in trade."
 
   Izzy lifted both eyebrows. "What did you have in mind, Detective lady?"
 
   Ginger huffed, "That's not what I meant."
 
   "You want me to clean your sidearm?"
 
   Ginger smiled. "You know what I meant by that's not what I meant."
 
   Izzy feigned a wound. "So no bartering for sex? Why? Am I not hot and blond enough for you?"
 
   "You're the one who likes hot little blondes."
 
   Izzy shoved her hands in her jacket pockets. "Oh yeah, of course, she told you that too."
 
   "She most certainly did." Ginger gave her a sidelong glance and Izzy let a small laugh escape. Then Ginger did the same. Then they both burst out laughing. "It's probably good that you're family in more ways than one. I don't think J.B. would know what to do with a straight sister."
 
   "A straight sister would not have been in there with a guy. Somehow, that doesn't seem right, either."
 
   The cashier gave the change and handed Ginger the bag and she tossed it in Izzy's lap as she pulled back onto Colfax.
 
   "So you should think about getting a car. It's way too cold to be on that bike."
 
   "You're preachin' to the choir. And by the time I can afford a car, it'll be warm weather again."
 
   Ginger's handheld police radio crackled on the seat between them. A female voice came after a static sound.
 
   "Four-oh-three--"
 
   Ginger lifted the handset and keyed in. "Go ahead."
 
   "Four-oh-three, possible sighting of Downing witness you're interested in. A subject matching the description was seen about five minutes ago at the corner of 19th and Grant, at bus stop, wearing green jacket, black jeans, black boots, wearing headphones."
 
   "Thank you. Clear."
 
   The dispatcher returned, "Ten-four."
 
   Izzy looked over at her. "How weird is it that he's on GRANT street?"
 
   She answered in a sing-song voice. "It's just a sign his ass is mine."
 
   She sped up and turned right on Grant, lifting the radio to her mouth again and pressing the transmit button. "Four-oh-seven, can you meet me there?"
 
   The male voice came back, "Absolutely, four-oh-three."
 
   Ginger keyed in again. "Four-oh-three to four-oh-seven."
 
   "Go ahead, four-oh-three."
 
   "Meet me in front of Warwick Hotel on Grant. "
 
   "Okay. ETA, one minute."
 
   "Thanks, four-oh-seven."
 
   Ginger slowed on the corner of 18th and Grant in front of the Warwick Hotel. She told the dispatcher, "Four-oh-three at location."
 
   "10-4."
 
   Izzy chuckled. "That's like listening to two math teachers."
 
   A black and white appeared beside them. The passenger window whirred down. "What up Ginger Spice?"
 
   "Hey Perez. Possible witness to domestic battery on Downing last week. Tito Munoz. He's at the bus stop. Priors for petty theft. Got a bench warrant for a failure to appear on a DUI. My chance to get him in and bargain a little."
 
   "Gotcha," Perez said.
 
   Ginger pulled binoculars from the glove box and looked at the bus stop a block away. "Oh look, he's got an iPod just like yours, Izzy." Then to the Perez, "He hasn't made us. You circle and come in from 20th. I'll let him see me first."
 
   Perez nodded, and Ginger put the Galaxie in gear and drove to 19th, as Perez took 18th around the block. Ginger pulled over, just before the bus bench on the right. Tito only glanced at the car and away again, moving rhythmically to the sound in his ear phones, glancing down absently at his iPod. Though she was assigned a car while on duty, there was an advantage to driving an antique. It didn't look like a cop-car. She turned to Izzy. "Do NOT get out of the car."
 
   "Ten-four," Izzy gave her a two-finger salute.
 
   Ginger got out and stepped toward him. "Yo, Tito."
 
   He looked up at her, jerked his head to the right and saw Perez approaching in the black and white, and jumped up.
 
   "Denver P.D., stop!"
 
   He bolted down the walk on the passenger side of the Galaxie, with Ginger behind him.
 
   Izzy opened the door and braced it with her foot and Tito didn't see it in time, and caught it with a smack, slamming to the ground. Ginger was on him, flipping him, her knee in his back as she cuffed him. His earphones were around his neck, now.
 
   "Chica, it wasn't me!" he pleaded.
 
   "You're under arrest for failure to appear."
 
   "No, wait--"
 
   "You, Mr. Munoz, have the right to remain silent."
 
   Perez took him by the arm, hauling him to the squad car and pushing him over the hood to search him.
 
   Ginger got back in the car. Staring out the front toward Perez, who was now reciting the Miranda rights and folding Munoz into the back. She turned her head slowly to regard Izzy. "What was that?"
 
   "My hand slipped on the door handle. Reflex. Sorry."
 
   "What, you have Alien Hand Syndrome ?"
 
   Izzy grinned salaciously. "If you only knew."
 
   Ginger shook her head.
 
   "I stayed in the car as instructed, " Izzy defended.
 
   Ginger sighed and called it in to dispatch , dropped the handheld radio in the seat, and made a U-turn back the way they had come.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 12 ~
 
   Bad Little Servant
 
    
 
   Phoebe came down the stairs in her robe after her shower, and plopped on the sofa. I was quick to bring her a glass of wine. "I invited Ginger and Izzy over for dinner tomorrow night."
 
   Phoebe pushed buttons on the remote, and kept her eyes on the television. "Oh?"
 
   "Don't you think that will be fun?"
 
   "Sure." Phoebe paused on CNN.
 
   "How about a foot rub?"
 
   "No thanks."
 
   "A full body massage with coconut oil?"
 
   Phoebe smiled faintly. "Not in the mood for that."
 
   "Well tell me what you're in the mood for."
 
   "Why are you trying so hard?"
 
   I released a long breath. "Look, I'm not used to having a sister. And I'm--"
 
   She turned to look at me. "You're not used to sharing me with anyone else."
 
   I blinked and ran that one through my head a second time. "You're right. I'm not. And I'm not being very nice to Izzy, and she doesn't deserve it." When she didn't respond right away, I added, for good mea sure, "And I suck."
 
   "Yes you do." Phoebe met my eyes, but I could tell she wasn't really angry. "And you'll have to suck for a long time to make it up to me."
 
   I felt my eyebrows shoot up on my forehead. I looked down as she loosened the tie to her robe and pulled it open. She wasn't wearing anything underneath. "I'm all over that," I said. "Let's go upstairs." I stood.
 
   "No, I want to watch TV."
 
   What was this little game? "I thought you wanted me to--um--"
 
   "I do. But I'm going to watch TV. You're going to suck. And lick. And anything else I ask you to do. While I sit here and watch TV."
 
   Okay, this is new. "You want me to--service you."
 
   "Like the bad little servant you are. "
 
   I had an odd bolt of excitement. I was being objectified, and I was all turned on about it. I started to move over to her, and she held up a hand.
 
   "I don't want you to block my view of the TV. Crawl."
 
   Now, normally, this would have incited a fuck off from me, had this been any other woman. But this was Phoebe. And I realized I was quite willing to do anything she asked me to do. Especially if it allowed me access to her sweet--
 
   "Now!"
 
   I dropped to my knees and crawled over to her, as she scooted forward on the cushion, and I nestled myself between her knees. I began to taste her, nuzzle her. I looked up to see her response and she said, "Don't look at me." Then she put a sofa pillow in her lap, effectively blocking my view of her face. So, with my heart pounding and various private areas of my own starting to burn, I gently pleasured her while she watched TV. Periodically, she would instruct me. Harder. Faster. Slower. Do that for a while, now.
 
   It was the first time I had ever been intimate with her, and not heard her make any sound. She must have been having difficulty. Phoebe was a very vocal lover. And exceedingly responsive. Multi-orgasmic. I loved that about her. But from my place under the pillow, my face against her slick pink folds, she was silent. It went on this way for almost a half hour, and then I could tell she was having trouble breathing. Then she abruptly pushed me away. "That's enough of that."
 
   Confused, and intrigued, I looked up at her with my wet face.
 
   She gave me an arched eyebrow and ordered me to lay under the glass coffee table. I frowned in deepening confusion. "I said, go lay under the coffee table, face up. "
 
   I did as I was told.
 
   Her hand snaked between the cushions of the couch to pull out a rolled towel. In the towel, she unwrapped a dildo with a base. Then she came over to the coffee table and abruptly stuck the suction base to the glass, directly over me. Oh my god. I couldn't believe what she was about to do.
 
   Phoebe straddled the table and lowered herself onto the phallus, as I viewed the action from below. I had to lie there and watch her impale herself on it repeatedly, unable to touch her, but fascinated by the eroticism of watching from this angle, through a glass, as the phallus penetrated her, pumping in and out. She brought herself to orgasm this way, and I thought I was going to scream.
 
   The burn I felt was white-hot now.
 
   She lifted herself off the phallus and stood up, pulling me off the floor, and shoving me onto the sofa. "Take off your pants."
 
   I obeyed, with feverish speed, and she dropped down next to me and plunged her fingers inside me, kissing me like a succubus. It only took me a few seconds to climax, and afterward, I lay there limp and trembling .
 
   She giggled with delight and started kissing me again, this time, in the usual Phoebe-way. The Phoebe I recognized. Passionate, but tender. Then she slid down and put her mouth on me, swirling me in a resurrected desire, coaxing me, humming with pleasure, her lips vibrating against me, her tongue teasing me out of my prison, until I felt the frisson of electricity darting down to my feet, my legs tremulous as if caught on the ground over a fault line, while the surface beneath me rumbled and shook, until the sweet clenching took over and I surrendered to her skills completely.
 
   Tears drained from the corners of my eyes, as she moved up to kiss my neck, her arms enfolding me, her heart pushing against mine.
 
   I wanted to unzip her and climb inside.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 13 ~
 
   Grown-up Game
 
    
 
   When they finally arrived at the guest house, Ginger went around and checked the passenger door of the Galaxie. Izzy put the kickstand down on the Rebel and came over to watch her examine the paint and the surface. Raising up to meet Izzy's eyes, she said, "Good thing there's not a dent in my door."
 
   Izzy huffed. "You're welcome."
 
   She headed for the entrance of the guest house, finding her key. "You cannot be riding around like that."
 
   "Like what?"
 
   "Without a helmet."
 
   "Are you gonna give me a ticket?"
 
   Ginger just unlocked the door and went inside. Izzy followed, adding, "Or frisk me? What about frisking? "
 
   Ginger saw the box just inside the door. "What's this?"
 
   Izzy looked inside. "Oh, it's the clothes Phoebe gave me."
 
   "Nice of her to bring them out here."
 
   "Maybe Jobeth made her do it, so I wouldn't come back over there."
 
   Ginger gave her a sidelong glance. "Jobeth feels bad about you leaving."
 
   "No, she feels bad that me leaving got her in trouble with Phoebe."
 
   Ginger shrugged out of her jacket and tossed it on the table along with her sidearm. "Now about that helmet--"
 
   Izzy huffed in frustration.
 
   "Didn't you say you got a ticket for no helmet on your exodus to Denver?"
 
   "Almost. While passing through Nowhere, Kansas. I mean, Kansas ought to be against the law." She took off her own jacket and hung it neatly on a hook by the door.
 
   "How'd that happen? The ticket?" Ginger pried her feet out of her shoes and padded toward the kitchen area of the one room cottage.
 
   Izzy told Ginger about the Kansas cop who pulled her over and then followed her to the Harley store and waited outside to make sure she bought a helmet.
 
   Ginger laughed. "That's a small town cop for ya. I wish I could have seen that."
 
   Izzy gave her a dry smirk. "Why did I follow you over here again?"
 
   "So I can help you figure out where you can find a job."
 
   "Right."
 
   Ginger opened the refrigerator and peered inside.
 
   "You like wine?"
 
   "Some of it."
 
   She pulled out a bottle and looked at the label. "Jobeth gave me some of this cheap blackberry merlot she likes so much. I haven't tried it yet."
 
   "Oh, that stuff is good. It's like grape juice." Izzy leaned on the counter.
 
   Ginger started twisting off the lid. "Okay, make a popping sound--"
 
   Izzy put her finger in her cheek and obliged.
 
   "Thanks for that. I'd let you sniff the cork, but of course there isn't one."
 
   "Good, I wouldn't have the foggiest idea how to snort a cork."
 
   "I didn't say snort. I said sniff." Ginger suppressed a laugh.
 
   While Ginger got the wine glasses out, Izzy wandered around looking at things. She found a foil sword in the corner. She picked it up and pulled it out, taking a fencing stance. "En guard!!"
 
   "You know how to fence?"
 
   "Nope."
 
   "Pretty good form, there. You should take lessons and fence with your sister. She's new at it and I can't always practice with her. She needs another--foil."
 
   Izzy turned with a smile. "You thought I wasn't going to get that joke. But I did." She slid the sword back into its sheath and put it back against the wall by the book-shelf.
 
   "You never cease to amaze me, Izzy." She came over and handed her the goblet of wine, flipping the switch on the wall to start the gas fireplace.
 
   When the flames proofed and came alive, Izzy said, "Oh, you have powers I don't know about?"
 
   "You bet I do."
 
   She sipped the wine, and said, "Mmmm." But Ginger wasn't sure if that was a reaction to the merlot, or to the supposed mysterious powers in her possession.
 
   They sat on the sofa facing the fireplace, and Ginger tasted her wine. "Mmm. Surprisingly good. Who knew?"
 
   "Things don't always have to be expensive to be good."
 
   "So, what's on your resume? What are you good at? "
 
   "I don't want to get paid for what I 'm good at."
 
   Ginger let that remark sink in, and chose to ignore it. "What sort of jobs have you had in the past? "
 
   "Well, let's see--I was the Ambassador to the Federated States of Micronesia." Izzy pulled one hiking boot off and tossed it on the floor.
 
   Ginger stifled a laugh. "You're not helping your case, here."
 
   Izzy pulled at the other boot, and it came off abruptly, bumping Ginger's hand, which caused the wine to splash on the front of her shirt. "Way to go, Grace," she said, getting up for a paper towel. In the kitchen, she dabbed at the stain, as Izzy started after her.
 
   "I'm sorry--" she was laughing under her breath as the doorbell rang. "I'll get it," Izzy said, spinning toward the door, and flinging it open.
 
   A young man stood there with a bag slung over his shoulder, a clipboard in his hand. "Hi--uh--no one answered at the main house--I'm selling magazine subscriptions to raise money for a trip to Tibet--my church will match the funds--do you like magazines?"
 
   Ginger smirked from the kitchen, knowing Izzy was going to toy with him, before she even opened her mouth.
 
   "You don't carry the magazines I subscribe to--"
 
   "What were you looking for?"
 
   "Do you have Satanism Today? What about Creative Spell Casting and Voodoo Doll Crafting, do you have those?"
 
   Silence, from the young man, as Ginger chuckled, tossing the paper towel in the trash.
 
   The young man stuttered, "Um--no--I don't believe so--"
 
   Ginger appeared at the door to save him. "We're not interested, but thanks."
 
   The young man said, "Sorry--okay. Thanks anyway--"
 
   She closed the door and locked it . "It's so nice of you to build that boy's character." Returning to the sofa, and her wine. Izzy joined her again, and Ginger picked up a piece of mail on the coffee table, opening it to view the electric bill. "Fifty bucks. I've never had a fifty dollar electric bill."
 
   "Well, it's a small place."
 
   "Yeah. But I find I don't need much room. It's pretty cozy living here."
 
   "I'd love to find a little place like this--" Izzy said, sipping wine. "I don't need much room either. I don't have anything to put in a place even this small, really."
 
   Ginger tossed the bill on the t able. "So, you really need to get a helmet."
 
   "Are you gonna nag me about that some more? I can't afford one right now." Izzy put her glass on the table in front of them.
 
   "I'll float you a loan."
 
   "No, I'll figure it out. It's not that big of a deal."
 
   "Yes it is! Have you ever seen a motorcycle crash? The most common means of death is cracking your head open like a melon."
 
   "I swear. Cops and their head smashing images. That Kansas cop said the same thing."
 
   "Well he was right about that." Ginger took a sip of wine and replaced the goblet on the table beside Izzy's.
 
   "It's important, Izzy. I'd hate to see you get hurt. And besides, it's against the law and I'm obligated to enforce the law--"
 
   Izzy stared at her.
 
   Ginger paused. "What?"
 
   "You're sexy when you're being all cop-like."
 
   Ginger blinked, unsure of what to make of that statement, when Izzy leaned in suddenly and kissed her. When she pulled back, Ginger said, "What did you do that for?"
 
   "I was hot for teacher."
 
   "Stop that."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I know how you are. You're worse than your sister. You're just toying with me." Ginger took a breath and realized her heart rate had increased.
 
   "Oh, you're not into grown-up games?"
 
   "Is this a grown up game?"
 
   "You better believe it." She kissed her again, and Ginger found herself responding. Her mind whirl ed. What am I doing? This is wrong on so many levels. She's Jobeth's sister--she's so much younger than me... she's--and then she remembered how long it had been since anyone had kissed her like that--how long it had been since she wanted to be kissed like that. She felt that What-the-Hell voice in her head, shoving the fickle doubters out into the ether where they belonged.
 
   Izzy pushed Ginger back onto the sofa, lying half on top of her, her kisses growing more urgent. Ginger's pulse raced as she felt Izzy's body pressing against her. She smelled like Colorado air.
 
   What am I doing? Ginger's fickle doubters whimpered .
 
   Shut up! said What-the-Hell.
 
   This is a bad idea!
 
   Shut up I said!
 
   Izzy's lips were on her neck now, kissing, licking, gnawing, and Ginger felt a flash like gun powder shoot down and settle where she had not felt such fire in so long.
 
   Suddenly Izzy stood up.
 
   Ginger looked at her. Izzy looked back, their breathing labored. Then Izzy took both Ginger 's hands and pulled her up and swung her into a semi-circle onto the bed, only a few feet away. Izzy unfastened Ginger's pants, jerked them off, and lay next to her, fingers finding dark lonely places, seeking purchase on the soft folds and the hardening bud.
 
   The greedy guardians of Ginger's intimate places shouted at her. You're on the bottom! You're never on the bottom! they screamed. Take control! But Ginger's muscles would not oblige. She lay there as Izzy worked her way down and teased her without mercy, the sparklers of desire bursting into life, the tentacles of white heat dispersing in a thousand directions, birthed from a skillful mouth and tongue.
 
   Ginger clenched at Izzy's soft dark hair, pushing into her, moaning and writhing and bucking until she exploded in tendrils of undulating warmth and cried out without shame.
 
   Both huffing, Izzy crawled up and collapsed beside her, and Ginger felt her warm breath, her wet chin on her shoulder. I can't believe I made so much noise. I never do that...Had she ever had sex that good? Or was it just that she was so hungry for it? Did it matter that this pixie temptress was Jobeth's sister? Did it matter that she was so much younger? She was obviously an adult, and that's all that mattered, right? And damn. She was good at it.
 
   And Ginger needed it more than almost anything else in the world. Didn't she?
 
   As Izzy lay beside her, breathing softly, Ginger wondered what she had just traded in return for this pleasure.
 
   Her soul?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 14 ~
 
   Hard-Ass Blushing School Girl
 
    
 
   Dinner was simmering on the stove. Phoebe made Izzy's favorite--stroganoff. Izzy, however, called it Strokin' Off.
 
   My eyes met Phoebe's and we knew we were both thinking about the night before, and Phoebe's inventive erotic game. Phoebe smiled collusively and wiggled her eyebrows at me.
 
   Ginger saw the exchange. "Oh I don't even want to know what that was about--"
 
   I motioned Ginger into the kitchen, and we left them in the living room while we went to fetch the wine.
 
   "You won't believe what Phoebe did last night. "
 
   "Maybe I don't need to know."
 
   "It's so wild. You have to let me tell you."
 
   "As long as I can stop you when it gets too uncomfortable for me."
 
   "Okay. She sort of punished me by making me service her while she watched TV--"
 
   "Stop."
 
   "Wait, not yet, that's not even the best part. Then she had me lie underneath the glass coffee table and she suctioned a dildo on the glass and made me watch under there while she--"
 
   "Stop. Stop. Stop."
 
   "Your face is so red."
 
   "I have a delicate constitution. "
 
   "Right--so, can you believe that?"
 
   "Sounds like you're in erotic heaven."
 
   "Twenty-four-seven," I whispered. "God, I love that woman."
 
   "Well, hang onto her. It isn't often that you find that kind of thing."
 
   "Yeah." I realized this might not be the best topic for Ginger, considering her recent dating disasters. When someone was in hell, it was not a good idea to tell them how good it was for you in heaven. But she looked pretty vibrant right about then. More than usual. Her face was kind of--what? Maybe she was using a new night cream.
 
   Standing there at the counter, I finally figured out what was different about Ginger. "What happened to your gray hairs?"
 
   "Shut up, I never had any gray hairs. "
 
   "Oh, I get it. A game of Let's Pretend."
 
   "Gonna to smack you soon."
 
   I stirred the stroganoff. "And Phoebe said you were talking about going to the gym? This morning when she talked to you on the phone?"
 
   "Just started that back up this morning. I've let myself go. It's time to get back in shape. I can't chase perps with a fat ass."
 
   "You mean the perps with fat asses? "
 
   "You're so funny. Really. Don't know how I'd get by without you."
 
   I held out a small portion of stroganoff on a wooden spoon for her to taste.
 
   "Mmm. That's good."
 
   "What hotel is Izzy staying in?" I replaced the lid.
 
   "She's not. I'm letting her stay at my place until she gets a job."
 
   "You don't have a guest room--" She didn't say anything, and I began pouring merlot in the four glasses. "I wondered why she showed up at the same time. Well that's--nice of you--"
 
   Ginger became pensive. "She's really--she's neat."
 
   "Neat?" I'd never heard Ginger use the word.
 
   "Well, I mean once you get to know her a little, she's--" Ginger failed at suppressing a smile, swirling the wine in her glass.
 
   "Oh my god, you like her!"
 
   "Yes, I do like her."
 
   "Even though she kicked your ass the first night you met her?"
 
   "We got off to a rough start but--"
 
   "We? You two are a we now?"
 
   "So what?" Ginger took the bottle from me and poured wine in the other two goblets, since I had stopped.
 
   "Well--Ginger--"
 
   "You're going to say she's too young for me." She put the wine down on the counter.
 
   "No, I was going to say you're too old for her."
 
   "Kidney punch."
 
   "Ginger, she's--it's--don't--"
 
   "What the hell are YOU stuttering for?" She lowered her voice to a strained whisper, peeking toward the doorway. "You have a problem with me being involved with your sister?"
 
   "Well, it's just--she's had a rough--"
 
   "You just met her! You didn't even know she was on the planet! She's not a child, either. She's 29. Not much younger than YOU, Skippy-pants. And a lot smarter and more mature than you realize--" She picked up two goblets of wine, considering me with a discerning eye.
 
   "Oh I get it. Blood is thicker than water. "
 
   "Yes, but water is easier to clean up."
 
   "What does that mean?" Ginger frowned.
 
   "I'm not sure. It just sounded good in my head."
 
   "Well--don't freak out, J.B. I'm just seeing where it goes."
 
   "Where has it GONE?" Ginger actually blushed. Ginger. The hard-ass cop. Blushing like a Catholic school girl. "Oh. My. God. What have you done?"
 
   "Nothing!"
 
   "Have you kissed her?"
 
   "She kissed me first."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I was reading her the riot act about driving that bike without a helmet and she said it was sexy and then kissed me." She laughed. "She says she likes older women because they know what they're doing."
 
   Then I couldn't help it. I laughed too. I had to admit, that new sister of mine was a lot like me. Or at least, like I used to be, B.P. Before Phoebe. I picked up the other two goblets of wine and we headed for the living room.
 
   Phoebe wanted to get the spinach dip from the fridge, and I followed her into the kitchen, so I could tell her what Ginger and I had discussed.
 
   "I know. Izzy kind of hinted at it. I think it's sweet." Then she promptly decided the stroganoff needed to simmer slowly for a while longer, and turned the flame down lower.
 
   "You think it's sweet?"
 
   "Well don't you? Your best friend and your sister. You know how lonely Ginger has been. And God knows she needs to get laid. I'd like to see her happy, even if it's for a little while."
 
   "Well that's all it will be with Izzy. She'll probably just rip Ginger's heart out and move on."
 
   "You don't know that."
 
   "I know that's her style."
 
   "It was your style too, once," she deftly pointed out. "But you changed your tune when you met the right woman."
 
   I couldn't argue with that. As we headed back to the living room, I mumbled, "I hope Ginger's the right woman--"
 
   When we came through the doorway with the dip, Ginger and Izzy were locked in an embrace, kissing by the fire.
 
   Izzy stepped back sheepishly. "Busted."
 
   "We knew about it," I said.
 
   "Oh?" She regarded Ginger with amused interest. "You've been telling them about me? Sharing all the details about our night of debauchery?"
 
   "Debauchery?" I screeched.
 
   Ginger again flushed red. Only the second time I'd seen that color on her face since I knew her.
 
   "She's just being a smart ass." Ginger gave Izzy a little shove.
 
   I set the dip on the table, and Phoebe added the pita bread pieces. I changed the subject. "Did you get our reservation for the seminar?"
 
   Ginger took a sip of wine and watched Izzy scoop spinach dip onto a square of bread and plunge it into her mouth. "Yeah. All set."
 
   Phoebe dropped into the sofa and pulled me down next to her. "Izzy, maybe you and I can go to a movie or something while they're gone."
 
   "Yeah. But don't worry about me, I can just hang out at Ginger's."
 
   I smirked. "You just want to snoop through Ginger's stuff."
 
   Ginger frowned over at her. "Is that what you're going to do?"
 
   Izzy took a sip of wine and smiled. "Of course that's what I'm going to do."
 
   We all laughed. Then Ginger seemed to warm to the idea. Like she was flattered.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 15 ~
 
   You Haven't Enlightened Me Yet
 
    
 
   As Jobeth and Phoebe walked the other two women to the door, Jobeth noticed Izzy's hand touch Ginger's ass. Ginger turned to silently reprimand Izzy, and saw Jobeth looking at both of them in wonder. Ginger suppressed a smile.
 
   Phoebe spoke what Jobeth was thinking. "You two have already had sex, haven 't you?"
 
   Ginger turned and lifted her coat from the hook on the wall, her hand on the doorknob.
 
   Phoebe covered the emerging smirk with one hand while Jobeth gave Izzy a severe look. "Izzy, your track record--"
 
   "Oh please. Your best friend is not only a grown woman, but a police detective. I think she can handle me."
 
   Ginger gave Phoebe and Jobeth a quick hug and said, "Don't worry about it."
 
   Phoebe hugged Izzy and they said goodnight.
 
   The two of them strolled the back path to the guest house. Ginger cleared her throat. "Do you think I'm pushy?"
 
   "How do you mean? With a perp or in general?"
 
   "Romantically."
 
   "No. Why?"
 
   "I just don't want you to feel like I'm pushing. About us. This--thing."
 
   "Well, I put the moves on you, remember?"
 
   "Yeah, I remember, believe me. But, I don't want you to think I'm being all clingy. Just because we--"
 
   "Fucked?"
 
   "Izzy!"
 
   "Well, that's what it is, right? You're not in love with me."
 
   "No."
 
   "And I'm not in love with you. So. We fucked." Izzy caught Ginger's furrowed brow, and stopped. "We're on the same page, right?"
 
   "Yeah, yeah. Of course."
 
   "'Cause I'm--"
 
   "I know. I know how you are. You're just like your sister--was."
 
   "Does that bother you?"
 
   "A little." Ginger pulled her coat together against the chill. "Maybe the part about referring to it as fucking."
 
   They resumed the stroll, and Izzy asked, "What else do you call it?"
 
   Ginger only thought that over for about half a second, because she already knew the answer. "Well, there's making love, there's sex, and there's fucking."
 
   "Where do you think we are on that spectrum, then?"
 
   "Sex, I guess."
 
   "Okay. Then we're having sex. Does that make you feel better?"
 
   "Wow. You know what? Never mind. Forget I said anything."
 
   "Look, Ginger--" Izzy stopped in front of the door and touched her arm. "I have a healthy libido. I don't know what else this is beyond that, except I know I want sex. And I think you're hot, and right now, I'm choosing to have it with you."
 
   Ginger had a hard time being mad after Izzy called her hot. She opened the guest house door, and let Izzy go in ahead of her. "Are you having it with anyone else?"
 
   Izzy took off her coat and took Ginger's, hanging them by the door. "Not right now."
 
   "Because if you get out of another woman's bed and come get into mine, I'll have to snap your neck." Ginger held her eyes firmly, just to make sure the message was clear.
 
   Izzy lifted her eyebrows briefly. "Wow. Okay. Glad to have that information. I'm fond of my neck. Do we need to discuss this aspect further?"
 
   Ginger pulled a bottle of water from the fridge.
 
   "Probably. I don't like to share."
 
   "Okay. How about if I do meet someone I want to play around with, I tell you first?" Izzy asked.
 
   "That would be good."
 
   "Great, glad we got that cleared up. Now take your clothes off so I can make sex with you."
 
   Ginger laughed, set the bottle down, lifted her shirt over her head. She shuffled across the room and they fell back on the bed together.
 
   After a full session of bed-aerobics, in which Izzy gave up her need to be a top and let Ginger return some favors, they lay side by side, staring at the ceiling, allowing their breathing to calm.
 
   Izzy swallowed and sighed. "Two tops, having sex. They said it couldn't be done."
 
   "Well it seems to be going well."
 
   "Like I said. Older women know what they're doing."
 
   "I'll take that as a compliment."
 
   "It was. Damn, woman."
 
   Ginger smiled and grabbed the water bottle on the nightstand, taking a long drink, and handing it to Izzy, who did the same. "It's been so long since I've enjoyed sex this much." Her hand fluttered over to clench Izzy's.
 
   "Ginger?" Izzy was still examining the ceiling.
 
   "Hmm?"
 
   She waited a few breaths. "Don't fall in love with me."
 
   Ginger halted the parade of emotions that were being driven by the new influx of dopamine and oxytocin in her brain, pretending it was just a conversation. About nothing important. She released her hand. "Why would you even say anything like that?"
 
   Izzy sat up and thrust her hands through damp hair. "You know why."
 
   "Enlighten me."
 
   She turned to look at Ginger, lying there all flushed, with just an edge of disappointment in her features. "This is why I don't usually have sex with the same person more than once."
 
   Ginger didn't even blink. "You haven't enlightened me yet."
 
   Izzy scooted to the end of the bed, and retrieved her shirt and underwear, putting them back on. She went to the kitchen for another bottle of water, and plopped into the sofa in front of the fire. Ginger pulled the covers up and waited.
 
   A moment later, Izzy said, "I know women who get their hearts broken, and they spend years nursing that wound. Even when the one who broke their heart wasn't worth a nickel." She unscrewed the cap and took a drink of water. "Somehow, they just can't let go of it. It's my belief that the fastest way to get over someone is to get under someone else. Even if it's only temporary. But the trick is, you just don't sleep with them again."
 
   Ginger wanted to point out the obvious. That Izzy had broken her own rule and slept with Ginger--what? Four times, now? But she swallowed the retort.
 
   "You find another one. And another. That way, you don't transfer those feelings to them, but you still work out that pain."
 
   Ginger moved so she could see the firelight reflecting in Izzy's eyes, gauge her emotion. She didn't find much. Izzy was cool as mint.
 
   Another sip of water, and Izzy continued. "You start to teach yourself that every woman has the same anatomy, essentially, and what you thought was so special, was really just another person, just like the next. They just happened to tweak you for a minute, and you let that minute become more than it really was, because that's what you wanted it to be."
 
   It was the most she'd heard Izzy ever say at one time. And it was also the most authentic words ever to come out of her mouth. So she knew it was important. "So, you got your heart broken and decided never to let it happen again, because it hurt so much."
 
   "I got my heart broken twice in a row."
 
   "That explains a lot."
 
   Izzy turned to look at her. Ginger, with her tough-cop demeanor, who let her guard down to be with Izzy. "You're not going to try to alter my view?"
 
   Ginger answered softly, "No."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 16 ~
 
   Appropriate Dust
 
    
 
   The phone call had stunned Phoebe, jettisoned her into the past. She had to steady herself and take a breath. A few unpleasant tasks lay ahead, but then, perhaps she could bury the whole thing for good. Or in this case, cremate. Germane on so many levels. Appropriate dust.
 
   The call was from a man at a funeral home in Fort Collins. She would have to drive up there and take care of all the details. If Jobeth called, she hoped she wouldn't ask any questions about where she was, so she wouldn't have to lie. As long as Jobeth didn't come home early, she could just be done with it after today. She thought about their escapade a few nights ago. Jobeth had been the one person in this world who made her realize that loving someone could be a good thing. She could not have imagined what her life would be without her. And she didn't want to. The past was in the past for a reason. Some things belonged there, never to be resurrected, even if only in the form of dust.
 
   The deceased died in a fire, she was told, and the caller suggested on the phone that she avoid viewing the body. Not that Phoebe wanted to see this person again--alive or dead. She gave permission for cremation, as she felt it best all around.
 
   The drive up to Fort Collins allowed her too much time to think. Memories appeared unwanted in her mind, so she turned the radio up louder and focused on the lyrics to songs, the scenery, thought about Jobeth--anything to avoid thinking about that part of her past. She remembered how they met, when Jobeth was an aspiring P.I. And how she had found her in the back driveway, in the Falcon, bleeding and half -unconscious.
 
   Bringing her into the house, Phoebe had seen her--really seen her--for the first time. She knew then, that Jobeth was someone she had real feelings for. It wasn't just a tryst in the backseat, after all. She wanted to take care of her. Please her, draw her out of that armor she waltzed around in. Reveal her tender places. One of the best moments of her life was when Jobeth finally let down her guard, let her in. She knew it was probably the most frightening moment in Jobeth's life, even more so than all the running and hiding, and fearing she 'd be found by those fuckers in the military. They had finally revealed all their secrets to one another, and the trust between them was unassailable.
 
   The voice of truth interrupted her rendition. Well, not all my secrets. There was one. And it was big enough, that Phoebe couldn't bring herself to tell Jobeth. Was it because it was so painful, or because she feared Jobeth would not understand? That she wouldn't hold her in such high regard anymore? Maybe even start to mistrust her just a little?
 
   Phoebe sucked on the apple-flavored vapor of the eCig, and thought about the task in front of her. That piece of her past, waiting for her in Fort Collins. After today, she could shove it back in that time capsule, and get on with her life. Jobeth didn't have to know. It wasn't a part of them. It couldn't be.
 
   When she finally made it to the funeral home, she introduced herself to the director and told him she didn't have much time, and needed to just sign whatever she needed to sign and write him a check. There would be no services for this person. Anyone who ever might have cared, was convinced out of that long ago, or also dead.
 
   The director gave her the urn, and she had a moment when she thought she'd just tell him to keep it. But she was already sure he saw her as a heartless bitch, so she took it with her, intending to empty its contents out the window as she headed back South toward Denver. Or maybe she'd pick an appropriate place. Like a Dumpster.
 
   She got in the Caddy and set the urn in the passenger seat, stilled by the thought that it might spill if she had to use her brakes. So Phoebe decided to belt it in. The last thing she wanted was the very essence of this person imbedded in the carpet of her car.
 
   A young dark haired couple was approaching her Caddy from the front. Both dressed in black. Who could they be? Was there actually someone left on the planet who cared about the person reduced to dust in the urn next to her? And more importantly, did she want to know?
 
   The man waved her down and bent toward her window. She whirred it down.
 
   "Ms. McMasters?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 17 ~
 
   Guys & Dolls
 
    
 
   Izzy pulled into the back drive and heeled the kick-stand down, parking the Rebel. She had placed applications at various places around town, avoiding Burger King. It was just after noon, and Ginger would be hard at work at the precinct, so Izzy had some time to herself. She looked back at the house. Maybe Jobeth or Phoebe was around and would share some coffee. She was kind of hoping to talk to Phoebe about Ginger. She didn't want to hurt Ginger, but also wasn't ready to end their tryst. Maybe Phoebe could provide insight. She seemed more accepting of her than her newly-found sister.
 
   She took the path up to the back kitchen door and saw Phoebe moving from the coffee maker, into the living room, but there was someone else. A guy. He had his back to her, so she couldn't see his face.
 
   Curious, Izzy moved to the other window of the living room, and saw Phoebe standing by the fireplace, facing the window. She ducked down so not to be seen, and peeped through the shrubbery. The guy was standing with his back to Izzy, and he was having some kind of heated discussion with Phoebe. She couldn't make out what they were talking about. The guy reached for Phoebe, and she pulled away, shaking her head and saying something to him angrily. In a moment, her face relaxed, and the guy stepped forward, and then they were kissing.
 
   Izzy spun and dropped to the ground, her eyes darting back and forth in shocked confusion. Who the hell was he? And why was Phoebe kissing him? Izzy recognized a profound disappointment in her chest. She didn't think Phoebe was the type to cheat. But there it was, in living color.
 
   Izzy turned to peek back in and saw the back of his head, as he sat on the sofa, his arms propped on the back cushions, comfortably. Phoebe was moving into the kitchen again.
 
   Swallowing her disillusionment, Izzy crept around to the driveway and headed toward the cottage. Gaining access with the key Ginger had given her that morning, she went in and dropped into a chair. Should she tell Jobeth? What was it they said about Killing the Messenger? Maybe she should tell Ginger, instead. Then Ginger would know what to do, and could tell her.
 
   But Ginger and Jobeth were both at that seminar. She knew it was not a good idea to call. Maybe she'd wait until they got home, so she could get Ginger by herself, first. Settling on that idea, she moved to the sofa and flipped on the fireplace switch, staring into the flames and thinking.
 
   Her phone buzzed, and she saw that it was Chelsea Horton. Probably after a completion of their initial romp in the Escalade. She listened to it ring a third time and was halted by the thought that she had an important decision to make. Did she want to tell Ginger oh by the way, Chelsea called, and I want to fuck her? She had promised to tell Ginger if she wanted to see anyone else. But she knew that meant she couldn't see Ginger anymore. Ginger would not play second fiddle to anyone else. Still, it wouldn't hurt to see what Chelsea wanted. She pressed the answer button.
 
   "Hey."
 
   "Izzy?"
 
   "Yep. What's up?"
 
   "Did I get you in trouble with your sister in the garage?"
 
   "No, it's cool."
 
   "Well, I wanted to let you know--I got my heat fixed in my car."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yeah. Wanna go for a ride and try it out?"
 
   Izzy looked over at the bed involuntarily. Ginger's bed. The one she had been in four times already. Dangerously close to breaking all her own rules. "Sure--" she told Chelsea. "Come pick me up."
 
   When she heard the honk, she grabbed her coat and went out to get into Chelsea's toasty car. "I thought we'd go over to Sloan's Lake. Ever been there?"
 
   "Nope."
 
   Chelsea backed out of the drive and headed toward Wadsworth. "I've had you on my mind the last few days. "
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah. What's wrong? You seem kinda down."
 
   Izzy was glad her sunglasses were too dark for her eyes to be seen. "Oh, nothing, Just have some things on my mind."
 
   "Well, maybe I can help you get your mind off those things."
 
   I bet you can, Izzy thought. But if Ginger finds out, I'm out on the street. Was that what she was really worried about? She wondered if she had feelings for Ginger. Ones that mattered. Couldn't it be that she simply cared about Ginger? Liked her? Why would she want to hurt someone she cared about? She didn't have to be in love with her to feel that.
 
   Yet, did she owe monogamy to someone she was just having sex with? Izzy churned over these thoughts as Chelsea turned onto Colfax. This was exactly what her sister expected of her. She was already afraid Izzy would break her best friend's heart. Did she want to prove her right? And if she was right, would Jobe then hate her forever? Probably.
 
   Chelsea turned onto Sheridan and then right on 17th a few blocks later, and soon, the lake was in view. Glassy, surrounded by parking lots and sidewalks, peppered with various dog-walkers and joggers along its perimeter.
 
   Chelsea pulled into an almost-empty parking lot facing the water, put the car in park, leaving the engine on and the heat running.
 
   Her hand came over to stroke Izzy's thigh suggestively. "So, where were we?"
 
   Izzy thought of how much she looked like a Barbie doll. "Um--" Before she could think of a response, Chelsea was kissing her. Izzy felt the flame of lust erupting, on schedule. As they kissed, Chelsea began to breathe heavier, pushing against Izzy urgently. This was the part where Izzy normally took over and--well--took. Why wasn't she doing that?"
 
   Chelsea broke the kiss. "What's wrong?"
 
   "I--I'm--sort of distracted."
 
   "I'm trying to help you with that. Be distracted with me." She kissed her again, and Izzy pulled away, her hands on Chelsea's shoulders. "I don't think I want to do this--right now."
 
   "Not right now?" Chelsea looked around for any spectators. "No one is here. No one will see." She leaned in again, and Izzy stopped her. "You want to go somewhere else? My roommate is home, but we can get a hotel."
 
   Suddenly, Izzy didn't like the way that sounded. Before, she had always liked the way that sounded. Now she was in the grip of indecision.
 
   "What's wrong with you?"
 
   "I'm sorry, Chelsea--I like you. I'm attracted to you, and believe me, I want to be with you, but--"
 
   "But what? Are you seeing someone else or something?"
 
   Saved. "Yes. I'm seeing someone, and I promised not to be with anyone but her--for now."
 
   Chelsea reared back with a frown. "Then why did you let me bring you here? Why did you let me kiss you? "
 
   "I was--I was tempted--but I can't."
 
   "That's just great. Thanks a lot for letting me make a fool of myself." Her blue eyes were darkening now.
 
   "I'm sorry, Chelsea. Please don't be mad--if I were seeing you exclusively, you'd want me to be faithful to you, right?"
 
   "When did you start things with this other chick?"
 
   "Just the other day."
 
   "So someone came along you like better, and you're dumping me?"
 
   "No, it's not like that--"
 
   "Get out."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Get the hell out of my car."
 
   "You have to take me back home, Chelsea."
 
   "No, I'm dumping you like you dumped me. Get out."
 
   Izzy reached for her in supplication, and Chelsea jerked away. "Out!"
 
   Sighing, Izzy got out and leaned in to say something but Chelsea cut her off. "Call a fucking cab!"
 
   Izzy closed the door and Chelsea tore out of the lot.
 
   As Izzy watched her retreating tail lights, she wondered if her hesitation was because she didn't want to alienate her sister, or she didn't want to hurt Ginger. Or both. She pulled her phone out and called a taxi. This is what I get for caring.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 18 ~
 
   Nice Touch
 
    
 
   The Zirconium Ballroom at the Hilton Garden Inn was set up to accommodate up to 70 people, and the room was about three-quarters full. Detectives, P.I.'s, cops, security personnel and business owners were in attendance. I had not found the right seminar to learn security systems, yet. My first and only experience with security systems brought me a little too close to peril. If I had understood burglar alarms, I might not have found myself under that bed while Phoebe's husband met his demise. I could still recall the sensation of his warm blood oozing across the floor and pooling at my side. It wasn't an experience I wanted to repeat. I hoped to learn how to get out of situations like that before I became intimately familiar with the capacity of some women to pull guns and make murderous messes.
 
   This particular seminar was about Skip Tracing and Missing Persons. I did want to expand my business, since I was getting tired of being a process server and merely chasing cheating husbands. I had gotten pretty good at being a process server, though. One ruse was finding that old delivery uniform at a thrift shop . It had "T. Gotcher" on the name patch. I would approach the target and say I had a delivery for the person. Who doesn't like getting a mysterious package? They would inevitably identify themselves, and I would hand them the document and say, "You've been served." I enjoyed that because after I served them, the name on my patch reminded me of "gotcha."
 
   I had also noticed that there were plenty of stalker cases, and since the cops generally couldn't do anything until something unfortunate took place, those stalkees needed someone on their side. Ginger had a backlog of stalker victims on file, and could offer me a steady clientele. She agreed to contact them and give them my number, since there was little she could do legally to stop their stalkers, until they actually did something. By then, it would be too late to protect the victims. One of those things she heartily disliked about the law.
 
   When Ginger and I got to the seminar, the front row, as usual, was empty. Seems you don't have to be in high school to avoid sitting in the front of the class ; unless you were some kind of dork, which apparently, I was, since I dragged Ginger right up there and we took seats at the aisle table facing the podium. My reasoning was that sitting in the back would have made it too hard to see and hear the speaker. Ginger still maintained I was simply a dork.
 
   I looked over at her. "So--this Izzy thing--" I whispered.
 
   "Don't start, J.B." she whispered back.
 
   "No, really. I'm not. I guess I just want to know what the attraction is."
 
   "Your sister is very attractive, can't you see that?"
 
   "No. Yeah. I mean, for you personally--what is the thing that's got you so twitterbaited?"
 
   Ginger smiled collusively and leaned over to whisper even more softly. "Your sister knows what she's doing in the sack."
 
   I put my fingers in my ears and said, "La la la la alaalalalaaaa--"
 
   Satisfied that she had deflected my questions, Ginger smiled and sat upright again, pulling out a steno pad and a pen.
 
   A brochure on the table teased me with new Surveillance Systems monitoring via iPhone. I was especially interested in that, since falling in love with my most beloved new gadget, which Phoebe had given me for Christmas last year; though I would probably never use the surveillance software. It was meant to be used by business owners to monitor on site surveillance and I had no site to monitor, other than my basement office and perhaps the surrounding area of the house outside. My interest in security systems was more about recognizing them, and how they were set up, so I'd know what I was dealing with, should the need arise. I would have welcomed some spy seminar that would tell me where to get a gadget to disable alarms in general, but that information was not forthcoming.
 
   When the seminar began, Ralph Daniels introduced himself to the gathering as a retired Denver cop , now living in Fort Collins, who never quite got to be a detective, and so started private investigating part-time after he left the force. He said he wished he'd done it sooner. It was a great way to be involved in investigations while being your own boss. And his connections at the Denver P.D. were invaluable.
 
   The first thing I jotted in my notes was that I apparently needed to join the NAIS, if I wanted to get things done. The National Association of Investigative Specialists was, according to the quote on the big screen next to Daniels,
 
    
 
   "…an American trade association of private investigative professionals that focuses in on marketing investigative services, developing new investigative techniques, providing training programs for those in practice or those wishing to enter the profession, developing positive media coverage of the investigative profession, acting as a center for case referrals and positive publicity referrals to members, and providing the overall membership with group buying power. "
 
    
 
   Sounded like something I'd need to be part of. I didn't write it all down, because I had a nifty tape recorder app on my iPhone I could transcribe later. The seminar turned out to be the mother-lode and I was anxious to incorporate Skip Tracing and finding missing persons into my new business.
 
   As Ralph Daniels prepared for the final portion of the presentation, Ginger whispered that she had to visit the ladies room. "Again?" I whispered.
 
   She said back to me, "It must be your sister's spit baby I'm carrying." 
 
   I squinted and shook my head. Now, she was just torturing me.
 
   As she moved out of the room, I turned back to watch Daniels. He was looking a little green and sweaty. He loosened his collar, and changed the slide on the screen, and then winced. He grabbed the podium with one hand and closed his eyes, taking a breath. Maybe he had skipped lunch and was having a blood sugar issue, I thought. Although low blood sugar didn't usually look that painful. I sensed the room quieting in an almost imperceptible way. Then his knees buckled, and he collapsed on the floor.
 
   Since I was on the front row, I got to him first. I tried to rouse him, but he wasn't really responding. I put my ear to his chest and could not hear his heart. I began CPR.
 
   I don't know if the few suits who gathered nearby were just shocked, or if they thought I had it under control. But none of them offered to do much more than dial 911. The cops usually know how to deal with this situation, but most of them were in the back of the room, and didn't really know what was happening.
 
   Lucky for Daniels, there was a Fire Station on the next block, and the paramedics got there in only a few minutes, and Ginger had to move out of the way when she was coming back through the door, to let them by. She looked up at me, pumping away on his chest, and giving mouth-to-mouth, and starting moving in my direction.
 
   A few minutes later, the paramedics stabilized him, and loaded him on the gurney. As he went by, I slipped my business card in his shirt pocket. Ginger saw me, and shook her head, moving closer. "Nice touch."
 
   "Well, you never know." She stepped aside again for them to wheel a relatively stable Ralph Daniels out of the Zirconium Ballroom .
 
   Since the presenter had been transported to St. Anthony's, the seminar was effectively over. Looks like I'd be ordering books off the Internet to get my Skip Tracing information. We decided to go get some lunch before heading home. "Good thing you went to that CPR class last month." Ginger said, holding the lobby door open for me.
 
   It had proved its value, for sure. I remembered that the pretty female instructor had opted for a live demonstration, rather than use the dummy she had available. She said it was better to get a feel for the real thing, if at all possible. She performed the procedure on me, and then had me perform it on her. It was like being teacher's pet. In the pre-Phoebe era, I would have been tickled to death, and probably tried to get her alone to have my way with her, but now, it was just unnerving. I felt like I was cheating on Phoebe. I actually told Phoebe about it later, and she thought it was funny.
 
   We got a booth near the back wall of Baker Street Pub and Grill in the Belmar Shopping District. It was my favorite place. Surrounded by two mirrored shelves filled with various colored bottles, I dug into the special of the day, orange chicken and rice, and she had Guinness beef stew.
 
   We discussed the seminar, the collapse of its speaker, and my subsequent CPR, and then I brought up Ginger's ongoing social ills, hoping to discover her interest level in dating someone other than Izzy. Was this just a sex-thing, or not? "Have any hot dates lined up?"
 
   "No. I haven't used my computer for anything but work for the last week."
 
   "Why not? We put you on about 10 dating sites."
 
   She sighed, dousing her chagrin with swallow of Sam Adams. "None of them interest me."
 
   Because of Izzy? Except for the occasional tease to make me uncomfortable, she had been unusually close-lipped about it, only saying things like, It's just sex, Jobeth, don't get your boxer briefs in a wad. I thought about that later and realized that Phoebe must have told Ginger at some point that I wore boxer briefs. I'd have to talk to Phoebe about divulging my personal business. "None of them interest you? In the entire global village?"
 
   "I'm not sure I want to date villagers anymore."
 
   "Maybe you're being too picky. You should deselect some of those criteria."
 
   She shrugged and spooned in a bite of stew. "I'm just--not interested right now.
 
   "So--you're all hyperfocused on Izzy."
 
   "I wouldn't say hyperfocused. But I enjoy her company, and don't see any reason to hunt for someone else to spend my down time with."
 
   "When you say enjoy her company, do you mean enjoy the sex?"
 
   "Well, yeah. Sure. The sex is great."
 
   I gave her a disparaging look, and she said, "Don't start with the Izzy thing. It's not just the sex."
 
   "But that's what you said. You said it was just sex."
 
   She wiped her mouth. "Yeah--but she's also funny and smart and we have a good time."
 
   "Well, sounds like a neat arrangement." She ignored the jibe, so I slid my plate to the edge of the table. "Now, I will show you my special skills." Lifting the section of door with a doorknob in it to the table in front of me , I took out my locksmithing tools. Ginger watched as I managed to unlock it in about a minute.
 
   "I want to learn to do that."
 
   "You don't need to learn to do that, you're a cop. You can kick doors in."
 
   "Still."
 
   After the fiasco with my first case, I knew I wanted to be able to get doors unlocked a little quicker. And I certainly needed to continue learning about security systems and new technology since getting trapped in Stacey's house last year on my first case. Phoebe insisted I learn all that stuff so she wouldn't worry as much. She even paid for the classes as a business expense. She was in charge of the books. I discovered she had a talent for accounting.
 
   "How are things with you and Phoebe, now that little sister isn't cramping your style?" She peeled at the label on her Sam Adams.
 
   "Dreamy. I thought I would get her flowers or something on the way home. Surprise her."
 
   "Romantical."
 
   "Yeah, I'm whipped."
 
   A little tiny pepper lay innocently at the side of my orange chicken and rice. I plucked it out and put it on the napkin. Ginger looked at me curiously. "I don't eat red things," I explained. "Pink things, absolutely. Red, no."
 
   Ginger grinned as the strains of Mission Impossible came from her hip, and she grabbed her cell from its belt holster, looking at the number. "Gotta take this." She answered, "Grant." After she'd listened for the information, she told the caller she'd be right there. Clicking the phone closed and replacing it, she said, "Detour on the way home. Homicide over near Sloan Lake. It's on the way, so you'll have to go with."
 
   We got to-go boxes, paid the tab with cash, and headed for Ginger's Galaxie 500. She had talked about getting a new car, because she felt it made an impression that she was old-school. Apparently, she didn't want that label, since meeting the vibrant--and young--Izzy. I kept talking her out of selling it, though, because it reminded me of my Falcon. I missed that car. Not that I had anything against driving a new Escalade, now. But it was hard to see my beloved Falcon meet such a violent end.
 
   "This is your chance to be at a crime scene. Want to be my sidekick?"
 
   I was not anxious to see a murder victim again, but for educational purposes, I thought it was wise to not look a gift horse in the mouth. The gift horse, being Ginger's dubious favor of letting me tag along like a detective in training. "I've been at crime scenes. My own."
 
   "That was different. You won't be a participant this time."
 
   "Okay, but I'm not looking forward to it."
 
   We both put on our sunglasses and headed for the free parking lot around the corner.
 
   Sloan's Lake sat between Sheridan Boulevard and Meade Street, West and East, and 17th and 26th, South and North, respectively. The lake was only three feet deep in most places, which rendered it more accurately a glorified duck pond. It was named for Thomas F. Sloan, who received a land patent from President Andrew Johnson in 1866 on the property and used it for farming and cattle. Legend has it that Sloan dug a well one day and woke the next morning to a body of water.
 
   The reflection of the water against the glowering sky gave everything a blue tint. This patina was further punctuated by the flashing blue lights that strobed through the air.
 
   As we emerged from the Galaxie, just after a curve on Stuart Street, the small access road running closest to the lake, a cop got out of his squad car, and approached us, briefing Ginger as they walked toward the scene of the crime. "Looks like someone ran her off the road and then strangled her for good measure. Not sure how long she's been here. She was pretty stiff already. Paramedic pronounced her a few minutes ago."
 
   As we got closer, we saw the bike lying on the grass, and that's when the horror began to take hold. It looked like Izzy's bike. It wasn't long before a few steps nearer the victim, confirmed both our worst fears.
 
   Stunned, Ginger stood over Izzy, and I stood beside her, both of us numb with disbelief.
 
   Ginger shifted mental gears in a way I've never understood, and wrapped up the details by rote; she was saved momentarily by her procedural habits. I had no such surrogate navigator to guide me through the process. I just stared at my newly-discovered sister, lying there without much sign of trauma, face down, one arm cocked up beside her head as if she were just going for a ride, felt sleepy, and found a beautiful place by the lake to take a nap in the grass.
 
   But this was a permanent nap. And I could not get my head around that. I felt the piercing blade of tragic truth: it wasn't fair that I had just met her and was growing to care for her, and she was taken before that could happen, before she even had half her life lived. Had I mistreated her? I swallowed the cotton stuck in my throat. I could have been nicer to her--she was--my sister. This was going to hurt.
 
   I looked over at Ginger, in her rote mode, her face a blank of numbed emotion. I knew she had to be able to do that in her line of work, but how hard it must be to do it in regard to the girl she had been sharing intimacies with.
 
   I heard her tell the other arriving detective that she knew the victim, and needed him to take point on this one, while she took a little time to assimilate it all. I'd never known Ginger to hand off a case to anyone. This one was going to hurt her, as well.
 
   We got in the Galaxie and headed for the guest house. I felt I needed to be with Ginger a while longer, before going in to tell Phoebe.
 
   At the kitchen bar, Ginger pulled a bottle of Crown Royal out of the cabinet and poured us both a shot, which we swallowed quickly, still reeling with the stark, tragic reality we had just encountered. I couldn't think of anything to say except, "I can't believe it."
 
   When I looked up, I noticed tears welling in Ginger's eyes. Then she put her head down on her arms and sobbed. I leaned onto her, tears streaming down my face.
 
   We cried there for a minute, and then she straightened, and turned to stare at the bed, nestled against the far wall in this one room cottage. She was obviously thinking back to an encounter with Izzy the night before. Her eyes strayed to the nightstand.
 
   Ginger moved toward it, and picked up a necklace. Just a simple chain with a metal tag dangling from it.
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "Izzy took it off last night before we--"
 
   I got up and went over to her, not knowing what else to say, except to keep talking about something. Anything but Izzy herself. I said, "What's the tag?"
 
   Ginger turned the metal over in her hand. It was one of those tags from a pet tag machine--but it had engraved script on it. I leaned closer to read over her shoulder.
 
   "Medical Warning: make sure I'm dead before you bury me. I have catalepsy".
 
   We exchanged looks, and Ginger shot over to the coffee table where her laptop was. She booted into Windows, shoving the necklace at me.
 
   "What's catalepsy?"
 
   Ginger was already Googling it. In a few seconds, she landed on a page that told us cataleptics have been known to appear dead when they weren't. She pointed at the paragraph and I skimmed it quickly.
 
   We looked at each other again, and were out the door without another word. Pulling out of the drive, Ginger was already punching in the number of the coroner's office. She told the assistant medical examiner not to do anything to Izzy's body, we were on our way.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 19 ~
 
   I'm Getting a Tattoo
 
    
 
   At the morgue, while Ginger frantically pushed past the assistant M.E., Doctor Madsen, I could see through the window to Izzy's body on the slab in the autopsy room. We finally got past the door and as we were all walking toward the gurney, Izzy suddenly sat up and said, "Fuck!"
 
   We all leapt back in unison, knocking each other over like human bowling pins, and sending a table with a tray of instruments down on the floor with us. My ass came awfully close to a scalpel.
 
   Izzy, my resurrected sister, turned to look at us and rasped, "Where am I?" She looked down at the sheet which had dropped to her lap, pulled it back up modestly, and added, "Why am I naked?"
 
   Ginger was at the gurney first, wordlessly, holding the tagged chain out to her, and then hugging her like she was a war veteran, returning from the front lines.
 
   I went to the other side and helped keep the sheet up around her, and held her other hand. When she looked over at me, I found myself hugging her too.
 
   Izzy's sense began to return, and she seemed clear, then, about what had happened. She looked over at Madsen, in his white coat, and barked, her voice like a 13 year old puberty-stricken boy's, "Where the fuck are my clothes?"
 
   He was standing amid the rubble of surgical instruments, staring at her like she had--well, risen from the dead.
 
   Izzy jumped off the table and thrust the tagged necklace in front of his face. He read the script and a light dawned. "You might want to keep that in mind, in the future," she whispered. Izzy swept toward the exit, taking the sheet with her. We watched her go through the swinging door, catching the sheet under it, and jerking it free angrily.
 
   Doctor Madsen gathered himself and shouted for us to wait. He grabbed a large plastic bag that contained her clothing and handed it to her. She held it to her chest and continued out the door. She was ahead of us in the darkened corridor, mumbling, "That place smells like a comatose grandmother." --as she dragged the excess part of the sheet behind her.
 
   In the car, Ginger took a moment to look at Izzy's throat, which was bruised and a little swollen. "I'm taking you to the hospital."
 
   Her voice was hoarse. "No, I just want to go home."
 
   Funny that she called Ginger's place "home," I thought.
 
   "We're going to the hospital and that's final."
 
   Izzy sighed and leaned back in the seat, and then began to pull her clothes out of the bag. Ginger eased out of the lot and headed for St. Anthony's.
 
   "I'm getting a tattoo," Izzy said matter-of-factly.
 
   For a moment I thought that her flirtation with death had shaken something loose in her brain. "A tattoo?"
 
   "Yeah. On my arm, or hand--or maybe my forehead. Yeah. That would be best."
 
   "Izzy--"
 
   She turned in the seat to look at me, sitting in the back. "A tattoo that says what that tag says. If you hadn't found that necklace I might be in cold storage right now. Or if I didn't wake up soon enough, maybe in the ground."
 
   We all shared a collective shiver of horror at that idea. It was the thing Stephen King novels were made of.
 
   Sister Cemetery.
 
   "Well," Ginger said. "Maybe on your arm."
 
   Izzy pulled her T-shirt on, followed by the sweatshirt, and then struggled into her jeans and socks, not the least concerned that either of us might be graced with the view. She paused, looking over at Ginger, who kept her eyes on the road as she turned onto 6th Avenue toward I-25.
 
   Izzy leaned forward to see Ginger's face more clearly. "You're crying?"
 
   Ginger swept a forearm over her face. "No. Yes. So what?"
 
   Izzy studied her a few beats longer, and then was beaming. "You loooove me."
 
   "Just because I went through something terrible today, doesn't mean I love you."
 
   Izzy wasn't buying it. "Yeah, well don't forget I went through something even more terrible."
 
   "At least you slept through most of it." Ginger deftly changed the subject. "The 64 thousand dollar question here, is who ran you off the road and then tried to strangle you?"
 
   Izzy lost her mirth. "I don't know who it was. Some guy. Dark hair." She cleared her sore throat carefully, wrapping her hand around it softly. "I don't know if I could describe him, but I sure as hell will never forget his face."
 
   "What were you doing when it happened?"
 
   "Just taking a ride around the lake after--after putting in applications all day."
 
   "So, the guy just ran you off the road and jumped out and strangled you?"
 
   "Pretty much."
 
   "That's personal," Ginger decided.
 
   Izzy huffed. "Duh. Strangling someone until you think they're dead--I'd say that was personal."
 
   I interjected, "No, she means, have you made any enemies since you got here?"
 
   "Enemies? How could I have made enemies? "
 
   "Well you seem to be a lot like I was--maybe you diddled with the wrong woman. One with a husband?"
 
   She threw me a sardonic look. "I have not diddled anyone except Ginger."
 
   I had to lean forward a little to catch the scarlet that flushed Ginger's throat. Priceless, really. "Yeah, except for the blonde--"
 
   "Oh yeah. Forgot about Chelsea." She looked over at Ginger and touched her arm. "Ginger just made all the others fade from my memory--"
 
   "Stop it," Ginger said softly. She took the ramp onto I-25 and merged into traffic. "Did he say anything to you?"
 
   "Not a word."
 
   "What kind of car was he driving? And was anyone with him?"
 
   Izzy thought back. "It was a Jeep Wrangler. Green, with a soft top. And I saw someone in the passenger seat--"
 
   "Male or female?"
 
   "Couldn't tell, but whoever it was, I think was wearing a ball cap. I'm sorry, I don't remember anything else."
 
   "No, that's good," Ginger said. "Most people can't even remember that much after a trauma." Ginger took the Colfax exit. "But keep thinking about it. Maybe you'll remember something else at some point."
 
   At St. Anthony's ER, we didn't have to wait very long, since Ginger flashed her badge. We were in an exam room within a few minutes.
 
   Since Izzy was hoarse and having trouble swallowing without pain, there was some possibility of damage to her larynx. The pressure from the strangulation had also burst a vessel in her eye, and it was bloodshot, and she had a pretty solid headache. Her other injuries were minor, from crashing the bike. Luckily, she told the doctor, she had crashed before, and knew how to fall.
 
   "We could do a CT scan or an MRI, but before we opt for expensive tests, let's see how you do. If the symptoms persist, we can always schedule those. Including doing a Swallow Study."
 
   Izzy rasped, "Sounds like it's for the birds."
 
   He smiled. "Take some ibuprofen regularly for a while for the inflammation. As long as you're breathing well and can swallow food and liquid, it's best to take the simple tack first."
 
   On the way out of the ER, Ginger called the other detective on the case and filled him in. She told him she could handle it from here. He was relieved, as he had a stack of other case files to deal with. She clicked the phone closed and got in the Galaxie, with me in back again, my arms propped on the seat in front of me.
 
   "This was a new one on him. And on me. He had never heard of catalepsy."
 
   "Most people haven't," Izzy offered, her voice still raspy. "I researched it when I was diagnosed and found all kinds of horror stories of people throughout history, believed buried alive because of it. Like that story by Edgar Allen Poe called Premature Burial. And documented real cases. They once found a woman dead in a tomb when they opened it to put in another body. She had died trying to claw her way out. Now, they have been putting inside handles on the doors."
 
   When we got back to Ginger's place, Izzy filled in more gaps in the story, but nothing that would help find her assailant. After she slid the bike down and tumbled into the bushes, the guy appeared and started strangling her. Last she remembered, she was passing out from lack of oxygen.
 
   Ginger said the case that was at first a homicide, was now attempted murder. For her, it had always been the other way around. She had never heard of a case with this backward trajectory.
 
   I made my way up the back path to the French doors that fed into the kitchen of the main house, wondering why Phoebe hadn't called to find out why I was so late getting back from the seminar. I'm sure she just didn't want my phone to ring in the middle of it. I hadn't called her either, but I felt the day 's events did not lend itself to a phone call. I wanted to tell Phoebe everything in person.
 
   I headed up the stairs to the master bedroom, anxious to feel Phoebe's arms around me. This had been a day for the record books. I had saved a guy 's life, and thought my sister was dead, only to discover she wasn't. I could hear the jets of the Jacuzzi, before I even got to the door, and smiled to myself. A soak in the tub with my baby was a perfect solution.
 
   My anticipation was doused with the cold wave of confusion when I heard Phoebe's voice, and then a male voice.
 
   I paused at the door, and when I leaned at just the right angle, I could see the bathroom mirror, reflecting the Jacuzzi. Two occupants. Phoebe, and--whoever the hell he was.
 
   I tried to still the fluttering, confused bird in my chest and make sense of it.
 
   "Franklin!" Phoebe admonished him, splashing water his direction.
 
   He laughed, saying, "I could get used to this."
 
   "Funny to know that I'm dead," Phoebe said.
 
   Dead?
 
   "Cremated," he added.
 
   "Right," she laughed.
 
   I frowned, thinking, Who is this? A brother she never mentioned? Maybe they're in bathing suits. What the hell are they talking about?
 
   Franklin moved forward, pulled Phoebe against him. "Does that mean you're now a dead fuck?"
 
   She chuckled wickedly. "I have never been a dead fuck."
 
   "Prove it."
 
   Okay, not her brother.
 
   And without any semblance of logic, they began to kiss. And the kiss was not a brotherly peck. I could see that it was headed in a very sexual direction.
 
   My first intention was to burst through the door, screaming, and hold Franklin's head under the water until he stopped sputtering permanently. My second was laced with the overweening pit in my stomach, followed by a corpulent ache in my heart. She knew I was going to be home. She thought I was going to be home even sooner than I was. Did she want me to catch them?
 
   My feet and legs turned me around and moved me down the stairs. I didn't feel like my lower body was connected to my heart at all, but maybe my head was in control now, and that was the best option.
 
   I was glad I hadn't bought flowers.
 
   After gathering a few things quickly, I headed for the garage door, and noticed some papers on the kitchen counter. Glancing at them, I saw that one was a death certificate for "Megan McMasters." I had no idea who that was, and Phoebe had never mentioned her. I continued to the garage, threw my things in the seat and pushed the garage door opener. Backing out, I headed for Wadsworth, made all the lights until I merged onto 6th Avenue freeway.
 
   Stuporous, I just drove. I was unsure where I was going to stop, but for now, I just needed to drive. So I went with the flow of traffic, and wound up on I-25 South. I pulled an eCig from my pocket and pulled on it, almost wishing for the dirty strength of a real cigarette. No. I'm not going to start that again. I was only craving nicotine.
 
   And alcohol. Like that Crown Royal Ginger had in her cabinet. There was no Hot Damn in the flask in the glove box either. Phoebe and I had drank it when we went parking last week, just for fun, and for old time's sake.
 
   I had always enjoyed driving Essy, just as much as I had the Falcon; though there was always a bit of guilt in that. So much had happened with that Falcon. But Phoebe had given me the Escalade when the Falcon was totaled in that Stacey Cartwright case. Now, I wondered if the Escalade would just be a constant reminder of betrayal. I was not enjoying this drive. How could Phoebe go back to men? Was this happening all along? After dismantling my defenses, brick by brick for so long, and after I finally gave in, ignoring my fear of commitment, Phoebe had rewarded me with infidelity, not nine months after we had made our commitment official.
 
   In another few minutes, the flow of traffic took me toward Colorado Springs, and I just kept driving, thinking about Garden of the Gods. Phoebe and I had gone there once, and had one of the best days ever. It was beautiful and quiet. It made you feel reverent when you looked around at all those mammoth rocks that appeared to be placed there by giant beings from some other world--I thought it looked like another planet. A friendly, peaceful planet. One which I needed at that moment. I still hoped I was just having a very vivid dream, but the longer I drove, the more I realized that my life had just changed abruptly, and I was about to feel my heart being ripped out of chest. I clung to the numbness instead, still driving, still thinking from a distance, as if it were happening to someone else.
 
   I thought of Izzy's tattoo idea. I'm also getting a tattoo, I thought. Right across my heart, that says "NO TRESPASSING."
 
   By the time I made it to Castle Rock, the tears began. I tried to stop them. I tried to commune with my anger, but there was no use. The woman I loved had just betrayed me in the worst way. Which meant she had been lying all along. Which made me a chump. I couldn't decide if anger or pain was the strongest emotion in me.
 
   I drove in a stupor, memories invading between the questions.
 
   I exited at Garden of the Gods Road and headed right into the place, parking by an overlook to feast my teary eyes on something beautiful. Something to remind me that beauty still existed and there was not always some dark force lurking beneath the lovely surface. But I saw her face in the rusty sandstone and sat down, letting the tears come full-force, strafing my heart, a threnody of pain.
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   Stud Services
 
    
 
   Izzy dropped Ginger's keys in the dish by the door. "Honey, I'm home," she said with mock sincerity.
 
   From the table, Ginger looked over the laptop screen at her. "How'd it go?"
 
   "All good. I start at Sister's Pizza tomorrow." Izzy came over and gave Ginger a light kiss on the lips before going back to the door to remove her coat.
 
   "Awfully close to fast food."
 
   "Jobe will have to deal with it. It's all I could get for now. Hey. I know it's a drag for me to use your car. "
 
   "I have the other work vehicle, provided by the department." Ginger added, "But just so you know--you realize that I never let anyone drive my car until you came along."
 
   Izzy smirked. "We're sleeping together, that gives me special privileges."
 
   Ginger just grinned as Izzy hung her coat on the hook by the door, pried her boots off and placed them neatly on the mat. "I want you to know I'm saving to get another bike."
 
   Ginger clicked over onto her Outlook mail again. "Why don't you get a car?"
 
   "I can't afford a car."
 
   "I can find you one. There are plenty of drug bust vehicles that get auctioned. I could get first dibs on something."
 
   Izzy preferred her bike, though she realized it wasn't practical anymore. Especially living in Colorado, and even more so after making the trek to find her sister and almost dying of frostbite. "That's probably a good idea."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yeah, you wore me down. When can you find out?"
 
   "I'll check on it tomorrow." Ginger peered over her reading glasses, watching as Izzy moved to the coffeemaker to pour herself a cup. In her mind, Ginger recued their last sexual encounter; the searing bliss of the young woman's tongue, the taste of her kisses, how Izzy felt under her, the sounds she made when Ginger touched her just right. Tough girl, or not, Izzy had a way of going soft, and it engendered the caretaking aspect of Ginger 's psyche. But was it only because Izzy was so much younger than herself? She shuddered to think that her attraction might have the flavor of a parental love. That pushed the envelope a little too much. Didn't everyone feel tender toward those they slept with? Wasn't it natural to want to take care of them? Protect them? Where was the line between maternal instinct and the care of a lover?
 
   Izzy sank into the single armchair and picked up the Jodi Picoult library book she'd been reading, found her bookmark, sipping coffee, her eyes trailing across the page. Ginger was thankful that the young woman was self-entertaining. She didn't cloy and demand anything. She was just there, sharing space, and periodically, she'd make her presence known by a hand on her shoulder as she went by, or a kiss on the cheek.
 
   "What ARE you thinking about?" Izzy said, turning the page. When Ginger didn't answer, Izzy looked over at her, receiving only an innocent lifting of the eyebrows. "You have been staring at me since I walked in. "
 
   "Must be nice to have eyes in the back of your head."
 
   "They come in handy, yes." She continued to hold Ginger's eyes, awaiting an answer.
 
   "I was--just trying to figure out--what this is."
 
   Izzy closed her book. "This?"
 
   "Us."
 
   "I guess we're dating unconventionally."
 
   "How's that?"
 
   "Well you don't generally live with someone you're dating."
 
   Ginger continued to stare at her, wondering what Izzy felt toward her. Did she feel tender and protective? Or was it more like she was playing along, so she had a place to live?
 
   "What was that?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "That thing that crossed your face. What's wrong?"
 
   "Nothing--"
 
   Izzy got up and swung a leg over Ginger to straddle her lap, facing her, her arms going around Ginger 's neck. "Spill."
 
   Ginger considered her for a long moment. The pixie haircut, the dimple in her chin, high cheekbones--the fleck of green in the blue of her left eye. "I don't want you to feel obligated to--"
 
   Izzy frowned. "To--?"
 
   "To--sleep with me, just bec--"
 
   Izzy stilled her with a kiss. "You should know that I don't sleep with anyone I don't want to sleep with."
 
   Ginger stroked a lock of hair away from Izzy's forehead. "Have you dated older women before?"
 
   "Is that what this is about? Our age difference? Does that really bother you?"
 
   "Does it bother you?"
 
   "I asked you first."
 
   "It doesn't bother me, but I worry about it a little. I mean, you could have some sweet young thang--"
 
   "I've had a lot of sweet young thangs. They can, ironically, get old after a while."
 
   Ginger laughed.
 
   "I'm with you right now because I like you. I'm attracted to you. You're strong and beautiful to me. I feel safe with you."
 
   Ginger grinned. "That's because I'm a cop."
 
   "No, that's because you're you."
 
   Had anyone ever seen beyond the cop in me? Ginger mused. Had anyone else ever been with her in spite of her profession?
 
   "Why are you with me?"
 
   Ginger chuckled. "Because you're a sweet young thang."
 
   "Good answer," Izzy whispered through a smile. She bent to kiss her. "Now I'm going to show you why I bought that coconut oil." She unstraddled her and went to the kitchen, opening the jar and scooping out the semi-solid whiteness.
 
   "Are you going to give me a massage?"
 
   "Sort of. Hurry. Go lay on the bed and take your jeans off."
 
   Ginger laughed.
 
   "I mean it. Hurry, it's melting--" she held up her hand, a drop of it landing on the hardwood floor.
 
   Ginger obeyed, feeling a bit silly. But she removed her jeans and stretched out on the bed. Izzy came over and pressed the oily hand between Ginger's legs and Ginger moaned. As if lathering her, Izzy massaged her there, slipping and sliding through her folds as she pressed her mouth on Ginger's.
 
   "Oh my god, Izzy--" Ginger's cell phone buzzed on the nightstand.
 
   "Don't answer it." Izzy continued the massage.
 
   "Oh my god--I have to, it might be work."
 
   Izzy leaned over to look at the display. "It's only my sister."
 
   Ginger tried to focus on the buzzing phone, but found it hard to get her language center to operate. "It still--might be--important--"
 
   Izzy took her free hand and flipped the phone open, saying into it, "You better be on fire."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Is this important, because I have my hand--"
 
   "Stop!"
 
   Izzy laughed.
 
   "Never mind--it can wait."
 
   "Thank you." Izzy closed the phone and refocused on Ginger. "She said it could wait--which is fortunate, because I can't." She pressed her lips to Ginger's and continued the massage. "Coconut oil is really good for the face too. I think I'll give myself a treatment." Izzy wiggled down into position and began her facial.
 
   "Oh I think I'm the one getting the treatment," Ginger murmured. "But you go right ahead. I won't stand in the way--of your--dermal--health--"
 
   A few hours later, they were well into their sixth encounter, treacherously far from Izzy's cut-off point. Izzy ignored the knee-jerk warnings in her own head, and just enjoyed the intimacies Ginger offered. There was another concern growing in Izzy's mind. Since most of her sexual experiences had been singular in nature--never more than once with the same woman--she wondered if two people who were exclusive to each other, ever got tired of doing the same thing all the time. Her sexual repertoire had never been in question, because it was always new when the person at your mercy was always new. Now, she wondered if she should expand her horizons a bit, and offer Ginger more variety. "Ging'--"
 
   "Mmm?" she answered next to her on the bed.
 
   "Is there anything new you'd like me to do?"
 
   "New?" Ginger turned her head to look at Izzy's face. "What do you mean?"
 
   "Well, there are only so many things a person can offer on her own."
 
   Ginger smiled. "Are you talking about toys?"
 
   "Yeah. Sort of."
 
   "You want me to get us some toys? "
 
   "You don't already have some?"
 
   Ginger huffed. "God, it's been so long since I have been with anyone for any length of time, I didn't need them."
 
   "Me either."
 
   They both laughed.
 
   Ginger said, "Are you talking about a strap-on?"
 
   "Is that something you'd like?"
 
   "I haven't done that in years--well, since my last relationship."
 
   "You liked it, though?"
 
   "Are you offering your stud services? "
 
   Izzy just grinned at the ceiling.
 
   "That idea makes me hot."
 
   Izzy's smiled widened.
 
   Ginger looked at the ceiling too for a moment, and casually said, "There's a sex shop here in Lakewood."
 
   A few beats, and then Izzy leapt up, and started pulling on her clothes, while Ginger laughed.
 
   Off Alison Parkway was the Adult Toys & Novelty Superstore. And what a super store it was. Every adult toy imaginable was to be had there. Ginger expected Izzy to be wide-eyed, but she browsed quickly over to a certain section, and pulled the bubble package off the hook, handing it to Ginger. "This is the one you want."
 
   Ginger looked down at the phallus in the package, reading, "The Doc Johnson UR3 Ultra Realistic?"
 
   "You have a pair of tight Spandex bike shorts?"
 
   Ginger thought about it. "Yeah. I do."
 
   "You won't mind if I cut a hole in the front of them? That's the absolute best harness. Way more control and really comfortable, as well as machine washable."
 
   "Why do I get the impression you've been down this road before?"
 
   Izzy put her hands in her pockets and just smiled.
 
   Ginger examined the package again. "It looks kind of--big."
 
   "It's not. I have a little familiarity with your anatomy. Believe me. You'll love it."
 
   Ginger thought she might blush, so she was ready to get out of there. She turned and went to the register and paid, hoping the clerk didn't recognize her. Hopefully, she had never arrested him for anything. He didn't even blink as he rang it up. "Have fun," he said simply.
 
   With their new treasure in the bag, so to speak, they made their way back to the dark parking lot and started home.
 
   When they got inside, Izzy asked for the bike shorts, and soon disappeared into the bathroom with a pair of scissors and the sack from the adult store.
 
   Ginger went for the wine and poured some, drinking almost the whole glass before taking a breath. Her phone rang, and she pulled it out of her coat pocket. It was the other detective who had taken over Izzy 's case when Ginger thought Izzy was dead. He told her the newest development about the green Jeep. Seems her Hit & Strangle perp had stolen it. It was reported only a few minutes before the event. It had been parked in a lot on other side of the lake, while its owner went for a jog. Perps must have gotten into another car to leave. So it was more information, but not very helpful toward solving the case. She thanked the detective for the heads-up and flipped the fireplace switch before sitting down, refilled wine glass in hand. 
 
   Her reaction to Izzy's alleged death had impacted her more than she expected. She wondered if it was meaningful, or if it was just because it had been the closest death had visited her. Most of the deaths in her life had been strangers, whose cases she had worked, but with whom she had had no personal connection. It was easier to create distance in that situation. But not when you knew the victim. Not when you had shared their body in the most intimate ways. Probably, that was the only reason she had cried so hard when she thought Izzy was gone. It didn't have to mean she loved her. Just that she cared.
 
   A few minutes later, Izzy stepped out of the bathroom, wearing only the Spandex bike shorts, with the dildo installed. She moved her hips back and forth and the dildo swayed comically. Ginger laughed. "That's just scary."
 
   Izzy giggled. "Wait until you see how I'm going to frighten you in a minute."
 
   Ginger set her wine on the coffee table and got up to check out the goods. She grabbed the phallus and tugged it. "Oh--it feels so soft--pretty close to the real thing--"
 
   "You'll have to tell me about that real thing sometime, but not now. It'll spoil my image that I'm about to take your virginity." Izzy frowned. "Are you going to take off your coat and make yourself at home, or you wanna do it with your clothes on, standing up?"
 
   Ginger grinned and took her coat off, moving over to the bed, and getting undressed in only firelight. "So, what are you planning to do, just hop on and go to town?"
 
   "Of course not. That would be tacky. Foreplay will be had by all. It's just less awkward if you already have it on when the time comes."
 
   "Good, because this conversation does not inspire my arousal." She climbed under the covers and Izzy joined her, cuddling close. "How long has it been since you've done this?" Ginger asked.
 
   "Let's see--about four years--"
 
   "Was that with one of the girls who broke your heart?"
 
   "Yes. Both of them." Izzy trailed her fingers up Ginger's arm and Ginger shivered at her touch. "When's the last time you did it?"
 
   "With the one who also broke my heart."
 
   "I guess we have an opportunity to replace some associations, here."
 
   "Very astute." Ginger kissed her and she responded, surprisingly by softening and being submissive. Ginger liked it when Izzy let down her guard that way, and knew it wasn't something Izzy usually did. She also knew not to mention it. Once you shine a light on something, you're always ultra-aware of it. And she didn't want Izzy to think about being vulnerable. She just wanted her to be vulnerable.
 
   They kissed for a long time, letting the mood build back to eroticism. Izzy spent another long while kissing Ginger's neck and shoulders, suckling her nipples, dropping kisses on her stomach; and then she worked her way down to taste her.
 
   After a half hour of Izzy's languid pleasuring, Ginger was completely in the moment. Once, she almost came, but Izzy stopped and let that crescendo ebb away. Izzy lifted her head, watching Ginger's chest rising and falling with increased desire.
 
   She crawled up, wiping her mouth on the sheet before she kissed Ginger, so tenderly. She felt Izzy rubbing the phallus through her nether lips seductively, and then felt the pressure of it pushing. Izzy stroked Ginger's face, saying, "Relax--just relax--I'm in no hurry--"
 
   Izzy had known she tensed up before Ginger even realized it herself. Perhaps she was a little nervous. Then, slowly, Izzy pushed in a few inches and Ginger caught her breath as Izzy just waited, looking into her eyes, almost with affection and certainly with desire. Ginger kissed her softly as Izzy slid the phallus almost all the way in, pushing the breath out of Ginger, into Izzy 's mouth. Ginger took a long breath and released it, and Izzy moved slowly inside her.
 
   It was easy to forget that the toy wasn't real. It seemed so much a part of Izzy. They kept their eyes on each other, as the passion was building. Ginger thought that a man--her previous husband, in particular--had nothing on Izzy. The phallus was as much a part of her as if it had naturally grown there.
 
   Izzy stroked rhythmically, watching Ginger, her movements unhurried as they kissed and shared the intimacy of the willing invasion. Instead of propping up higher on her hands, as Ginger expected her to do, now, Izzy eased down against her, closer, and made longer strokes until Ginger felt her internal muscles clenching, felt the tide of pleasure undulating toward the shore of her need. Somehow Izzy knew not to speed up or thrust harder; she was leaning back periodically, to read the instructions in Ginger's eyes.
 
   The wave was soon building to tidal status. Ginger held Izzy tight against her, and held her breath as it crashed into her, sound escaping only after there was too much to withhold, and Izzy pulled back to watch its arrival and its ultimate ebbing away.
 
   They lay there, Izzy pressed onto Ginger, and neither of them spoke for long moments.
 
   Then Izzy told her to take a deep breath, and she slowly let the phallus slip out, but didn't roll away. She just slid down and kissed Ginger's chest, and lay there with her hands on Ginger's arms, her ear against her sternum, listening to Ginger's slowing heartbeat.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 21 ~
 
   The Good China is in Storage
 
    
 
   Everything was teetering on the edge of some precipice that had somehow appeared in my life after nearly a year of unfettered bliss. I had almost stopped expecting things to go sour, and damned if they didn't. In a big way. Phoebe's betrayal was the last thing I expected.
 
   I could not get my head around it no matter how hard I tried. It was just as unreal to me as the temporary death of my newly-discovered sister.
 
   So after calling Ginger, but then realizing I was not only interrupting their intimacy, but that my news would ruin what they might be enjoying, I just decided I needed more time to think and be alone.
 
   After a night in an Old Colorado City hotel, built to look like log cabins, I had driven back to Denver, and picked up a newspaper, quickly locating a place on Hooker street, in a dubious part of town. I hoped the street wasn't named for the occupants.
 
   All I could think of to do was get a place to live and try to rebuild from the emotional rubble. There was no question in my mind that this betrayal was the unforgivable variety, so it would do me no good to stay in a hotel, as if I could go back to her. It was obvious, I wouldn't have been welcomed anyway. Phoebe had made her decision. Albeit, one she had not consulted me about, nor given any indication she was considering.
 
   I had lived much more of my life in modest apartments and mobile homes than in pricey manors. The apartment just Northwest of the Capital Hill neighborhood was sufficient for my needs. Its main house was occupied by a woman barely alive.
 
   At 98, Gertrude Willowby had every health problem imaginable, according to the private nurse who cared for her around the clock. A wayward son supplemented the old woman's insurance by mail, and seemed to care little for his mother other than that.
 
   The nurse had taken care of all the details in renting it to me. It was simply a matter of taking my money and giving me a key--the nurse didn't bother to ask for references or proof of employment, or even to show me around. It was a room not much different than Ginger's guest house, except not as upscale. Not upscale at all, really. Downscale would be more accurate. But it was cheap, and I required that. So I paid the $600 per month and moved in. And when the process only took a few hours, I made a bitter joke to myself that everything I owned would fit in a Dumpster. I was back in the same boat with my wayward sister.
 
   The apartment was not quaint. The once-white paneled walls were now yellowed with age and neglect. The apartment was not cozy either. I knew, because I had looked it up in my dog-eared dictionary, just in case my reality-check was fading. 'Enjoying or affording warmth and ease' was not accurate. Nor was 'snug,' and the apartment was most assuredly not 'marked by the intimacy of the family or a close group.' It was dismal, in disrepair, cold. It was lonely.
 
   I had only three possessions of value. One, was the laptop, which I needed in order to do just about everything, one was the .25 automatic, and one, Essy. The laptop and Escalade were both paid for and there was no way I was giving either of them up. A girl had to have a way of defending herself, and reliable transportation.
 
   The gun, a leftover in my mind, had become merely a way to protect myself should the need arise. I had been between clients when I walked out of the home I shared with Phoebe, so it would take time to see if I could support myself on the clientele I had established, without Phoebe there to constantly feed my Rolodex.
 
   Ginger would always be good about sending stalker-victims my way, but the money in that would not be much, unless it happened to be someone in the higher tax brackets. Someone like Phoebe. She was certainly not being stalked by that Franklin-character I found splashing in her tub and taking liberties I thought only I had the right to.
 
   If things did worsen, I could sleep in the Escalade, too. It still had that pad stored in the back from when Phoebe gave me the car, and we christened it with our carnal sacraments. The vehicle was a small comfort, but one upon which I depended. I had not realized how fully I had been a 'kept woman' until I had taken inventory upon my departure from the house. I had left most of the gifts Phoebe had given me, and used what savings I had to pay rent. I had socked away money, even though it seemed clear that Phoebe would never let me want for anything. I congratulated myself on my own paranoia.
 
   The single room had a view of the dirty street in front and an alley in back. I had paid a visit to the Salvation Army and bought two paintings for fifty cents to cover each window, so I'd forget sometimes about the ugliness.
 
   Ginger left a message on Friday night, hours after my call, which I didn't return. She sounded unusually gleeful. I didn't have the energy to tell her where I was, or what had happened. I still couldn't make sense of it, myself. How would I explain it to Ginger and Izzy?
 
   So my weekend had been spent in all manner of depression and anger, drinking too much, and eating too little. I knew that once Ginger couldn't reach me for a few days, she would likely go over to the house, and find out on her own. Let Phoebe explain her behavior to a cop. That ought to cause her some discomfort.
 
   By Wednesday, I found myself with plenty of business to do, but little motivation to do it. I tried reading, but couldn't focus. I took a long stroll, and listened to a lot of upbeat music on my iPhone, but it didn't succeed in lifting my spirits. Finally, I bought a small television and hooked it up to the free cable line I had yet to take advantage of. The nurse who cared for my landlady said her patient watched a lot of television and I was welcome to share using the line that ran into the outside wall from the main house. I spent the rest of the day in front of the tube, channel surfing, to keep my mind occupied.
 
   I had dozed off in the chair in front of an episode of Criminal Minds, when my ringtone woke me. I reached over to the end table beside me and looked at it. Izzy's number. I didn't want to talk to anyone, especially not my new sibling. I wasn't quite sure why. I let it go to voicemail. Then my eyes caught on her number. I clicked out of the phone screen and went to text messaging, and tapped up a previous text exchange. The mystery texter. The number was the same. I scrolled through the exchange, now realizing that the anonymous texter had been Izzy. Obviously, before she left Missouri to find me.
 
   I felt a little guilty, then, for not answering. She had been trying to feel me out in a remote, but very telling way. Asking me if I'd ever started over. Walked away from my life. I had, of course, when I went AWOL after that trap set by the CID agents. And I had changed my name. And now all that was leveled off and put in its proper place. All my metaphoric ducks were in a row.
 
   And here was my sister, trying to put her ducks in a row, and I had not exactly been supportive. I would have to try a little harder to get past whatever this resistance was I had about Izzy. It's not as though her alleged death had not affected me. I was deeply grieved by that belief, before Ginger and I discovered Izzy's odd condition. Perhaps I did have room in my heart for a sister, especially now that there was a raw vacancy.
 
   I heard the beep of a voicemail message and touched over to that screen, tapping the play button.
 
   "Hey sister. Kinda worried about you. You're not answering your phone--obviously, you know that--um...just--like to know you're okay--"
 
   I sucked.
 
   I put the phone down and watched the Criminal Minds character, Penelope Garcia, answer her own phone, saying "Office of Unfettered Omniscience. Penelope Garcia is in. Speak, oh fortunate one." It made me smile for just a moment, and forget that I wasn't answering my own phone it witty ways. I wasn't answering my phone at all.
 
   Soon, I fell back into slumber in front of the ongoing saga of agents at the BAU, and like some rendition of Groundhog Day, was awakened by the phone again. I answered before my need to be isolated kicked in.
 
   "Hey." Ginger said. "I'm swamped here at the station, but wanted to touch base with you. You haven't answered your phone, and didn't answer the door. Where are you?"
 
   I almost hung up, after realizing that I was actually talking to Ginger, and not just dreaming I was talking to Ginger. I sighed. "I'm not at home."
 
   She listened for a beat, and I knew she could tell from my voice that something was up. "What's wrong?
 
   "Everything. You wouldn't believe it if I told you."
 
   "Try me."
 
   "I left."
 
   "Left?"
 
   "Phoebe."
 
   "Does not compute. What are you talking about?"
 
   "After we brought Izzy back from the hospital, and I left your place and went up to the house, I caught Phoebe in the hot tub. She wasn't alone."
 
   "Wasn't alone?"
 
   "What are you, a parrot?"
 
   "You're not making much sense."
 
   "There was some guy named Franklin in the tub with her. And they were--let's just say more than friends."
 
   "No fucking way."
 
   "Way."
 
   The silence that followed was filled with Ginger's thoughts. I knew it mystified her, as well. And I was glad. Otherwise it meant there was something desperately wrong with me.
 
   "What--what the hell? I don't get it."
 
   "Neither do I."
 
   "Where are you?"
 
   "North East of Capitol Hill. Off Hooker."
 
   "Not the greatest neighborhood."
 
   I was grateful she hadn't made some crack about the street name. "I had to be careful with my funds, considering."
 
   "A hotel?"
 
   "No. A garage apartment. I rented it Saturday."
 
   "You actually moved there this weekend?"
 
   "Saturday Morning. And I didn't take much with me. Seems like old times."
 
   "I'm coming over there on my lunch break."
 
   "Don't bother, the good china is in storage. "
 
   "Jobeth--"
 
   "Really. I just want to be alone."
 
   "The old Jobeth wants to be alone. The new Jobeth has friends."
 
   She forced the address out of me, and I knew I was about to dredge up the dregs of my discontent again. After spending the last five days trying to let it settle to the bottom of the lake. The cold, dark lake.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 22 ~
 
   You're Not Alone, Marlena
 
    
 
   My iPhone buzzed against the nightstand, and then the Crazy Frog ringtone erupted. I changed my ringtones frequently, but that one was my favorite because it always made me laugh. I'd have to change it something else now. I didn't feel like laughing. Maybe some kind of dirge would be more appropriate. I didn't recognize the number. When I answered, Ralph Daniels was on the other end. I wasn't going to forget his name anytime soon. There's an odd sort of bond with those for whom you've done mouth-to-mouth.
 
   Daniels said he was in pretty good shape, and out of the hospital, and he wanted to thank me for saving his life. He had found the card I slipped in his pocket and when he asked around, discovered it belonged to the person who gave him CPR. I was appropriately humble, and he offered his assistance, free of charge, on any cases I was working on. That was a really valuable asset to have.
 
   He went on to chat about how he was going to be changing his eating and exercise habits to avoid a more serious heart issue in the future. When he mentioned his fear of not being able to quit smoking, I was on that in, well, a heartbeat. I told him all about electronic cigarettes and he was thrilled with the concept and the promise of a painless transfer to vapor. He'd have to watch the nicotine content and keep that low. I put him in touch with my eCig girl in Northern Colorado. I hung up feeling like I was at least helping someone else feel more hopeful.
 
   At half past two, I heard a car engine, car door, and the creaking of the stairs outside, and soon, a knock.
 
   "J.B.!"
 
   Ginger. Part of me wanted to just pretend I wasn't here. I didn't have the energy to talk about Phoebe again.
 
   And then she tried: "Denver Police, open up!"
 
   Cute. I pushed out of bed. After I turned the thumb lock on the door, she let herself in as I went to the 'fridge and got two bottles of Tequiza out, handing her one. She ignored the beer and pulled me into her arms, hugging me for a long moment. I had to admit, it felt good, but I was afraid I'd cry, so I pulled away.
 
   As CNN played at low volume in the background, we sat at the ugly card table in the pseudo-kitchen, and she drilled me for information, using a bit more sensitivity than I knew she was used to.
 
   "It doesn't make sense, J.B. It doesn't even sound like Phoebe. I mean, I've had conversations with her about you. She always seemed so in love, so committed to you."
 
   "Apparently not."
 
   "And you have no idea who this Franklin-character is, or how she met him?"
 
   "I didn't stick around to chit-chat." I guzzled the beer and toyed with a rip in the card table top. "I feel like I don't know her at all."
 
   "I don't know her either, then. I thought I did. I'm usually a good judge of character--but I also know through the job I do, that people can surprise you in all the wrong ways."
 
   I took a breath. "So we were both wrong about her..."
 
   "I guess so." Ginger took a drink of Tequiza. "Izzy is concerned about you, too. She said she called you a few times but you didn't answer."
 
   "Maybe I didn't recognize the number."
 
   "Probably. It's new. I got her a new cell phone. "
 
   "Oh you did?"
 
   "Yeah. She needed one. She needs some help to get on her feet."
 
   "Well--that's nice of you."
 
   "What? No smart remarks?"
 
   "No. She's a good person, I think--she's lucky to have you."
 
   "Well--thanks."
 
   "Where's Izzy now?"
 
   "At work. She got a job at Sister's Pizza."
 
   I nodded. "So she doesn't know?"
 
   "Not yet. I didn't want to call her at work, since she's new there."
 
   I reached for my electronic cigarette, craving a nicotine hit. It only reminded me of Phoebe. How I'd gotten her hooked on eCigs, and how we'd shared that little detail in our everyday lives. "I think I should get a cat."
 
   My phone rang. Unknown number. I held my iPhone out to Ginger and she said, "Izzy. Whose ears were burning. "
 
   I answered, because I knew Ginger would not let me ignore the call this time.
 
   "What the fuck is going on with you and Phoebe? I went over there and she wouldn't answer the door."
 
   "She betrayed me, Izzy. That's it."
 
   "Oh--I was hoping I was wrong somehow--"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Well, I--I saw her kissing a guy through the window while you were at the seminar."
 
   "Izzy! Why didn't you tell me?"
 
   "I didn't think it was my place. No that's not it. I was afraid you'd hate me."
 
   "Why would I hate you?"
 
   "Because I would be the bearer of bad tidings. I was trying to figure out of I should tell Ginger so she could tell you. I guess I waited too long."
 
   "Well it doesn't matter, I know about it, now. I caught them together in the hot tub."
 
   "I really thought Phoebe was one of the good ones--I'm so sorry, Jobe..."
 
   "Well...thanks--"
 
   "Where are you staying? I'm coming over there after work."
 
   "No. I don't want any more company."
 
   "You need company. You sound like shit--What do you mean 'anymore' company? Who's there?"
 
   "Ginger."
 
   "Well, I'll just get your address from her."
 
   "No you won't." I hung up, feeling only slightly guilty for my rudeness in the face of my little sister's concern.
 
   Ginger's phone blurted Mission Impossible, and she pulled it out and answered. She listened for a second and then said to me, "Izzy wants your address so she can come over later."
 
   "I want to be alone."
 
   "Well you're not alone, Marlena. I'm here. So what's one more?"
 
   I rolled my eyes and listened to her give my address to Izzy. They were ganging up on me now.
 
   Ginger clicked her phone closed again. "Jobeth--look, I need to tell you something. I went over to Phoebe's before I came here, and this Franklin guy answered the door--"
 
   "Why did you go over there?"
 
   "Listen. This didn't add up. After you told me earlier what happened, I thought she at least owed you an explanation."
 
   "What explanation could possibly make this feel any better? That she decided she wanted to be with men after all? That she was mistaken when she said she loved me?"
 
   Ginger sighed and drank her beer.
 
   "The irony, here," I said. "is that I was the one who had that open door to flee. When she talked about me moving in and us being together, she said if I decided I needed to leave, she wouldn't stop me--I never imagined she would be the one to do the leaving. I thought it would be me."
 
   "Well, listen to me. When I went over there, Franklin answered the door. I elbowed my way in, and couldn't get anything out of him, so I went looking for Phoebe. My first stop was your basement office. I got to the door, and Phoebe stepped out and closed the door behind her. She made it clear that she didn't want me there, and that it was over between you and her. I said, so does that mean you're bisexual and not gay? And she said guess so. She said she was with Franklin now. She was kinda mean. So I said, Well, if you decide to start being a human again, and told her your address."
 
   "Why the hell did you give her my address? "
 
   "Silly me, I thought she might want to come talk to you."
 
   "Well I don't want to talk to her!"
 
   "Cool your jets. While Phoebe was telling Franklin to just go in the other room, I grabbed a wine glass he'd set down on the table by the door, and just left without another word."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "You're getting slow on the uptake, J .B. Because I wanted to run his prints. And when I get back to work after this, that's just what I'm going to do."
 
   I thought about that. Knowing something about Franklin, might help us both understand this weirdness with Phoebe. It was ineffable how she seemed suddenly foreign, and the keen torment it engendered in me was frightening, as well.
 
   Ginger said, "Oh, yeah, before I forget--Since you've lost access to the Golden Rolodex, I gave a woman your card today. Stalker case. She might be calling you."
 
   "Good, I need the business."
 
   I heard the creaking stairs again. A knock. I went to the door and peeked. When I opened the door, she saw my expression.
 
   "Try to restrain yourself," Izzy said. "I know how much you've missed me."
 
   Izzy took off her jacket and tossed it across the back of a kitchen chair, leaned down to give Ginger a peck on the cheek. "Yes, I want a beer."
 
   I grabbed another and set it on the table in front of her, where she'd plopped down next to Ginger.
 
   "So--" Izzy continued. "why did you avoid my calls?"
 
   "I wonder? Could it be because I didn't feel like talking?"
 
   Izzy took a swig of Tequiza. "Good thing we came over to sit in silence with you, then, huh? "
 
   I just looked at her, enjoying that moment of fantasy, where I put a piece of duct tape over her smart mouth. But then I saw her dancing eyes, and realized I might have said the same thing to me in this situation. If I would have said that, I couldn't very well be mad at her for saying it. So I let it go, opting instead for a long cold drink of my own beer.
 
   Izzy rubbed her stomach. "I'm starved. Got anything to eat?"
 
   I thrust a chin toward the cabinets. "Help yourself."
 
   She got up and looked in the fridge, and then back over at me. "Anything besides furry pickles?"
 
   "Those were there when I moved in."
 
   "And you've just left them there." The cabinet contents didn't please her either. "Look at that--every possible flavor of Ramen noodles--" She closed the cabinet and sat back down. "You're on a liquid diet, right?"
 
   "Yeah. Beer."
 
   "I knew I was going to look up to you."
 
   I caught Ginger giving her a hard look. "Jobeth, if you don't want to talk about any of it, anymore, that's fine. But being by yourself isn't going to help you feel better. You're just going to stew in your own juices and make yourself feel worse."
 
   Izzy blurted, "I'm ordering a pizza." She pulled out her new phone. "I have a number in here for Papa Johns. "
 
   Izzy scrolled through the phone list and punched in the numbers.
 
   "I thought you worked at a pizza place?"
 
   "Oh, but I never get tired of pizza."
 
   "Yeah, it was our first meal together."
 
   Izzy grinned.
 
   Ginger's attention was still on me. She leaned forward onto the table with her elbows. "Are you gonna to be okay?"
 
   "Does a bear--wear comfortable shoes?" My effort at humor only engendered a sad smile in Ginger.
 
   "Look, this is just awful. You don't have to pretend to be strong--"
 
   "I'm not pretending. I am strong."
 
   "I know, but damn, this sucks and I know it hurts like hell."
 
   There was a pregnant moment of silence, and Izzy moved toward me, put her arms around me. "I'm sorry, Jobeth."
 
   After a few seconds, I broke free and turned around quickly because I felt a tightness in my throat. That clenching sensation that would have me making some emotional scene. I know Izzy saw it. But she snatched open the 'fridge and pulled out a beer, twisted the top off and handed it to me. I took it without protest. This is what friends and sisters were for, I guess. Giving you fresh beer, when you needed to stay as snockered as possible. 
 
   "Hey don't worry,"" Izzy offered. "I brought more beer. It's in the car. Well, Ginger's Galaxie."
 
   "Ginger is letting you drive her car?"
 
   Ginger shrugged. "What else could I do? She had to get to work, and I have the department car."
 
   I had about half a second of emotional sulking. Ginger had not even let me drive the Galaxie. On some level I knew that if I had been sleeping with her, that might change. So many rules get altered when sex is involved. Either way, I needed to get a grip on my defenses about Izzy. She might be the only good thing in my life, other than Ginger. Maybe I needed to start showing my appreciation. I knew she only wanted me to care for her. I reminded myself of the family she ran away from; ran away from and headed right for me. It wasn't fair of me to give her another example of how families can suck. I knew that as well as anyone.
 
   On the way back to the table I paused behind her chair to hug her neck, before I sat down beside her.
 
   A half hour later, when the pizza came, Izzy lifted up her shirt to access the belt. I thought at first it was a cummerbund, but realized it was a zippered pouch that fastened around her. From it, she pulled out a wad of cash. I wondered where she kept her money. She clearly didn't trust banks.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 23 ~
 
   Shiny Candle-Apple Red
 
    
 
   When she woke, it was afternoon, and she realized she had slept for 10 hours. Alone with her own thoughts, and perhaps cued by the fact that she was in Ginger's bed, she thought about the thing she had avoided thinking about. The fact that now, she had had sex more than once with the same woman. Way more than once.
 
   Ginger had left for work early, careful not to awaken her, so Izzy had remained in Ginger's bed, sated and serene, until some sound woke her.
 
   Turning over, she saw the sweet, but not mushy note, wherein Ginger told her that the Rebel was good as new.
 
   The key was taped to the note. Ginger had secretly sent it to a shop, and then had them deliver it when it was finished. Izzy opened the door and padded over to the Rebel in her sock feet.
 
   The first thing she noticed was the helmet. Candy-apple red, with her name painted in small script letters on the side, and attached to the Universal Helmet Lock mechanism Ginger had apparently had them install when they did the other repairs. The repairs she obviously paid for. Inside the helmet, was a pair of thermal riding gloves, as well.
 
   Izzy knew it would have taken all her savings to fix the bike, and Ginger had spared her the expense. She would have to make it clear she'd pay her back when she had enough money.
 
   She skipped back inside and called Ginger.
 
   "Grant." She answered as usual, in her cop-voice.
 
   "I can't believe you fixed my bike."
 
   "Well I didn't fix it, the guys at the shop did."
 
   "I'll be needing a copy of that bill, though. I'm paying you back as soon as--"
 
   "Don't worry about it, Izzy."
 
   "No, I appreciate it, but--"
 
   "Izzy, before you get all uncomfortable, those guys owed me a favor. They did it gratis."
 
   "No way."
 
   "Yeah, so you don't owe me anything."
 
   "Wow--well, the gloves and the helmet--"
 
   "Those, I paid for. They're gifts. So you don't owe me for them either. Let's just call it an early birthday present."
 
   "You know my birthday, when is your birthday?" Izzy asked
 
   "August third."
 
   Mmm. Leo. That would make sense, Izzy mused . The Lioness. Izzy couldn't think of anything else to say but thank you. And she'd be sure to thank her in bed, of course. She was looking forward to using the toy again. Taming the lioness.
 
   After she hung up, she rode to the medical supply store for an engraved medical alert bracelet, which she attached just behind her watch on her left wrist. After that, her next destination would occupy the rest of the afternoon.
 
   She finally emerged from Friendly Ink Tattoos with a fresh bandage on her wrist. After her close communion with death, she was determined to avoid that situation again, if at all possible. So she had the caduceus symbol rendered on her right wrist, and below it, in large font, Cataleptic. Then, below that in smaller black ink, the same message as the one on her necklace.
 
    
 
   "Medical Warning: make sure I'm dead before you bury me. I have catalepsy."
 
    
 
   From now on, should she meet with her own almost-demise, there would be no more waking up naked in a morgue. Two close calls were enough.
 
   The first time it had happened, Izzy was reasonably sure it was caused by the incident itself. When she was fourteen, her father had gone on a particularly bad drinking binge after losing his job, and his anger had been directed at her the minute he got home.
 
   He had shoved her out of the way so hard, that she fell and banged her head on the sharp corner of the coffee table, and a minute later, she had her first seizure. Guilt and fear made him take her to the emergency room, where she was diagnosed with probable epilepsy. A year later, she had not had another seizure. By then, he had enough distance from the memory of his last injury to her, he struck her with a bottle of whiskey, and she wound up unconscious on the floor.
 
   When she finally opened her eyes, he was sobbing on the sofa, and when he heard her getting up, he shot off the couch like he'd been poked with a cattle prod, his eyes wide with terror. "You were dead! You were stiff! You were dead!" he shouted inanely.
 
   She wasn't sure what had happened to make him think that, but she used it to her advantage. She told him that maybe she was dead. Maybe he was just hallucinating. He didn't fully believe her, but it was enough to spook him. He treated her with this sort of superstitious care, fearing her. She told him if he touched her again, she'd tell the cops that he already killed her once.
 
   At the public library, she did her own research and found that her condition was most likely catalepsy. At eighteen, she visited a doctor for tests, and the condition was confirmed. That's when she made the dog tag and began to wear it around all the time.
 
   She knew the tattoo she got today, would serve to protect her from any future fake deaths and morgue resurrections.
 
   Ginger was off tomorrow, but Izzy had to work the dayshift, so they wouldn't get to spend that time together. But she'd make up for it tonight and tomorrow night.
 
   She had lots of gratitude to impart. She touched the new paint on the gas tank, and thought of Ginger. Her generosity, in repairing her bike. Did it mean she was obligated to be monogamous? She decided she didn't care. All her needs were being met, and for once, she would just welcome the good fortune with open arms.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 24 ~
 
   Surviving Family Member
 
    
 
   Ginger wished Izzy had not had to work on her day off, but caught herself before she allowed that feeling to become some kind of co-dependent cliche.
 
   The call came while she was watching a recorded episode of Brothers & Sisters. A story about a family. The show reminded her that no matter how much that fictional family argued, they were still family. And she wished she'd known what it was like to have that. They loved each other and knew that each of them was there for support and encouragement and love.
 
   But Ginger knew the reality was that families could be spiteful and petty. They could punish you for some crime you'd never committed, and constantly remind you that nothing you did was ever going to be good enough to erase this perception they had that you were unworthy of their attention or compassion.
 
   So. Her father was dead. She had heard the news via an old high school classmate who had seen it in the newspaper, and then used Facebook through friends of friends to locate her. She had been using Facebook only to keep in touch with old friends who were scattered about the U.S. By the time the news traveled that cyber-grapevine and found her, the sad event was 13 days old.
 
   And the obituary she found online made no mention of her as a surviving family member. She thought how apropos it was, in a way, since surviving her family is exactly what she had been forced to do.
 
   Grief normally comes riding on the heels of knowing that you will never see that deceased person again, its steed a black stallion you can't quite control. But when you haven't seen your family for 10 years it then becomes about the hurt that comes with that. She tried to pull up an image of her father in her mind's eye, and found it difficult. Hadn't she buried him in her mind already? Hadn't she already grieved? But still, had she wanted to say goodbye to her father, she couldn't have. He was already dead. Already in the ground. And her family took that choice away from her.
 
   Few things are more profoundly hurtful and infuriating than a family who doesn't tell you your father died, and then doesn't include you as a surviving family member in the obit.
 
   She had not gone into police work because someone she knew was murdered and they never found the killer; no obligatory career choice to make things right. Just a knowledge that she was good at details. At figuring things out. And she wanted to make something of herself so there'd be no room for her family to accuse her of being a loser. No evidence for this supposed crime she'd unknowingly committed.
 
   The history of her family estrangement read like a cold case file. No apparent evidence for the crime, except that it had indeed been committed. She carried the evidence in her heart, and rationalized it in her mind. They were just selfish, petty people, whom she had the misfortune to be born to. She had not been beaten or molested, like Izzy and Jobeth. The damage inflicted was of another ilk. Verbal, emotional, psychological. A therapist had told her that this damage is often worse. And the fact that she had made something of herself was testament to her strength and courage. But she didn't feel strong and courageous when she read that obit and knew it was proof that her family hated her.
 
   It made no sense that her mother couldn't put whatever this beef was aside long enough to do the decent thing and let her know about her father. Sure, Ginger had never known what it was like to be touched, hugged, and encouraged by her mother. Her mother had, in fact, said once that she wished Ginger had never been born. She had always been the outcast for some inexplicable reason.
 
   It also made no sense that her brother had not called her, either. She had not had an argument with him. He had merely chosen to stop having contact with her years ago, just as her mother and father had. The conundrum had her thinking of her childhood. More evidence for the cold case file, perhaps.
 
   She thought of when she was 14, her brother had pulled her down the stairs of the family home by her ankles. How he had thrown Coke in her face while they played Monopoly with their cousins. Myriad other memories floated back to exemplify his apathy and even animus toward her. He had always been a bully to her, and her parents had enabled him by telling her not to be a baby when she complained.
 
   Yet she had never been a bad kid. While all her friends were off having sex at a tender age, getting drunk, experimenting with drugs, getting arrested, she had been at home reading Nancy Drew, or watching television. The only reason she could point to for their disgust was that she had been gay. But since she hadn't figured that out until later in life, it didn't quite explain the way she had always been treated. Perhaps it was merely a convenient excuse. A place to categorize their repulsion. She was the only one in her family to get a college degree. Her parents had not even completed high school. Could the answer lie in irony? That they have hated her for becoming what they did not? Could it be they felt she insulted them with her education, her ambition?
 
   Seeking distraction, she decided to make herself eat something, since she had skipped both breakfast and lunch, but wound up spending twenty minutes cleaning the microwave. It took that long because she had put a bowl of eggs in it to boil, setting the timer to 20 minutes, as she had when making them stovetop--she had thrown away her last decrepit saucepan and so had to improvise.
 
   But her mind was so diverted, she didn't think about 20 minutes being too long for eggs in the microwave. It didn't take as long to cook in a microwave. It was a microwave. She shook her head at herself and sighed. Her brain was on vacation.
 
   So a great egg-explosion sent her running into the kitchen to shut it off and when she opened the door, she saw that the entire interior was covered with egg guts. It was a metaphor for how she felt when she'd gotten the call about her father. An explosion of knowing, followed by a big mess she had to clean up in her head. Or maybe it was a reminder that her chance was gone to have that child that she would raise to be everything her family was not. Ginger's eggs were no longer viable. They were now disintegrated, scattered, and part of something else.
 
   She grabbed a paper towel, ripping it from the spindle, and somehow clipped the coffee scoop atop the can, causing the scoop to jet across the kitchen and land in the trash can. She wasn't sure what the metaphor was for that. But she had to do something to vent these emotions inside her. The turmoil she hid about Izzy. And now, her father. Her family.
 
   Tearfully, she went to the market and bought chips and salsa, cheese dip, beer, and a large box of Puff's Plus with Soothing Aloe. And for the first time in 10 years, she bought a pack of cigarettes. Back at home, she indulged her inner child. Telling herself that it was temporary, and tomorrow she'd wake up and her normal world would unfold itself again with the sunrise. She'd have Izzy in the bed with her, a warm body to leech away the cold.
 
   But after she was full of junk food, coughing from the invasion of cigarette toxins, down to half a box of Puff's and a little drunk, she pulled out a box of old glasses she'd been meaning to take to Goodwill. Instead she stepped outside with that box, its contents clinking in her arms, and set it down at the back of the guest house. And one by one, she began to throw those glasses at the wall, listening to them shatter. It was the sound of her own pain dispersing, imploding, reduced to smaller pieces she could handle.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 25 ~
 
   Abandoned Kid Club
 
    
 
   Izzy coasted down the drive and turned the engine off, saving precious gas, since she needed a refill. She removed her shiny new helmet, as she approached the door. She had her hand on the doorknob, but then heard a shattering sound. It was coming from behind the guest house.
 
   Carefully, she crept along the side and peeked around the back corner. Ginger had her arm cocked back with a glass in it, and she gave it a good overhand pitch and it shattered against the wall. Bending down, she retrieved another glass from the cardboard box next to her and threw that one too. Staggering slightly.
 
   Izzy came out into the open and stared at Ginger, who finally realized she was standing there. "Ginger? What the hell?"
 
   Ginger Grant took a deep breath and rubbed both hands over her face. As Izzy stepped closer, she saw how red Ginger's eyes were. And that she was drunk.
 
   "He's dead."
 
   "Who's dead?" Izzy moved another step closer.
 
   "My father."
 
   Izzy softened in sympathy and put a hand on Ginger's arm.
 
   "We weren't close."
 
   "Then why are you so upset?"
 
   "The bio family left me out of the obit. I din't know he was dead either," she slurred. "He's been dead for 13 days. I missed the funeral and they prob'ly blame me for that too. If I had wanted to say goodbye to him I couldn't. He's already in the ground. They took that away from me too."
 
   Izzy moved in and pulled her close, hugging her.
 
   "What kind of people do that?" Ginger rasped. "I mean, I never did anything to deserve--" and she started crying again, too choked to speak. Izzy held her, and said nothing. Just waited. Let her cry.
 
   Ginger had needed exactly what Izzy offered. She didn't want platitudes. She just needed someone to hold her. They stood there, amid the broken glass, Ginger crying softly in Izzy's arms.
 
   Long moments later, Ginger was cried out and had regained her normal composure, though her eyes were crimson rimmed orbs of pain, her face splotchy. They went inside, and Izzy had the foresight to make coffee instead of offering Ginger a drink. She had obviously been drinking for a while already.
 
   While the coffee was brewing, Izzy sat down next to Ginger in front of the fire, and coaxed Ginger's head down onto her lap. While Ginger talked about her family, Izzy stroked her forehead, played with her hair, and did her best to make Ginger feel cared for. She knew it was what she needed most. Izzy realized that she and Jobeth weren't the only ones who'd had bad parents. And here they were, all in close proximity, like some kind of Abandoned Kid Club. It made Izzy wonder if Phoebe had awful parents too. Maybe it would explain how she could break Jobeth's heart. Do people like us gravitate toward one another, before they even know they share a similar background? Why wasn't there some mandatory parenting school that people had to go to before they were allowed to give birth and raise children? Because we were a democracy? Freedom extended to the freedom to fuck it up, with no responsibility to answer for it.
 
   Izzy got them coffee and sat back down. She liked the fact that Ginger wasn't whining, but was just sharing her thoughts and feelings. She wasn't playing victim. She was angry, and rightfully so. At least she realized that no matter how badly her family had treated her, that she didn't deserve it. And that engendered respect in Izzy. Admiration, that Ginger could be so vulnerable under trying circumstances, yet remain so tough at her core . She was sure the vulnerability would be stuffed behind her badge by the next day again, but perhaps that was the only way to get through it. Cry when you can, forget when you have to.
 
   "Thanks for listening," Ginger said, sipping her coffee.
 
   "I kind of had to, I'm living here." Ginger frogged her on the leg and Izzy laughed. She knew Ginger understood she was kidding. They both had their deflections. Izzy picked up the remote and surfed through channels, stopping on various programs. "What do you want to watch? Or do you want to go out to a movie?"
 
   Ginger shook her head. "I don't know--"
 
   Izzy set her coffee down. "We should go do something. Go somewhere."
 
   Ginger blinked at her, thinking. "Road trip?"
 
   Izzy smiled. "How about we take my bike? You can ride behind me, and pretend I'm James Dean."
 
   "Okay, but imagining you're James Dean doesn't do anything for me."
 
   "Then pretend I'm James Dean's little sister, Jane."
 
   "Better. But I'm surprised you even know who James Dean is."
 
   "Are you kidding? He always got the girl. Always interested in that."
 
   "Naturally."
 
   Izzy paused at the door. "Oh, wait. I only have the one helmet."
 
   Ginger smiled, holding up a preemptive finger, and turned toward the closet, pulling out another helmet.
 
   "Oh you were going to go joy riding while I was asleep then?"
 
   "No. I was hoping you'd take me for a ride--"
 
   "Oh you mean on the bike?"
 
   Ginger gave her a sardonic look, and put the baby blue helmet on.
 
   "Oh, it matches your car. You were going to wear it to work, weren't you?"
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Morrison Road, also known as Highway 8, was a two lane blacktop that snaked through residential and more bucolic areas of Lakewood. Since there was minimal traffic, it was perfect for a long ride on a motorcycle. Izzy had discovered it when she took a wrong turn one day while job hunting.
 
   Fifteen minutes took them to the town of Morrison.
 
   Izzy wasn't sure if the road was named for the town or the town was named for the road, but they pulled over to get gas, and as Izzy pumped, she looked across the road and noticed the Horton House Bed & Breakfast. Izzy thought about how ironic it was that it had the same name as the last girl she had sex with before Ginger. She thought about that encounter--partly in Chelsea Horton's car and partly in Jobeth's Escalade. She looked over at Ginger and realized she wasn't sorry that Chelsea dumped her at Sloan's Lake. That was quickly becoming an unlucky place for Izzy.
 
   "I don't know how you do this." Ginger sniffed.
 
   "What?"
 
   "I am freezing my gonads off."
 
   It occurred to Izzy that maybe she had grown a little too accustomed to the cold. "Well we can go back now."
 
   "I'd like to. Maybe we can do this on a warmer day?"
 
   "Sure." Again, Izzy realized that having only a motorcycle could cause issues. It never had, before, but her life had shifted recently. She would have to start saving for one of those police auction vehicles Ginger told her about.
 
   Back on the bike, Izzy merged onto the main road. She liked the feeling of Ginger 's arms around her. She wondered what it was about her that inspired comfort.
 
   Izzy had surprised even herself by letting go of her stone butch routine, and letting Ginger do things to her. Wonderful, wet things. It had been years since she had let anyone in that way. But somehow, she had wanted that more than she wanted to protect her butch sensibilities. Was she becoming a switch again? She had only been a switch when she was in a relationship.
 
   Izzy's hand came off the throttle, and the bike slowed for a moment. Relationship? Was she in a relationship with Ginger?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 26 ~
 
   It Doesn't Really Kill Us
 
    
 
   I had been to court Friday, where I had testified on behalf of one of my stalker-victims. It had been my first one, since moving to Denver, and that's what got me and Ginger thinking about how she could send them my way. Even though stalking was part of the harassment statute in Colorado, it was considered a separate crime, and the penalties were much more severe.
 
   Luckily, I had photographs, taped interviews, and all kinds of detailed reports to back up my testimony. The guy would likely be convicted. Whether he'd serve any appreciable time, remained to be seen. Sadly, the justice system didn't always enforce the punishments they should. I'd rather see the stalkers and rapists and child molesters rot in jail, while the pot smokers were released early. Unfortunately, it was often the other way around, for no sound reason I could come up with.
 
   Since Ginger told me that most crimes against women are not even reported to the police, she suggested I place an ad to reach the ones who didn't feel comfortable going to the police in the first place.
 
   When I got back to my apartment, I was motivated to complete that process, and drafted the text quickly, submitting it online. My ad would appear in the Denver Post, the Rocky Mountain News, and the Denver Daily News. I probably wouldn't need to branch out, as I didn't have a staff to help me.
 
   I had no plans today, and had slept fitfully the night before, so was craving coffee. I made some, glancing through the newspaper while I waited.
 
   I was pouring a fresh cup of brew, when I heard the creaking steps, and a soft knock on the door. I carried my cup over and peeked out the tiny hole, where everyone looked like they were inflatable. Izzy. Opening the door, I said, "Hey, sister."
 
   She was holding a brand new helmet. "Look what Ginger bought me."
 
   I motioned her to come in and closed the door. I knew by just glancing at the helmet, it was not a cheap one. And Izzy pointed out her name in script on the side. "Wow. That's a sweet lid!"
 
   She pointed at my steamy cup. "Coffee?"
 
   "Help yourself."
 
   She moved past me to the coffeemaker. She set the helmet down on the counter and looked at it for a moment, then poured coffee. While stirring in the creamer, she looked at the helmet again, something pulling at her brow. 
 
   "Everything okay?"
 
   She brightened, but it seemed artificial. "Yeah. I'm just not a morning person."
 
   I checked my watch. "It's not morning."
 
   "Oh--yeah, well it is to me. I just woke up."
 
   The morning person comment made sense, because I wasn't one either, but somehow I wasn't buying the excuse. She turned, her eyes on the television, but I could tell she wasn't reading the crawler about the S&P 500. "What's really on your mind?"
 
   She met my eyes, knowing her cloaking device was broken. "I'm--I might need some advice."
 
   "Are you in trouble?"
 
   "Not the way you're thinking."
 
   "What is it?"
 
   Izzy looked down at her coffee, at the television with CNN muted, and then said into her cup, "I know your relationship with Phoebe tanked, and I hope I'm not out of line--but--how--what was it about Phoebe that made you want to stop seeing other women?"
 
   To call that a loaded question would have been laughable. But I understood that her question wasn't so much about knowing my past inner turmoil, or even my current one, as about understanding her own. This was about Ginger. Ginger was getting to her. I decided it wasn't a good idea to shine a light on that aspect. It would be like poking her with a sharp stick, if I understood her like I thought I did. "Well, it sort of sneaked up on me--"
 
   I moved to the table and sat down, hoping she'd follow my lead. I looked up and she was still standing in front of the coffeemaker. I lifted a foot and slid the chair out slowly on the other side.
 
   She came over and sat, holding her coffee in both hands. I thought she looked like one of those plane crash survivors, who's just been handed a warm drink after the ordeal. She had what is colloquially referred to as a fuck-knot at the back of her head. It could have been the ride over here, but more likely, she had not looked in the mirror before putting on her shiny new helmet and getting on her bike.
 
   I would have to be careful to speak of Phoebe as I had believed she was, current major glitches notwithstanding. "At some point, all my mental references were about her. All women, I compared to Phoebe. And they never measured up. She filled every need I had. I wanted to be with her all the time. And I started to be a little afraid of other women." I chuckled at the memory. "That was the big surprise. I was afraid to be alone with any woman other than Phoebe, because I thought I might have sex with them, and that suddenly didn't feel okay anymore."
 
   Izzy tipped her coffee cup slightly and looked into it. She started to say something and then just looked at the television again.
 
   "It's scary as hell," I said. She met my eyes, and I added, "Believe me, I know." Was I going to tell her it was worth it to hand my heart over to this woman who had just broken it?
 
   I went back into my memory to that time, and tried to think about what I would have wanted to hear from someone. "Izzy. You're a survivor. Just like me. When something is happening it feels like you might not get through it. But then when we think back to all those times in our lives, we forget to notice that we're thinking back on them, because we did get through them. And so it doesn't really kill us, even if we thought it would."
 
   I took a sip of coffee, wondering if I was talking to Izzy, or myself. "What I know is, I wish I'd met Phoebe a long time ago. Seems like I wasted so much time I could have been spending it with her, and enjoying how she makes me feel. And knowing that there's nothing better in the world than having her next to me, seeing her face when I go to sleep, and then again when I wake up. I was a fool to think that wasn't worth the risk."
 
   "You still feel that way, even now? "
 
   To my own surprise, I heard myself say, "Yes."
 
   She sighed heavily.
 
   "So what's the problem?"
 
   She leaned forward. "I've had sex with her more than once. Over and over again."
 
   "You say that like you're talking about meth."
 
   "Maybe I am."
 
   "She's like a drug to you? Are you getting a little addicted to Ginger?" My question had reminded me of my own addiction, and I pulled my eCig from the bag on the table and took a draw of chocolate mint.
 
   "I haven't had an addictive personality in the past."
 
   "Maybe Ginger is your drug of choice."
 
   "Maybe--"
 
   "Would that be the end of the world?"
 
   "Maybe," she said again.
 
   "Believe me, I feel your pain."
 
   Izzy sipped her coffee and glanced at the television again. "Did Ginger tell you about her dad?"
 
   "Yeah, we had a long talk on the phone about it. Pretty heavy stuff. She did say that you were great about it and helped her feel better."
 
   "Well it was just a new side of her--like when you know someone to be so strong all the time and then you see the chink in the armor--it's sort of endearing."
 
   I thought back to those awful moments when we had found Izzy at Sloan's Lake. "I'm going to tell you something, but you have to swear never to let Ginger know I told you."
 
   Izzy frowned. "Is it bad?"
 
   "No--but it might help you understand. When Ginger thought you were dead, we went back to her place and took shots of Crown. And then she just put her head down and cried like a baby. I've never seen her cry, much less fall apart. She was just heartsick."
 
   Izzy looked down at the table. "Wow--I had no idea I meant that much to her--"
 
   "Well, now you do. Ginger is going to protect her heart, and she's going to be all tough and everything, because that's what she has to do to be a cop. But she's a hundred percent human, and I think she probably has a very tender heart. That's why I was so hard on you about being with her--I knew you were the type who could rip her heart out, and I just didn't want to see that happen."
 
   "I thought it was about not liking me, rather than caring about her."
 
   It was my turn to frown. "You thought I didn't like you?"
 
   She huffed. "You haven't exactly been warm since I appeared."
 
   I swallowed a lump of guilt. "I know. I'm sorry--I've been trying to figure that out--the best I can come up with is maybe it's because you reminded me of myself not long ago, and I didn't want to be tempted to be like that again--because, ironically, I didn't want to lose Phoebe."
 
   "Are you sure you've lost her?"
 
   "Iz, she's sleeping with a man. She lied to me. I don't know how I could ever forgive that, even if she wanted me to, which apparently she doesn't."
 
   "I don't know, Jobe, it just doesn't make sense to me--that whole thing is so out of the blue--it's just weird--"
 
   "I know. Sometimes I wake up at night and I reach for her, and I can't believe she's not there. It's like being in a parallel universe." I noticed the white gauze pad sticking out of her sleeve. "What's that?"
 
   "Oh!" she yanked her sleeve up, and loosened the tape on the big bandage, peeling it back for me to see. I leaned forward and read the tattoo, and laughed. "You really were serious."
 
   "Well wouldn't you get a tat if you woke up in a morgue?"
 
   "Uh, yeah. I probably would. It's a good idea." I caught her eyes. "I don't want to lose you too."
 
   She smiled faintly, as if unsure of my sincerity, but then dropped her gaze to her coffee again. "I was hoping to hear you say that someday."
 
   We chatted through the rest of her coffee, and then she stood up and said, "Well, I've got to go to work. Thanks for the coffee--and the talk--" She passed behind me and paused. Then a few seconds later, her arms came around my neck and she hugged me, before she let herself out.
 
   Outside, Izzy put on her headphones and clicked into Kristen Hall again. She started singing, I'm not the hang-around kind...I got a fugitive mind...can't lock me up in no chains...been nice to know you, is my middle name....
 
   Izzy smiled. Maybe that song was ceasing to apply to her, now.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 27 ~
 
   Stalkers & Cop Killers
 
    
 
   Izzy was working long hours, saving up some cash to buy a car, and Ginger was busy investigating her case-load, along with the investigation concerning Izzy's Hit-and-Strangle attack, as Ginger called it. I was having trouble keeping up with my new cases and needed help. Help that Phoebe could no longer provide. I was still having trouble making sense of the bookkeeping aspects. Math was not my subject.
 
   The woman Ginger referred called me soon after Ginger told me about her, and I had met her at a coffee shop off Belleview on Saturday. Luckily, Regina Hamilton was financially well-off, and willing to pay me to get evidence against the stalker.
 
   He was an ex-boyfriend, Nick Sandusky, whom she'd rebuffed. If I could get photos of him lurking about, and have her save any recordings on her voicemail of him bothering her, I'd at the very least get him a charge of harassing communications. Hopefully, that would also garner some kind of threat. I was careful to keep an eye on Ms. Hamilton's house at night, just in case Sandusky tried something, and thinking of ways to snare him by getting him to incriminate himself.
 
   On Monday, after parking near Ms. Hamilton's house, I got a text message back from one of the stalker cases Ginger sent me. I'd already entered the name in my iPhone, so it came up Carroll Tally. Tally was a psychology professor at UC Denver. I wondered why a psych professor would need help dealing with a person of questionable mental health. The text read, 
 
    
 
   Det. Grant referred me to you. Have a stalker.
 
   Being watched right now. Will pay anything. Please come. UC Denver. Psych dept. Name on door. I'll be waiting.
 
    
 
   My first response was suspicion. Why the text message rather than a phone call? I texted back,
 
    
 
   Why the text instead of phone call?
 
    
 
   The reply:
 
    
 
   In a meeting. Can't get away. Couldn't call. Want you to catch stalker in the act.
 
    
 
   I knew I couldn't be in two places at one time. But I didn't have any help. Normally, that would have been something I called on Phoebe to do. But obviously, Phoebe was no longer in my life.
 
   Izzy.
 
   I punched up the visage of my sister and tapped her number. The phone dialed her and I clicked on my Bluetooth headset.
 
   "Yo! What's up, Jobe?"
 
   "Are you working tonight?"
 
   "Nope. Why?"
 
   "Do you think you could do me a favor?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   "I'm supposed to be watching Ms. Hamilton's house. One of my stalker clients. I have to go meet another new client right now at UC Denver. Do you think you could just sit outside her house and keep an eye on things until I can get there?"
 
   "You want me to be your investigative sidekick?"
 
   "Well, temporarily, at least. I'll pay you."
 
   She agreed, and I waited for her, gave her some quick instructions and my extra digital camera, and texted Carroll Tally back,
 
    
 
   Be right there.
 
    
 
   I asked the secretary in the psych department, and she directed me to Tally's office. I rapped on the door. In a moment, the door was jerked open and the first thing I noticed was Carroll Tally was a man. He thrust out his hand. "Jobeth?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   He saw my reaction. "What's wrong?"
 
   "I thought you were female."
 
   "Why?"
 
   Well, because you have a girl's name, I thought. Why didn't your parents just name you Felicity and get it over with?
 
   "Oh. Stalker case. Yes, I know, most stalking victims are female. I don't know much about it, other than the underlying psychology of the behavior. It's not my area of expertise." He pointed at the window. "She's out there right now."
 
   Ah, a Fatal Attraction thing. I hoped there would be no boiling of bunnies. I slipped to the side of the window and lifted my digital camera, zooming in. A female stalker and a male victim. This is going to be interesting. I snapped a few pictures of her looking up at his window. Turning, I considered him. Not exactly the type you'd suspect of being stalked. He was tall and thin, with longer hair, and swear-to-god black rimmed geek glasses. "What's her name?"
 
   "Mandy Hightower."
 
   "What kind of car does she drive?"
 
   "A silver Toyota Camry."
 
   "How long has this been going on?"
 
   "About a month. I thought I'd wait her out, but she seems determined."
 
   I sat down across from his desk and he took a seat behind it. "You know her?"
 
   "Yes, she was one of my students."
 
   "So she developed some kind of crush and then let it go too far?"
 
   "Something like that."
 
   "Have you ever been romantically involved with her?"
 
   He seemed appropriately horrified. "That would be unethical."
 
   "Well, yes, but that hasn't stopped professors from getting involved with students."
 
   "I'm not one of those types, I assure you. "
 
   "So what gave her the idea that you might be interested in her romantically?"
 
   "I assume it was because I was giving her some help outside of class." He added hastily. "Here, in my office. She was having trouble with the material and I thought I'd try to tutor her a little. She is very bright and I felt it was worth my time to boost her understanding."
 
   "Has she sent you e-mails or left messages?"
 
   "Oh yes. I have them all on a disk for you." He handed me a CD in a sleeve.
 
   "That's great. This is exactly what you need to be collecting. Do you have any other background information on her? Has she ever been arrested?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   I told him I'd find out, and get back to him.
 
   On the way out, I noticed that the day had turned colder. I tapped up the weather on my iPhone and it said 33 degrees with an icon of snowflakes for tonight.
 
   Buckled into Essy, I circled the parking lot, looking for the professor's stalker, but she was nowhere to be seen. I made my way back onto Auraria Parkway toward I-25.
 
   A few seconds later, I saw the flashing blue lights in my rearview and slowed so he could go around, but soon discovered he was flashing his lights to pull me over. I hadn't been speeding, so I wasn't exactly sure why he felt the need to stop me. It occurred to me that Ginger may have had something to do with it, maybe as a joke, but I also knew it wasn't her style to monkey around with police procedure that way. Maybe only if she were the one in the squad car.
 
   I turned onto 11th street and eased to the side, putting Essy in park, switching off the engine, and putting both hands on the steering wheel, as I knew I'd be expected to.
 
   I watched, but the officer didn't get out of the car. I figured he was running my plates. A black Escalade was a popular vehicle choice for many nefarious persons in the city. I knew it was bound to get me pulled over, but had enjoyed that reprieve until now. It was only a matter of time before the officer realized his mistake and let me get back to my day.
 
   I sat there for another five minutes, and still, the officer remained in the car. I couldn't tell what he was doing. After 15 minutes went by, I was getting cold, and began to wonder if the cop had fallen asleep or something. By this time, I felt a niggling aggravation. Did these guys think we had nothing better to do than sit on the side of the road and wait for them to do their jobs? He was probably one of those power-hungry types who just liked having the ability to make people squirm.
 
   Twenty minutes. Still no exit from the squad car. I considered just getting out and going back there, but if this cop thought I was some drug dealer, he might see fit to inflict a little police brutality, out of paranoia if nothing else. I was not fond of pepper spray. I didn't look like a drug dealer, but who knew how paranoid that guy was? I waited.
 
   Thirty-five minutes. That was enough.
 
   I opened my door and stepped out, standing by the car and shading my eyes to try to see him. He still didn't get out. I took a few hesitant steps toward him and stopped. Nothing. Finally I moved, in what I hoped was my best law-abiding-citizen demeanor, toward him.
 
   The sunlight fell to shadow just enough for me to see him. He was just staring at me, sitting there. I stopped about ten yards away. "Um--officer? Is there a problem?"
 
   He didn't move. He just kept staring at me.
 
   I came closer. At five yards away, I could see his eyes weren't really on me. They were staring straight ahead. I looked where he was looking and saw nothing amiss. Then when I got to his window, I knew. Something was very wrong. He wasn't moving at all.
 
   I opened the door, leaning down. "Officer?"
 
   No response.
 
   I touched his shoulder. Nothing.
 
   Oh fuck.
 
   I gave him a little shove and he sort of slumped to the right. Shaken, I reached in and placed my fingers on his carotid.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Stepping back, I took a deep breath and ran my hands through my hair, holding my head as if something might escape from it. I ran back to Essy and got my phone, tapping in 911. The next call was to Ginger, and she told me to hang tight, that she was on her way, too.
 
   Three squad cars arrived only a minute later. The first cop that got out seemed highly suspicious of me. I quickly told him I was the one who called. Then I explained, while the other cop stood on the other side of me, keeping an eye on my hands. By then, Ginger arrived, and reassured the officers that I was not a threat, but a friend of hers.
 
   The ambulance came and carried the officer away, under a sheet.
 
   Ginger took the report, while sitting in the Essy with me. "What is it with you and heart attacks? That's the second person in your presence who's keeled over."
 
   "The first guy survived," I defended weakly.
 
   "Well, this is a brand new thing. I've never heard of anything like this. First Izzy is dead and then she's not. Now this. Just bizarre." She checked her paperwork.
 
   "How's your pulse?" I chided.
 
   "It's fine. Maybe you only have this effect on male cops."
 
   "Does this make me a cop-killer?"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 28 ~
 
   No Comment
 
    
 
   Outside the residence of Regina Hamilton, Izzy sat in Ginger's car, drinking coffee and watching the house. She was excited to be helping her sister, though the task itself wasn't exciting, or glamorous. She had done much harder work for less pay. This was, hands-down, better than mopping a convenience store's floors. Or making pizza.
 
   A half hour into the waiting game, she noticed him. Just a guy, walking his dog. But his attention seemed to be on the Hamilton house. She dug the photo out that Jobeth had given her. Though the dog-walker was wearing a ball cap, he did look a lot like Nick Sandusky.
 
   Oh man. Now what?
 
   Izzy picked up the camera Jobeth had given her and snapped a few shots of him looking at the house, then watched him as he looked around surreptitiously, and started back the way he'd come.
 
   She'd have to think on her feet.
 
   Izzy got out of the Galaxie and sprinted across the street, holding her cell phone sequestered in her fist.
 
   She came up to him and thrust the tip of the cell phone in his face. "Mr. Sandusky? Isabelle Walker, with the Denver Post. Do you have a comment about recent allegations that you are a stalker? Isn't this Ms. Hamilton's home?"
 
   The entire time she spewed, he kept backing away, and with a glance at the house, he turned and started walking. "Mr. Sandusky? Is that a no comment?!" she shouted at his retreating back.
 
   The front door came open and Izzy approached the young woman. "Ms. Hamilton?" The woman nodded. "I work for Jobeth. She had me watching the house."
 
   "It was him. That was him," she said nervously.
 
   "Nick Sandusky?"
 
   Regina nodded. "Yes, he was watching my house again." Her face was ashen. "It's like being a prisoner in your own home."
 
   "Why don't you let me take you somewhere else for a while? How would that be?"
 
   Regina grabbed her purse and coat and keys, locked the house, and then followed Izzy across the street to the Galaxie. They got in and Izzy steered back onto the road and checked the street and the rearview. Sandusky was either long gone or hiding, but either way, not currently harassing Ms. Hamilton.
 
   It occurred to Izzy that she wouldn't be able to help her sister like this all the time, without a car of her own. She couldn't expect clients to hop on the back of her Rebel and brave the freezing wind.
 
   She drove them to Market Street, where she stopped at the first pub or bar she saw. Parking across the street from Lodo's Bar & Grill, the two of them climbed the four steps to the front door of the brick structure. Inside, they crossed the wood floor to a bar table, beneath a large industrial looking pipe, and Regina ordered herself an apple martini, and Izzy, a margarita. Out the window, they saw Coors Field and the Rocky Mountains.
 
   "Thank you," Regina said.
 
   "No problem."
 
   Regina pressed a napkin beneath her eyes, trying to avoid disturbing her eyeliner, while she soaked up the tears. "I'm just stressed out all the time. I can't sleep, worrying about what Nick might do."
 
   "We're not going to let him hurt you," Izzy said. "It's just a matter of getting enough evidence on him so it'll stick. And then he'll go to jail."
 
   The bartender brought the drinks and Regina downed about half her martini before relaxing a little. "I don't know why I ever got involved with him, " she said. "I guess I'd never been with a bad boy, and I got sucked in. But he's no Robert Downey, Jr."
 
   "They rarely are." Izzy sipped her margarita on the rocks. A cell phone chirped, and Izzy swept it out of her coat pocket.
 
   "Ms. Hamilton didn't answer her door. Where are you?" Jobeth said.
 
   "Hey sis--no, we're both at Lodo's Bar and Grill on Market Street."
 
   "Are you putting moves on my client?"
 
   Izzy looked at Regina. "No comment."
 
   "Izzy--"
 
   "No, no worries, sister," she said carefully. "Sandusky was outside her house, so I got rid of him."
 
   "What do you mean, got rid of him?"
 
   "I pretended I was a reporter and he bolted. Then I snatched her up and we came here--"
 
   "Good thinking. I'm at her house, and don't see him. Maybe you spooked him enough that he will give her some space for a while."
 
   Izzy felt something like pride that her sister approved of her performance. She recognized how much she wanted Jobeth to approve of her. She had never cared about what other people thought about her, until now.
 
   "I've had a hell of a day. Got pulled over by a cop, who promptly had a heart attack and died in his squad car."
 
   "What? No way! What did you do to him?"
 
   "I didn't do anything. I'll tell you about it later. Just take care of Ms. Hamilton."
 
   "Well that's just weird--okay. Don't worry. She's with me, and I'll make sure she gets home okay." She closed the phone. "Jobeth says she's at your house, and there's no sign of him."
 
   She sighed. "Is Jobeth your sister?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "You look like her."
 
   Izzy wasn't sure if she should say thanks, so she just smiled.
 
   Regina stared out the window and Izzy watched as tears welled again, and she pulled another napkin from the dispenser to dab her eyes. Izzy wondered if she could get Ginger to drive by Regina's house a few times, just to show a police presence. Or even better, get a marked police car to do it. It might further dissuade Sandusky from visiting.
 
   Regina sniffed. "I might need another drink before we go, is that all right?"
 
   Izzy took her coat off. "You have as many as you need."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 29 ~
 
   Crazy Like a Fox
 
    
 
   I sent a text to Professor Carroll Tally and told him to text me next time he saw his stalker portraying stalker-like behavior.
 
   Ginger ran a background on the girl. Seems that Mandy Hightower had no record of any wrongdoing. So maybe this stalking thing was her first foray into the dark side.
 
   Armed with her address, I decided a direct confrontation was best, since I was sure that if things went awry, I could handle defending myself against another woman, better than if it was a guy with a lifetime membership to Powerhouse Gym.
 
   He texted back almost immediately, that she was on campus, and parked in her car in the lot below his window. Apparently, it was a little too nippy outside for her to be standing around.
 
   I drove over to the university and searched the lot for the silver Toyota Camry. It was just where he said, within view of his office window on the third floor. I pulled in and parked a few rows behind her, got out and went right up to the passenger door. Luckily the door was unlocked, and I was able to just open it and get in. She jumped like I'd thrown acid on her. "Mandy Hightower?"
 
   Her eyes wide, she mumbled, "Yes--who are you?"
 
   "I'm Jobeth O'Brien, private investigator." I still loved saying that. "Professor Tally hired me to investigate you for stalking him."
 
   Her brown eyes grew wider, though that didn't seem possible. Her dark hair framed a cherubic face. Not the face of the usual stalker. "Stalking?"
 
   "You've been following him around, sending him unwanted messages. Stuff like that. Is there any way I could convince you to stop before charges are filed?"
 
   She stared, saucer-eyed, and then burst into tears, leaning against the steering wheel. Not exactly the response I was expecting from a stalker. "Why are you crying, Mandy?"
 
   "I don't know what to do!"
 
   "Try not stalking him."
 
   She cried harder, dropping a hand to her stomach. "I can't do this by myself--"
 
   "Do what?"
 
   "Raise a baby!" and new tears streamed down her face. 
 
   I looked down at her hand on her stomach and then my eyes widened. "You're pregnant?"
 
   "Yes! And he doesn't want anything to do with it. I just don't--I don't know what to do!"
 
   Things had just changed substantially. "Can you get a paternity test?"
 
   She sniffed. "I talked to a doctor about that, and he said it was risky, even using amniocenteses. And even so, I can't really afford to do it."
 
   I thought about it for a few minutes. The young woman was obviously distraught and I didn't sense that she was lying. "I have an idea," I told her, handing her my card. "You can reach me at that number. Give me yours, and I'm going to see if I can get him to admit it--"
 
   "He won't admit it! He denied it the first time I told him. But I haven't had sex with anyone but him the last six months."
 
   She wrote her number down on the back of a receipt in her console and gave it to me. "I'll call you after I talk to him."
 
   She sniffled. "Thank you." Her eyes went to the third floor window in front of us, and fresh tears spilled onto her cheeks. "I loved him--"
 
   "I know." I patted her hand. "I'll call you."
 
   I got out and went directly into the building and got in the elevator. When I knocked on his door, he opened it and motioned me inside, closing it behind me. "Did you talk to her?"
 
   "Yes I did."
 
   "What did she say? Is she going to leave me alone now?"
 
   "Probably not."
 
   He dropped his pen on the desk and sighed.
 
   "You didn't tell me she was pregnant."
 
   He blanched. "I--I didn't know--and anyway, that has nothing to do with me. She's just trying to rope me into taking care of the kid."
 
   "How do you know that if she didn't tell you?"
 
   He went around and sat behind his desk. "Look, I just meant that she'd probably try anything to trap me. She's crazy."
 
   "Crazy like a fox, maybe."
 
   "What?"
 
   "She showed me the results of an amniocenteses paternity test. She can force you to have the test and compare the results."
 
   He bent his head to the desk. "Dammit."
 
   "What are you worried about? Take the test voluntarily and get it over with and then you'll be in the clear."
 
   He sighed and looked up at me. I could tell he was cornered by his own lie. "Look, I can't have a kid. I don't want a kid. If she--"
 
   "Professor Tally, you lied to me."
 
   "I just wanted her to leave me alone! She should have been on the pill or something if that was a risk--"
 
   "Or you should have worn a condom. Better yet, maybe you shouldn't have slept with one of your students."
 
   "You don't have the right to judge me," he spat.
 
   "No, but a court does. And as of right now, I'm terminating our association, and will be working for Ms. Hightower." Shocked, he just stared at me. "This thing will be worked out between you and Mandy, with the help of your attorneys." I stood. "Good day, Professor."
 
   On the way out, I knew this case was going to be gratis. Making sure that Professor Rat Bastard took responsibility for his incubating baby would be payment enough for me.
 
   I called Mandy and told her what happened and let her know I would help her any way I could, no charge. But she would likely have to make some hard decisions, and get an attorney. She thanked me and before I ended the call, I could tell I was leaving her feeling like she had regained at least a little of her power. I added, "And Mandy--it would be a good idea if you stopped stalking him. It won't work in your favor in court."
 
   As soon as I was back on I-25, Ms. Hamilton called and said she had a message from Sandusky that spooked her. She played it into the phone.
 
    
 
   Guess you think you're too good for me, huh, Regina? You think that pretty face of yours is special? What if it wasn't so pretty? What if I carved it up a little, huh, bitch? You think a restraining order is going to stop me? You never know when you start your car if it will explode.
 
    
 
   It was enough to get him arrested for Terroristic Threatening, as well as Harassment and Stalking. I called Ginger and then picked up Ms. Hamilton on the way over to the police station. With my photos of him following her, his threatening message, and the fact that he'd broken the restraining order twice, I felt Ginger could make sure the D.A. heard all about it, and he got a trial date. Hopefully, he'd land behind bars for longer than a few weeks or months. Ginger also sent some bomb squad guys out to check her car, so she wouldn't be afraid to drive it.
 
   When Nick was arrested, Ms. Hamilton was so relieved, she gave me a grand for a bonus, and that allowed me to go home and sulk about Phoebe some more, but in style this time. I got takeout at China Town Buffet and ate like it was the day before my execution.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 30 ~
 
   You Don't Understand
 
    
 
   Friday night, I had an extra few drinks, for all the usual reasons. Alone in my sad little apartment, I started feeling that pull of anxiety in my chest about what I could do to keep my mind off Phoebe.
 
   My breath made clouds in the air and I crossed the room to the gas wall heater to turn up the flame against the chill of Colorado October, and then flopped onto the twin mattress on the floor in the corner. I tugged the blanket up to my neck to fend off the cold and stared at the ceiling as I knew I'd be doing every night for an unspecified period of time. Studying the watermarks, I found the faces of beautiful women but always watched them fade into some macabre image of mythological female demons. I closed my eyes and thought of a warmer bed, a soft body next to mine, the scent of honeysuckle in silky blond hair--but shook the thought away vehemently, unwilling to torture myself again tonight.
 
   By eleven, I dropped the Laramie Dunaway novel on the floor, recognizing I had chosen to read it again, not only because I enjoyed the author so much, but because it was entitled "Lessons in Survival." That was perhaps, something I was seeking. When I wasn't kept busy with work, I had too much time to think.
 
   I switched off the tiny lamp, and by closing my eyes against the glow of moonlight seeping around the paintings over the windows, I was then plunged into my preferred darkness; a darkness so profound that it released me from visual reality; one that allowed me to superimpose a truth upon the black canvas of the room so that sleep would come.
 
   I drifted into oblivion, wearily. Away from the glaring truth and into the sanctuary of dreams. Pausing in the journey, a distant consciousness siphoned me back down the dark corridor and emerged, present in the room in which I slept. I couldn't open my eyes, but the memory of the sound was attendant in my mind.
 
   The sound was all wrong. One of those sounds that your brain filters and translates into a message to awaken you. The sound again--faint. Breathing. Breathing nearby.
 
   My mind wandered to Nick Sandusky, and I imagined that he'd gotten bail and figured out where I lived, and come to collect on his rage. I snaked a hand under the pillow, and drew the .25 from its place sequestered between the head of the mattress and the wall, pointing it into the breathing darkness, opening my eyes. My vision adjusted to the figure standing near the foot of the bed, facing me silently. A dark human outline, but nothing else, blocking the tiny shard of moonlight. My pulse began to hammer in my throat. "You've got two seconds to identify yourself before I pull this trigger."
 
   I felt her before I could see her face clearly.
 
   "J-Bo..." came the pet name.
 
   All my body processes froze for an instant. It was a dream. I was dreaming.
 
   I lifted the tiny flashlight I discovered in my hand--habitually retrieved as I reached for the gun, I supposed--and swept it to the woman's face. The tiny beam illuminated only her eyes. Green, warm, welcomed. No, not welcomed. "How the hell did you find me?"
 
   "No time for that. I have to tell you something."
 
   "What are you doing here? How did you get in?"
 
   "The door was unlocked."
 
   I tried to think back to my usual routine before bed. I was sure I'd locked it, but couldn't focus. Maybe the beer had made me forgetful. Phoebe was standing in my bedroom. I wanted to pay attention to that. "Why are you here?" I switched on the lamp, the yellow light bathing her, making her seem angelic in her long white coat.
 
   "Will you listen to me?" she looked as though she'd been crying.
 
   "Why the hell should I do that?" It came out unexpectedly harsh, but what's done is done, I thought firmly. Primarily the way I felt about everything else these days.
 
   "You have to listen to me, it's an emergency--"
 
   "No. I don't have to listen. I don't care about your emergency. You're on your own." I stood up, and headed for the refrigerator, jerked the door open and pulled out still another beer, not offering Phoebe one.
 
   The scarred card table wanted badly to be a kitchen, but failed. A mere ten yards away, it held only stolen convenience store packets of salt and pepper and powdered creamer. Phoebe's eyes darted around the room, and fell on me again, as I sat down in one of two creaky chairs at the table. Pilfered from a Goodwill drop site.
 
   "Jobeth, there's so much, but the most important thing is, I need you to know what's really going on, and I need your help."
 
   "Did you waltz in here in the middle of the fucking night to ask for my help? That's just priceless."
 
   Phoebe leaned back as if I had taken a swing at her. "I think I understand why you're so upset, but, you have to let me explain--"
 
   I realized I hadn't had the opportunity to scream at her, tell her how much she had hurt me. "I'm not interested." I rubbed my eyes and tried not to look at her directly. It was much too dangerous.
 
   "Jobeth, Franklin might be here any minute!"
 
   "Why the hell are you bringing him here?" I screeched.
 
   "You know Franklin?"
 
   "No, I don't know Franklin. But apparently you do. Biblically."
 
   She frowned, confused for a moment before the light dawned. "Oh--you must have seen--"
 
   "I saw you two together in the hot tub."
 
   "Jobeth, you don't understand--"
 
   "Get out."
 
   "So much has happened, but there's no time--"
 
   "I don't care what's happened, Phoebe. I don't want to know."
 
   "Yes, you do, you have to--"
 
   "I don't have to do anything."
 
   Phoebe looked away and took a breath. Catching my eyes, she said, "You didn't see what you thought you saw."
 
   "Oh for fuck's sake, Phoebe. Please don't insult my intelligence by saying--"
 
   "Jobeth! Please listen to me, Franklin and--"
 
   "Shut up! Don't say another word. Just get out." I downed another gulp of Tequiza.
 
   She soldiered on. "Jobeth--"
 
   "Remember when I asked you to tell me your biggest secret?" I said. "Sex with a priest in a confessional, wasn't it? Apparently, that wasn't your biggest one. Just the one that came before the big one."
 
   "About that--it's going to take a few minutes to explain that, but I'm afraid there's not much time. You have to swallow your loathing of me long enough to hear it."
 
   "I don't want to hear it, Phoebe. I saw it. That was plenty." More beer. I tried to focus on the taste of it.
 
   "Things have gone crazy. I need your help. "
 
   "Oh I see. No time to care about what you did to me, just time to ask for me to then help you. That's just stellar."
 
   "Jobeth, I'm sorry. I have to tell you something more important than that and I need you to help me."
 
   "How about instead, you just get the fuck out? "
 
   "Jobeth--"
 
   "No! I don't know what's wrong with you. Maybe you've snapped. Maybe you've got some kind of mental illness, but I don't want any part of it. If you need help, ask someone who cares, because I don 't anymore."
 
   "You don't understand--"
 
   "I understand plenty. Get your help from someone else. I'm not going to be your free ride on a lesbian anymore."
 
   "Jobeth!" She shouted, louder than I'd ever heard her. "For the last two weeks I've been--"
 
   The next moment was filled with chaos as the door came crashing in, slamming to the wall, severing the silence, and there stood Franklin, with the gun on me.
 
   "Phoebe," he said ominously.
 
   She saw the gun trained on me and seemed to know he meant to use it. She moved over to him and he backed out, with her leaving in front of him, her eyes still pleading with me on the way out. She mouthed something to me over his shoulder, but I couldn't make out what it was.
 
   I heard the car doors and the screeching of tires, so crept quickly to the door and peeked outside.
 
   Phoebe was gone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 31 ~
 
   My Cage Fell Off the Stand, Already 
 
    
 
   The very next thing I did was call Ginger. I told her Phoebe had just been here. She said she'd be right over.
 
   Ginger arrived, not surprisingly, with Izzy in tow.
 
   "I'm sorry if I interrupted something. "
 
   Izzy piped up, "Well you did, but we finished before we left."
 
   "Okay. Too much information already. You 're my sister, and Ginger's my best friend...It's just weird to think about you two going at it."
 
   Ginger removed her jacket and draped it on the back of the chair. "That's awfully prudish coming from you."
 
   "Yeah, I know. I can't figure it out." I took out two more cups. "Coffee?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   "So tell us what happened with Phoebe."
 
   As I poured the coffee and joined them at the table, I related the whole episode, and Ginger shook her head. "What the hell do you think is going on?"
 
   "I have no idea, and I told her I didn't care."
 
   "But you do care," Izzy said.
 
   I didn't respond.
 
   "Is there any other detail you might be leaving out?" Ginger asked.
 
   "I don't think so." I'd already told her what she and Franklin had said when I caught them. I reminded her of that exchange. "I just can't figure out what that cremation comment was all about." Cremation. Dead. Someone died.
 
   And then something materialized in my brain. The papers in the kitchen. "There was a death certificate on the kitchen table. I forgot about it until just now, because of what happened next and all that has been happening since then--but the certificate was for Megan McMasters."
 
   "Which relative was she?" Izzy asked.
 
   "I don't know. But apparently she died recently."
 
   "And--was cremated--?" Ginger mused.
 
   "I don't know. I only glanced at it. I was in a hurry to get out of there. Why would Phoebe say that she, herself, was cremated if it was this Megan?"
 
   "Hang on. Where's your laptop?"
 
   I got it from the bed, and booted it up, spinning it around to her.
 
   She logged into a site and ran the name through the NCIC database. Clicking through pages as she sat across from me, I watched her face and then her features went flat and stunned. She looked over the laptop at me. "Megan McMasters," she said, and spun the laptop around. On the screen by biographical and police data was a photograph of her. It was Phoebe.
 
   Astonished, I looked up at her. "Phoebe is really--Megan?"
 
   She spun the laptop back and looked at the data.
 
   "Looks that way."
 
   I dragged my chair around to sit beside her, and Izzy hovered over our shoulders. "But--it still doesn't explain the cremation comment--or the fact that there was a death certificate for her."
 
   "Sure it does. She reinvented herself ." She peered over at me. "Just like you did."
 
   I let this soak in a moment. It shed light on what she was trying to tell me earlier. This information that would take a while to explain. A secret. Something she said we'd never keep from each other. "Why would she use the same last name?"
 
   "Hard to say. We clearly need more information on this one." Ginger read through the initial data again.
 
   "How could I have misjudged her so profoundly?"
 
   "You?" I said, incredulous.
 
   Ginger sighed. "Yeah. I'm sure this is rattling your cage a little."
 
   "My cage fell off the stand, already."
 
   Izzy took a seat again. "Well, I, for one, have a hard time believing all this. I think there's something else going on and we just don't know about it."
 
   Ginger tried to make me feel better with, "I guess you can be glad that you weren't with her longer--I mean, it's good that you know--now you can move on--"
 
   She continued to cross-reference the information onscreen. Presently, it became apparent why she had recreated herself. The data in her file showed she had an arrest record for petty crimes, and sexual misconduct, and 18 years ago, she had been committed to an institution. And not the kind for higher learning. She had been locked up at a place called Cache La Poudre Ranch, a place for those with severe mental issues.
 
   Ginger put her head in her hands. "Oh my god--Franklin."
 
   "What?"
 
   "I ran the prints on that wine glass, remember? It came up John Franklin Abbott. He's been an employee at Cache La Poudre Ranch. It's a high security mental health facility in Fort Collins. Same place Phoebe was committed to when she was 18. I'm not sure when Phoebe was released, but Franklin quit his job there two months ago, and he's currently employed at a funeral home in Fort Collins." She dug out a small notebook, thumbing through and finding his social. She tapped it in and brought him up.
 
   According to the date on the death certificate I had seen in the kitchen at Phoebe's, we figured out that Franklin quit his job only a few days after this Megan died--which was only a little over a two months ago--how could Phoebe have changed her identity a few days ago? It would have been right before I discovered she and Franklin together in the hot tub.
 
   This is when Ginger and I realized that the changed-identity explanation didn't add up. If that wasn't the secret Phoebe was alluding to the last time I saw her, then what was?
 
   I couldn't stop thinking about how easily I had been fooled. I never saw a thing in Phoebe that hinted at this dark past. At first, granted, she had seemed a little wild. It wasn't often that you could have an almost nightly tryst in the back seat of a Falcon with a lovely socialite on Leatherwood Landing. She had been insatiable, glib, almost--though I had seen a softer side as we got to know one another--a vulnerability--but was that the plan? Why did she commit to me and move us to Colorado? Was that just the way to suck me into the scheme? What was that scheme, anyway? What did I have to offer someone like her?
 
   And what did Franklin have? They evidently went way back--or at least back to when Franklin worked at Cache La Poudre Ranch. Did she ultimately want to get rid of Steve so she could be with Franklin? Why didn't she just hire someone to kill him, then?
 
   Well she had, hadn't she? Though I knew I had not killed Steve, I was there when another woman did, and maybe that was just a stroke of luck for Phoebe. Was it possible that our entire relationship had been a lie? Phoebe's representation of herself was certainly not the truth. She had burned down the family home at the tender age of 16, and gone to juvie. Then to that institution when she was of legal age. How had she gotten out?
 
   Izzy got up to freshen her coffee and as she moved past the laptop she paused, squinting at the screen. "Holy fuck."
 
   "What?" Ginger turned to look at her.
 
   "That's him."
 
   She was pointing to Franklin's photo onscreen.
 
   "That's the guy who tried to kill me."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 32 ~
 
   Welcome to the Circus
 
    
 
   I was hoping that Phoebe would care enough about Izzy, if not about me. She needed to know that her boyfriend had attacked my sister.
 
   So, the next morning, we went to the house on Manor Lane. I was supposed to wait out front in the Essy, while Ginger went to the guest house and looked some stuff up she needed for the warrant. But Ginger was taking a while. I figured I'd get a head start.
 
   Franklin answered the door. 
 
   "I need to talk to Phoebe."
 
   "No you don't."
 
   "Let me in, or I'll be back with a cop."
 
   The cop was already there, but busy with her computer at the guest house. I knew if anything went awry, she'd be there to catch my back.
 
   Franklin didn't like my announcement. He was struggling with something scary in his head. Maybe the knowledge that he tried to kill my sister, and we knew about it. Finally, he opened the door and let me through. "Where is she?"
 
   "Downstairs."
 
   I headed for the basement, and he followed. I could feel him behind me, and could not stop thinking about how much I wanted to rip his head off for sleeping with the woman I loved.
 
   When I got to the bottom, there was a crossbar lock on the door. "What the hell is this?" I pointed at the crossbar.
 
   "You want to talk to her or not?"
 
   I sighed, and moved back so he could open the door. As I stepped inside, I felt his hand on my back. He shoved me hard and I smacked the floor and slid.
 
   To my left, I saw Phoebe. She was sitting on the Falcon seat that she had made into a sofa for my office. I didn't know what to say to her. I didn't know why Franklin shoved me. I turned my head, and saw him, and someone else moved from behind him. Phoebe.
 
   Wait.
 
   I looked back over at Phoebe on the Falcon sofa.
 
   Back to Franklin and--Phoebe.
 
   Holy fuck. Twins.
 
   "Hello. Welcome to McMasters Manor. I'm Megan, and this is my lovely sister Phoebe." She was holding a.45 automatic. With complete comfort.
 
   I looked back at Phoebe on the Falcon seat, and her face was pinched with a combination of being glad to see me, but worried that I was there, and being hopeful that I now understood the gravity of the situation.
 
   I sat up slowly, allowing the new information to filter in--it wasn't Phoebe I saw with Franklin--Phoebe was still the woman I loved, except tied up in the basement. I couldn't really be glad that Phoebe was tied up in the basement, but in a weird way, I was ecstatic. Except for the drama playing out around us.
 
   Megan pointed the weapon at me. "You have thrown a monkey wrench in the plan. Who are you to my sister?"
 
   "She's my best friend," Phoebe offered.
 
   Okay, we're playing it that way. I didn't correct her.
 
   Megan sat down on the edge of my desk, and bumped against something. She snatched up the name-plate off the desk with my legal name on it. The name that was finally cleared, though Phoebe didn't use when she referred to me . She had only known me as Jobeth O'Brien since the first day we met. "Where is this Grayson O'Reilly-person?" Megan wanted to know.
 
   "Out of state," Phoebe said.
 
   Okay, she was protecting me. Got it.
 
   "When will he be back?"
 
   Thankful for the genderless moniker, Phoebe replied, "I don't know. It's none of my business, as long as he pays his rent."
 
   Good answer.
 
   Megan snorted derisively. "Yeah, like you need the money, poor thing."
 
   So it was about money. Everything is always about sex or money. Or both.
 
   I looked at Phoebe and could see that more than anything, Phoebe worried that her sister would find out who I was, and hurt me, just to be spiteful.
 
   "You don't look happy, Phoebe--" Megan offered with fake sincerity. "Is there anything I can do?"
 
   "How about your head on a stick?" she said.
 
   Okay, I love her again.
 
   "Oh, now, you don't mean that--"
 
   "No, you're right." She sat back against the Falcon seat. "That would be wasting a perfectly good stick. "
 
   Love her even more, now.
 
   "I'm afraid I'm going to need my head for a little while longer. Is there anything else I can do to improve your mood?"
 
   "Burn in hell."
 
   "Oh, too late. Already did that. I was cremated, remember?"
 
   So that's what the story is with the cremation!
 
   Phoebe glared up at her evil twin. "It didn't take. Maybe you ought to go give it another try."
 
   Megan laughed. "Sister's got mean over the years." Megan stood and headed for the door. "You two enjoy your visit. We'll be back later."
 
   When they had gone and secured the door behind them, I stood up and went over to her. She was sitting there on that Falcon sofa, peering up at me with tears in her eyes. We just stared at each other for a long moment. "Phoebe--I thought--"
 
   "I know."
 
   I leaned down and kissed her softly, then began to untie her hands. When they were free, they came around my neck and we held each other. She started crying. "I didn't know what had happened to you, J-Bo. I was afraid she had--"
 
   I thought about Phoebe's visit to my apartment the night before. She had escaped and had been trying to tell me. I wouldn't listen. "I'm okay. Don't worry. Ginger will notice when she can't find me."
 
   "Does she know you're here?"
 
   "Yeah. She went to get stuff off her laptop for a warrant. I'm afraid I got impatient. I wanted to let you know that your boyfriend was a rat-bastard--maybe I thought you'd need my help getting away from him--"
 
   "Even after you thought I'd betrayed you?" She cupped my face.
 
   "Yeah. I'm a chump."
 
   "No, you love me. And I love you for loving me that much."
 
   "Well hopefully Ginger will show up in a few minutes and it will all be over."
 
   "She better hurry. My sister is losing her patience."
 
   "Why didn't she try this a long time ago?"
 
   "I don't know. Maybe she just didn't get a chance until now. Or maybe it took a while to plan. I'm not sure how she thinks she's going to pull this off."
 
   "All I knew was, I came home from that seminar, and saw my girlfriend in the hot tub with Franklin."
 
   "I know. I figured that out. But that was better than the other reason I feared you didn't show up."
 
   "So how did you get out last night?"
 
   "Megan knew where you were--I didn't even know that--"
 
   "Ginger said she gave Megan my address, thinking it was you, of course."
 
   "Oh--well, she had Franklin take me over there on the pretense that I would tell you to stay out of our lives, now that I was with Franklin. They didn't want any of my friends mucking up the plan."
 
   "So it was supposed to make me see that you were with him, so I'd stay away and she could have what she wanted--"
 
   "Right. Except I knocked him over the head and ran up the drive to tell you the truth. I guess I didn't hit him hard enough. I should have tied him up or something, but all I could think about was getting to you and telling you what was happening. I guess I didn't handle that in the best way. I should have just killed him--anyway, he had to pull that gun because of me. To keep me from telling you. And to still make you think I was with him voluntarily."
 
   "I thought it was strange that you would be with someone else. Especially him--but I was too heartbroken to think it through--"
 
   "I know, Baby. And I knew when he showed up, you were going to think he was my jealous lover, coming to bring me back home--"
 
   "Why didn't you just scream the truth at me?"
 
   "I guess I thought I had time I didn't have--and Jobeth, I finally tried to just blurt it, but that was about the time he busted in. And Baby, he had a gun. I was afraid he'd kill you. And I tried to mouth something to you before we left, but I guess you didn't see it."
 
   "I saw it--but I didn't understand--" I thought back and an image of her flashed in my mind. I saw her lips, focused. She had said help me. But I didn't get it.
 
   I pulled her against me again, breathed her hair. It wasn't true. She had not lied or been unfaithful. I thought about all those long nights over the last few weeks, aching for her. Angry at her. But she had not betrayed me. She had been held prisoner--"Phoebe--how long have you been locked up in this basement?"
 
   "The whole time."
 
   "Almost two weeks? They've kept you down here for two weeks?" She sighed wearily, and I looked her over more closely. "Are you okay? Did they hurt you?"
 
   "Just mind-games."
 
   "Why is she keeping you here all this time? What does she hope to accomplish?"
 
   "She hates me. She's trying to take over my life. Become me."
 
   "She can't be you, you're you."
 
   "I'm not me if I'm dead."
 
   That stunned me. This situation was even worse than I thought. "Is she really planning to kill you and pretend to be you?"
 
   "That's exactly what she's doing."
 
   I thought back to the information Ginger had found and the details in the database for Megan. "So, she was the one who was locked up in the loony bin?"
 
   "How'd you know about that?"
 
   "Well, I saw that death certificate with Megan's name on it, first. Then Ginger ran prints off a wine glass while she was in the house trying to talk to you. We found out the history on Franklin and Megan. Only, we thought Megan's history was YOUR history. That you had changed your name or something, and you were the one who used to be locked up at Cache Le Poudre Ranch."
 
   She hugged me. "Oh, that must have been awful to think that about me, after all we've been through."
 
   I just sighed.
 
   Phoebe continued, "Since she was of legal age, they kept her under lock and key. She's criminally insane."
 
   "Apparently. How did she get out?"
 
   "She faked her death somehow. I got a call from a funeral director in Fort Collins, while you and Ginger were at the seminar. He told me my sister had died in a fire and I had to come up there and take care of the details. He suggested cremation, since he said I didn't want to see the shape she was in. That was fine with me. Turns out, the funeral director was Franklin. He was in on it. I think he found another body and staged the accident, then cremated it. But while I was up there, they wore disguises and nabbed me in the parking lot, made me drive back here. And I ended up in the basement."
 
   We sat there holding hands for a moment. "Well, Ginger knows some of this. Except for the twin part. She'll figure it out. Even if she doesn't, she's getting a warrant for Franklin's arrest, and that means your sister will be arrested too, as an accessory. Because Izzy just identified Franklin as the guy who tried to kill her the other day."
 
   "What?"
 
   "He ran her off the road and then strangled her. Another long, weird story there, but the short version is, she was pronounced dead, and then we discovered she had catalepsy and it only looked like she was dead, and we had to go down to the morgue and get her. She woke up while we were there. Spooky."
 
   Phoebe's eyes were wild. "That's the craziest thing I've ever heard!"
 
   "I know. But anyway--when I left Ginger outside, she was about to call her judge-friend for the warrant. She wanted to do it all legal-like, and have backup. She'll be here with a squad of cops, soon, I'm sure."
 
   "I hope so."
 
   I felt the trickle of clarity getting stronger. I didn't have to pine away for her in my squalid little apartment anymore. I didn't have to taste the bitterness of betrayal. It had never happened. It was a misunderstanding, and we were both victims of it. We'd played no part, really. What we had was real.
 
   Phoebe touched the Falcon seat beside her. "We made lots of great memories on this seat."
 
   I smiled. "Yes we did." I turned her face to mine. "And we'll make many more." When I hugged her, I saw the urn on the shelf. "What's that?"
 
   She turned to look. "Oh, that's supposedly Megan's ashes."
 
   "I wish."
 
   We heard them coming down the stairs and unlocking the door. We both groaned in anticipation, hoping it was Ginger. And the rescue squad.
 
   No such luck.
 
   Well, it was Ginger. Just sans the rescue squad. The door burst open and Ginger was thrown in just like I had been. When she looked up and saw us, she didn't seem surprised. Which surprised me. "Welcome to the circus," I said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 33 ~
 
   Damn Glitchy Database
 
    
 
   While Jobeth waited out front in the Essy, Ginger went back to the guest house and booted up her computer. She needed more information if she was going to get a warrant for the arrest of one John Franklin Abbott.
 
   Izzy was at the restaurant doing prep work, and wouldn't be home for another hour or so. At least, she didn't have to worry about her while she dealt with all this.
 
   Ginger clicked open the browser and went to the NCIC page. After pulling up the information on Franklin in anticipation of printing, she decided to run Phoebe again, just in case. Sometimes, the NCIC database would only return partial information. Additional data had often appeared days or even a week after she'd first run a search.
 
   This NCIC return coughed up a mother lode. Or, more accurately, a hair tube of mammoth proportions. The kind that got some police officers hurt or killed when they didn't have it. Now, she was able to access the data that didn't appear the first time. Because portions of NCIC had been down for maintenance during that late hour she was at Jobeth's apartment, the query warrant, query record, and query history were not complete. The search had returned only Phoebe's driving history. This time, the driving history returned, but was followed by the words may be the same as.
 
   Below the addendum alert, she scrolled down to find another return for Megan McMasters, to include State identification, FBI numbers, along with an FBC--Fingerprint Classification Number. All these indicators meant that Megan had a criminal history. She had known that from the first time she ran Phoebe and the information about the arson came through. But now this information was attached to Megan, exclusively.
 
   Her confusion came when she realized that arson was not generally a reason to commit someone to an institution after they turned 18. That's when she found the police report on the arson. Seems both her parents were killed in that fire. She had never heard Phoebe speak of her parents. Only her grandmother. Had Phoebe killed her parents?
 
   None of this fiasco with Phoebe made any sense to her, and her gut told her there was something else afoot here, other than her uncharacteristic misjudgment of Phoebe's character. Cop's instincts were honed by experience, and Ginger had been at this long enough to know that when her intuition told her something, she ought to listen.
 
   Thus, Ginger ran another query on Megan, using the FBI numbers from her driving history return, seeking differences between the physical descriptors of Megan and Phoebe--eye color, height, hair color, scars, marks or tattoos. Megan had a tattoo on her right calf.
 
   A skull burning in a bed of fire. Megan also had a tattoo on the front part of her hip, upper thigh, of a DNA double helix, with a knife blade thrusting through it. Ginger had seen Phoebe in shorts. She had no tattoo on her leg at all, and even if she had, it would not have been that particular variety. As for the more intimately placed tattoo, Jobeth surely would have mentioned that. There was just no effective way of removing those kinds of tattoos.
 
   Phoebe and Megan were not the same person, they were two people. Twins.
 
   Ginger sat back and thought about it, stunned.
 
   Phoebe had, of course, known about her own sister, but never mentioned it. It was becoming clear why she wouldn't want to. If she had only told Jobeth, Ginger probably would have known about it because Jobeth told her just about everything.
 
   The upshot was that the history she and Jobeth had first thought was Phoebe's, was really Megan's, only they couldn't have known this because of the glitchy database.
 
   Now, it was certain that Megan was not only the one with the checkered past, but the one who had been in that hot tub with Franklin. That meant that Megan was the one residing in the house. Was that why Phoebe was hiding? She was ashamed of her sister? How had her sister gotten released from the Cache Le Poudre facility? Something wasn't right. Had Ginger instead been talking to Megan when she went over there?
 
   Where were her cop's instincts then? It certainly explained Phoebe's odd behavior. It wasn't Phoebe. And more importantly, if Megan was the one in the house with Franklin, where was Phoebe now?
 
   Ginger felt an unsettling lurch in her stomach.
 
   Please let Phoebe be alive.
 
   Ginger dragged the old printer out of the closet and hooked it up, but couldn't get it to print. A warning came onscreen that the ink cartridges needed changing. Probably, they were dried up from non-use. Great. She had to have all of this information for the warrant, so she would have to go to the station, first, to print it out for the judge to sign off on it.
 
   And she had to let Jobeth know.
 
   Ginger ran outside and up the drive, realizing as she got closer to the Escalade, that Jobeth was not in it.
 
   "Dammit, Jobeth!" She turned toward the house, and there was Franklin, gun in hand.
 
   "Pull your gun out nice and slow, and put it on the ground."
 
   She sighed and did as she was told.
 
   "Now kick it over here."
 
   She kicked it, and he picked it up and pocketed it.
 
   "Now start walking." He indicated the front door, and all she could do was comply. He ushered her into the house and down the stairs.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 34 ~
 
   Natural Born Killers
 
    
 
   Franklin came into the kitchen as Megan plucked a beer from the 'fridge and twisted off the cap. "What's the plan, now?" he asked, helping himself to the ingredients to make a sandwich.
 
   "I'm working on it." Megan dropped into a chair at the table, dragging Phoebe's laptop over in front of her.
 
   He soon joined her with a roast beef sandwich. "How are we going to get rid of all of them without raising suspicion?"
 
   "I said I'm working on it." She clicked open a game of Freecell and began to play, taking a swallow of Tequiza. "The trick is not leaving evidence, and if we do, making sure there's a reasonable explanation for it. I have a few ideas."
 
   "I don't know how it's not going to look suspicious when all of them turn up dead. It would almost have to be some kind of group tragedy." He watched her, this spitfire who had so thoroughly caught his attention a year ago, when he worked at the Cache Le Poudre Ranch. She had been there for eighteen years, but had only a year ago been moved to his ward. That first night, he had watched her struggle with restraints after an outburst, and had found himself helping her out of the leather straps. She had thanked him with a kiss and the affair had begun. They would meet in closets, stairwells, and empty offices, as he maneuvered things so that he could be alone with her, mostly on nightshift when no one was around.
 
   She had confided in him that her parents were abusive and she couldn't get anyone to believe her, and so, fearing for her own life, she had started the fire that gave her freedom, but had been caught. She didn't belong here, and even if she did, he was so taken with her beauty, so enamored of her strength and determination, that he could not have resisted her if he tried.
 
   He understood her, unlike anyone else at the Ranch. He, too, had hated his mother and father. When he was still wetting the bed at 14, his father would beat him and hang his soiled sheets out of the window for all the neighbors to see. His mother would make attempts to comfort him, but she was ultimately incapable of doing anything to overtly contradict his father's orders. Whenever his mother was at work at the restaurant, his father would be at home, collecting his military disability check. Franklin never really knew what his father 's disability was. But the government paid him for it, so it must have been real.
 
   When Franklin first began wetting the bed at ten years old, his father grabbed him by the hair of his head and thrust his face close to the bed. "See what you did? You're just like a dog I have to clean up after."
 
   And as he was down there on his knees, his father unzipped his trousers, saying, "This is what happens to bad boys who wet the bed. This is what a properly functioning dick feels like." --and he forced himself into Franklin's mouth.
 
   After that incident, Franklin 's father continued to punish him, but no matter what Franklin did, he couldn't stop himself from wetting the bed. Maybe he wanted to please his father in this way. If only it could be enough each time. But the incident would replay, repeatedly, until finally, Franklin got used to it, and would unzip his father's trousers without being asked, and service him without protest. His father stopped being mad about it, and they just fell into a routine.
 
   Franklin wanted to tell his mother, and even tried once, but she wouldn't let him continue. She would tell him that his father knew what was best for him, and he ought to do whatever he could to please him. Maybe she didn't know what that consisted of, but she was nonetheless too weak to save him from this discipline by his father.
 
   That's why Megan was such a temptation for him.
 
   He liked that she was strong. He liked that she was willing to service him, like he had serviced his father up until the age of 16, when he finally had the will to run away from home. But not before he found his father passed out in a drunken stupor in his easy chair one day. Franklin wound a rope around him and secured it tightly, and made his father service him, for once.
 
   Afterward, he grabbed his already-packed bag and walked out. He was sure his mother would come home from work and find him, but knew his father would say he tied him up so he could run away and wouldn't come after him. He would be too humiliated to tell the truth.
 
   Since that time, Franklin had dreamt of, and fantasized about, going back and killing his father. He wanted to know what it felt like to watch the life drain out of someone.
 
   As the years went by, Franklin worked various odd jobs. A day laborer, a waiter, a valet for a swank club on the North end of town. On his way home one night, after having lost his valet job for insulting a rude patron, Franklin walked home past a homeless shelter, and cut through an alley. He came across a large cardboard structure, and found the homeless man inside.
 
   Placing duct tape over the man 's mouth, he strangled him until the man stopped breathing. This was his singular precious moment. Almost as good as making his father pleasure him. He liked the way it felt to have power over life and death.
 
   Eventually he got a job at Cache Le Poudre. He'd been there five years and especially liked working in the ward where the women lived. They all loved him, and he even got a few of them to give in to his demands for sex. He liked the way it felt to be serviced, and to take what he wanted, without protest. And he understood why his father kept insisting on it. Though he also understood this was something a woman should do for a man. Not a son, for his father.
 
   But Megan had offered to please him without Franklin's request. She was different. She wanted to give him pleasure for her own reasons, and finally, he felt appreciated in all the right ways. Their affair lasted a year before she began to speak of her sister, and how great it would be if they both ran off and took her life away. Took back what was supposed to be Megan's. It was the least her parents could do after the way they had treated her. He resolved to help her, and looked forward to living a life of leisure with Megan in her sister's house, with enough money to insure comfort and pleasure for the rest of his life.
 
   Megan looked up from her FreeCell game on the laptop. "What are you grinning about?"
 
   "Just thinking about a good memory," he said.
 
   "It better be about me." Her statement was playful, but tinged with sincerity. She needed Franklin to know who was in charge, and she had to have his full allegiance. She had sacrificed enough by letting him tag along and do her bidding. He wasn't repulsive; in fact, she found him quite handsome. But he was pretty boring in bed. She was careful not to let him know her true opinion, because she needed his help to make her plan work. It wasn't like she had to keep him around after her scheme came to fruition.
 
   She remembered the time in Cache Le Poudre, when one of the residents had done a thorough job of aggravating her to the nth degree. Shirley, was her name. Shirley liked to talk. She talked incessantly, the only relief coming when she was asleep; exhausted, no doubt from the constant brain chatter that slipped out into the airspace and sullied the peace and quiet.
 
   After lights out, several months ago, Megan crept into her room and placed a small trash bag over her head, securing it with tape, and then laid on top of her until she stopped wiggling, and eventually, stopped breathing.
 
   Removing the bag, Megan carried it out to a trash can in the common room and disposed of it underneath the other trash, then returned to her room to sleep peacefully for the first time since Shirley had been committed. Everyone assumed she died of some as yet unknown medical condition, but no one really looked into it. The residents of Cache Le Poudre Ranch were not exactly pillars of the community, and most of the staff were happy to be rid of another person to monitor. And there would be no grieving family members to cause a stir about it, either. Shirley was all alone in the world.
 
   Just like Megan.
 
   Megan's thoughts went back to her childhood, and how her parents had always praised her perfect sister Phoebe for everything she did. So she got better grades, so what? Megan could have been at the top of that list if she chose to. But she didn't see the point. Life was not about geometry or math. It was about how to get what you wanted; how to make other people do what you needed them to do, and how to use them to make better things happen.
 
   She'd used men before, though most of them would have been considered boys. She learned that her beauty could get her just about anything she wanted. And she didn't need good grades for that. Give a guy a hand job, and you would get jewelry and free dinners. Suck a guy off and he'd steal for you. Let him fuck you, and he'd become your slave. Her body was a tool. Nothing more, nothing less. A tool for her own pleasure and a tool for getting what she wanted.
 
   Franklin wasn't much different than those guys in high school. The only difference was that he was more like her than they were. He had a taste for blood. She could imagine the two of them traveling the country, getting rid of all the people who didn't have a right to breathe. Like the couple in that movie, Natural Born Killers. If she didn't have this plan to take over her sister's life, she would probably do that. Hell, maybe she still would. But they'd do it in style, with a kick-ass house to come home to.
 
   First, they'd hit all the hoity-toity neighborhoods and take out some rich bitches. Remove the Haves, but not give to the Have-Nots. Because the Have-Nots were too stupid to Have. Then, a soak in the hot tub after a long day of eviscerating lowlife scum.
 
   Megan envisioned her sister down there in the basement, squirming in terror. Knowing that she was at Megan's mercy. Knowing that soon, her life would be over, and all her ill-gotten spoils would then belong to their rightful heir. The sensation was almost sexual to Megan. A pleasure so intense, that it naturally bled over into carnal thoughts. "Franklin--"
 
   He looked up at her.
 
   "Take off your pants."
 
   Franklin smiled slowly. The enchanting, wildly bad Megan was about to remind him again why he would do anything for her.
 
   She slithered under the table and took him into her mouth.
 
   Megan knew he thought she was doing something for him, but really, she was just insuring that he was good and hard because she needed her own desire quenched, and he was the tool she had handy to do it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 35 ~
 
   Two Out of Three Ain't Bad
 
    
 
   When the dynamic duo came in and Franklin set a tray of sandwiches on the desk. Megan lifted a framed photograph for us to see. It was of me and Phoebe kissing. "Oh lookee here. My sister's gone gay."
 
   She waved the frame at them. "That's a pretty intimate little scene--I wonder who's behind the camera?" She looked at Ginger pointedly. "You?"
 
   Megan dropped the frame and it shattered on the floor. "I'd love to know more about your little uber-family, but I have more important questions." She moved closer, the gun at her side. Franklin remained at the door, his arms folded, watching. It was obvious who was in charge of this horse and pony show. She pointed with the gun at Phoebe. "Now you need to tell me where you keep all your important papers. Bank books, account information, the paperwork on that Caddy--"
 
   Phoebe didn't respond, so Ginger gave it a shot. "I'm a police officer. You're SOL."
 
   She pointed the gun at Ginger 's chest. "You shut the fuck up, I wasn't talking to you."
 
   "Megan," Ginger said evenly. "this is not going to play out like you want it to. There are other cops on their way over here."
 
   "Do tell?"
 
   The Mission Impossible ringtone of a phone interrupted. Megan smirked. "Oh let me guess. That must be the cop's phone." She pulled Ginger's cell out of her own pocket and looked at the number. "Who's Izzy?"
 
   "That's my partner--" Ginger said.
 
   "Your police partner, or your sleeping partner?"
 
   "Police."
 
   "Let's see." She pressed a button and answered.
 
   "Hello?" She listened for a moment. "No Ginger here, you have the wrong number--I said, you have the wrong number--" She ended the call, and then threw the phone against the wall where it shattered.
 
   Now I was worried about my sister. The one who wasn't criminally insane, but didn't know a thing about what was happening. She might stumble into the same trap.
 
   "Now then," Megan continued with dead calm. "Where's all your stuff?"
 
   Phoebe hesitated.
 
   Megan considered the three of us for a moment and then went over to Franklin, leaning close to whisper in his ear for a long moment. He grinned and came over to us, grabbing me by the front of my shirt and hauling me to my feet. When Ginger made a move to protect me, he back-fisted her onto the Falcon seat. Phoebe put her arms around her as she touched the bloody lip.
 
   Franklin shoved me down on the floor, and straddled me, holding a .45 to my head as he unbuttoned his pants.
 
   "Now," Megan said calmly. "You will tell me what I want to know, or I will have Franklin go to town on your girl."
 
   I struggled against him, but he cocked the pistol and held it still to my forehead.
 
   "Stop it!" Phoebe shouted. "I'll tell you whatever you want to know. But if you hurt her, I will kill you with my bare hands."
 
   "And I'll help her," Ginger added.
 
   Megan became rapt with mock-sincerity. "Such devotion--" She snagged a memo pad and pen from the desk and tossed them to Phoebe. "Put it all down there, and don't leave anything out. If you're holding out some trust fund or some other stash, you better tell me now. Because if I find out you're keeping it from me, I'll send Franklin down here to tie you up so you can watch him fuck your girlfriend."
 
   "I'm giving you everything. Anything that I didn't say, is in that file. It has all the information you need to find every last dime." Phoebe tossed the memo pad back to her sister. Megan picked it up and looked it over, and grinned in triumph. "How's it feel to lose all that to me? Huh?"
 
   "I don't care about the money."
 
   "Funny, rich people always say shit like that. "
 
   Phoebe looked at me, lying there on the floor with Franklin's gun to my head. "My parents taught me that there are other things that matter more."
 
   "YOUR parents--see? They were always YOUR parents--Mom and Dad always loved you best. So did Grammy."
 
   "They loved me because I was loveable."
 
   Megan stepped over to stand in front of Phoebe. "Oh, I wasn't loveable?"
 
   "No, you were not. You were mean and spiteful and disrespectful. You were always in trouble, and no matter what they tried to do for you, you never followed through. You never finished anything--"
 
   "I finished one thing." Megan snarled, holding her sister's eyes.
 
   Phoebe obviously knew what she meant. And it enraged her. Megan laughed at Phoebe's reaction. When Phoebe made a motion to stand, Megan put the gun to her forehead. "Sit the fuck down, sister."
 
   Phoebe sat, and Ginger put a calming hand on her leg.
 
   Megan turned to Jobeth. "She's just mad because I fricasseed HER parents."
 
   Phoebe closed her eyes and took a deep breath, as if to control her breathing and brace for an impact.
 
   "You what?" I asked.
 
   "Baked, broiled--ever had Blackened McMasters? Delicious."
 
   "Megan, for fucksake--" Phoebe breathed.
 
   Megan turned around and grabbed her sister's hair, jerked her head back to whisper in her face. "Well, you're right about me not finishing anything. I didn't even finish that. But two out of three ain't bad."
 
   Phoebe spit in her sister's face, and received a hard slap for it.
 
   Reflexively, Ginger and I both made a move toward her and Megan pointed the gun at Phoebe to halt us, as Franklin tightened his hold on me. "Stay where you are, superdykes."
 
   Phoebe began to sob, and Megan addressed her tearful sister. "How did it feel to lose them, huh? I never had them. But I bet you finally understood how I felt."
 
   "I'll never understand how you feel," Phoebe cried. "You're a psychopath."
 
   "It's in you, too, somewhere--" She grabbed her sister's chin and forced her to make eye contact. "It's got to be. We share the same genes."
 
   "Maybe so, but yours were mutated."
 
   "Maybe yours were the ones that mutated--ever think of that?" She pushed her sister's face away, releasing her. "Maybe mine are exactly what they're supposed to be. DNA reaching its full potential."
 
   I had not been this afraid, ever. Not even when the pit bull attacked me in that tractor yard; not even when Phoebe's husband, Steve, was chasing me through that parking garage, shooting at me; nor even when I was under that bed and watched Steve fall to the floor, the life draining out of him from the gunshot wound that Stacey had inflicted. Megan was more frightening. She had, without remorse, killed her own parents. Phoebe's parents. Burned them alive in the family home. She was not just some greedy Madame, like Stacey Cartwright had been, she was a cold blooded killer.
 
   "So--" Megan nodded to Franklin, who shoved me in their direction, as she started for the door. "Eat your dinner. You need to keep your strength up. I want you to witness the glory of me taking over your life."
 
   Ginger cleared her throat. "It's going to be highly suspicious when three of us disappear."
 
   Megan turned back. "Not three. Just two. I'm Phoebe, remember?"
 
   "Still."
 
   "Maybe the detective and the P.I. ran off together because I broke Jobeth's heart."
 
   "That's not gonna fly. They know me too well. The department will investigate."
 
   Megan came over and put the .45 to Ginger's head. "You know what, Dykorama? You need to just shut the fuck up." After making her point sufficiently, she turned toward the door. "Come on Franklin. We have some plans to make."
 
   When they had locked us in again, I went back over to Phoebe and held her. "Now what?"
 
   Ginger sat back next to us. "Now, she's trying to figure out a way to get rid of us without it looking suspicious."
 
   "So how long before the cops get here?"
 
   "You're looking at them." She indicated herself.
 
   "I thought you were--"
 
   "Franklin snagged me before I could make the call." Ginger was ashamed, and it showed.
 
   "Ginger, where's Izzy?"
 
   "She's at work, but should be getting home any time now."
 
   "Will she come over here looking for you?"
 
   "I don't know--that would not be good. She is more in the dark than we were. Damn, I should have left her a note. Told her to stay there."
 
   "How did Franklin manage to get the drop on you?"
 
   "Well I was going to tell you that I figured out Phoebe has a twin, and have you wait a little longer while I went to get the warrant, but when I got out to the Escalade, you were, of course, gone. When I turned around, Franklin was there pointing a gun at me. I was all excited that I was going to get to tell you that Phoebe was not Phoebe, but I see now that's old news."
 
   I was ashamed, now. "I just thought--"
 
   "I know what you thought. It's a done deal. Let it go."
 
   Now, I knew what it felt like to be in the doghouse with Ginger. I felt it prudent to change the subject. "How did you figure it out?"
 
   "I ran Phoebe in NCIC again, and this time, the data had updated with the additional details. I saw that there were two Phoebe's. Twins." She looked at Phoebe. "It explained all of your weird behavior, but somebody here got impatient."
 
   I cast my eyes down, appropriately humbled by my own foolish decision to come in the house.
 
   Phoebe started crying. "I'm sorry--I'm so sorry.."
 
   I held her. "Phoeb', this isn't your fault. This is your insane sister--"
 
   Ginger patted her arm. "We're not blaming you, Phoebe. Don't let her get to you."
 
   "I'm a little worn down," she said, leaning into me.
 
   I looked at Ginger. "She's been in this basement for the last two weeks. Since I left."
 
   Ginger's eyes widened. "I didn't know that. Dammit." She patted her arm again. "It's gonna be okay. We'll figure out a way to get out of here."
 
   "Wait!" I remembered something. Something I had done a long time ago, when we first moved in this house. One of those just-in-case things I do to cover my butt. I went to my desk.
 
   "They searched the desk and removed everything of value," Phoebe said.
 
   "Maybe not everything." I had placed a fake back on one far end of a drawer. I pulled the drawer out and pressed on one side and then the other. The partition broke free and I wiggled it out. Reaching in, my fingers closed around beloved steel. When I turned around with the .25 in my hand, I thought Ginger was going to kiss me. Phoebe did. "Wait. I thought that was back at your apartment? You pulled it on me last night."
 
   I grinned. "This is another .25. I might be collecting them, now."
 
   "It does look small, though. Won't that just piss them off if you shoot them with it?" Phoebe asked.
 
   "That's a myth about small caliber handguns."
 
   "Yeah," Ginger corroborated. "A large bullet will slam through you and make a big hole, but a small one ricochets around and can do some real damage. More people with small caliber gunshot wounds die in the ER or in surgery than any other type."
 
   Phoebe kissed me again to apologize for underestimating me.
 
   We spent the next few hours trying to devise a way of actually using the firearm to our advantage. Ginger thought it would be legally more sound for her to have it so that if she killed one of them, it could be an official police act. I countered with the argument that it was my gun and therefore I ought to use it. Phoebe had other ideas.
 
   "I'm the last person in this room she will expect to have a gun. She thinks I'm weaker than she is."
 
   It was a sound argument, but I didn't like the idea of Phoebe being the only one with the gun to protect us. Perhaps my control issues popping up again, but Phoebe had no training in handguns, and both Ginger and I did. Ginger didn't like it either, perhaps for the same reasons, but she did admit that it was smarter to do it that way.
 
   So Phoebe got the .25. She sequestered it in her cleavage, the ampleness of which had become a godsend to me for an entirely new reason. I had her actually slide it under one breast, just to be sure they couldn't see it.
 
   "Well," Ginger sighed, grabbing a sandwich. "There's no way to predict when our opportunity will present itself. I guess we wait until they take us somewhere to--take us somewhere--and then we figure out a way to escape then."
 
   We talked about various methods of distraction and bait and switch, probably just to make ourselves feel better. Our chances were a little bad. But better than being unarmed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 36 ~
 
   Just Like a Double Date
 
    
 
   We'd spent the night with Ginger on the Falcon seat, and me and Phoebe cuddled up on the floor. I wondered what Izzy must be thinking, when Ginger didn't come home. I asked Ginger why Izzy hadn't appeared, looking for her, and she said that Izzy had been working double shifts, so was probably tired and fell asleep waiting on her. It was possible that she was up by now, though, and had called the precinct to see if she was at work, and of course they had told her she wasn't in yet. That might garner some interest from the cops. I'm sure they'd be looking for her. She was never late, and was never a no-show. And her phone was broken now, so they'd all called by now with no answer.
 
   Luckily, there was a bathroom in this basement office. The basement in Phoebe's first house in Oklahoma didn't have one. So we were all able to relieve ourselves. There was nothing in there sharper than toilet paper, though. Megan had removed everything which could have been used as a weapon or tool. I was wishing for some specialized MacGyver training seminar right about now. Maybe I can make an M-16 out of the toilet paper roll.
 
   But at least we had the .25. Well Phoebe had the .25. More specifically, her left breast had the .25.
 
   About the time I came out of the bathroom, I heard the cross beam being lifted on the stairway door. Our floor show was about to begin again.
 
   I took a seat between Phoebe and Ginger on the Falcon couch, as Franklin appeared, followed by the evil twin.
 
   "I bet you guys could use some fresh air." Megan looked revitalized, like she and Franklin had been taking advantage of the amenities at our house. She turned to her cohort. "Franklin, go get our stuff ready."
 
   Apparently, the financial information had checked out to her satisfaction, and she was ready to get rid of the pesky evidence. The three of us.
 
   Franklin climbed up the stairs, as Megan extracted the pistol from her waistband, holding it on us. "Get up. Let's go."
 
   Phoebe looked at Ginger, who nodded almost imperceptibly.
 
   We had discussed that the best opportunity was if Megan and Franklin were ever separated. It would be easier to get the drop on one of them, than two.
 
   Just how we were going to do that, was going to depend on our ability to communicate psychically with each other.
 
   Ginger went first, and I followed her, with Phoebe in the rear. Ginger passed Megan, put one foot on the bottom step and turned, grabbing Megan's gun arm, and twisting it, until she got the gun away. Phoebe had the .25 out, and trained it on her sister.
 
   It had been that easy. No shots fired. Yet.
 
   Megan held her wrenched arm, glared at Ginger and then at Phoebe, but her face soon softened. "Oh, like you're gonna shoot me."
 
   I grabbed the gun from Phoebe and pointed it at Megan. "I sure as hell will."
 
   Ginger backed away until she was next to me, her pistol trained on Megan, too. "Go sit in the desk chair," she ordered.
 
   Megan obliged.
 
   Ginger turned to me. "You stay here and don't let her move. I'm going after Franklin." And she headed up the stairs in stealth mode.
 
   "So--" Megan started.
 
   "Shut the fuck up," I said, mimicking her favorite order.
 
   She lifted her hands in resignation.
 
   We waited. I kept watching the door, listening for Ginger to give us the all-clear. The minutes ticked by and as our anxiety grew, Megan's confidence did too.
 
   "Not worried are you, Nancy Drew?"
 
   "I believe I told you to zip your lip."
 
   She just smiled.
 
   A few minutes later, I heard the footsteps on the stairs. I hoped it was Ginger.
 
   She appeared, a tired expression on her face. I didn't see her gun. She came into the room and was followed by Izzy. Izzy saw Megan with the gun, looked over and saw Phoebe, and she put it together quickly.
 
   Exasperated, I said, "Ginger? What the fuck?"
 
   "He had Izzy. A gun to her head. What else could I do?"
 
   There was a collective sigh from all of us, and Franklin handed his pistol to Megan, while he disarmed us.
 
   Izzy moved over next to me. "I'm sorry, Jobe. He sneaked up on me. I wasn't armed."
 
   I patted her shoulder. "It's okay."
 
   But it wasn't okay.
 
   Megan leaned back in the office chair, rocking.
 
   "Well done, Franklin. But now we have this crowd."
 
   She regarded us thoughtfully, her criminally insane wheels turning. After a few tense moments that felt as though we were all waiting to hear not IF we would be executed, but HOW, Megan spoke. "Franklin, tie all their hands."
 
   "Together, or separately?"
 
   "Separately, dumbass."
 
   "Well how am I supposed to know what you meant?"
 
   "Franklin!" she scolded. "Just do it. We haven't got a lot of time."
 
   "Tie them with what?"
 
   Her eyes grew wide with frustration. "Try looking in the garage. Do I have to do all the thinking?"
 
   He turned and went back up the stairs.
 
   "I'm sorry--" Izzy whispered.
 
   "No talking!" Megan shouted.
 
   I reached over and squeezed Izzy 's hand.
 
   "You know you're criminally insane, right?" I said to her.
 
   She lifted her eyebrows with intrigue. "And?"
 
   "You know that because you're criminally insane, you don't understand that what you're doing is wrong."
 
   "Is there a point to this Freudian analysis?"
 
   "I just thought maybe you could dig up an ounce of decency."
 
   "Not even a thimble-full," she said, as Franklin came down the stairs with some clothesline. "I'm extremely indecent. Aren't I, Franklin?"
 
   He grinned, and began to bind our hands, two by two.
 
   Megan ordered us up the stairs and we filed up and out into the kitchen, and then out the back French doors to the rear drive where Ginger's Galaxie was parked. Franklin had the keys, and opened the trunk.
 
   "Load in, and lay down. All of you." Megan ordered.
 
   We all looked down into the trunk. 
 
   "There's no way we can all fit in there," I said.
 
   Megan growled, "Figure it out or I'll knock you all unconscious and cram you in."
 
   I got in and scooted to the rear by the tire, and motioned for Phoebe to come lie on top of me. I had to hook my arms around her neck because of my hands being tied, and she had to lay on top of me with her own hands folded at her chest between us. Ginger got in and did the same with Izzy. It was awkward since, as I noticed with some irony, there was only room in a trunk for your trunk, not your legs. We managed to tangle them in a way so that we could lie there. We looked up as Megan slammed the lid.
 
   In the darkness, after a few seconds, Izzy said, "Wow. This is just like a double date."
 
   I know we all wanted to laugh, but the circumstances did not seem comical. "It's pretty clear where this date is going to end," I said.
 
   "What? You mean we have a Date with Death?"
 
   "Izzy, could you just--"
 
   "Look," she said. "We've got to keep our sense of humor. It keeps us hopeful. And hope allows us to think about ways to escape."
 
   Ginger whispered, "She has a point." And I could see her kiss Izzy in the darkness.
 
   Phoebe kissed me too, and we continued the kiss-fest while the engine started and we were moving out of the drive to a fate we could not seem to prevent. I could tell that Phoebe was trying to communicate so many things in her kiss; that she was sorry, that she loved me and missed me, and that most of all, she was scared and needed me to comfort her. All this, I knew from her kiss. I had never been this connected to anyone in my life. In the bittersweetness of her lips on mine, I knew that I had to just figure something out. I had to find a way to get us out of this mess.
 
   Ginger shifted position a little and cleared her throat. "Okay," she continued, her police voice in place. "We have no way of predicting what their plan is. So it's going to be hard to plan a counter-move. So that leaves us with instinct and an impromptu attempt to turn things in our favor. We're flying by the seat of our pants, now. So if anyone has any bright ideas, now's the time to share."
 
   The rumble of the road took over the airspace. No one spoke for a long moment.
 
   Ginger sighed. "I got nothin' either."
 
   We rode in silence for a while, four brains in over-drive, trying to calculate a way out. We periodically suggested solutions to each other, but none of them made any real sense. Then much later, Izzy said, "I feel an incline."
 
   "What?"
 
   "We all shifted a little to the back. We're going up a hill. Are they taking us to the mountains?"
 
   Ginger tried to see out a crack in the trunk lid. "That would make sense, I guess. Maybe they feel like they have a better chance--of not being seen."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 37 ~
 
   Go Down Fighting
 
    
 
   The Galaxie was parked at the very edge of the precipice on some side road that led into the mountains. Megan had found a location with a steep cliff on the open side of the road, and that's where Ginger and I were standing, next to the Galaxie, its doors open like little wings. Izzy and Phoebe were off to the side, their hands still bound like ours.
 
   Our captors were now wearing the two parkas they'd brought along, and Franklin had a backpack. Megan growled at me and Ginger, "Get in the car, or I'll put some lead in you."
 
   "Well now, how will that look when they find the bodies?" Ginger said. "It couldn't be an accident if the victims were shot."
 
   "Yeah," I added, "and then there's an investigation, and then they ask you all kinds of questions you don't know the answers to, and before you know it, you're back behind the loony bars."
 
   "You know what?" Megan came over and delivered a pistol butt blow to the side of my head.
 
   I fell to my knees and winced at the pounding, burning pain at my temple. Megan was mad because we made sense and she was afraid we were right. But being right didn't make my head hurt any less.
 
   "You are really getting on my nerves." She had hidden the gun Franklin had taken from Ginger in her back waistband, and pulled it out. "Well, how about this, super-Dick-fucking-Tracy lesbo?" She stood between Phoebe and Izzy, and put each gun to the side of their heads. "How about you both get in the car, or I put a bullet in these skulls?"
 
   Phoebe spoke up then. "Same problem, Megan. You'd have to explain the bullet in the head of Jobeth's sister, and someone who looks just like you, while living in my house."
 
   For a moment, I was so proud of her. Until Megan spoke again.
 
   "Who says they'll find you? See, we can cremate your bodies--not like Franklin, here, doesn't have experience--or access to the crematorium, for that matter. And then we can scatter your ashes over the fresh graves of your two fuckbuddies, here."
 
   Something leaden fell to the bottom of my stomach. She was right. She probably could get away with that. And there was no one left outside the loop who could swoop in and save the day.
 
   "Get. In." Megan ordered us.
 
   The looks that Phoebe and Izzy gave us were the most awful, heart-wrenching expressions I've ever seen, and I felt so sorry for them. Until I realized that I was about to die.
 
   Our hands were still bound and I wondered if Megan noticed that detail that would also be suspicious. I figured if I was going to die, I could at least try to leave behind some clue that would get her caught and put away later. Pitiful though that plan was. I turned toward the car.
 
   "Stop!" she shouted. "Do you think I'm stupid?"
 
   "No comment," I said.
 
   "Franklin, untie them. That would be just about as strange as a bullet hole, wouldn't it?"
 
   "Good thinking," he said.
 
   "Yeah." I countered. "but we have these rope burns, both of us--that will look suspicious."
 
   "Your flesh will be melted in the fire! It won't matter!" she shouted with frustration. "Now shut up and get in."
 
   "Nice try," Ginger whispered to me.
 
   The car was running, and Franklin put it in neutral. As he motioned for us to get in, he said, "Don't try to fool with the gear shift. I'll signal Megan to blow their heads off the second you do it." He grinned maliciously. "Same for the brakes."
 
   In the car, we were both searching frantically around for some solution.
 
   "Think wearing a seat belt would help?" Ginger whispered.
 
   I looked down at the canyon beyond the sharp slope, my heart leaping in my chest. "Not enough to matter. We'll be knocked unconscious and then the explosion will do the rest." I felt nauseous. This seemed too real. When I was being shot at, and chased by a pit bull, that was different. I was moving quickly and it happened fast enough that I didn't have time to be terrified. Now, we had long, torturous moments to think about our impending demise. Not to mention the demise of the two women we loved.
 
   Ginger was still thinking. "What about if we wait until right after we go over, and then jump in the back? Maybe we can have some protection from the seats--"
 
   "It won't matter, Ginger--" I looked outside at the ground. Thinking about her word jump. "Ginger--make sure your door is unlocked."
 
   "Why? So they can get in to drag our smoldering corpses out?"
 
   Trembling, I said, "No, so we can jump."
 
   She looked back down at the incline, tightly. "Unless we also sprout wings, I don't see the difference."
 
   "It's a better chance than going down in the car. If we jump right after we go over the edge, maybe we can slide against the slope long enough to slow ourselves down and maybe climb up..."
 
   "Maybe--"
 
   "Look." I met her eyes. "Whatever happens. I'm not going out like this. I'm not going to just ride this damn hunk of metal to the canyon floor. I want to fight my descent all the way down."
 
   She looked down at herself, then took off her jacket and her outer shirt, ripping the shirt in half and handing me one piece, as she put her jacket back on. "What's this?"
 
   "Wrap it around your hands. To protect them, so you can dig in on the side of the slope."
 
   "Good idea."
 
   She sighed and looked over at me, lifting her fist. "Go down fighting."
 
   I bumped her fist with mine. "Go down fighting."
 
   We ripped the shirt in half again and wrapped the two pieces of cloth around our hands.
 
   The car lurched forward, and in the rearview we could see Franklin pushing us. Then we heard Phoebe screaming. Also in the rearview, we could see Megan holding both guns to their heads, still, as Phoebe screamed for her to stop the car; not to do it; Izzy was looking toward the sky, sobbing, while Phoebe offered her sister anything and everything if she'd just let us go--Megan wasn't about to budge.
 
   When the car bumped forward onto the cliff face, we pulled the door handles, looked over at each other, nodded, and then we jumped out.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 38 ~
 
   Traction and Tracking
 
    
 
   I tried to roll out of the car so that I could avoid some kind of bounce that would send me careening down the slope faster than the car in front of us.
 
   Traction, I thought. I dug my fingers down toward the dirt and flattened my body, feeling every bit like a hunk of cheese on a cheese grater. I didn't seem to be slowing down, and then I struck something that flipped me like a snow ski. I tumbled and felt like I was a rubber tire, rolling down the cliff face. Flat! Flat! My mind screamed. I forced my body flat again and clawed for traction but was on my back. It was very much like a waterslide at the park, except a water slide that had rocks on it.
 
   My arm lurched for a small tree jutting from the soil, and this slowed me, flipped me to my stomach again. Then I looked down and saw sky. Fuck! I've run out of hillside. There was this nanosecond when I remembered dreams I'd had like this. Falling off a cliff. The sensation that I was going to die from a horrible impact, and those moments in the air when you know there's not a damn thing you can do to stop your fall.
 
   But there was a small tree near the edge. I had no time to consider anything but instinct. As my feet passed over the small ledge into the sky, I caught the tree under my right arm and wrapped both hands around it. There was something I read about physics and dropping two objects of differing weights. They would arrive at the same time--
 
   My thoughts were interrupted by the crashing sound. I waited for the explosion, but it didn't come.
 
   Crap! I thought. They'll come down here and make sure it explodes, and see that we aren't in it. Dammit!
 
   But at least I had stopped falling. Rocks peppered me from above, and dirt and rocks spilled beside me for a few seconds, as my feet dangled in the air. But I wasn't moving. I was huffing like a locomotive, and my heart was drumming in my head, but I was not sliding anymore. I stretched a clenching hand closer to the root of the tree and hoisted myself up over the ledge.
 
   Resting there, flat for a moment, I was thinking about just staying there for a while. Like maybe a few days. Moving might change things. I might slide again. And besides, the pain was starting to ebb in. I knew I had some injuries, but hoped they were only scrapes and bruises. I carefully looked up and saw a human-shaped lump to my left and about 10 yards above me. "Ginger!" I whispered urgently. "We made it!"
 
   She looked down at me carefully, whispering back, "Well, we stopped sliding. I don't know if we made it yet."
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "I guess. Might not know until a bit later--you?"
 
   "I think I'm okay too. Why did you stop way up there?"
 
   "I've got more traction because of my fat ass."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "Oh?" she said, offended. "You're supposed to tell me that I don't have a fat ass."
 
   "You don't have a fat ass."
 
   "Do you always do what you're told?"
 
   "Hardly ever. But I feel so close to you now."
 
   "Shut the fuck up."
 
   I took a fresh breath and looked around. "What's the game plan, Detective?"
 
   "I guess we just dig some toe-holds in here and start climbing."
 
   Then we heard a bunch of screaming and shouting up-top. No doubt Phoebe was trying to kill her sister, and I'm sure Izzy was helping. They no longer cared about their own safety since they thought that Ginger and I were dead. And then I realized that Megan or Franklin might look over the edge and see us. Phoebe and Izzy were inadvertently buying us some time with the distraction.
 
   "We need to get out of the line of sight--"
 
   "I was just thinking that."
 
   So we began to scoot away from each other, toward any kind of cover. I found another tree that I hoped would camouflage me, and Ginger found a small depression that hid her from the angle up on top, looking down. I peeked through the small branches, and sure enough, there was Franklin, peering down at the wreckage. I gave Ginger hand signals that he was up there and to stay down. She gave me a thumbs up.
 
   Then BOOM! The car went up in flames. Franklin seemed pleased and rushed away, and then I saw Megan leaning over the edge. She wanted to see for herself that we were dead. She seemed satisfied, and moved away from the ledge again. "Let's start hiking," I thought I heard her say. I could still hear Phoebe screaming and struggling. Izzy hadn't made a sound, that I could tell. I wanted so much to tell them we were both okay, but there was no way to get to them now.
 
   In a moment, I couldn't hear them anymore. That's when a new fear set in. They were taking Phoebe and Izzy somewhere into the mountains across the road, probably to kill them too. We had to get up there and find them.
 
   Ginger was already climbing, so I began my ascent as well. It was slow going, but after about 15 minutes, we made it to the top. I made a mental note to take some rock climbing lessons.
 
   I immediately scanned the horizon across the road, where the sun was descending on the peaks. I saw four figures moving toward those mountains. "There they are."
 
   Ginger looked in that direction. "We'll have to be careful. Track them, so they won't see us."
 
   I watched the figures growing smaller as they rounded into the trees out of sight. We started toward them.
 
   "Well now my Galaxie and your Falcon are both together in antique car heaven."
 
   "Sorry--but it just means you can finally get a new car, I guess."
 
   She nodded. "It's the least of my worries."
 
   "Hey--why didn't they put Izzy and Phoebe in the car with us?"
 
   "Probably because they think they might need a hostage. Or maybe Megan just wants to watch her sister and your sister suffer a little longer. Who knows. She's a nutjob." Ginger squinted into the lowering sunlight. "Now I could use my phone."
 
   That triggered something in my mind. I stopped, and ferreted down into the inside pocket of my jacket, where I'd ripped the lining, and fished out the old flip-phone Phoebe had first given me, and handed it to Ginger.
 
   "Where did this come from?"
 
   "When you said you needed a phone, it reminded me that I put this in the lining of this jacket a long time ago, after Phoebe gave me the iPhone."
 
   "Oh I am loving you right now." She grabbed it and flipped it open, pressing the power button. Then frowned. "Battery's dead."
 
   "What?" Horrified, I grabbed it and pressed the power button again. Nothing. "Shit."
 
   "If you're going to hide emergency phones, it might be a good idea to charge them every now and then."
 
   I put the phone in my pocket. "No need to be mean. It almost saved us."
 
   "Sort of like we almost-survived?"
 
   "You are the meanest detective I know."
 
   "Right. Now, you need to go find a phone while I go after them."
 
   "Not on your life. We stick together."
 
   "We need reinforcements!"
 
   "No, we need to keep track of where they're taking Phoebe and Izzy!"
 
   "Go find a phone!"
 
   "Not gonna happen."
 
   She stared at me. "You're under arrest."
 
   "Right."
 
   She sighed her resignation. "Okay. Let's go Super Sleuth. We can't let them get too far away. Let's go save our girls."
 
   We both looked like we'd been dragged behind a horse. But none of that seemed to matter until we knew Phoebe and Izzy were safe. We took off in a painful sprint across the road toward the mountains.
 
   Our throats dry, we watched the sun sinking low on the Western horizon. The light would be gone soon, as the sun disappeared behind the range. The temperature was dropping and I didn't even want to think about us all freezing to death. On second thought, Franklin and Megan could go right ahead and freeze to death.
 
   We followed the fresh collection of four sets of footprints into a valley and up a trail.
 
   Abruptly, there was a sign for Mount Falcon. The name was an unexpected synchronicity. I had a chill that became poignant, as I remembered all those nights in the vehicle of the same name with Phoebe, when we first met. Flooded with memories of the fire between us, the way she had managed to destroy my defenses and make me fall in love with her, my throat tightened.
 
   She looked at the sign and then at me. "We're going to get them back, J.B.--" Ginger whispered.
 
   I swallowed the lump in my throat and we continued to follow them, at a safe distance. We stopped when we saw Izzy drop to the ground. We heard her screaming as she pounded the ground with her bound hands. Phoebe came over and touched her on the back, and Megan put the pistol to her head. Izzy finally got up and continued the march. Little sister had finally let herself feel it. I glanced at Ginger, and saw tears in her eyes, as she bit her lower lip.
 
   We knew there would be no cops bringing up the rear. If we came across a phone in the meantime, then great. But for now we had to keep moving. There was no time to do anything but keep track of Megan and Franklin, and where they were taking those two women we cared about so much. They weren't going to try to get rid of them just now. First, they had to feel they could get away with it.
 
   So the immediate plan was just stay on their tails and hope we could find a way to get Phoebe and Izzy back before they hurt them--or killed them. I reassured myself that they had to stop and rest at some point. "Why do they keep going farther away from everything?" I huffed, as we hurried along. "Aren't they trying to escape? I mean, they'll need to steal a car or something--" Ginger gave me a sidelong glance and seemed hesitant to answer. It only took my cold brain a moment to figure it out. "They're going to leave them out here, aren't they?"
 
   "Well--they can't just leave them--they'd be found by hikers eventually--"
 
   "So--they're looking for a place to--where they can--you think Megan was serious about her cremation comments?"
 
   Ginger ducked to avoid a branch. "Yes. I think she was serious."
 
   That sick feeling in my stomach came back.
 
   Ginger went into Detective mode. "But if they're out here very long, they'll need a fire, and that would draw attention--so maybe they're thinking that if they kill them and leave them out here, some bear or something will--"
 
   "Stop." I held up my hand. "I get it."
 
   "But on the bright side, they might be just trying to get away with them, because they've hidden some vehicle somewhere and they're taking them to that crematorium...that would match the death certificate nicely, remember?"
 
   I stopped. "That's the only bright side you could come up with?"
 
   "It buys us time. And we need that."
 
   I knew she was right. But I couldn't even begin to think of Phoebe and my sister in terms of how many different ways they could die. So I changed the subject. "Can't you just tell someone you need their car or phone so you can get the cops out here?"
 
   This time she stopped. "Fine. Which car? Which phone? Have you seen anyone or anything that didn't grow out of the ground since we left the canyon road?"
 
   "Okay. I know. But someone is bound to be out here. Aren't there houses or park offices?"
 
   "Probably, but we don't have a map, so it's all about luck at the moment."
 
   I crossed both my fingers just in case there was any good luck involved in that, and we kept trudging, following their tracks.
 
   An hour later, frozen down to the second dermal layer, Ginger stopped.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "Shhhh." She listened for a moment. "I don't hear them."
 
   I whispered back, "Maybe they stopped to rest?"
 
   We stood there for a moment, listening, but heard nothing, save the occasional twittering of night birds and a distant hooting owl.
 
   "Or maybe we lost them."
 
   "Oh no--don't say that--"
 
   A shot sluiced through the forest, followed by a scream, and we both dropped low to the ground, looking to the right, where it came from. "That was Phoebe--"
 
   We had found them. Like stealthy cat burglars, we began moving in that direction. As we got closer, we heard her shouting something, and Megan shouting back, and then Franklin was trying to calm Megan down. Moving up to a rock formation, we crouched behind it and peeked over into the small clearing. We were close enough to hear every word. They were standing there, Phoebe, with her hands tied in front of her, her fists clenched, staring at Megan.
 
   Megan had lost her anger and was smiling at her sibling with satisfaction. "What are you gonna do about it?"
 
   "I'm going to kill you," Phoebe growled.
 
   "Well unless you have the ability to psychically explode my head, I'm not that concerned."
 
   From our place behind the rock, I whispered to Ginger, "Where's Izzy?"
 
   "I don't know," she whispered back. 
 
   And then I felt that lurch in my gut again. Had they shot my sister?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 39 ~
 
   The Best Laid Plans
 
    
 
   Franklin bounced up and down with his arms around himself, though he had the warmth of the parka and gloves. "I'm freezing my balls off," he complained. "Can't we make a fire?"
 
   "No. That would draw attention to us."
 
   "There's no-fucking-body out here, Megan!"
 
   "There's probably some kind of park ranger or something. Can't chance it. Suck it up."
 
   "You suck it up! I'm tired, I'm hungry and I'm cold."
 
   Megan mocked him in a whiney voice: "I'm tired, I'm hungry, and I'm cold'! You're not freezing your balls off, Franklin, you don't have any."
 
   He took a threatening step toward her and she pulled the gun on him. "I'm sorry, is there something on your mind?"
 
   He stopped. "We can't stay out here all night, Megan. We'll freeze to death if we can't make a fire."
 
   "I told you to find out that stuff about the park. So you tell me, Franklin. If we start a fire, will anyone see it?"
 
   He sighed and thought about it. "I don't think so."
 
   "You don't think so?"
 
   "Not if it's small. If I remember right, there aren't any patrols over here."
 
   She considered him for a moment. "You better be right."
 
   "I'll get some wood." He headed into the trees.
 
   Megan dropped to the ground, sitting with her arms on her knees, watching Phoebe who stared into the woods after Franklin. "What's going on in your head?"
 
   Phoebe turned, and that's when I saw that her eyes were all puffy and red. She had probably been crying the whole way. Or maybe she was crying now because she'd watched Izzy get shot. "You don't care about Franklin."
 
   "So?"
 
   "So, I guess you just needed another warm body to help you with your plan."
 
   "You're a genius."
 
   Phoebe pushed a lock of blonde hair away from her eyes with bound, gloveless hands, and faced her sister. "You're going to kill him, too, aren't you?"
 
   "What do you care? You got a little crush? Well you two can be together in the afterlife, then."
 
   Phoebe fidgeted with the ropes around her wrists.
 
   "What's wrong, sister, got a little rope rash?"
 
   "I have to pee," she said.
 
   Megan considered her for a long moment, and then stood up, pointing the gun at her, indicating the trees near where Franklin had gone. "So pee."
 
   Megan followed Phoebe over to the cover of some branches and we watched Megan hold the .45 on Phoebe as she climbed into a concealed place.
 
   A minute later, they watched Phoebe struggle to get her pants refastened with her bound hands, and they moved back to the clearing and both sat down, Megan keeping her distance, and placing the .45 on her outstretched legs.
 
   A few minutes later, Franklin came back with an armload of twigs and broken limbs. Megan pulled a lighter out of her pocket and tossed it to him, and he began to make the fire.
 
   When the flames caught, the three of them moved close to it. Phoebe was illuminated in her white coat again, only this time, she wasn't standing at the foot of my bed. If only.
 
   Franklin held his hands out to the fire. "Damn this feels good, but I can't wait to get back to civilization. Especially with all that money to play with."
 
   Megan picked up a stick and poked at the fire. "Except we can't do that until we find the little bitch you let get away."
 
   I was flooded with relief. Izzy had escaped. I heard Ginger's sigh of relief along with my own.
 
   "Not my fault the clip only had one bullet left in it. Besides, she won't get far," Franklin said, "I winged her. The blood will attract predators."
 
   Dammit. Izzy was wounded.
 
   Ginger whispered, "They probably only have two guns, now--"
 
   Megan was saying, "We'll have to look for her after we take care of my dear sister."
 
   "Yeah, but it won't be hard. And after that--paradise awaits."
 
   Phoebe looked over at him. "You don't really think that's how it's going to be, do you, Franklin?"
 
   He frowned in the dimming light, and said smartly, "Um, yeah. That's my plan."
 
   "You're not in charge of the plan, Franklin. Megan is. You really think she's going to share all my money and my house with you?"
 
   He huffed in derision, and Phoebe said, "The best laid plans of mice and men."
 
   His face pulled tight as he looked over at Megan.
 
   "Franklin--" Megan cooed. "Don't fall for that shit. She's just trying to drive a wedge between us."
 
   He didn't say anything else, but continued to look at Phoebe and back at Megan, as she worried the flames with the stick.
 
   An hour later, they had put Phoebe on her back, her bound hands above her head and lashed to the trunk of a tree a few yards away from the fire. Megan cuddled up next to Franklin and they were soon quiet.
 
   We listened to Phoebe cry herself to sleep, and it was one of the hardest things I've ever done. I wanted to try to get her attention, whisper to her that we were alive, but it was too risky. We couldn't let Megan and Franklin see us. I wiped my own tears away as I endured the sounds of her grief.
 
   They had tied Phoebe up so she wouldn't run off, and confident that there was no need to keep watch, since Ginger and I were, in their minds, crispy critters at the bottom of that canyon, Megan and Franklin were soon sleeping the sleep of sociopaths, unfettered by inconvenient emotions like compassion.
 
   Ginger insisted we wait for another 45 minutes, until they had a chance to go into REM sleep. I kept thinking my watch had to be moving slower than normal. It seemed we waited for two hours. So I spent the entire time staring at Phoebe as she slept, the flickering of the campfire caressing the sad frown on her brow. She must have been exhausted.
 
   Ginger whispered that she thought she could try to get the gun away from them, but I pointed out that they both had guns, and they were probably nestled in a pocket, and that if she failed, we'd all three be prisoners and there'd be no one to save us. I suggested instead a way to wake Phoebe without waking Franklin and Megan.
 
   Finally, Ginger gave the signal, and I nodded, taking a calming breath as I crept over to where Phoebe lay sleeping, careful to avoid stepping on anything that would make a noise. I stretched out, positioning myself next to her quietly, my movements masked by the crackling of the fire. Then, I rolled half on top of her with my hand over her mouth.
 
   Her eyes jerked open and she saw me, and I said, "Shhhhhhh..." She was breathing heavily, and tears popped out of the side of her eyes and rolled over her temples to her hair. I felt her body shake in suppressed sobs. "Shhhhh!" I warned again, looking over at her sleeping captors. Her eyes went to them and back to me, and she nodded her understanding.
 
   I pulled out my pocket knife and cut the rope tied to the tree trunk, then moved off her carefully, and helped her stand, and we crept out of the clearing, to the hiding place behind the rocks. Ginger was waiting, waving us to follow her into the woods, no time for tearful reunions.
 
   Ginger wanted us to be far enough away so that they couldn't find us if they happened to wake up. We didn't stop running through the trees for a solid hour, our lungs heaving and pained by the cold air. I watched for signs of Izzy, and I held tight to Phoebe's hand the entire way.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 40 ~
 
   My Kingdom For a Horse
 
    
 
   Pausing in a clump of saplings, Ginger listened carefully, watching the trail behind us. We didn't hear anything but night birds. All of us still breathless with exertion.
 
   Phoebe was then in my arms, suddenly, holding me tight and sobbing. I stroked her hair. "It's okay. Phoeb'. We're gonna to be okay."
 
   "Did Izzy get shot?" Ginger asked.
 
   "I don't know," Phoebe mumbled. "If she did, she kept on running. I heard her."
 
   She pulled back, searching my face. "How did you survive the car?"
 
   "We jumped out just as it went over."
 
   "That's all?"
 
   "You expected the sprouting of wings, perhaps?"
 
   She chuckled awkwardly, between deep breaths.
 
   "We slid down the slope for a while, and I nearly went over the edge, but--"
 
   "Oh my god--" she was hugging me again. "I thought I'd lost you."
 
   Ginger moved up next to us. "I'm okay, too, Phoebe," she said smartly.
 
   Phoebe laughed wearily and hugged Ginger.
 
   "Okay," Ginger said, back to business. "We've got to keep moving."
 
   Wearily, we continued into the woods the way we had come in, walking this time; at least we knew there was some help that direction.
 
   Two more hours later, we dropped to the ground for a breather, sour expressions were had by all.
 
   "I don't know if this is the way we came in," Ginger sighed.
 
   "I know. You don't have a map on you, do you Phoebe?"
 
   "I don't even care, as long as I have you."
 
   "That's sweet and all," Ginger said. "But if we don't find a way out of here, we run the risk of freezing to death."
 
   "What about Izzy?" I wanted to know.
 
   Ginger examined the woods around us. "I don't know. She's tough. I hope she found a way out. Nothing we can do right now. I'll do everything I can to find her, but right now we have to let someone know what's going on, before we can begin to get help for Izzy."
 
   Phoebe fell back onto the leaves and looked up at the stars. "Aren't there hiking trails and shelters around here somewhere?"
 
   Ginger stretched out too. "I don't think we're anywhere near those."
 
   "You two might not want to have that much contact with the ground. It will dissipate all your body heat."
 
   They both sat up. Ginger grumbled, "I don't have any body heat."
 
   "We can't make a fire--" I mused. "They can find us that way. So we have to keep moving. If for no other reason than to stay warm."
 
   Ginger stood and studied the mountain range. "It's a little hard to tell, but if I can figure out where the front range is, we can head away from that, and that's East, which is where we need to go."
 
   We all studied the blackness in the distance. "Yeah too bad we can't see more than a few feet."
 
   "We can see them at dawn," Phoebe offered. "Hell, as soon as we see the glow of it, we can head that direction."
 
   Ginger broke the stick she was holding. "But that means staying here all night. Like I said. We'll freeze."
 
   Phoebe said, "Isn't it true that moss grows faster on the North side of trees?"
 
   We both looked at her. "I think I have heard that. But is it true?"
 
   Ginger put her hands under her arms. "I think it's true most of the time."
 
   Phoebe was examining the nearby trunks. She found extra moss on the side away from us. "So if this is North," she said, "Then East is there--" she pointed to our right.
 
   We all just stood there.
 
   "My kingdom for a horse," I said.
 
   "Or a road." Ginger was still trying to see the mountains.
 
   I could no longer feel my fingers or toes, and my face felt like the surface of an ice rink. That's when we heard the bumping of rotors. "Or a helicopter." I said, looking up at the blinking runner lights many miles away, moving across the sky. It was fruitless to wave our arms, though I know we all wanted to. They couldn't see us. "You think they're headed back to the city?"
 
   "Or leaving it. No way to know." Ginger whispered.
 
   "Maybe this late, it's a good bet they're headed back."
 
   "And that's the same direction I just suggested with the moss thing," Phoebe pointed out.
 
   Ginger shrugged. "That's two indications. Better than nothing. So let's just go that way."
 
   Neither of us had a better idea, so I took Phoebe 's hand and we trudged on. Once we had to stop because we heard movement, and held our breaths as a black bear moved past us. "I guess we were upwind. Or he would have smelled us."
 
   "See? Our luck is turning." Ginger kept going and we followed her.
 
   A while later when Ginger stopped abruptly, we almost bumped into her. "What?"
 
   She was huffing and bent over. "We can't do this."
 
   "Yes we can. Come on--"
 
   "No. I mean--we have to build a shelter and cram ourselves in it until morning."
 
   "What if they find--"
 
   "If they are out there, coming for us, they are almost as cold as we are. The parkas and gloves only help so much. And they probably knew something about the area ahead of time because they were planning this. We didn't. So we got lost. They are probably backtracking the right way. Which means, they probably can't find us. But neither can anyone else. We're close to hypothermia now. We have to build an emergency shelter."
 
   I looked back at the woods behind us. "Good point." I couldn't focus on much except sleeping, and as cold as I was, that was a bad sign. Phoebe hadn't said a word in an hour.
 
   So by the light of a half-moon, we found a small fallen tree, and dragged it near a thicket of other trees and bushes, and began to prop sticks on either side of it to form an A-frame. Then we piled branches and fallen leaves all over it. Once we had it covered as well as we could manage, the three of us climbed inside, and I pulled more debris into the opening. I reminded them that we had to stay sitting up, and we huddled together and felt better since being protected from the cold air.
 
   Ginger put her hands in her armpits. "We should have done this hours ago."
 
   "I'm so thirsty--" Phoebe whispered.
 
   "Good news is, we can survive several days without food and water--" Ginger whispered. "But exposure is the most dangerous thing right now. That's why we're right where we should be."
 
   "I'm still thirsty," Phoebe said.
 
   It didn't take long for us to drift, shivering, into oblivion.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 41 ~
 
   Wakey Wakey, Eggs & Bakey
 
    
 
   I woke suddenly to a dusky light, Phoebe wrapped around me, and Ginger wrapped around her. I wasn't sure what woke me, but I was hoping it wasn't Mr. Black Bear.
 
   My answer came in the form of the shelter crashing down around us. We looked up and saw Franklin standing there with a large limb in his gloved hands.
 
   Megan stepped up next to him with her pistol pointed at us. "Wakey wakey, eggs and bakey!" she sang rudely.
 
   Just when you think it's safe to freeze in peace in a crude shelter in the wilderness.
 
   "Get up," she ordered. We pulled ourselves stiffly out of the demolished shelter. "I have to hand it to you two. I don't know how you managed to survive the Evil Knievel dive into the canyon."
 
   I scowled at her. "We have powers you don't know about."
 
   "Yeah, well. Your powers won't save you now."
 
   Ginger brushed leaves from her jeans. "Again, you can't kill us out here. The authorities will figure it out."
 
   "Oh I'm not gonna kill you out here. I 'm going to kill you over there." She bobbed her head behind us.
 
   We all turned and saw the small information center. The information center that was located by the road. I shot Ginger a look. "We were only a few yards away from that, and you made us build a shelter and sleep out here?"
 
   Phoebe pulled at me, trying to calm me down.
 
   "How the hell did I know? It was dark."
 
   "You can work that out on the other side." Megan said. She didn't mean the other side of the road. Phoebe glared at her sister. "And don't forget to say hi to Mom and Dad when you get there. Give them my best."
 
   Phoebe lunged toward Megan, but Franklin grabbed her just in time, and shoved her back toward us. I put my arm around her.
 
   "Now start walking."
 
   I wondered how Franklin and Megan looked so well after spending the night in the woods. Perhaps it was because they were cold blooded creatures. They probably felt at home in the dirt. Under rocks.
 
   We headed toward the information gazebo, without much enthusiasm. "What are we gonna do now?" I murmured to Ginger.
 
   "I don't know, but we have to think of something quick."
 
   Franklin kicked the door in on the gazebo and shoved us inside. The room was about the size of an average trampoline, but most of the space was filled with brochures and maps along the wall. There were two chairs. We watched out the slatted windows as Franklin went around to the back and came out with a gasoline can.
 
   Ginger covered her mouth and said through her fingers, "Oh fuck."
 
   "She's going to burn us alive in here," Phoebe said with an eerie calmness to her voice.
 
   I whispered, "Aren't there people around here in the daytime?"
 
   "Not always," Ginger said. "They might know that, too."
 
   "Does she not realize that this will also be suspicious?"
 
   Ginger put her mouth to the window. "Hey, psycho." Megan turned and came over, unabashed by the insult. Perhaps she was proud of her mental derangement. "You won't get away with this either. They 'll be able to identify us and put the information together, and then they'll know to arrest you."
 
   "You guys will be ashes by the time it's done. There won't be anything left."
 
   "You're not very bright are you?"
 
   Megan slammed the butt of the pistol against the window and Ginger leaned back, and then jerked one of the louvered slats off so she could make eye contact. "Gasoline and wood will only burn at 1400 degrees Fahrenheit. That won't destroy things like DNA and teeth--dental records can be cross referenced."
 
   She thought about it. "How hot does an incinerator burn?"
 
   "About 2000 degrees. That's why they cremate remains at that temperature. It destroys everything."
 
   I had no idea how much of that was true, and how much part of Ginger's effort to buy us some time.
 
   Franklin moved up beside Megan and nodded. "She's right."
 
   "Why the hell didn't you say something?"
 
   "Because I thought you were in charge."
 
   Megan elbowed him away.
 
   "So, if you want to get caught, burn us here," Ginger concluded.
 
   "Why the hell would you give me advise on how to kill you?"
 
   "Because we don't want to be burned alive. If you're going to do this, it's best to shoot us dead next to the incinerator so you won't have to move the bodies. Then cremate us. We get our dying wish not to suffer, and you get what you want."
 
   I didn't like Ginger very much at that point, but I understood on some level that she had a plan.
 
   Megan thought about it. "Well, to show you that I have some compassion, I think we can do that. As long as the dying part is still part of the equation." She went over to talk to Franklin. It was apparent that Megan had not planned well. Or else the situation kept changing too fast for her to keep up. But at every turn, she seemed unprepared. I was hoping this would, at some point in the near future, work to our advantage. Like five minutes from now.
 
   A few seconds later, Franklin was heading off behind the gazebo. We heard a small engine start. When we peeked out, we saw him racing down the road on a motorcycle. Now, had they planned to burn us in this gazebo all along? Why hadn't they planned to take us directly to the crematorium? This location was obviously pre-selected, as there wouldn't be a motorcycle waiting in the bushes, all gassed up with a key in it.
 
   Megan was standing outside, waiting. We had obviously backtracked exactly right, which was disturbing on some level, since it meant they found us, and were nearby the hidden motorcycle. I couldn't help but think of Izzy. Could it have been her bike? Had she gotten out of the forest and--no--she would have brought the cops with her. It had to be another motorcycle. I didn't know if my ruminations would lead to any helpful information, but I had to keep rolling everything around in my head, to feel like I was at least trying to get us out of this situation.
 
   Ginger turned to us, whispering. "Okay, I think she's back to her original plan."
 
   "Her original plan of what? Taking us to the crematorium?"
 
   "Yeah. I think he's going to come back with a vehicle, and they're going to take us up there to Fort Collins."
 
   "Why didn't they just do that in the first place?"
 
   "I guess her plan got screwed up a couple of times because we survived and Izzy escaped, and then we got Phoebe."
 
   We both sighed. Who knows what mad voices directed Megan's thinking? "Well, it does buy us some time. I don't suppose we could trick her into coming in here?"
 
   "Doubtful."
 
   Phoebe was watching her sister through the rectangle shaped hole of the missing slat.
 
   I went over and touched her shoulder. "What are you thinking?"
 
   "That I am now quite certain I can kill my own sister if I get half a chance."
 
   Ginger looked over Phoebe's shoulder at Megan.
 
   "Well we don't have many chances left, so we 've got to do it right. I just hope I'm the one who does it because you may not be okay with it afterward. I will be. "
 
   I added, "Oh I'll do it and think about it later to cheer myself up."
 
   Franklin appeared about 45 minutes later in a van. He'd probably stolen it. Why worry about Grand Theft Auto, when murder was in the offing?
 
   We were shuffled out of the information booth and into the van, with no opportunity to overpower either of our captors.
 
   I knew it would take a good hour and a half to get to Ft. Collins. In that time, maybe we could come up with a plan, though it would be difficult, again, without telepathy. Franklin turned the gun on us as Megan climbed in behind the wheel, started the engine and pulled onto the road.
 
   I felt like we were in one of those awful horror movies where the victims never could seem to catch a break. I didn't allow myself to remember how most of those storylines turned out. This was real life. Certainly we had a better chance of survival. Didn't we?
 
   That's when Phoebe pressed her lips to my ear and whispered, "I want you to know that I love you with all my heart and soul and I would never do anything to hurt you."
 
   I kissed her and held her close.
 
   She whispered again, "I'm so scared. I don't want us to die."
 
   What could I do but hold her close a little longer? I didn't want to die either, certainly. And knowing that she had always been true, was a source of motivation. I had to think of something. I had always been able to think of a way out. I needed one of those trusty escape hatches now, more than ever.
 
   Ginger noticed the exchange between me and Phoebe and leaned over to whisper to me, "We're going to have to make our last stand when we get to the crematorium."
 
   I nodded. Last Stand at the Crematorium. That was the name of the horror flick we were in. But Ginger was right. It was all-in; all the chips pushed to the middle of the table. There would be no second chances, now. Fear of our actions getting us killed was no longer a consideration, because that's where we were headed anyway. So any attempt at preventing it was worth trying.
 
   Abruptly we were slung forward, as Megan braked and pulled the van over. Franklin frowned at her. "What are you doing?"
 
   "Shut up for a minute."
 
   She looked at her watch and stared out the front window.
 
   "What, Megan?"
 
   Megan shouted, "Hang on, godammit!"
 
   In a few seconds, she opened her door. "Keep an eye on them, Franklin." She slammed the door behind her and we watched quietly through the front window, as she paced around, looked at her watch, and examined the road in both directions. She paced some more, then banged her fist against her head angrily.
 
   "What the hell is she doing?" I whispered.
 
   Megan looked at her watch again, for a long time, thinking.
 
   Ginger ruminated in a whisper. "She's worried about the time--why would she be worried about time? She was taking us to the crematorium, and then--"
 
   Franklin alternately kept an eye on us, and glanced at Megan outside.
 
   Then it hit me. "The place will be open during the day." I whispered. "She had planned to take Phoebe and Izzy there last night."
 
   Ginger breathed out her agreement. "She just realized she can't drive up there now." Ginger actually giggled. "Oh this could be the break we've been looking for--she has to figure out what to do with us until dark."
 
   "She'll take us back to the house," Phoebe interjected, almost inaudibly. We turned to look at her. She was probably right.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 42 ~
 
   Deja vu All Over Again
 
    
 
   After Megan got back in the van and started driving again, she whispered a few things to Franklin so we couldn't hear.
 
   Ginger told me and Phoebe to distract Franklin with our affections while she used the shield of our bodies to look around and see if there was some kind of tool she could use as a weapon, perhaps under the flap of carpet.
 
   The ruse seemed to be effective, as Franklin didn't tell us to stop, but kept watching us with a slight expression of pleasure on his features. Number one fantasy of straight males. Two women together.
 
   Megan glanced in the rearview after a while, and then over at Franklin. "Break it up back there!" she shouted. "I don't want to see that homo crap!"
 
   Phoebe and I moved away from our kissing and nuzzling, and I glanced at Ginger, who smiled slightly.
 
   She had found something. She was sitting cross-legged, and we both surreptitiously glanced at her folded hands, and she lifted one slightly so I could see the screwdriver. I was all excited, then. I felt like we finally had some kind of chance. But a screwdriver wouldn't be very much good at stopping a bullet. Maybe we could tighten those screws in Megan's head with it.
 
   Still, it was better than nothing. It gave us hope.
 
   Just then we heard Megan say, "I don't fucking believe it."
 
   We all craned our necks to see out the front window. Someone was flagging us down, standing on the side of the road. It was Izzy. She obviously had no idea who was in the vehicle, she was just looking for help. Well, at least she had survived. Maybe so she could die with us, I thought rudely.
 
   "What are the chances?" Megan laughed.
 
   When Izzy recognized Megan as she crept closer, she turned and ran back toward the woods, but Megan stuck her gun out the window and fired at her, putting on the brakes. "Stop, or I'll shoot your little friends."
 
   Izzy stopped and turned around, trying to see through the rear windows. Megan got out, walked to the back of the van, opened it and hauled me out, holding her .45 to my head so Izzy could see.
 
   Izzy slumped, and she began to walk toward the rear of the van. Franklin had come around to join Megan, and she handed me off to Franklin, who held me around the neck with his gun hand. As Izzy came closer, Franklin reached around and grabbed my breast, and Izzy launched at him like a tiger. Megan grabbed her and clocked her with the butt of the gun, and Izzy slumped to the ground.
 
   I tried to go to her but Megan grabbed my shirt, the gun to my head, and ordered me back inside. I climbed in, and Franklin picked Izzy up, tossed her into the back, half onto our laps, and slammed the door.
 
   We all hovered over Izzy. She was out cold. Ginger tenderly examined her head and pressed her sleeve to the bleeding, and I moved to the other side of my sister. Phoebe pulled Izzy's legs into her lap and rubbed them, frowning with concern at Izzy's closed eyes.
 
   The motor started again, and Megan was back on the road, with Franklin sitting in the passenger seat, half turned, his gun pointed in our general direction.
 
   We ignored him and tried to rouse Izzy.
 
   I noticed the hole in the left shoulder of Izzy's sleeve. I pulled back her jacket and the fabric of her t-shirt had been lifted up and oddly folded around the top of her arm and shoulder. I pulled it down to reveal the underside of a plug of moss. I saw that she had made a mud paste over a bullet hole, and applied a chunk of moss over it. It had been allowed to dry to her skin like a thick, natural bandage.
 
   I gently pulled the moss away from the dried mud and saw the bullet hole. "Oh, god." She had been shot after all. And she had been resourceful enough to stop the bleeding. I left the moss off, since the bleeding had been effectively plugged by her mud-moss pack.
 
   Ginger checked the back of Izzy's arm. "Bullet went straight through, of course." Ginger looked down into Izzy's unconscious face, dirty and relaxed. She stroked her forehead and just waited for Izzy to wake up , keeping her other hand pressed to the bleeding portion of Izzy's skull where Megan had hit her with the butt of the pistol.
 
   The van continued down the mountain, and it wasn't long before the scenery told us our guess was right.
 
   We were headed back toward Manor Lane. Just before arriving, Izzy's eyes fluttered open, and she started, as if to jump up and do damage to someone. We calmed her, and she regained her composure, looking out the window and recognizing the neighborhood. "They're going back to the house?"
 
   I nodded. "They can't sneak us into that crematorium until after dark," I whispered.
 
   She sat up, painfully, and looked at Franklin. He just grinned at her, and I saw murder in her eyes.
 
   Megan steered the van into the driveway , and we were again loaded out and back in the kitchen door, with Megan and Franklin's guns in their coat pockets, but still pointed at us, just in case a neighbor was around.
 
   Once inside, we were immediately herded down the stairs to the basement, and locked in. "It's deja vu all over again," I tried to joke.
 
   Ginger had been helping Izzy traverse the steps, and just inside the door, Izzy sat down in the floor against the wall, pulling her knees up and cradling her left arm. She covered her face with her right hand, and Ginger sat down next to her, draping an arm over her shoulder. She was despondent because she had gotten caught again, and I knew Izzy felt she had failed us once more, when we needed her most. I went over to her and got to my knees in front of her, lifting her head. "I know you feel like this is your fault, but it's not."
 
   "I had two chances to save you guys, and I screwed it up both times."
 
   Tears welled in her eyes and it was the first time I had seen her cry. "Izzy, first of all, it's not your job to save everyone. Second, you did the best you could. When you don't have a choice, you don't have a choice."
 
   She propped her right arm atop her knees, put her head down, and said nothing more. I'm sure the pain of her gunshot wound wasn't helping matters. She was so tough. I touched the back of her head as Phoebe appeared with two Dixie cups of water, she'd retrieved from the bathroom sink. She handed them both to Ginger.
 
   We went over to sit on the Falcon seat, where Phoebe had two more cups of water for us. It would take more than one Dixie cup to slake our thirsts, but it was a start.
 
   I heard Ginger say to Izzy, "She's right, you know--"
 
   I took Phoebe's hand. She just stared at the floor.
 
   As guilty as Izzy felt, Phoebe must have felt it three-fold. It was her sister orchestrating this tragic play. Her own flesh and blood, trying to kill us all. Every person in the world Phoebe cared about, as well as herself.
 
   Everything transpired so fast, that I had to run it all through my mind later to understand what happened.
 
   When Megan came through the door, Franklin in tow, Izzy started walking deliberately toward her, but paused to face her just past her, so that Megan had to turn slightly away from Ginger.
 
   Ginger took this opportunity to reach around and pull the screwdriver out of the waistband of her jeans, and plunge it into the back of Megan's thigh. Megan cringed in pain and bent forward, one hand going to her leg, and in the second she was doing that, Izzy performed one swift up-kick, which sent the gun into the corner by the door. Izzy was already diving through the air after it. She grabbed it in both hands and rolled to her back, lifting the gun toward Franklin, who had turned, and was lifting his own. Without hesitation, Izzy pulled the trigger, and Franklin bent forward, clutching his stomach, sinking to his knees.
 
   Before he collapsed, however, he slid his weapon across the floor to Megan, who snatched it up. Izzy saw this, and so did Phoebe, and the two of them moved in concert--Phoebe lunging at her sister and grabbing the gun, wrestling with Megan for control, while Izzy jumped on Megan's back, her left arm in a chokehold, and then hit Megan hard on the side of the head with the butt of the pistol.
 
   Megan released her grip just enough for Phoebe to wrench the pistol from her hands, and train it on her.
 
   Izzy darted away and stood behind Phoebe, handing the .45 she held to Ginger, who then trained it on Megan, as well.
 
   We glanced to the left at Franklin, and he wasn't moving, blood from the gut shot, oozing through his fingers.
 
   Our attention back on Megan, Phoebe held the gun stiff-armed, with both hands, as Megan began to push herself to her feet, using the wall behind her.
 
   Just then, Franklin grabbed Izzy's leg, and she kicked him in the face. He fell to his back, and my little sister landed astraddle his chest and drove the heel of her hand into Franklin's nose. He grunted and fell limp, blood pouring out over his cheek. Her task complete, she got off him and moved over next to me again.
 
   Megan had made it to her feet, forced herself to stand, looking at her sister with the gun on her. Megan met her sister's eyes. "Do it."
 
   Phoebe's hands were shaking as she held the pistol trained on her sister's chest.
 
   "Do it," Megan dared her again, grinning wildly. "It's in your DNA, sister. It's in your DNA."
 
   Megan reached back and pulled the screwdriver out of her leg with a sick sucking sound, and took a step toward Phoebe, and Phoebe took a step back.
 
   Ginger still had a bead on Megan, too, so I wasn't worried. Megan saw her. "Oh don't steal this moment from her, Detective--she's been working toward this her whole privileged life--"
 
   She took another step toward Phoebe, and Ginger pulled the trigger.
 
   But there was only a clicking sound. She released the clip quickly and found the magazine empty. Megan laughed. Ginger handed the gun behind her to me and I took it, and she spoke softly. "Phoebe...give me the gun--" Phoebe had not taken her eyes off Megan the whole time.
 
   Megan took another step toward her trembling sister.
 
   Phoebe stepped back again. "Don't come any closer Megan. Don't make me do this."
 
   Megan grinned, and kept walking, lifting the bloody screwdriver high. Then she burst forward.
 
   The shot was unexpected. Phoebe had put a bullet in her sister's chest. Megan looked down at it and back at Phoebe. "Bitch," she said, before her knees buckled and she crumpled to the floor, laying on her side for a moment, heaving. Then she rolled to her back and Phoebe walked over and looked down at her, the gun hanging in her hand, loosely at her side.
 
   Megan looked up and tried to grin again. She gurgled, "I knew you…had it in you…" And her eyes closed for the last time.
 
   I imagined some higher part of Phoebe would take over, and she'd fling herself down on her sister's body and cry. But she handed Ginger the .45 and walked up the basement steps.
 
   Ginger went to verify the death of Megan, and dug in her coat pockets until she found our cell phones. She opened Izzy's phone and dialed 911. "Officer needs assistance--" she began.
 
   Izzy came over to me and I hugged her. "You saved our lives, Izzy."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 43 ~
 
   Floodgates
 
    
 
   I found Phoebe sitting on the sofa, staring at the cold fireplace. "Phoeb'--are you okay?"
 
   "Would you start a fire, please?"
 
   I stared at her for a few more seconds. She seemed to be entranced. "Sure." I stacked fresh wood on the grate and turned on the gas valve, lighting it with a long match, and letting the flames catch on the bottom log. I went back over and sat down next to her, pulling her against me, stroking her hair. "It's over, Phoebe. It's completely over. She can never hurt any of us again."
 
   Ginger came in, directing Izzy to sit beside Phoebe. "Paramedics should be here any minute, along with the cops. It's going to be a long night, girls. There will be lots of questions, and you'll have to tell your stories about every single detail."
 
   "I'll make coffee." I got up to go do that, and while I was in the kitchen, I heard the doorbell. 
 
   Ginger called to me, "I'll get it."
 
   The floodgates were opened. Ginger pointed them toward the basement, and cops began to trounce up and down the stairs. Paramedics checked us all over, starting with Izzy, and she was immediately transported to St. Anthony's. I wanted us all to stay together, and didn't want to leave Phoebe, especially, but I couldn't let my sister go to the hospital alone, so I went with her.
 
   Ginger stayed behind to answer questions. She told Detective Brad Merchant that she would give him the whole story, and Phoebe could fill in her side of it as needed. Merchant, a slight but competent man sporting a goatee, was the one who had taken point on the Izzy case when Ginger thought Izzy was dead. Merchant said two more detectives would be dispatched to the hospital to take our statements after he finished with Ginger and Phoebe.
 
   At the ER, a doctor checked me over, treating the cuts and scrapes, and giving me a few stitches in the side of my head from Megan's blow at the precipice. It wasn't near as bad as Izzy's, which required ten.
 
   I told the whole sordid story, and it seemed to take forever. Three hours into the interview, I was notified that Izzy was out of surgery and doing well. They had to do a lot of cleaning of that wound, but the bullet had passed right through without a great deal of muscle and tissue damage. It would take time, but she 'd probably regain full use of her arm. I called to update Phoebe and Ginger on her condition, and was there when Izzy came out of anesthesia.
 
   Her eyes fluttered open and she saw me. I smiled. "You're doing great. But you'll have to take it easy on that arm for a while."
 
   She grinned groggily. "Thanks for being here."
 
   I took her hand. "I'm always here for you, Izzy. I love you." Her eyes filled with tears, and I quickly diverted. "Cops are going to be in here soon to hear your rendition of the story. Ginger will trade places with me in a bit, so I can check on Phoebe."
 
   She sighed and closed her eyes, soon asleep again.
 
   When Ginger arrived, I hurried back to the house, and found Phoebe serving coffee to the twenty-odd people traipsing in and out.
 
   In the kitchen, Detective Merchant brought us his empty coffee cup. "Thanks for the coffee, Ms. McMasters. I think this is pretty much wrapped up, but we will probably have more questions as we pull everything together. I'm so sorry about everything you went through."
 
   He had been unusually kind and accommodating since the moment he arrived at the house, Phoebe said. Partly, we knew it was because Ginger was involved, but we suspected he was just a nice guy.
 
   We thanked him, and showed him out, and soon, we had the house to ourselves again. We stood there a moment, noticing it was preternaturally quiet, now that the noise of a crime scene had evaporated in increments over the last hour.
 
   I locked up, turned out the lights, which took a while, since every light in the house had been turned on, and followed Phoebe upstairs to the bedroom.
 
   After a quick call to Ginger to check on Izzy, we had a long soak in the hot tub. Then Phoebe and I cuddled up in bed, naked, wanting the sensation of skin-to-skin, to remind us that we were safe and together again. She held me tight, one arm and leg draped over me, as I lay on my back beside her.
 
   "I was so scared that we weren't going to make it, J-Bo."
 
   "I know, me too. But we did. All of us. And everything can go back to normal, now." I knew that our normal was unlike the normal of most people, since I was being dangled upside down in a tarp or dodging psychotics with guns, but going back to nailing stalkers and chasing errant husbands sounded pretty good to me.
 
   We fell asleep quickly, just holding each other, sharing relieved and appreciative kisses.
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   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Ginger rang the bell, and then opened the door, letting Izzy go in ahead of her. Izzy, her left arm in a sling, turned and saw the banner.
 
    
 
   WELCOME HOME IZZY!!
 
    
 
   She paused, swallowing the emotion that threatened to reveal itself in more tears. She had cried enough over the last week.
 
   Phoebe greeted her with a heartfelt hug, and Jobeth followed suit.
 
   "Now, come on in here and sit," Phoebe said. She was back to her cheery self, having reaffirmed the joy of living, and enjoyed the exclusive erotic attentions of Jobeth, the hot tub, and far too much good food.
 
   Taking a seat at the table where Phoebe indicated, Izzy watched as Jobeth slid a cake over in front of her. On the surface of the cream cheese frosting, was the image of a Honda Rebel Motorcycle, leading into a depiction of the house on Manor Lane.
 
   "That rocks," Izzy smiled.
 
   Details of the celebration and the plans were discussed without Izzy's knowledge, but with Izzy's happiness in mind. Ginger revealed enough about her conversations with Izzy so that both Phoebe and Jobeth knew exactly what had to be done.
 
   Jobeth sat across from Izzy. "First, the bad news."
 
   Izzy groaned.
 
   "Izzy, you are going to have to quit your job at Sister's Pizza."
 
   Izzy's eyes grew wide. "Jobe, I can't--"
 
   "Hush. You won't have time to work there because you'll be too busy working for me."
 
   Izzy's eyes got wider and she whispered, "Really?"
 
   Jobeth smiled. "I'm going to need help, and you've proven yourself a valuable asset to AKA Investigations."
 
   Izzy jumped up and came around the table to give her sister a one-armed hug, while Ginger and Phoebe laughed.
 
   "Okay, now," Phoebe said. "we have a tradition of celebrating birthdays whenever it seems appropriate, so I decided that I would make today a birthday for all of you. I already talked this gift over with Ginger, and if you agree, Izzy--Ginger will be moving out of the guest house, and into the basement—" While Izzy frowned, Phoebe elaborated. "I've hired a construction crew to go down there and renovate. A shower and hot tub will be installed, along with a couple of walls for a bedroom. And of course, they'll install a separate entrance, so you two will have your privacy, and can come and go as you please." The basement, at some 1600 square feet, was much more suited to two tenants, than the office of AKA Investigations. Jobeth, Phoebe informed Izzy, would be relocating her office to the guest house, so it would be more professional. They all agreed that the office didn't need much space, and that clients would be much more comfortable coming to see her there, in a separate structure behind the house.
 
   Then, Ginger took Izzy outside and presented her with a sweet red Miata, taken in a drug bust, so that she would have a car when it was too cold to ride the Rebel.
 
   Phoebe had gotten Jobeth to clandestinely figure out what car Ginger was planning to buy to replace her beloved Galaxie, which had met its demise in the canyon. So that Phoebe could, in turn, present Ginger with a new red Chevy Blazer, fully loaded. And to top it all off, Phoebe had deposited the cost of the Miata back into Ginger's account, so she wouldn't be out that money. She also paid Izzy's hospital bill. Jobeth was sure Phoebe would find a way to claim that as a business expense, but knew that even if she couldn't, she would have paid it anyway.
 
   "What did you get for me?" Jobeth wanted to know.
 
   Phoebe pointed to her crotch.
 
   They all laughed. Jobeth didn't truly feel slighted, she just played along. To have Phoebe's love and affection, was the only thing Jobeth needed, now.
 
   "I just want all of you to know how thankful I am to have you in my life, and how sorry I am for what my sister put you through. The best way I know how to do that is to spend money on you. I've let it gather dust in that bank for way too long. Money's no good if you can't spend it on the people you love."
 
   "She's always done that," Jobeth confirmed. "I'm a kept woman." Phoebe kissed her.
 
   At the end of Phoebe's announcements, she pulled out the one thing she had bought for herself. It was a bumper sticker that read, Suicidal twin kills sister by mistake. At first, everyone was afraid to laugh, and then Phoebe said. "Come on! That's really funny!" So they all let loose, surprised and delighted by the way Phoebe had put the past behind her with such good humor.
 
   "Isn't it ironic," Jobeth said, cutting the cake. "that all the dangerous things come from members of your family?"
 
   Phoebe set the ice cream down on the table. "Why do all the freaks come from yours?"
 
   "Psychotics trump freaks every time."
 
   Ginger smirked at Izzy. "And I have the biggest freak of the bunch in my bed."
 
   "Ginger--" Izzy said.
 
   Ginger lifted her eyebrows, prepared for the cutting retort.
 
   Izzy swallowed and said softly, with great sincerity, "I love you."
 
   Phoebe and Jobeth exchanged looks, while Ginger pulled Izzy into her arms.
 
   In her head, Izzy heard the voice of Kristen Hall, singing, 
 
    
 
   Somehow I felt so relieved to be free of pain...
 
   think how excited we'll be, 
 
   think how delighted to see and breathe new life. 
 
   Concrete dividers block the outsiders 
 
   whose words we interpret as harm. 
 
   They're weapons we used 
 
   and often abused to destroy what was 
 
   safe and warm…safe and warm…
 
    
 
   Izzy had not only found a home that was safe and warm, she had found a family.
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   On December 3, 2012, Saturn, Venus & Mercury aligned. On that same night, three women aligned to see that justice was done. 
 
   Ponzi Bonnet thinks she's found the perfect husband. A psychologist could certainly understand her damage. But her suspicion of infidelity turns out to be something far worse. Far more sinister. And he had to be stopped.
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   Syzygy. An alignment of three celestial objects, as the sun, the earth, and either the moon or a planet.
 
    
 
    
 
   Special Note
 
   Syzygy [siz-uh-jee]. Amazingly, the only English word with three Y's also happens to describe a rare astronomical event involving the alignment of three celestial bodies in a straight line, commonly the Earth, the Sun and the Moon. 
 
   Y's are also a symbol for woman, representing the Y/apex of legs, thus sexuality. It is also like the lambda, which is the symbol for lesbians. So syzygy is a metaphor for the three primary women in this story: Ponzi, Kenda, and Anna. 
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   This book sprouted from AKA Investigations, Book 3, when I discovered that the minor characters didn't want to be minor. They sort of commandeered the book and began writing one of their own. So I pulled that material out of the book I was working on, and gave it its own place here, which made this book #3 in the series, and the one I had been working on, Book 4.
 
   For fear of confusing the reader (never mind myself), I spent a great deal of time trying to figure out how to label this book and the next in this series. While Also Known as Syzygy is not a book strictly about AKA Investigations per se, nor its main characters (Jobeth, Phoebe, Ginger and Izzy), it is a book about the people on the periphery of both. This book (Also Known as Syzygy) is a spinoff of the story in Also Known as Rising & Falling (Book 4); it covers the same approximate time period, only from different points of view than what is found in Book 4. Rather than juggle terms like prequel and spinoff, I thought it might be simplest to just call this one Book 3 and the other one Book 4, so that the reader would know in which order to read them. Syzygy, therefore, should be read first, then Book 4 of the AKA Investigations series, Also Known as Rising & Falling. 
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   Follow the Money 
 
    
 
   He was late again. It was almost 8 PM. He had called her hours ago to let her know he wouldn't be home for dinner. 
 
   Ponzi Bonnet recalled something about her husband that she had been pushing out of her mind all day. Something that would take the perfection right out of their arrangement. 
 
   From their first shared moments together, Garrison had been understanding of her issues. He had helped her so much. Part of his understanding came from his training—he was, after all, a psychiatrist; part also came from his own physiological condition. Garrison Bishop was impotent. He had confided in her the first time he kissed her, after she had summarily freaked out. He explained that she was in no danger. He couldn't have sex. But he knew it would mean loneliness the rest of his life, he had said, as no woman would have him under those terms. So Ponzi confessed she was also unable to have sex, due to the trauma she had suffered. She could not get past her fear. 
 
   And so it was comfortable. They were companions. He treated her well, and she had a warm body to sleep next to. It wasn't so bad. He had even found her some better medication so the anxiety improved and she slept much better at night. No more nightmares.
 
   But he had come home late last night again, and she suspected he didn't get to sleep until the wee hours, as she awoke before him; which had never happened before. She saw that he had kicked the covers off himself, and that's when she noticed. He had a very prominent erection. 
 
   Now, he had told her that he couldn't even have them. Was it just happening in his sleep? Or was the psychiatrist suffering from a condition that was all in his head? Or was he not impotent anymore?
 
   Suddenly she had another thought: if he had regained his ability to have sex—had found a cure for his impotence—he probably wouldn't tell her. He would feel too guilty. Too awkward.
 
   So maybe he would have an affair. Could she blame him? Was it okay?
 
   Ponzi gazed out the dining room window into the back yard garden—dormant, now that the snow had come—shrouding the vegetation, late afternoon sunlight glinting off the pristine ivory. He had been distracted lately, and seemed to encourage her more often to take her sleep medication. Maybe he wanted her to be sound asleep, so he could leave. Go meet a mistress. 
 
   Can I just overlook it? Not think about it?
 
   She tried to distract herself with more pragmatic concerns. A successful entrepreneur, Ponzi did have a business to run. Besides, there was nothing she could do about it, even if it were true. 
 
   Determined to ignore the ramifications, she placed a bag of popcorn in the microwave, and dropped ice in a glass from the refrigerator door, burbled fresh fizzily Dr. Pepper from a can over the ice. Back in the living room, she selected one of her favorite movies, and inserted the DVD into the player. Two Jakes, starring Jack Nicolson. She always loved Nicolson. 
 
   With her bowl of popcorn and soft drink, she settled on the sofa, and soon lost herself in the story on the screen.  The character named Kahn was talking to Jake. 
 
    
 
   KAHN: You are very successful. 
 
   JAKE: Oh, I can't complain. 
 
   KAHN: Does that mean you are happy? 
 
   JAKE: Who can answer that question off the top of their head? 
 
   KAHN: Anyone who's happy. 
 
    
 
   Good point, Ponzi thought. Amid her noshing of popcorn, and the Dr. Pepper over ice, she knew simple pleasures managed to divert her attention from her not-perfect but just-fine life. Her home was her own; she bought it before she met Garrison. She drove a car she loved. She gave to charity, volunteering as well. She had stellar credit, fine clothes, beautiful furniture and a wonderful book collection on massive shelves. Television. Reading. Delicious food and gratifying drink. Her time was primarily occupied by her business; though enough people worked for her to make keeping her hand constantly on the helm unnecessary. Money was never a concern. She had what she needed and could buy whatever might be required at any given moment. She enjoyed the company of a few good friends—like Anna and Kenda. Though she hadn't talked to or heard from either of them in some time; not since Kenda went with her theater troupe to Chicago, and not since Anna quit her job as Garrison's secretary. She never did get a satisfactory explanation for that. So maybe Ponzi needed to work on the friendships in her life. But all else was perfectly fine. 
 
   But if someone were to ask her if she was happy, she couldn't answer off the top of her head. Because she wasn't happy; hadn't been happy for quite some time. She had just allowed a surrogacy of those simple pleasures. On HSN, her brassieres sold relentlessly to women who watched late night TV, because they couldn't sleep. Probably because they weren't happy either.
 
   Was this generalized discontent, just under the surface, a reason to become paranoid about her husband?
 
   Something Jack Nicolson's character Jake said in another portion of the film really caught her attention. You can follow the action, which gets you good pictures. You can follow your instincts, which'll probably get you in trouble. Or, you can follow the money, which nine times out of ten will get you closer to the truth. 
 
   Ponzi's thumb found the pause button on the remote. She stared at the frozen screen, running the quote back through her head. Follow the money. Moments later, she was in her office, booting her laptop and directing her browser to Garrison's bank account. 
 
   On the login screen, she typed in Bishopson. A combo of his last and first names. She'd seen him type it in before. Now the password. She went for the obvious: GreyGoose. He was, after all, a predictable man. The page loaded, showing his account details. 
 
   On the electronic statement, she scrolled down, seeing little of interest, even when she checked several months back. So she clicked the link for his savings and inserted a time spread including the last three months. Last month, there was a large withdrawal. Not new-suit large. But nice-vacation large. Ten thousand dollars. Her pulse quickened, and something heavy sat down on her breastbone.
 
   She slid the scrollbar down to look at the previous month, and there was an identical withdrawal for the same amount. And again, the month before that. All of them were referenced to PayPal. He had been sending this money somewhere, using PayPal, and the money was being drawn from his savings as the backup funding account.
 
   She opened a new tab on Firefox and navigated to Paypal, logged in using the same credentials. Checking the recent transactions, she saw the payments. They were sent to Anna Dew.
 
   Anna. Her friend Anna? The Anna she had referred to the job as Garrison's secretary? So was Anna his mistress? And was he keeping her well-funded to insure that he had an outlet for his possibly-resurrected penis? That was a lot of money to hand over to a mistress. It would explain why Anna stopped returning her calls soon after she quit the job as Garrison's secretary. Ponzi never knew why Anna had quit, but she supposed that if you were a kept woman, you had no need for a secretarial position.
 
   When she clicked back to the other tab with his savings, she realized that his balance was nearing depletion. Before long, he wouldn't have that kind of money to give Anna. Then what would he do? Ask Ponzi for more money to subsidize his mistress? No, he'd sooner kill me before doing that.
 
   Tingles skipped along her neck, and up to her cheeks, as her glib thought became a zygote of feasibility in her mind. She was a wealthy woman, with a generous insurance policy. She had purchased it herself. Garrison Bishop stood to inherit a fortune if Ponzi met her demise. Then he could have his mistress and plenty of money, as well. And her house. And her car. And, she tried for levity, all her bras.
 
   The attempt at humor didn't work. A cold sweat had erupted on her skin. Her pulse rate was alarmingly high, and she was feeling dizzy. Time for an Ativan. She could not lose control now; she had to think about this. She had to know what was and was not going on in the mind of her husband.
 
   She moved into the bedroom, still considering the ramifications. He may or may not have murderous intent, but something was off, somewhere. Perhaps only an affair; which would be difficult to accept and ignore. But not as bad as the other possibility, if she gave her paranoia free-rein. She realized that there were times when she didn't know for sure where he was or what he was doing, she only assumed she knew, or accepted what he told her. One of those times was when he worked late at the office, the other was after she went to sleep. Ponzi had always suffered from insomnia, and took strong sleeping medication; she could not run her business if she couldn't get enough rest, so it was a necessary part of her regimen. But there was no way she could know what he did after she was under the influence. He could be leaving the house to visit his mistress every damn night, and she would never know it. 
 
   At the nightstand, she fingered a small white pill out of the bottle, swallowing it without a drink. It was bitter on her tongue, like the idea of him betraying her; or worse, intending her death. She had learned long ago what men were capable of. Had she been foolish to let down her guard again? 
 
   A moment's consideration took her to the closet, where she pulled out the digital video camera. She had bought it to film Kenda's performances. Ponzi went to all of them. Kenda was an actress in the off-off-Broadway sense, and lived in Denver. As a lifelong fan of theatre, Ponzi regularly attended performances, and several years ago, she had gone backstage to deliver a gift and kudos to the leading lady—Kenda Harper—and the two hit it off, becoming fast friends. 
 
   Ponzi turned the camera over in her hand. She hadn't seen Kenda in a few months, but she thought maybe her theatrical friend might be back from Chi-Town. Wasn't that today or tomorrow? Kenda hadn't called yet. Maybe Ponzi should initiate that contact herself. Kenda always had a way of making Ponzi feel safe, and she needed that, especially now. 
 
   Ponzi selected Kenda's number on the short list in her phone and sent the call, but abruptly cancelled it after one ring. Kenda hadn't called her the whole time she was gone. Maybe…maybe their friendship was adrift. She did sense that Kenda was pulling away, but she thought it was just her way of preparing for a new role, getting into character. Maybe it was that Kenda didn't want to be friends. What have I done to put her off? Ponzi wondered. They had been so close before Kenda left for Chicago.
 
   Ponzi shook her head. She was on a tangent. Possibly just avoiding the inevitable. She would use this camera to see if there were any other performances being given. Like disappearing acts.
 
   She found a spot on the book shelf in the bedroom. There was a keepsake box there with old photos, and it had handles attached to the ends. A small square hole cut with a utility knife, just above the handle on the end of the box, and she had a place to secure the camera inside the box. She lined up the lens with the hole and then taped the camera down inside. She adjusted the view by recording test videos until she got an angle on the bed, the bathroom beyond, and the door leading out into the hall. She would turn it to record after she took her sleep medication, allowing the large capacity SD card to record the whole night. 
 
   Satisfied, the Ativan now kicking in, Ponzi refilled her Dr. Pepper, returned to the spot on the sofa, and her half-eaten popcorn. On screen, Kahn was saying to Jack Nicolson, 
 
   Like her, you are a prisoner of the past.
 
    
 
   Ponzi's eyes wandered to the window. Weren't we all? Wasn't every last one of us a prisoner of the past? Or was that just her own view? Were there people out there who regarded the past as gone, and the present as now, and the future as hopeful? She wasn't sure. She only knew that her present was informed by her past. The habits she'd developed, the protections she had put in place, all because of her past. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 2 ~
 
   That Way Madness Lies
 
    
 
   Kenda Harper heard the chirping from her phone message alert and dumped her bags inside the door, setting the 6-pack of beer down, digging in her coat pocket for the phone. No message, just a call and hang-up. But it was from Ponzi Bonnet.
 
   Kenda sank into the chair near the door of her crappy apartment at the Blake in Glendale, looking at the digits across the bottom of her iPhone. She pulled a Rolling Rock from the 6-pack. It would likely still be as cold as when she bought it on the way home. The temperature had been steadily dropping the last few hours, and there was a light snowfall gearing up toward heavy. She'd made it home just in time to avoid cursing her broken windshield wipers. 
 
   Twisting the top off the beer with a spitting sound, she slugged down a generous portion. She'd taken the Chicago Shakespeare gig for more than one reason. She needed to put some space between herself and Ponzi. Once Kenda had realized what was happening, she'd had to check herself like heavy luggage. It would do her no good to develop feelings for a woman who was straight. That way madness lies, she thought. She imagined that Ponzi had drifted back into her own life and forgotten Kenda as little more than a nodding acquaintance. What could she give someone like Ponzi anyway? What could she possibly have to offer a woman who had everything?
 
   Kenda took another slug of Rolling Rock and looked down at the visage of Ponzi in her contact list. Why had she called? More importantly, why had she hung up after only one ring, and without leaving a message? 
 
   Finding a moment and the inclination to delete Ponzi's number and countenance in the phone had never materialized. She clicked the picture to enlarge it. There was Ponzi, with her black leather gloves and her dark curly hair, and that killer smile. Kenda realized she was grinning, and stopped herself. Should she call her back? Maybe Ponzi accidentally autodialed her, and that's why she didn't leave a message? 
 
   Another drink of beer, and Kenda counseled herself, better to let sleeping dogs lie.
 
   In the tiny kitchen, she opened the 'fridge, her olfactory senses accosted by the mold and spoiled milk; she'd forgotten to empty it before leaving. Time to clean and grocery shop. But not now. She closed the door, thankful for the rubber gasket that would seal the stench away. Now, she wanted only five things: a hot shower, beer, pizza, some TV and bed. She was thankful that it was near the end of November. At least she didn't have to deal with the blistering heat she'd suffered through last summer. 
 
   The apartment complex had been constructed in the 60's, and rather than central heat and air, it had a swamp cooler on the roof. Even when it was working, it didn’t really cool anything. Her swamp was decidedly not cool. Record heat waves last summer meant spending most of her time miserable. She was forced to jump into her Ford Fairmont with the broken AC and go to a bar, or walk around in a grocery store, just to cool off for a while. More than once, she had pretended to shop for liquor and just stood in the cooler with the wine and beer, letting the sweat freeze on her forehead and neck.
 
   The necessity for open windows made the noise level at the Blake even worse. Kenda lived on a street that served as a path for an ambulance, a fire truck, and city buses, their horns and sirens blasting right about the time they went past her apartment. She also had to endure the gatherings of large families and their friends who liked to congregate by the tree near the sidewalk, sometimes ten to eighteen at a time, and chat each other up, laugh and play Spanish music from their boom boxes. Immigrants from Russia and the Middle East also congregated beneath her window, chatting in their indecipherable foreign tongues, creating sounds like out of tune piano strings. Then of course there was the neighbor's yappy dog who barked at everything that moved, everything he thought he saw move, and everything he anticipated moving at any time in the future. The volume of the whole world seemed to have increased in the last few years. Ambient noise never used to bother her, but now, Kenda had to make a concerted effort to block the surrounding din out, and often just listened to her own music with earbuds plugged into her iPhone. 
 
   The brochure for the Blake had claimed it was "quaint and retro." What it really was could be summed up much more accurately with "ugly and old." The building always smelled like garbage and a ride up in the diaper pail smell of the tiny ancient elevator was enough to put anyone off her lunch. But she had to have a place to live last year, and this was the only affordable thing she could find. The satellite didn't work, as there was no direct line of sight for the dish, so she didn't get to have cable television. That meant lots of time on the computer and voracious bouts of reading. And going out, if the mood suited her. She longed for the day when she could have an aesthetically pleasing, comfortable, quiet place to live. 
 
   Too ashamed for anyone to see her living conditions, she had never invited anyone over, least of all, Ponzi. She didn't want her to know that this glamorous actress life was not all it seemed. Sure, she could dress up and look fabulous whenever she saw Ponzi, but there was nothing she could do to make her apartment more appealing. Once can't very well make a silk purse from a sow's ear. It was better to meet Ponzi at a restaurant or at her house, as she always had.
 
   The first time they met, Kenda was taken with her. Ponzi came backstage after a performance of Noises Off, to compliment Kenda's rendition of Poppy Norton-Taylor. Ponzi's face was aglow with enjoyment, as she shared her favorite scenes with Kenda, and thanked her for the much-needed laugh. Their easy conversation gave way to an invitation to have dinner and drinks at La Fondue, although I'm sure you already have plans, Ponzi had said. No. No, she had no plans except dinner and drinks with cast members, and she had been spending all her time with them, so fresh company would be welcomed. 
 
   They were up well past two in the morning, laughing and talking. Ponzi had fascinated her. They made plans to go on other excursions, and soon, they were spending two or three days a week in each other's company.
 
   She missed Ponzi. But Ponzi was the dangerous kind. 
 
   Now, with the beer drained from the bottle, Kenda pulled up the pizza app on her phone and put in an order for a large pepperoni with mushroom and extra cheese and had them throw in a 2 liter of Dr. Pepper. 
 
   In the bathroom, Kenda turned on the water, getting scalded by the leaky faucet of the hot knob, and stepped out of her jeans and sweatshirt. Feeling grungy from the trip home, she relished the idea of folding herself up in her own bed, kicking back with pizza, and using her laptop to watch the episodes of Castle she had missed while she was gone. And sleeping. Sleeping until she was finally caught up on sleeping. 
 
   Then, she'd decide what to do about Ponzi's call.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 3 ~
 
   I'm a Happy
 
    
 
   It was better, living in the loft. Apartments had always been stressful to Anna Dew, but the loft was different. Life had led her to other places, places of anxiety, mostly. The only time she had enjoyed her living arrangement was last year, when she got the warehouse loft. Other artists lived there and they understood her need for peace and quiet, because apparently, they needed it too. There was even a community garden in the back, and sometimes the artists who tended to it sold the produce to the restaurant on the bottom floor. She had never considered moving, even though she was seeing Rudy, and he owned a large house in Denver. She told herself it was because she needed a place to paint. And that was true, but it was also because she doubted her ability to live with another person—any other person—and having that place to call her own was comforting. She and Rudy had been dating for six months when he asked her to move in, and she had refused. She wasn't sure he understood, but it didn't keep them from dating, and he never pressured her about it.
 
   The last year had not been bad, but she couldn't say it was entirely comfortable, either. She could never be completely at ease in Rudy's house. Not surprising, since she always had trouble adjusting to sharing her space with someone else. Anna had never found anyone she could live with harmoniously. Too many things bothered her. But Rudy was easy-going, and she was fine with short periods of time at his home. He was accommodating. He found her idiosyncrasies charming. Cute, was the word he actually used.
 
   Anna squeezed cadmium red onto the palette and glanced out the window, and down into the gardenesque back yard, with its lovely stand of Aspen trees, and raised beds of vegetables and herbs, now mostly dormant until Spring, when the garden would resurrect and animate the view with color, imbue the breeze with aromatic charm. She was happy here; relieved not to still be in one of the many apartments she had lived in over the years since college. Apartments had always been a source of burgeoning frustration and aggravation and generalized anxiety. 
 
   Mostly it was about the noise. She wondered sometimes if she'd be better off as a deaf person. Noises bothered her. Sound, more than all her other senses, was by far her greatest challenge. There was nothing she could do about it. She had a sensitive nervous system. There were many names for it; the kindest of them, perhaps, Sensory Processing Sensitivity. But she was born that way, and certain things would always vex her. Her heightened senses were perhaps why she could paint the pictures she did, but also why she had to create a certain environment for herself to be happy. It's why she had to be careful about where she lived, and with whom. 
 
   When she found herself dealing with a disturbing sound, and could do little to make it stop, she would have to convince her mind it was the sound of something else. Like once, when she had upstairs and downstairs neighbors who seemed to stomp around a lot. It sounded like pacing, but she could hear each step, like a muffled kettle drum…she pretended it was a heartbeat; that her apartment was alive and that's what its heart sounded like. She thought it might have triggered those infant attachment feelings of being held by your mother. Though she never really got held by her mother much, so that became a dead-end street.  
 
   When the heartbeat-stomping gave way to loud stereos of techno-dance music, and dropping a weight set on the floor repeatedly, and shouting matches, and a dog barking at every little falling leaf he saw out the window, she ultimately had to buy noise-cancelling headphones. And she listened to rain and thunder recordings when she had those on. It solved the problem, but it forced her to live under those headphones, with no real ambient sound, and that had a way of making a person feel disconnected from the world. It was like living ON the world, but not IN it.
 
   Explaining this condition to other people was always difficult. Anna always felt like a freak. So when she met Rudy, and he seemed completely understanding and not put-off by her eccentricities, she was charmed by him fairly quickly. But a quiet, sequestered place of logic in her mind wondered if she settled for him, out of fear that she would never meet anyone else who would have her. It was intriguing as well as disturbing to realize her lack of giddy in-love feelings for him. In fact, she felt more for the sculptor/cop who lived in one of the other warehouse lofts, even though nothing had ever happened between them; they hadn't dated, hadn’t even kissed. As a captain with the Denver Police Department, Rudy was an archetype. She secretly hoped it wasn't the father-figure variety. She'd hate to be a cliché. What she knew was, Rudy was safe. 
 
   She could feel so many things so acutely, and in fact, that was her greatest challenge; yet, when it came to love, there was a dearth of emotion. It was an aggravating irony. Perhaps it was only because they hadn't known each other long enough. Or maybe it was because she was just…broken.
 
   She was able to have some friends, but they were few and far between because she didn't enjoy the usual social activities, and detested crowded bars, heavy drinking, finding parking spots downtown, nor was she interested in the ever-popular Colorado skiing or hiking. She had much rather go to a museum or a play;  sit at a coffee shop or have a relaxing glass of wine on a patio along with a plate of crab legs. She couldn't even bear to go shopping during the day. The large department and grocery stores were too bright with their harsh fluorescent lighting. It gave her a headache. And there were too many people. Too much chaos. Thus, she often shopped late at night when most people were at home watching television, or already asleep in their beds. Lunch or dinner out was okay, as long as the restaurant wasn't too crowded or noisy. Her preference had always been quiet conversation, good drink, good food, and rain as ambient sound.
 
   Reminded of her lunch date, Anna dropped her sable-hair brush in the jar of water, and went to wash up, change her clothes. She was meeting Phoebe, her former college roommate, at one of those quiet, not-too-crowded restaurants. It would be so good to see her again. She hoped they could regain their previous friendship, now that Phoebe had moved back into town. 
 
   It was her relationship with Phoebe that had revealed something else for Anna…that she was still another minority. A bisexual. In college, she never told Phoebe about her equal interest in women, because she didn't want to endanger one of the few precious friendships she had. That one drunken night in the dorm with Phoebe had to be the last, or she ran the risk of losing her friendship. And maybe even falling in love with her. Phoebe said she didn't even recall most of what happened and laughed about it the next day. So Anna made the best of it. It was the catch phrase or caveat for her life: make the best of it. But there was no best most of the time. She could not, as they say, make a silk purse out of sow's ear. But that was about not being able to make the best of things. It was more like whitewash. More like putting lipstick on a pig. What's with all these pork references? she wondered. Maybe she was hungry. After a moment Anna laughed, remembering that she had pork loin thawing at home for dinner tonight. But right now, there was lunch with Phoebe.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   Anna had just been seated at PF Chang's when she saw Phoebe being guided by the hostess to their table in the back. She stood to hug her friend, aware of how nice it felt to be with someone familiar, someone safe. And Phoebe still smelled so divine. She'd have to find out what perfume she wore, because most women's perfumes gave her a vicious headache. Too flowery. Too strong. Phoebe smelled like…what? Vanilla? 
 
   They hugged warmly. "Oh my God, you're still so beautiful!" Anna breathed.
 
   "Look who's talking! I think you're even more gorgeous than you were in college, if that's possible. I love your hairstyle too."
 
   Anna whispered in her old friend's ear, "Are you trying to get in my pants?"
 
   Phoebe laughed. "Been there, done that."
 
   The two smiling women sat, and gave the waitress their drink orders—an Organic Agave Margarita for each of them. Anna squeezed Phoebe's hand across the table. "It's so good to see you again, Phoebs."
 
   "You too, honey." Phoebe slid her sunglasses off and set them on the table next to her iPhone. Scanning the room and its muted Christmas lights, candles, soft, non-intrusive music, she said, "Great place. Very relaxing."
 
   "Yes it is, isn't it? Hard to find a restaurant or bar that isn't one big cacophony."
 
   "I know." She fluffed her hair. "And I haven't had Chinese food in a while. I'm starved…I didn't eat breakfast."
 
   They both looked at the lunch menu and made quick selections, and by then, the waitress reappeared with their margaritas, and took their order. Lettuce Wraps for the appetizer, Shrimp with Candied Walnuts for Phoebe and Caramel Mango Chicken for Anna.
 
   Having a sip of the drink, Phoebe smiled. "So tell me what you've been up to all these years, Anna…How long have you been seeing Rudy?"
 
   "Only about six months. Had a long dry spell before him. It was hard to find someone who doesn't think I'm a freak."
 
   "You're not a freak. What do you mean?"
 
   "Well I've got that HSP thing. Not everyone understands."
 
   Phoebe frowned. "Maybe I don't either. What's HSP?"
 
   As Anna explained, Phoebe seemed genuinely interested. No eye-rolling, no wandering eyes. It was refreshing to be taken seriously, and Phoebe had always been like that. It was one thing Anna always admired about her. But it was time to lighten the conversation. "I wish they had called it something else, though.  I mean Highly Sensitive Person is so pejorative. 'She's so sensitive!'… 'Don't be so sensitive'…I prefer Highly Alert Person. HAP." She smiled. "Sounds better saying I'm a HAP. I'm a HAPPY." 
 
   "Makes you sound Italian," Phoebe joked.
 
   Anna giggled and touched Phoebe's hand. "Oh, I missed you, Phoebs."
 
   "I missed you too, Anna. I was so glad to see you doing well in the art community. You know I always told you that you could make a living doing that." She sipped the margarita too fast and pinched the bridge of her nose, squinting.
 
   Anna knew that most of her money these days definitely did not come from painting. But she couldn’t very well mention that to Phoebe. She would allow her to think what she wished. A sin of omission. "Well, I didn't for a while…hard to break in, but I've had some successful shows, and managed to get a following, so it's all good." She tasted her drink. "Mmm. This is yummy. And…" Anna continued. "I'm so glad that Rudy doesn't mind me spending so much time at my loft, and not at his house. He doesn’t seem to mind driving out there to see me. He's very understanding about my creative time, too. He loves TV and reading, so he just does that when he comes over. That's kind of nice."
 
   Phoebe stirred her drink with the straw. "I don't know why I got the impression that you were married when we talked on the phone months ago about getting Ginger on at the Denver P.D. I guess it was the way you were talking about him. How did you two meet?"
 
   "Oh I donated some paintings to an auction for the families of fallen police officers. He was there. He actually bought one of my paintings, and so I went over to thank him and we just started talking…it developed from there. He really is a very nice guy."
 
   "Ginger likes him, I know. So you two seem to be more than love interest. You're friends, too, huh?"
 
   Anna frowned, interrupting the flow of frozen margarita through her straw. "I guess so…I never thought about it like that, but I suppose we are friends…too." Why did Anna feel the need to add too onto that sentence? Was she just nervous to be around Phoebe again?
 
   "But you're happy. That's all that counts."
 
   "I think I am."
 
   "You think?" 
 
   Peering over at her friend blankly, Anna watched as Phoebe removed the tiny umbrella from her drink. Anna's eyes followed the umbrella down to the napkin on the table, and stared at it. Crinkly paper, what was it called? Vellum? I could make umbrellas like that…but what for? Attaching to a canvas in a beach scene I might paint? This one was pretty simple, though. In Pink. Blue. Baby colors. Did she want to have a baby someday?
 
   "Anna?"
 
   She looked up. "Oh, sorry. I got distracted."
 
   "Are you really happy?"
 
   The waitress stalled any response, as she appeared with the lettuce wraps. Anna grabbed one immediately and took a bite.
 
   "Are you avoiding my question, Anna?"
 
   She chewed, swallowed. "I seem to be."
 
   "That's very telling."
 
   "Yeah, except apparently, I'm NOT telling."
 
   Phoebe gave her an indulgent grin. "It's okay, you know. You can say if it's not all you'd hoped it would be. It's not like other people don't have mediocre relationships. Or even bad ones."
 
   "I don't know if you and Jobeth got married, but you don't have a mediocre relationship, do you?"
 
   "No, not at all. We're not married, legally. You know how that is, politically. But don't baffle me with misdirection. The point is, any committed relationship. Whatever you call it. Is it everything you wanted?"
 
   "I guess…not. And I wouldn't call us committed, either. We're just dating. I enjoy his company. He's easy to be around. But there's no such thing as a perfect match." She bit into the lettuce wrap.
 
   "I'm not sure I believe that. Maybe you just aren't in one."
 
   "I have been thinking lately, maybe I'd better cut him loose…" Anna swallowed her bite of food. "I mean, I'm sure there's a woman out there who would love to move in and share a life with him…I feel sometimes like I'm getting in the way of that…"
 
   "Does he seem unhappy with you?"
 
   "No. He's really good to me. He seems fine just coming over and watching a movie or reading while I paint. It's comfortable."
 
   "What about the sex? Is the sex good?"
 
   "Phoebe!" Anna glanced around to see if anyone overheard.
 
   "Well, we're grown-ups. We can talk about these things." She shook out some soy sauce on the appetizer, and took a bite.
 
   "It's…fine. It's perfectly…fine."
 
   "Take a breath, you're overwhelming me with emotion."
 
   I hope she doesn't bring up our college drunk-sex night. I'll turn three shades of red. I wish I hadn't mentioned it when we first got here. "I guess I just haven't given it much thought…not in the…that direction."
 
   "Do you love him?"
 
   "Of course I love him. He's a wonderful man."
 
   "Yes, but are you IN love with him?"
 
   Anna sighed, poked a wayward mushroom back into the lettuce wrap and munched down on it. "I've never been in love with anyone. I don’t think I can actually have that emotion." She washed down the bite with a sip of margarita. "Isn't it enough to just love someone? Why does there have to be cherubs and mushy Valentine's Day cards, and walking around on air? Isn't that just the brainwashing of our society?"
 
   "Sounds like you have thought about it." 
 
   Anna struggled with something in her head. 
 
   "Look," Phoebe said softly. "I'm not trying to rain on your parade here. But you've always been…okay, you've always had that Sensory Sensitivity, right?"
 
   Anna nodded.
 
   "You have always felt things more deeply than most people."
 
   She nodded again.
 
   "I mean, I know you always cried at the drop of a hat. Some humane society commercial, you'd be crying about the kittens. Some starving children in Africa, you'd boo-hoo. Even sappy love scenes in movies. Complete water-works."
 
   "Yeah? So? I told you it's part of being HSP."
 
   "Precisely. How is it that you can feel all those things, but not have the capacity to be in love? Don't you think maybe it's because you haven't met the right person yet?"
 
   Anna knew she had recently had the same thought. A thought she didn't want to entertain. She felt her defenses go up. "Are you trying to sabotage my relationship?"
 
   "Anna…" Phoebe laid a hand on her arm. "I don't know Rudy Campbell. I'm sure he's one of the nicest guys in the world. But that's not the point. My concern is for YOU. Not him, and not your relationship with him, but whether or not you're happy. That's all this is about. Life is short. Time is precious. You have to do everything you can to find that happiness and hang onto it. If that's Rudy for you, then I'm all about it. But if it's not—"
 
   The waitress brought their entrees, and Anna leaned back, staring at the table, as they were served and left alone again. Her eyes trailed up to meet Phoebe's. "You've always been the voice of reason for me, Phoebe…You've always been the one to see the reality of things. I've got a lot to think about, looks like."
 
   Phoebe nodded. "But not now. Now we have this wonderful food, and I want to hear more about your art, and I want to reminisce about the crazy college days…"
 
   "Sounds good," Anna breathed, picking up her fork and stabbing into the Caramel Mango Chicken.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 4 ~
 
   Dancing in the Darkness
 
    
 
   Ejecting the movie from the DVD player, Ponzi set the popcorn on the coffee table, the remaining unpopped kernels like the discarded brains of the tiny round, fluffy carcasses. Corn craniums, she thought, sighing down into her glass at a melded clump of Dr-Pepper-colored ice, all that remained. The ice blinked reflected green, red, blue…the pulsing of the Christmas lights adorning the tree in the corner. Her gaze trailed up to the festive bulbs hugging the spruce, decorated in all its obligatory glory. Why did she continue to put lights on that damn tree every year, when they only reminded her of one thing? Another set of lights. Another relationship. 
 
   She had very little experience in that department, but the paltry experience she did have was plenty to put her off the heart-giving for quite some time. As an adult, the first time she gave in to making a life and a home with someone, it all went awry. It was not a set of memories Ponzi cared to recall, but this time of year usually presented the data in her mind, whether she wanted to relive it or not.
 
   It had been the beginning of the end that December ten years ago. Douglas Hatch. The first man Ponzi had allowed close to her since the events of her adolescence. After watching all her college friends going off to start their lives, enjoying their relationships and their careers, she decided it was time for her to have some normalcy. Stop being so fearful, so insular. 
 
   She spent some time at local pubs, and there she met Doug. They casually dated, and he had not pressured her for sex, which was, as she understood it, an unusual feature on a young man fresh out of college. Granted, they had only had four dates, when she began to question herself, but he had always seemed the strong, silent type. She had given herself to him the very next time they were together, and it had been fine. She even enjoyed it. Soon thereafter, he asked her to move in with him, and she had, hoping to begin this life of normalcy she imagined everyone else was already living.
 
   But before long, things began to change. One night, the two of them were in bed, and she had been trying to please Douglas for almost an hour, but his body would not respond. Ponzi kept at it that night, determined to give Doug what he so desperately needed.
 
   That's when he asked Ponzi to turn around on the bed, and Ponzi knew it was because he wanted to spank her. He had mentioned it earlier in the day when Ponzi caught him watching porn on the computer. She had never been into that sort of thing—neither hitting, nor porn in general, but she wanted to please her man. Wasn't that what she was supposed to do in a relationship? So she obliged, indulging his little fetish. 
 
   Ponzi still had her mouth on him, pumping, as Doug fisted his fingers in her hair, trying to elicit some sort of pleasurable response. Ponzi was working up a sweat, sure her jaw and her arm muscles would give out before any release came, and Doug kept telling her to suck harder, pump faster, as Ponzi's muscles burned in protest. As Doug tried fiercely to feel, he began to smack Ponzi on the ass. Then he hit her harder and harder and faster and faster, until tears sprang to her eyes and she prayed for him to get there so it would stop. The spanking had turned into a beating. Finally, Doug gave up and shoved her head away, sighing. 
 
   "I'm sorry, baby," Ponzi whispered, wiping the tears from her eyes with the edge of the sheet. "What can I do?"
 
   "Nothing. Forget it. It's not gonna happen."
 
   "Why don't you just let me hold you--"
 
   Douglas pushed her away. "I don't want you to fucking hold me."
 
   Ponzi sat up on the side of the bed, her back to Doug, and tried to stop the tears that were steaming out of her eyes. "I'm going to get something to drink, do you want anything?"
 
   "No." He got up and headed for the bathroom.
 
   Ponzi moved into the kitchen and pulled out a wine cooler. As she took a long drink of the strawberry concoction, she looked at the Christmas lights on the floor around the baseboards. They had been up on the ceiling, but in a fit of rage, Doug had torn them down, after Ponzi spent the afternoon getting them up there. She had been so excited when she got them all hung properly and then flicked the switch to turn them on. She always had that phrase trip the light fantastic in her mind whenever she turned on the Christmas lights. When they first got together, the year before, it had been Christmas time, and they had danced beside the newly-decorated tree. "Shall we trip the light fantastic?" he had asked, his hand out gallantly.
 
   But fantastic was not what it became. The lights had indeed taken a trip. They blinked red, blue, green, from their place on the floor. She remembered being aware of the inevitable conversation; she'd have to tell Douglas that the hitting during sex was painful. But he didn't seem capable of hearing anything else that would bring him down, so Ponzi kept her silence. 
 
   The hitting continued and got more violent, until finally one night she had to stop and get out of bed. Eventually Doug joined her on the sofa in the living room; not because he wanted to talk about it, but because that's where he kept his pot and alcohol.
 
   "Doug," she began cautiously. "I need to tell you something…this hitting you're doing isn't helping you and it's hurting me. You're hitting me too hard and it makes me feel awful that the only way you think you can get off is to hurt me."
 
   "Fuck you, then," Doug had said. 
 
   Ponzi considered leaving that night; even began to pack a bag. But moving out would have been so difficult, and Doug would probably have another meltdown before she could be gone. If Doug had still had a job, she would have just left while he was at work, but he was home all the time, on the sofa, getting high. Or sleeping too much. So Ponzi stayed, hoping to find some avenue that would offer a solution.
 
   A few days later, Ponzi decided to try a different approach. She'd spent three hours putting up the tree and decorating it with boxes full of tinsel and ornaments she had to struggle down from the attic. She added the train set on a track around the tree, knowing that Doug had fond memories of playing with it the last Christmas he shared with his mother, when she gave it to him. Ponzi hoped the tree and the train would bring back that happiness he had lost in recent months. 
 
   He'd quit his job as a security officer two months before and was still spending most of his time on the couch in front of the TV, drinking and getting high. The medical marijuana he was using came from his friend Jonathan, who had a card to buy it from the dispensary. Jonathan and Douglas had been high school buddies,  but Jonathan was now a little crazy, in a Rainman kind of way. 
 
   Jonathan's astronomical IQ had been tempered by the suicide attempt that sent him into a coma for months. When he emerged from the fog, he had changed. Remnants of genius still existed, but the man continually behaved in inappropriate ways and was on so many medications that he rarely made any sense. And he lived in Section 8 housing in gang territory, amid filth and disarray. Ponzi would not sit down while they were there because the ratty sofa seemed caked with dirt and dog-hair. 
 
   As they made the exchange of money for marijuana, Ponzi eyes would skitter over things like the computer keyboard, which was black with stains, crumbs all around it, smudges and fingerprints all over the monitor, on the carpet, morsels of dried cheese, a sucker, embraced by the carpet fibers, dropped bits of food on the discolored carpeting, and the stench was overwhelming; a mixture of dirty wet dog, urine and spoiled food. Each time Ponzi went with Doug on one of these pot-runs, she caught herself watching for lurking figures in the dark, clutching her purse against her, wishing for Ativan. She eventually sent Doug on his own because she couldn’t bear to go.
 
   So while the pot was medical grade, it was unpleasant to get, and also expensive. Ponzi's paycheck from her management job had been going to the purchase of this panacea Doug insisted he needed, to the tune of $100 per week. Her paycheck also went to pay Doug's truck payment which was far too high at $489, and to the mortgage on the house, which was to be their couple-project, but turned into a money-pit that Doug could not begin to address with any amount of dedication. Unlike her beautiful home near Washington Park now, the house she shared with Doug remained in a state of construction, walls half-repainted, open sections of wall near the ceiling, with dirty wiring and cobwebs hanging out, windows that were makeshift Plexiglas and did little to keep out the cold. Ponzi had spent weeks cleaning to remove the collected grime on baseboards and floors and even kitchen cabinets. It had been a long time, even before they met, since the house had resembled anything near a home. When she bought her current home, it was almost new, and everything was in excellent condition. But her financial status had improved substantially since those days.
 
   Her idea to put up the tree and the train set was not enough to bring out the better things in Doug again. The things Ponzi saw in the beginning of their romance. She was again proved wrong in her aspirations. 
 
   When Doug finally pulled himself out of a drug-induced sleep, and saw the tree and the train, instead of being grateful and endeared, he picked a fight. The evening ended with Doug kicking the train and tracks across the room, which slammed against the newly painted section of wall Ponzi had just finished mudding, taping and painting. And then Doug grabbed the tree and pulled it down and threw it across the room, too. Broken ornaments and tinsel littered the floor, like ironic, shiny beacons of despair.
 
   After that, Doug took all the liquor bottles from the freestanding wet bar and smashed them in bits on the hardwood floor, leaving broken glass and sticky residue all over the surface. Then he sat on the sofa with his hands to his head, screaming. And all she could do was wrap her arms around him and say that it would be okay, that she would get him some help. She should have called 911 and had him placed on a 72 hour psychiatric hold, but she knew that doing that would remove any hope he had of ever getting his job back or pursuing the paramedic career he said he aspired to. 
 
   After he stopped screaming, Ponzi spent an couple of hours cleaning up the mess; righting the furniture, picking up the lights and the tree, repacking the train and tracks, sweeping up the broken liquor bottles, only after cutting her foot on a shard of glass before she could get to her shoes.
 
   Now, in her beautiful home in Wash Park, she stood in front of this year's tree. No one had thrown this tree, broken its sparkly ornaments. No lights had been ripped off the walls. She and Garrison never even argued. He was not prone to temper tantrums. He was, in fact, quite reserved. She did like that about him. She never felt threatened by his presence. Never feared to speak or act, wondering if he would shift into depression or rage. No, Garrison Bishop was even-keeled. Some might call him reliable and steadfast. The opposite of Douglas Hatch.
 
   Though the situation with Doug seemed as bad as it could get, she was surprised to find that bad had deeper levels. Ponzi had hoped that time away from the house would help Doug feel better, and suggested they make a trip out of town.
 
   After they were on the road, Doug pulled out a pipe, and began to light up, while steering his truck with his knee, doing 75 miles per hour. When Ponzi had voiced her concern about being stopped by the police, Doug went ballistic again, increasing his speed to 85, beating his hands on the steering wheel and screaming while Ponzi begged him to pull over. That night, Ponzi was sure she would die in a fiery crash. Doug finally had swerved off at an exit that seemed abandoned. They were in the big middle of nowhere, outside Alamosa, before Doug stopped the truck, got out, and climbed the berm to the railroad tracks above. 
 
   There, he stood between the rails and stared off into the frigid evening. Ponzi followed him, the oppressive expanse of darkness seeming to gather inside her chest.  Reaching the base of the berm, she saw that Doug had the .357 in his hand. Ponzi begged him to come down and when he refused, she climbed up the mound, and stood facing him on the tracks. "What are you doing, Doug?"
 
   "Waiting on a train," he said.
 
   "Please just calm down. Please give me the gun, and let's go sit in the truck and talk. It's freezing out here."
 
   "Take the truck and go." He gestured with the gun.
 
   Crouching reflexively for a moment, she wondered if his finger was on the trigger. "What are you talking about? I'm not just going to leave you out here--" 
 
   "You can have the truck, you can have the house. I know you've always wanted a home of your own." He used the .357 as a pointing device. Aimed at her. "Now you can have one."
 
   "Doug please--"
 
   He had shouted hoarsely, "Leave me alone!" 
 
   "Baby, you need help. This is just too much for you. Let me get you some help--"
 
   "No one can help me!" he screamed, his lips curled back to show teeth, in a half-grimace, half-snarl.
 
   "I'm trying, Doug. I'm trying to help you."
 
   After that awful night, the trip that was to help, only hindered, and Doug headed back to the house, unwilling to let Ponzi drive. As most of the trip was along a desolate highway with no houses or businesses for miles, she was trapped. And Doug was her only way home. Doug, with his anger and despondency, his pot and his loaded .357.
 
   There were repeat performances for days thereafter, until Ponzi had felt she was on a remote island, steadily sinking into the sea. She had to decide whether or not to drown as it went down, or save herself. 
 
   Ultimately the decision was made for her when Doug had another meltdown that caused him to trash the house—pulling out drawers and scattering their contents, breaking lamps, upending furniture, shattering dishes, kicking potted plants over, swiping pictures off the wall.
 
   Eventually, he turned his anger on Ponzi; aiming the smaller tables and furnishings at her, even crushing her against a wall with a nightstand in her chest, smashing her head against another section of the newly-completed plaster and paint. 
 
   As Doug stomped back into the living room to kick at the debris, she called 911 with a trembling hand, her hip and elbow bruised from blocking the nightstand, blood dripping from a cut on her finger, a knot forming on the back of her head. She was certain that it could only end in more injury and perhaps worse. Minutes later, the police arrived, assessed the situation quickly, handcuffed Doug, and took him to jail. 
 
   Ignoring her injuries by necessity, Ponzi packed and moved in three days, all by herself, realizing that she had no friends to call on for assistance. Doug had made sure of that. She checked into a hotel, and from there, got another apartment and started her life over.
 
   While settling in, pampering herself and rethinking her life, she came up with the idea for her business and put all her resources into building it. She wanted nothing more to do with love. The Doug Debacle became merely another item in a lifelong list of relational catastrophes. From the heartbreak of apathetic parents who always behaved as though she was an afterthought, to the betrayal and the abuse and molestation in her younger years at the hands of twin uncles who so often tag-teamed her with their vile appetites, to the swath of devastation from the next man she let near her—Doug—Ponzi avoided relationships like a flesh-eating bacteria. She kept her barriers solidly in place for ten years, proud of her ability to regulate the threat of pain by avoiding anything she could not control. When she thought a man might actually want something from her, sex included, she would drop them like they were hot. 
 
   Garrison became part of her life 10 years after Doug's departure, when loneliness had gained a foothold, and he made her believe that love was possible again. He managed to destroy those barriers and make Ponzi feel safe and adored. She had her own money and her own home by then, and she wouldn't have to control him, because he was not a threat. Ponzi wondered if her luck had changed. She knew you could only appreciate the light when you had lived for a time in darkness. 
 
   But perhaps Garrison was not the light. Perhaps he was the darkness, too. Just like Doug. Just like her uncles who molested her repeatedly before she was even old enough to date.
 
   The immaculate, yet tasteful and understated décor of her home now, suggested clearly that she was a person of means who had succeeded in life. This had only been possible when she was alone. Now, her foray back into partnership seemed doomed to fail, as well. Here she was, setting up a hidden camera to spy on her husband.
 
   Her eyes went back to the TV screen. To the movie. Though Ponzi had seen the Two Jakes many times before, she was sorry to have missed a portion of it, while off in her reverie. Dancing in the darkness. 
 
   Jack Nicolson was saying, You can't trust a guy who's never lost anything. 
 
   Had Garrison Bishop ever lost anything? 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~5~
 
   Politics and Philosophy
 
    
 
   After an hour of eating and jaunts down memory lane, interspersed with lots of laughter, Anna invited Phoebe back to her loft for coffee and dessert. It took the better part of 25 minutes for Phoebe to follow Anna down Wadsworth onto Morrison road, which eventually became Bear Creek Road, and from there, turn on Shady Lane into the warehouse parking lot. 
 
   The lofts were in one of two warehouses. The one farther back on the lot was empty and in need of renovation, but the owners had not yet made the investment, and Anna said that she had heard they wanted to sell the entire property so they could move to Vail. The front building housed loft apartments on the second and third floors, and the restaurant and gallery on the first floor, named, appropriately, The Warehouse Restaurant and Gallery. Quite convenient, since the upper floors served as lodging for artists. It was also the only restaurant for miles, so it remained in business, even amid economic downturns. The owners also made a regular income from the tenants who ordered food to be delivered upstairs at frequent intervals.
 
   Since the large caged freight elevators were broken, they rode the compact secondary elevator to the second floor, and Anna guided Phoebe down the sunlit grey-painted hallway. Equally spaced concrete pillars on their right between the apartment doors, and to the left, weathered concrete sidewall holding up a massive array of multi-paned windows.
 
   Anna stopped at the last door on the end and opened the door for her, and Phoebe stepped in, pausing to take in the décor. Of course, Anna's paintings adorned every wall, but Phoebe also noticed the soft brown suede sofa and matching chairs, a low-slung coffee table made of redwood tree slab and driftwood, the room primarily shades of chocolate, caramel and whipped cream, accented by splashes of teal. "This place looks good enough to eat for dessert," she said.
 
   "Funny you should say that. I thought when I was painting it that some people have a desert motif, but mine's a dessert motif." Anna smiled. 
 
   The space was wide-open; one large room separated only by a few floor screens, which Anna had said she'd built and painted with the scenes of snowy mountain peaks. Phoebe noticed a price tag on one of them. Anna said she sold a few of them periodically.
 
   On their way into the kitchen area, Phoebe paused at a single sculpture of a nude woman gracing the table in front of the largest column in the center of the room. "This is beautiful work."
 
   "Yes, I love that. It's by a cop who lives here in the building."
 
   "I thought this building was just for artists?"
 
   "Well, it is, but this artist is also a cop. We're friends. It was a barter. I offered one of my paintings in return."
 
   "Oh? Who is he? I like his work."
 
   "She."
 
   "She? Ah. Even better. What's her name?"
 
   "Chloe. She says she only cares about three things: Being a cop, sculpture, and her pet chicken."
 
   Phoebe laughed. "She has a pet chicken?"
 
   Anna shared in her amusement. "Long story. She rescued it from an accident involving a farm truck."
 
   "Quirky."
 
   Anna nodded. "Yes, it's cute. But she's very talented. And funny. She makes me laugh."
 
   "Anything…romantic there?"
 
   Anna actually blushed, and the response wasn't lost on Phoebe. "Do you have a little crush on this Chloe?"
 
   Anna turned to continue into the kitchen, moving to the DeLonghi Combination Coffee machine; a gadget Phoebe had been intending to buy for herself. It perched atop what looked like a reclaimed barn wood countertop. Anna had her back strategically to Phoebe. "Oh, I don't know about that, now…we just enjoy…"
 
   "Each other's company." 
 
   "Right." Anna prepped the DeLonghi, adding water for the espresso side, and milk in the reservoir for the frothing mechanism, and switched it onto brew cycle. 
 
   "Is she gay?" 
 
   "I don't know…I think so, though." She came over, pulling her phone from a pocket, scrolling through pictures. "Here she is."
 
   Phoebe took the phone and regarded Chloe. In the first picture, she was in the uniform of Denver P.D., and in the second, her hands were covered with wet clay as she sat on the chair with the Lazy Susan table in front of her, the outline of a naked female hip emerging from the platform. 
 
   "Does she do a lot of female nudes?"
 
   Anna watched the espresso start dripping into the small carafe on the left. "Um…yeah."
 
   "She's so gay."
 
   Anna laughed.
 
   Phoebe studied the photo again. Chloe's shoulder-length, blonde hair had equal amounts of brown highlights, light and dark, to give her a unique appearance. It accentuated her chocolate brown eyes. "She's beautiful. Love her hair."
 
   "I know, right? I've never seen hair like that. I have to be careful not to just stare at it. It made me want to paint a mimic piece. That's over there," she pointed.
 
   Phoebe looked at the painting over the fireplace. It did, indeed look like a close- up of Chloe's tendrils. "Why don't you give her that painting?"
 
   Anna frowned. "Really?"
 
   "Well if she went to all that trouble to get her hair to look like that, she must be fond of those colors."
 
   "I guess…"
 
   Phoebe turned to scan the room. "I just realized that your décor uses the same colors as Chloe's hair…when did you pick out this color scheme?"
 
   Anna's eyes moved to and fro thoughtfully. "Um…right after…I met Chloe." She looked up, face flushing pink. "I guess it was subliminal. I just love all those colors."
 
   Phoebe grinned knowingly.
 
   "It's a color thing, Phoebs, that's all. I'm a painter. I'm sort of into colors."
 
   "Mmm-hm," Phoebe agreed without sincerity.
 
   Anna tossed the dishtowel at her, and turned to pour the espresso. After frothing the milk, she added it and carried two glass mugs of it over to the bar.
 
   Phoebe accepted the latte and let her eyes take in the large spruce in the corner, covered in snowy white, with glistening blue tinsel and silver ornaments. "Love the tree."
 
   "Just got that up yesterday. I love the holidays mostly because of the lights. It makes me happy to see all the sparkly colors."
 
   "Sixteenth street mall is filled with them already. Have you been to see them?"
 
   "Not yet. We should go have lunch over there soon."
 
   The television had been left on, but muted. Phoebe's attention went to the crawlers on CNN. "Oh my god. There they go again."
 
   Anna saw what she was reading. "Oh the doomsdayers? All that 2012 Ascension jazz. Apparently the end of the world is only weeks away. Crazy, huh?"
 
   "Do people seriously believe that stuff?"
 
   "Yes they do. It actually gave me the idea for my last painting."
 
   "I want to see it."
 
   Anna pointed. "It's around this other screen over here."
 
   As the two wound around the counter to the other side, it was clear to Phoebe that this was an artist's space. Canvases in various stages of completion were hung, propped or stacked all over the area. Several easels and a storage cabinet with paint tubes and supplies perched in the center of the room. Anna said she thought of it as the nucleus and her easels the electrons that moved around it, as she often worked on more than one at a time. Anna pointed to the easel shelving installed along one wall. "There."
 
   Phoebe gasped at the abstract. "That's beautiful…" Sinuous, wispy fingers of color rose into a sun-drenched sky. "I love this. How much are you selling it for?"
 
   "I don't know. My dealer says three hundred, but I think that's a little ambitious."
 
   "I want to buy it."
 
   "Oh, Phoebe, I didn't show this to you to get a sale…"
 
   Phoebe stepped closer, blue eyes caressing the canvas in appreciation. "Well you got one. I love it. I want it."
 
   "I couldn't possibly charge you. You can just have it."
 
   "Just for that, I'm giving you a thousand."
 
   "Phoebe, no—"
 
   "Don't even try to talk me out of it." Phoebe spent several minutes just admiring the painting, and then she picked it up and walked back into the kitchen area with it, somehow fearful someone would nab it before she did. She bent to the floor for her purse. "I've paid way more than that for art I didn't like nearly as much as this."
 
   Anna tugged at her sleeve. "Still, Phoebe…there's no way I'm letting you—"
 
   "Look, Anna, you know I have the money, it's not like it will create a hardship for me. But that's not it. I really love this painting." She opened her checkbook, and clicked the pen. "I have been wanting to get some new art for the walls. What I have is leftovers from my marriage to Steve." She dated the check and wrote out the amount. "I love the idea of supporting local artists and I happen to have a very gifted artist friend. Why wouldn't I buy her work?" Phoebe tore out and handed her the check.
 
   Anna seemed humbled to silence as she accepted it. "Let me get some wrapping." Anna hurried back to the art space and brought back a piece of cardboard and some brown paper, securing the cardboard over the front, and taping the paper snugly to the rest.
 
   "Oh, and it's perfect," Phoebe said. "because I can hang it in the living room where everyone can see it at my alumni reunion party. Ponzi Bonnet will be there."
 
   "Oh…Ponzi…" Anna thought better of mentioning her temporary employment with Ponzi's husband. "I'm looking forward to that. Now…at least let me serve you some cheesecake."
 
   "That I will accept."
 
   Phoebe perched on a barstool at the counter as Anna removed the lid on the pie tin and pulled out a drawer, seeking a knife. 
 
   CNN drew Phoebe's attention again, where more chatter evolved about the 2012 Ascension, planetary shift and other sundry supernatural speculation.
 
   "Hard not to look, isn't it?"
 
   Phoebe nodded at Anna, watched her suck a clump of graham cracker crust from her finger. "I mean, not long ago, they were all talking about the Mayan calendar and that the planets were going to line up on December twenty-first, and the world as we knew it would be altered forever…but they failed to realize that that alignment takes place every year on that day. I wish people would educate themselves."
 
   Ann brought the cheesecake around to sit next to Phoebe. "That happens every year?" Anna laughed. "How funny is that? I didn't know that either. But I also didn't believe their claims for a minute."
 
   "That's because you're smart, and intuitively, you knew it was crazy, or we would have heard something from someone with a bit more authority. Like the National Academy of Sciences. Or NASA. Or the President. Or even fucking Pee Wee Herman. "
 
   Anna giggled. "Fucking Pee Wee Herman? Can you imagine?" She fell into a classic Pee Wee voice, gave the signature laugh and mimicked, 'oooo…come do me on Chairie…hehe'."
 
   Phoebe almost spewed her latte. "You crack me up." 
 
   Anna handed her a napkin. "So what about the claim that the Mayan calendar ends on the twenty-first?" 
 
   "It does end. But they made long-count calendars, and one of them ends on that day, but another long count starts. It's the same as December 31st on our calendars. We just begin again on another one, January first. We don't stand around chewing our fingernails off because the year's calendar ran out of months."
 
   Anna giggled.
 
   "In fact, we have this big party, right?"
 
   "Obviously we need more science education in this country. And also less religion."
 
   "I know!" Phoebe had a sip of the latte. "Religion is the cause of so many of our problems. For one thing, I've never understood why they just keep ignoring the Constitution—namely the separation of church and state. If all the churches and pastors get to be involved in politics and influence that process, then the churches ought to be expected to pay taxes. I mean, I think that would be something like 70 billion dollars. If we taxed all the churches in this country, the economic problems might disappear. But no, they get to influence policy, block meaningful legislation, lie, steal, manipulate, while talking about how much they love this country, all the while ignoring the documents that it was formed upon."
 
   Anna smiled. "You haven't had anyone to talk politics and philosophy with lately, have you?"
 
   Phoebe laughed at herself. "No, I guess I haven't."
 
   Anna lifted her long brown hair off her collar. "You remember how we used to have all these midnight caucuses with other students in the common room at the dorm?"
 
   "Oh yes. That was one of my favorite memories of college." Another sip of latte. "I miss it. I miss you. You and I used to have the greatest discussions about everything. Philosophy. Religion. Quantum Physics. Politics. It was so much fun."
 
   "Don't you talk to Jobeth or your other friends about it?"
 
   "Not really…I mean, it's not that Jobeth isn't smart. She is. She's sharp as a tack. But she didn't go to college, so I don't think she would be interested in all that, and probably wouldn't know what I was talking about. She does a lot of reading and self-study, but other than a fondness for Shakespeare, I don't think she delved too far into all that other stuff. It just wasn't part of her lifestyle…and I guess it never was part of our relationship either. We had other things occupying our attention."
 
   "Yes, you mentioned a few of those on the phone, but I'd like to hear the lurid details. Especially the bit in the backseat of a Falcon."
 
   Phoebe laughed. "Oh, those details would glaze your eyes."
 
   "I'm looking forward to it." She rubbed a hand on Phoebe's forearm. "But sexual intercourse aside, let's talk about the intellectual discourse…have you ever asked Jobeth? Ever tried to have a conversation like that?"
 
   Phoebe thought about it. "No. I just assumed it was not the sort of thing we would talk about."
 
   "Well maybe she would enjoy talking about it."
 
   "Not sure about that." Phoebe laid a hand atop Anna's hand on her arm, warm from the coffee cup. "But now I have you again. And that's something we could always share. So this is good. I'm so glad I moved back to Colorado."
 
   "I am too." Anna pushed the dessert plate closer to Phoebe. "Now have some white chocolate raspberry cheesecake."
 
   Phoebe snatched the fork up and took a bite. "Holy mother, this is so good."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   "You made this?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Since when do you cook? I remember you burning the Ramen noodles in the dorm."
 
   "Things change. People change."
 
   Phoebe studied the Christmas tree. "I'm looking forward to the party. Seeing how everyone has changed since college."
 
   "Or not changed."
 
   "Yes, some people just stagnate, don't they?"
 
   Anna seemed to think that one over. 
 
   "Why are you frowning?" Phoebe asked.
 
   "I was thinking about what you said. I think Rudy and I are stagnating. He hasn't come over in a while. But I'm not sure why."
 
   "Well did anything happen the last time he was here?"
 
   "Not really. It was right after he and Chloe and I had an enjoyable evening of cocktails and conversation in front of the fire."
 
   "Um, Anna. She's a cop, he's a cop. I'm sure he picked up on something between you two and he's sort of bowing out."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~6~
 
   Trauma Requires Conscious Thought
 
    
 
   With the camera's SD card plugged into her laptop, Ponzi dragged the video file onto the DVD drive and burned a copy, before even viewing it. She shoved the disc into her purse for safekeeping. Then, she watched the video footage from the previous night.
 
   What she discovered exceeded her fears. Garrison did not leave the house last night. In fact, he stayed in bed with her, reading. But then, after about an hour, he checked to see if she was at all lucid; called her name, patted her cheek, even shook her, and she was unresponsive. Ponzi was slightly bothered by the fact that she had no memory of it, but profoundly disturbed by the next images. 
 
   She watched, as if having an out of body experience, while her unconscious self was actually violated by her own husband; there was no other way to describe it, since consent was impossible from an unconscious woman. His alleged impotence a lie, now, he pushed his already-erect member into her flaccid mouth, as she watched with her hand now over her tightly sealed lips, as if to protect herself from something that had already happened. 
 
   After long moments of this invasion on the screen in front of her, Garrison moved on to penetration, bending her knees up high, and pumping inside her vigorously, before flipping her over and pulling her legs off the side of the bed, and invading her anally, as well, his long fingers clenching at her hips, his head thrown back in ecstasy. 
 
   Ponzi's eyes were glued horribly to the screen, as if it were happening to someone else. But it wasn't. It was happening to her…again. She became suddenly aware of unpleasant sensations in her body—a prickling pain between her legs, an angry throbbing tenderness. The sensations had gone unnoticed for some time, obviously, but now, it was as though the nerve endings had awakened—sensory echoes created by animated memory. Now, she could feel what had been done to her. Just like she felt it all those years ago. And there was no denying what had been done to her. It was all right there on video. Stomach drawing tight, she felt queasy. Lurching up, she ran into the bathroom, falling on her knees in front of the toilet, retching.
 
   The nausea eased somewhat, she stood and went to the sink, looking at her pallid reflection. Reaching for the toothpaste, she brushed her teeth, as much to cleanse the bile in her mouth, as to wash him out of her mouth. 
 
   Returning to her desk, she sat in front of the computer screen, an image of him frozen in position, defiling her.
 
   His voice gave her a fright. 
 
   "It's called somnophilia."
 
   She whirled, making a paltry attempt to block the screen. "Garrison—" Her startled response changed into anger and betrayal. "I thought it was called impotence!"
 
   "As you can see, that's not an accurate diagnosis."
 
   "How could you?"
 
   He turned to the chrome and glass bar cart by the doorway, picking up the Grey Goose bottle. "We all have our illnesses, darling. You have yours, I have mine."
 
   "But…Garrison…how could you…do THIS to me? You know what I've gone through."
 
   "Yes, which is why this was the best way."
 
   "The best way? You're not…you're not impotent! Were you ever?"
 
   "No, I was never impotent. But I have always had this compulsion. This…"
 
   "Perversion?"
 
   "Well, more of a fetish, actually. Most people do have some kind of fetish. But this one…it's why I got into psychiatry to begin with. I was trying to understand myself." He slid a rocks glass closer to the edge of the cart. "Then I became intensely interested in the entire field of study." The vodka made a familiar splashing sound into the glass. "I've never been able to resist it. I figured it was safest and best all around if I was able to get those needs met in the bounds of marriage, where there would be an expectation of sexual gratification, and it wouldn't be without your consent, just without your knowledge. But what you don't know, won't hurt you."
 
   "No! I never gave you consent for this!" she pointed at the screen, paused now on an image of him sodomizing her. "I never said it was okay to pleasure yourself using my body while I was unconscious! And you are doing…you were doing everything! Everything that traumatized me before!" 
 
   "Trauma requires conscious thought. That's why people often have amnesia after a trauma. It's the psyche's way of protecting itself. You didn't know, so you were not really experiencing anything traumatic. You were merely pleasing your husband with no real emotional sacrifice on your part. It was a win-win. Any trauma you feel is your own fault. If you had not made a video, you wouldn't even know."
 
   She grabbed the coffee cup and hurled it at him. He ducked and it shattered against the floor. "Are you a fucking psycho??!" she screeched.
 
   He downed the vodka, replying with great calm, "Better than going around drugging random women and violating them without their consent, don't you think?"
 
   "That's the most fucked up logic I've ever heard, Garrison! You're a psychiatrist, ferfucksake! Why don't you just get some therapy to help you deal with this aberration?"
 
   "Because no one can help. No one knows much about it. There is no cure for it. It just is. And I have to feed it somehow. It's so much better to do that in marriage, where you would essentially be giving me permission to take liberties with your body." A gulp of vodka.
 
   "That was NOT our arrangement! We agreed to a sexless marriage. There's such a thing as free will, you prick!"
 
   "Now, Ponzi. What would you have me do?" He was pouring another vodka for himself, and one for her. He stepped over near the desk where she was standing. "What would you have done? If you had this condition I have? Your response to your trauma was to avoid sex. My response to my unusual proclivity was to address it in the least harmful way, and within legal boundaries." He handed her the glass. "Have a drink."
 
   She slapped the thick rocks glass out of his hand, and it didn't break, but rolled around on the floor, its clear liquid splattered across the wood floor, as the glass turned slowly and then stopped. "You know I don't like vodka. But then, this has never been about what I like, has it? Only what you like. What you need."
 
   He moved to the window, speaking into the frosty cold pane, fogging it with his breath. "And what will you do about this, Ponzi? Divorce me?"
 
   "I might do more than that. I might have you arrested."
 
   "Arrested for what?" he said, as he turned back to her. "For having sex with my own wife? 
 
   Garrison knew more about the law than she did. Since he worked as a  psychologist for the Denver Police Department when he wasn't seeing his own patients, privately, Ponzi didn't feel qualified to have this argument with him. She only knew it was wrong, what he was doing, and she felt violated. But the law didn't always protect the victims, nor punish the wrongdoers. She lifted her downcast eyes back to him, his expression smug as he continued.
 
   "It's not against the law for a husband to have sex with his wife. There is no case against me, here. And Colorado is a no-fault divorce state, so and I wouldn't even have to say I wasn't getting my needs met because you always took a sleeping pill. But if I did, you might have to explain yourself. And then there's the fact that Colorado is an equitable distribution state. I'd get half of everything, and you'd end up paying me spousal support for the rest of your life." 
 
   She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She realized she didn't know what the law was in those matters.
 
   Another sip of vodka, as he examined her with a measured calculation, like he was watching a rat in a maze. "So what are you going to do about this, Ponzi?"
 
   She reached out and slammed the laptop closed. "I don't know. But I know I have got to get out of this house right now, before I--"
 
   "Before you what?" he prodded. "Kill me? Now who's the one in danger, here? Maybe I should hire a body guard." He downed the rest of the Grey Goose, making a satisfied sound after the liquor passed over his tongue.
 
   Filling her lungs with what she hoped would be a strengthening breath, she left him standing there with that smug expression, holding the empty glass, and she kicked the other one as hard as she could, and just before slamming the door behind her, she heard the satisfying shattering sound. It damn well broke this time. 
 
   She gathered her purse and coat and headed for the garage door off the kitchen. She needed to get out of this house, now. Her own house. It felt tainted. 
 
   In the garage, Ponzi sat for a few moments in the Audi. Kenda. She had to see her. Had to turn to her closest friend. Hands shaking, Ponzi pulled out her phone and tapped up Kenda's number.
 
   "Hey Ponz'!" Kenda's response came over the line. "I was just thinking about you this morning! How the hell are ya?" 
 
   "I was…missing you. Wondered if you were back in town."
 
   "Got back a few days ago. Been so busy catching up on all my personal business. Girl, I am so road-weary. I took a gig teaching Jiu-Jitsu to supplement my income so I could just do local performance for a while. I need to be home. I need a break from all that travel."
 
   "So you have some time?"
 
   A slight pause, and then, "Always for you, Ponz. You want to go grab lunch or dinner?"
 
   Timidly, her voice faint and supplicating, she asked, "Can I come over there and we order in Chinese or something?"
 
   "Sure. That sounds good. Today?"
 
   "Now, if possible."
 
   "Hey…are you okay?"
 
   "I just need to talk to you about something. I need a friend. I need your…advice, I guess."
 
   "Okay, honey. Want me to go ahead and order the Chinese?"
 
   Ponzi gave her the go-ahead, saying she'd stop for some wine on the way, and hung up, hitting the button on the garage door remote. She'd had to get the address before hanging up, realizing she'd never been to Kenda's apartment. Suddenly she wondered why that was, since she was so close by, but was too distracted to give it much of her attention. 
 
   She started the Audi and when the door was high enough, she backed out and turned left on Gilpin toward Mississippi, stopping only for merlot at South Gaylord Wine, before continuing on toward Birch, where Kenda's apartment was.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ponzi's desk was peppered with multi-colored post-it pads and coated, multi-colored paperclips, and a collection of multi-colored pens in a multi-colored cup.  Dr. Garrison Bishop sat down amid this colorful display and lifted the screen on the laptop, took the mouse and dragged the video slider back to the beginning and let the video play. From the angle, he could tell exactly where she had hidden the camera. He jumped the slider forward to the point where he was trying to rouse her from the Restoril and Celexa stupor. At that point, he let it play, and unzipped his trousers. 
 
   Later, with a fresh glass of Grey Goose in his hand, he thought about how it had been quite satisfying to be able to watch his intimacies with his sleeping wife. Almost like being there and actually doing it again. Perhaps it was something he could enjoy on a regular basis, since she was unlikely to be taking her sleep medication, now. He pulled a fresh USB thumb drive from her storage drawer and transferred the video to it, dropping it in his breast pocket. Then he checked for the location of the file and deleted the video from the SD card inserted in the slot, searched her computer to make sure there was no copy on the hard drive, and shut the laptop screen again. 
 
   Now, he just had to go retrieve and get rid of that pesky camera. That woman didn’t think things through very well.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~7~
 
   Chloe-of-the-Vibrant-Hair
 
    
 
   Anna stuffed the bag from the kitchen into the rolling bin and closed the lid, wheeling it out of the apartment and to the elevator. Tenants were supposed to leave the bins outside and take their trash out, but nearly everyone kept the bins inside somewhere and filled them up before bringing them down for pickup on Fridays. She parked the bin along the line marked for that purpose, and turned to see Chloe approaching, tugging along her own bin. Anna felt her heart lurch into her throat. Had she always had that reaction to Chloe? Or was it just because of the conversation with Phoebe about her?
 
   "Well angels rejoice!" Chloe parked her bin. "Haven't seen you around lately, where have you been keeping yourself?"
 
   Anna started back toward the exit door, and Chloe followed along. "Oh…been painting a lot, visiting with an old college friend, and….painting a lot."
 
   Chloe opened the door and invited Anna to go in first. "Well I'd love to see some of those paintings."
 
   Anna gave it only a second or two of thought. "You know, you inspired a painting, and I've been meaning to give it to you, but…"
 
   "But what?" Chloe punched the elevator button.
 
   "I thought it might be…I don't know…weird, since we haven't known each other that long."
 
   "Why would that be weird? I gave you a sculpture and you gave me a painting already."
 
   The elevator dinged and opened, and the two women stepped inside. 
 
   "Because," Anna said, punching the number 2 on the keypad. "You inspired it. Not you…well. I mean…your hair…"
 
   "My hair inspired a painting?" She grinned.
 
   Anna nodded. "Is that weird?"
 
   "That's awesome." Chloe nudged her playfully as the elevator stopped and they stepped into the corridor. "When can I see it?"
 
   "Now, if you want. Have you had coffee yet?"
 
   "No, I was hoping you'd make me some in that cool-ass contraption of yours."
 
   As soon as Chloe stepped inside the loft, she saw it. She pointed at the canvas hung over the fireplace. "Is that it?"
 
   Anna secured the door behind her. "Yes."
 
   Chloe stood there a long moment, staring. "It looks just like my hair."
 
   "I told you." Anna smiled.
 
   "I fucking love it."
 
   Anna giggled. Chloe, she had learned, sometimes had the mouth of a sailor. "I'm glad."
 
   "So, you're really giving it to me?"
 
   "Yes, of course."
 
   Chloe turned to face her. "And what would you like me to give you in return?"
 
   Anna flashed on an image that caught her by surprise. The two of them, embracing…but in the image flash, they were both naked. Whoa. Phoebe might be right about this.
 
   "Well now, that was a hell of an expression," Chloe said. She laughed, suddenly. "And now, your face just turned beet-red."
 
   Unable to gather herself, Anna opted for escape. Darting into the kitchen, she began to prepare the coffee. When she was finally able to turn around, she saw Chloe sitting comfortably at the bar, watching her with a knowing smile. Anna turned back around again, busied herself with dipping grounds, adding water. "Coffee will be ready in a minute or so…"
 
   "Anna…"
 
   "Uh-huh?" she said, trying to sound nonchalant, but not daring to turn around. She was afraid she'd blush again. Her face was already feeling hot, and it wasn't the steam from the coffee maker. She heard the barstool grate back on the wood floor. Heard the faint footsteps. Smelled that intoxicating perfume Chloe wore. Isn't there a perfume named Chloe? she thought inanely. Anna felt Chloe standing behind her. Too close. Or not close enough. Strong, sculptor hands folded over her shoulders, squeezed softly. Anna's pulse quickened, her heartbeat lurched, skipped, pushed against her sternum. 
 
   Chloe turned her around. Studying Anna’s eyes, Chloe's expression was deliberate, intense. She was not playing. This was no game. Anna saw Chloe's lips part, less to speak, than to allow more access to oxygen. Anna was already breathing through her mouth. 
 
   Chloe bent slowly to her, pausing with her lips an inch away from Anna's. "You make me crazy with desire…" she whispered, almost inaudibly. A breath escaped Anna, as she found herself leaning into Chloe's lips.
 
   The kiss was electric. Anna felt the tendrils of static rush from her face and travel into her hair, as if along organic wires, and the plummeting nucleus of desire settled between her thighs. They continued to kiss, and Chloe was moving Anna, guiding her, and before Anna was aware of her position, Chloe had pushed her backward onto the bed, one hand fumbling with the button and zipper of Anna's jeans, sliding her hand inside her panties, touching her with such intentional fire, such tenderness. 
 
   Anna did not resist when Chloe removed her jeans like a magician would jerk a tablecloth out from under a place setting. And then her mouth was on Anna, her tongue probing and teasing, and Anna had the sensation of astral projection, hovering outside her body, watching Chloe bury her face in the most intimate place, and the intensity increased, warm liquid charges rushing down Anna's legs, to her toes, tingling to her hands, shooting upward to her brain. She cried out when the bomb finally detonated, her fingers fisted in Chloe's multicolored locks, receiving multicolored frissons of pleasure. Chloe-of-the-vibrant-hair.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~8~
 
   Sleeping Dogs Lie
 
    
 
   Kenda had spent twenty minutes madly tidying up her apartment. This was not the way she wanted Ponzi to see it for the first time, but that paled in comparison to her concern for Ponzi. She sounded distraught. Kenda could not bring herself to turn the woman away, no matter how difficult it was to be alone with her, now. She knew that Ponzi had her baggage. Her damage. But everyone did. And she still cared for her. She had admitted that long ago; even if Ponzi were not straight, and not married, she still could not share intimacies. Past wounds would prevent her. It's why she was with Garrison—an impotent man. So why get involved with someone who could never have a normal sex life? Unless she could. Maybe Ponzi was just not with the right person, was all. Stop it. Kenda shook that train of thought away quickly. It didn't matter. Ponzi was straight and she was married, and she couldn't have sex, and now she needed Kenda and there was no choice but to be there for her. 
 
   She met her at the door with a big hug, and was reminded again of how good Ponzi always smelled. She allowed herself a quick breath in to enjoy it, and then turned to get them both a glass of Australian Shiraz. "Girl, now that I see you, I can tell there's something wrong," Kenda said, pushing her fingers through her dark, pixie hair. "What's going on, honey?" She handed her one of the goblets.
 
   Ponzi took a large gulp of the red wine and went to the sofa, sitting down. 
 
   She wasn't even noticing her ratty apartment, and Kenda was relieved, but she could tell something was terribly wrong. "Ponz?"
 
   "I'm…I'm trying not to fall apart, here…"
 
   "Oh sweetie…" Kenda eased down on the sofa next to her, a hand going to Ponzi's knee. "What's wrong? Is it Garrison?"
 
   "Yes." 
 
   Kenda knew her friend's horrific history of abuse. She knew that Garrison had been the light shining in that dark place, even if it wasn't perfect. Even if Ponzi wasn't on cloud nine. She was content with some modicum of normalcy. Kenda had tried to be another light in the darkness. A true friend who brought laughter and companionship on a regular basis. But now Ponzi needed another level of friendship, and Kenda would rise to the occasion. "Ponz?"
 
   Shaking her head, as if to bring herself into the present, Ponzi said, "I thought…I noticed that something changed yesterday morning…with Garrison. I think he was up later and he slept in, but anyway, I was awake before he was…"
 
   "Mm-hm," Kenda said, sipping her wine.
 
   "Well, I noticed him there in bed…he had…he was….aroused…"
 
   Kenda's eyes went wide. "He had a boner?"
 
   Ponzi huffed out a quick laugh, in spite of herself. Kenda had a way of making her do that even under the most dire of circumstances. "One way of putting it."
 
   "But Ponz. I thought he couldn’t do that?"
 
   "Me too."
 
   She took a thoughtful sip of Shiraz. "Well…maybe it's just in his sleep that it happens, and you never saw it before because you don't wake up before he does."
 
   "I thought of that. And I thought of all these other things, too, because I started getting freaked out and paranoid."
 
   "What other things?"
 
   "Like, what if that changed for him, and what if he could have sex now, but knew he couldn’t with me, and what if he was having an affair, and—"
 
   "Whoa! Slow down, honey."
 
   "Well isn't that possible? It would explain all his late nights. And how I feel this generalized distance from him…"
 
   "I guess…but—"
 
   "Wait, that's not the point. There's more…" Ponzi swiped an escaping tear. "It's why I needed to see you. Because of those thoughts, I got the idea of putting the camera to good use. I thought I'd set it up in the bedroom and see if he was leaving at night after my meds conked me out."
 
   "Wow. Okay. And?"
 
   Ponzi reached into her purse and pulled out the DVD.
 
   Kenda set her goblet on the coffee table and took it, looking up at Ponzi with a question in her eyes.
 
   "Just watch it. I can't watch it again. I'll be in the bathroom."
 
   Kenda got up and showed her to the bathroom door, watching Ponzi hoist herself up onto the counter, take a deep drink of the Shiraz she brought with her.
 
   "Call me when you're done." Ponzi grabbed a tissue from the box on the sink and dabbed at the fresh tears.
 
    
 
   Back in the living room, Kenda put the DVD into her laptop and pressed the play arrow on screen. She saw Ponzi standing near the nightstand, glancing at the camera. Saw her take her pills and get into bed. Kenda pressed the fast forward button until she saw Garrison. He looked at his wife sleeping, and got into bed next to her, pulling a book off his nightstand and donning his glasses to read. She fast forwarded again until he took his glasses off and leaned over to check on Ponzi again. He shook her. He patted her cheek. He jostled her with some enthusiasm, and Ponzi was completely limp. Oblivious.
 
   Garrison put his book away and got up. "Oh here it comes…he's leaving now…" Kenda whispered to herself. She watched as Garrison stood by the bed for a moment, looking at Ponzi. Then he grabbed her under the arms and dragged her to the edge so that her head fell just over the side, her mouth open slightly in relaxed drug-induced slumber. Then Garrison pulled his pajama pants down and had hold of his penis. 
 
   Kenda gasped, one hand clamping over her mouth. "Oh God no!" she said around her own fingers. She watched, tears streaming down her cheeks, as this man defiled his wife in every way possible, Kenda feeling that her own heart had been ripped out. She didn't want to watch, her thumb went to the stop button on the remote, but she let it play, knowing that Ponzi had watched it—was the victim of it. She wanted to be there for her. How could she do that unless she shared the same ghastly images in her brain? 
 
   The defilement continued, Garrison flipping his wife over to her stomach, climbing onto her back. Hot tears streamed from Kenda's eyes. She didn’t want to watch. But Ponzi had watched. She felt suffocating weight on her own chest, as if she, herself, was the one being violated.
 
   Hadn't Ponzi been through enough? Wasn't a childhood and early adulthood of abuse enough? How could this weasel do something like that to her? He was a doctor! He was supposed to understand, above all others, what kind of damage this does. And there he was, ripping at the wounds that Ponzi carried.
 
   Oh, Ponzi. Kenda pressed stop and leaned back against the sofa, running a sleeve over her tear-streamed face, then sat up and dropped her head in her hands. If it was Ponzi's pain, it was Kenda's as well. Curious. Was she in love with Ponzi? She couldn't think about that now. She downed the rest of her wine and went to the bathroom door, knocking softly.
 
   When Ponzi opened the door, and saw Kenda's tear-filled eyes, she began to cry again, too. Kenda pulled Ponzi into her arms, failing to unwind the merging of two powerful feelings—compassion and rage. "Oh, Ponzi, I'm so sorry. I'm so, so sorry…that rat bastard! I fucking hate him! Oh, honey…this is awful…"
 
   Moments later, they were back at the sofa, with refilled wine, and Kenda had turned on the gas fireplace. Kenda stared at the flames and Ponzi, at the tiny Christmas tree, perched on the bookshelf next to the fire. 
 
   "I don't know what to say, Ponz. I want to kill him. I want to wave a magic wand and erase what he did to you…" A fresh tear popped up and slid down her face.
 
   Ponzi saw, and touched her face softly, thumbed away the tear. "I'm sorry to dump all this on you."
 
   Kenda grabbed the hand that was on her cheek. "No. That's what…that's what friends are for. I can't imagine what you must be feeling—" Yes I can, I can imagine. I'm feeling it too.
 
   "It's probably a good thing I was unconscious. How awful if I could remember it. If not for this recording, I wouldn't even know, Kenda. I wouldn't even know."
 
   "I don't know what to do for you, honey…I'll do anything you need. I want to be here for you, you must know that I—"
 
   The doorbell rang. 
 
   Saved by the bell, Kenda thought. Careful. You almost blurted something. Speaking of bells, you can't unring one. And Ponzi doesn't need to hear that right now. She's got enough to deal with, emotionally. "That's the food," Kenda said, getting up to answer. After tipping the delivery person, she brought the sack in and set it on the coffee table. "Do you feel like eating?"
 
   "No, but I'm starved."
 
   "We can just put it aside for now. If you feel like eating in a bit, I can just nuke it in the microwave."
 
   Ponzi nodded, glancing at the laptop screen, black, now, since Kenda turned the dreadful images off.
 
   Kenda refilled Ponzi's wine, watching her stare at the fire. "What are you going to do?" she whispered.
 
   Ponzi retrieved her wine glass, taking a sip. "Something…I have to do something. I can't ignore this. I can't stay with him."
 
   "You mean, he can't stay with you. That's your house. Tell him to get the fuck out."
 
   "That would be the simple version. But I'm not sure it's the best one."
 
   Kenda refilled her wine, too. "What do you mean?"
 
   Ponzi ran a finger under her eye, and looked at the smudge of eyeliner on her finger, rubbed it against her thumb. "I want to find some way to punish him."
 
   "Tarring and feathering and staking him to a fire ant hill come to mind for me. What are you thinking?"
 
   A wan smile. "I have a friend from college I recently reconnected with, and her girlfriend has a private investigations business…"
 
   Her girlfriend? Kenda mused. So Ponzi has other gay friends?
 
   "I suppose I could go talk to her and see if there's anything I can do, here."
 
   "Sounds like a good idea. But why not just file a police report? I mean, you have a video."
 
   "I can't do that. I haven't told you what happened earlier."
 
   Ponzi recounted the confrontation with Garrison, when he came into her office while she was watching the wretched images. He admitted to her that he had never been impotent, and that he was merely using her to feed his fetish. He called it somnophilia. He had even tried to emotionally blackmail her by suggesting that if he didn't do those things to her, he might be inclined to do it to other women, without their knowledge or consent. "And," Ponzi added. "He said divorce would just get him half of everything I own plus spousal support from me, and he pointed out that I didn’t have a case against him because it wasn't against the law to have sex with your own wife."
 
   "Are you sure about that?" Kenda asked. "I can't believe that. Maybe it is against the law. I mean the definition of rape is pretty clear." Kenda stood to get her laptop from the chair. She returned to her seat beside Ponzi and tapped the mouse pad to deactivate the screen saver, and entered a Google search for non-consensual sex in marriage. The first link she clicked took her to a Colorado attorney's page, where it was stated that it was, indeed, against the law. "There, see?" Kenda pointed to the screen.
 
   Ponzi pressed her lips together. "He was bluffing, then. But to prove it, I'd have to file charges and they'd all have to see the video. The attorney, the attorney's assistants, the secretary, the defense…it would be like being raped all over again by a bunch of strangers. I might as well get a job in the porn industry."
 
   Kenda sat back on a sigh. "I'm sorry…you're right. I understand that."
 
   "What I need is leverage. I don't want to get a divorce and then wind up giving him half of everything I worked so hard for, and even paying him spousal support forever. That would be like paying my rapist. Last time I checked, we don't live in the Middle East. But if I get the private investigation started, maybe they can find something else I can use against him."
 
   "Seems like a good place to start." Kenda had a sip of Shiraz. "In the meantime, you should tell him to move out, and you should NOT take your sleep meds."
 
   "I won't get any sleep if I do that."
 
   "Better than being molested."
 
   "Yes…but…"
 
   "I know. You can banish him from the bedroom. I'll come over and sleep in the bed with you. He won't be able to do anything." As soon as she said it, she realized what a dangerous idea it was. Her, in bed with Ponzi. But it wasn't about that. It was about protecting this woman she cared so much for.
 
   "I wouldn't want you in that bed," Ponzi said quietly. "It's been ruined…"
 
   Wouldn't want me in that bed because it was ruined? Did that mean she'd want me in her bed if it wasn’t ruined? Kenda tried not to over-analyze Ponzi's words. "Just promise me you won't take your sleep medication anywhere near him, Ponz. Please."
 
   "Oh I don't intend to. Even if I have to get a hotel."
 
   "You know you're welcome here. It's not posh like your house or a hotel, but…"
 
   Ponzi leaned over against Kenda. "You're so sweet. You've always been so good to me."
 
   Kenda put an arm around her. "I'm always here for you, Ponz. Always." She was afraid to say anything else. It wouldn't be appropriate. It wouldn't be wise. Ponzi sighed, nuzzling into Kenda's neck, and Kenda tried to ignore the warm sensation it gave her. She needs my friendship. She does NOT need me to sexualize this moment, Kenda warned herself. She pressed a hand to the side of Ponzi's head, holding her, saying no more.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Driving back home, Ponzi hoped Garrison would be asleep. She only wanted to grab her laptop and pack a bag. She could not sleep in this house anymore. She could not dwell in the presence of this monster she had so unfortunately, so blindly, married. 
 
   Considering his waning funds, and the fact that she was wealthy and had a lucrative life insurance policy, he had even more motive now to kill her, if that was something he had ever considered. So at the very least, she had to make sure other people knew. She would speak to Phoebe about meeting with her P.I. girlfriend. Even if she had to invent a story that would motivate an investigation.
 
   Leaving the garage door up, she stepped into the dark kitchen. He wasn’t in the living room. She crept past it, into the bedroom and saw him there, sleeping soundly like a man with no conscience, in that bed that was now a source of horror for her. She just kept thinking of the phrase sleeping dogs lie. 
 
   Quietly, she went through the bathroom to her spacious closet and closed the door behind her, flipped on the light, and packed a bag, adding toiletries on the way out. In her office, she sat down at her laptop. The SD card she had mindlessly left plugged into the computer, was still there. She booted into Windows and clicked on the file manager, scrolling down to the D-drive. When she selected it, there were no files. Bastard had erased the video. But she remembered the DVD at Kenda's. There was still a copy. In case she needed it for proof. She hoped to never lay eyes on it again, but it was good that the recording still existed. Garrison apparently thought he was safe, now. That he could continue to do what he wanted. But she would not give him the opportunity. There was no way she could stay awake all night every night, to defend herself against his perversion. If she ever wanted to sleep again, she'd have to do it elsewhere.
 
    The nearest luxury hotel was the Courtyard Marriott in Cherry Creek. She'd go there until she could figure out what her next move should be. Tomorrow she would go over to the AKA Investigations office and get them started on trying to find anything she could use against her husband. She would not show them the video. Couldn't bear the thought of anyone seeing it. It was hard enough to show it to Kenda. 
 
   As she put her computer in the laptop bag, she thought of all those times he had been so vigilant that she take her medication. In fact, the medication she was on was prescribed by him after he mentioned that her current medication wasn't working very well; she didn't seem to sleep soundly; that her tossing and turning was waking him at night. He had put her on the sleep medication that would insure her oblivion. So he could do what he wanted. This had probably been going on since she started that medication. How long had it been? A year? No telling how many times he had violated her. And he was bound to have other secrets.
 
   Maybe she would tell AKA Investigations she wanted a divorce, because their marriage was a farce. Tell them that she feared him; that he was having financial trouble, and she was afraid he might be planning to kill her for insurance money. Anything, to make them investigate. Anything to avoid losing all she'd worked for, to avoid paying that animal any alimony. Then she could be rid of him and his salacious violations. She could not stay in this marriage; but she didn't just want an ex-husband. She wanted an ex-husband in jail. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~9~
 
   Also Known as Insurance
 
    
 
   The appointment with AKA Investigations had been easy to get. Phoebe told her she could come over anytime. Ponzi spoke with Izzy, since Jobeth had apparently injured her back recently. Izzy was Jobeth's younger sister; she was one of those women who would always look ten or twenty years younger than her age. Ponzi envied the wrinkle-free condition of her face. According to Phoebe, Izzy was in a serious relationship with Ginger Grant, a close friend who was also a Denver police detective. Izzy and Ginger shared the apartment in the basement of Phoebe's house on Manor Lane.
 
   Phoebe was there for the appointment and it was good to see her again. She was still just as beautiful as she had been in college. Maybe more so. Some women just aged gracefully while others…others married husbands with strange fetishes that had them violating their wives.
 
   Phoebe offered Ponzi a chair sitting opposite Izzy, who was behind the desk in the AKA office, and Phoebe pulled a chair up beside Ponzi. When they got down to business, Ponzi told them that she was fearful of her husband, afraid he might be thinking about killing her. She invented a string of half-truths and outright lies, just to make it seem like a legitimate concern. She couldn't tell them the details of what had really happened. She felt humiliated enough. All she needed was something she could use for leverage; information that might free her of this marriage without losing everything.
 
   She did tell the true story of how she and Garrison met. It was in the self-help section of Barnes & Noble. Garrison had claimed he was there to research what was available in that genre, since he was planning to write a book of his own. 
 
   Last night, in her hotel room, she had gone over in her mind what she would tell them, and when she had remembered how they met, she saw it in a whole new light. Garrison was not in that section to do research. He was there to find a mark. A woman gullible enough to fall for his line. One he could convince to fall for him and marry him, so he'd have a permanent toy for his nocturnal fetish. She had been the gullible one. The stupid one.  She had blatantly announced that gullibility by looking at the book entitled A Woman's Guide to Overcoming Sexual Fear and Pain. She thought she had put it away in time, when he spoke to her, but apparently he had seen it, and set his sights on her. He needed someone who was afraid of sex. 
 
   She left all that out when she imparted the story to Izzy and Phoebe. She only said they met in the self-help section and he was doing research for a book of his own. 
 
   Then she proceeded to tell them that she had discovered he increased the amount of coverage on both their life insurance policies, without consulting her. She only knew about it when something came in the mail to verify the changes. For good measure, she also related a concocted series of suspicious acts on his part, including the hunting trip. Garrison went to the woods every year. It seemed out of character for a man like him, but it was something he did as a child with his father and he had kept the tradition, even though he would only bring back rabbits. The hunting trip was just around the corner. Wouldn't it sound suspicious if he wanted her to go, when she hated hunting?
 
   "So now, he's planning this hunting trip and wants me to go, even though he knows I hate killing anything."
 
   Phoebe and Izzy met eyes and Ponzi hoped they were both thinking the same thing: that it didn't sound quite right.
 
   "He said he knew what I needed…"
 
   Izzy looked back at the notes on the pad in front of her. "Why would he say that?" 
 
   "Oh, I don't get out much. And I have this sleep disorder, and I have to take medication for it, or I can't sleep at all." It was true, she had a sleep disorder. Nightmares were largely responsible for keeping her from getting any recuperative rest. A doctor had told her once that she had PTSD; a response to the trauma she had suffered as a girl. It had made her wary of people in general, men in particular. It was a wonder she agreed to marry any man and sleep in the same bed with him every night. "I had become somewhat reclusive around the time I met him, and I still tend to withdraw and bury myself in my designs and other business. I never spent much time developing close friendships, either, and he said he could help me deal with some of those issues."
 
   "In therapy?"
 
   "No. I never went to his office for appointments. We just talked on our dates. Not so much now."
 
   "Nice to have free counseling," Izzy said, turning a page in her notepad. "That can certainly be expensive."
 
   "Oh, money isn't an issue. I've done very well."
 
   "How is that?"
 
   "I have a product on the Home Shopping Network…it's called Bonnet's Bountiful Bosom Bra. For big-breasted women—" she indicated her own chest as if about to squeeze melons. "Like me. So hard to find a front-snap bra that supports and accentuates cleavage without feeling like a torture device…so many bras do that 'lift and separate' thing, and I never wanted my breasts separated. I don't know about you…I think I'm going to get into purses next… maybe Bonnet's Bodacious Bags…" She brought herself back from the intentional tangent, seeing they were both suppressing grins. They thought she was fruity. Which was fine. The more innocent and naïve they thought she was, the better. It would make them want to help her against someone like Garrison. "Sorry…I get a little enthusiastic about this stuff. It's why I started my company…"
 
   Phoebe smiled. "That's the best reason to start a business. Enthusiasm for what you want to offer."
 
   "So, back to your husband…" Izzy prodded, wiggling her pen back and forth in her hand.
 
   "Yes…well...okay…anyway, I've been selling the bras like hotcakes for years now. It made me stinking rich. So I could have seen him professionally. But he said he was interested in me romantically, and so he could not ethically see me as a patient." 
 
   Izzy looked down at the notes. "I'm not saying there isn't some suspicious behavior here…but…is there anything else you've noticed?"
 
   "Oh! I forgot the most important thing. I'm sorry, I can be so scatterbrained…I did overhear a phone call once that made me really uneasy."
 
   Izzy rolled her chair closer to the desk and clicked out the ballpoint. "What was that call about?"
 
   "Well I don't recall his exact words, but he was telling someone that he hadn't made up his mind yet, if he was going through with it." A complete lie. But she hoped it would sound ominous enough for them to investigate.
 
   "Going through with what?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   Izzy murmured carefully, "Obviously, there's cause for concern…"
 
   Phoebe straightened. "Ponzi, do you think maybe he's just having an affair?"
 
    Normally, I would have said no, she thought. But now, it's possible, since his impotence was just a ruse. "I don't know…I guess it's possible."
 
   "Let me talk with Jobeth," Izzy offered. "I think we might be able to help you. Maybe if only to find out what it is he's keeping from you."
 
   "Oh would you?" Ponzi enthused. "I felt like it was sort of kismet that Phoebe and I crossed paths again, and her partner had an investigations business. It was like a sign, you know?" Ponzi really did believe that one. 
 
   Izzy stood. "Okay. I'll talk to Jobeth and then give you a call. She would have to sort of sign off on it, since she's incapacitated right now."
 
   "Sure, sure." Reaching into her goofy-looking Dooney & Bourke purse; it had been a gift from a well-meaning friend years ago, but she found the bag atrocious, which was precisely why she was using it today. Ponzi pulled out a card. "All my information is on there. It's my business card. You can call anytime."
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~10~
 
   Ponzi Scheme
 
    
 
   Parked along the street at Manor Lane, Kenda pulled down the mirror on the passenger side visor of the Audi. "If she's not having an affair with him, then what exactly are you going to get from her?" 
 
   "I'm going to see if she will work with us on getting him arrested. Be part of whatever plan we can come up with to make that happen." Ponzi applied lipstick as she peered into the lighted mirror on her side.
 
    Kenda fluffed her hair and returned the visor to its closed and folded position. "What if she says no?"
 
   "I'm hoping she won't."
 
   Ponzi had made sure Anna Dew was attending tonight; had asked Phoebe outright, pretending that she just wanted to see one of her old friends again. Ponzi hadn't heard from Anna since she quit the job as Garrison's secretary, and she really did want to see Anna again. She missed their casual friendship, sparse though it had been. But more than that, she had to get the answers she needed. This would be an easy way to corner Anna.
 
   Phoebe had always been one of Ponzi's favorite people. Apparently, she was not alone in that sentiment, because Phoebe always had a herd of friends, and all the hottest guys at UC Denver had been constantly seeking a date with her. She had wound up with that Hollister guy for a while, the Olympic skier. But they had broken up after a few months, and Phoebe seemed to withdraw from social activities after that. Ponzi assumed he'd broken her heart. The bastard probably cheated on her. 
 
   Phoebe had always been genuine and sweet in their college days, and she still was, though Ponzi could see she had matured into a more confident version of that sweet girl from college. Not surprising. The only surprise was that Phoebe had decided she was a lesbian. When that confession came in their phone conversation days ago, Ponzi had not seen it coming. Although she had wondered about Phoebe and Anna Dew. In college, the two women had roomed together in the dorm, and they had seemed unusually close. It occurred to Ponzi, with a bit of irony, that one could characterize her and Kenda the same way, now. 
 
   When Ponzi arrived at the alumni party and rang the bell, Phoebe greeted her at the door with a warm hug. Phoebe and Jobeth had a beautiful home. She had gone all out with the event, hiring classical musicians to provide ambience, and caterers for a spread a food and drink to satisfy the fifty or so who came to talk about the old days in college. 
 
   Ponzi said hello to Izzy, who was standing nearby, and Phoebe introduced her to Ginger. Ponzi thought they made a great pair, even though there was a noticeable age difference. Probably, Izzy was on the near side of thirty, and Ginger was at least forty. But Izzy seemed sharper than most women her age and Ginger had aged gracefully, if her clear, unwrinkled skin was any indication. Regardless of age or gender, one had to grab love wherever one found it, she supposed. Ponzi had done that a few times, but just chose poorly, apparently.
 
   Refusing to think about the negatives looming her life for now, she instead gave her attention to reminiscing immediately with her old friend, choosing the more enjoyable memories to discuss.
 
   "Do you remember Professor Dansiger?" Ponzi asked.
 
   Phoebe squinched her eyes up. "Um…Quantum Physics?"
 
   "Right. Did you know he joined some commune in the mountains near Nederland?"
 
   "No way."
 
   "Yep. You know how he was always going on about the stupidity of religion. Then he suddenly became a zealot."
 
   "Maybe he was overcompensating from a deep-seated need to find God."
 
   "Maybe. Or maybe, you know, he just got tired of thinking so hard."
 
   Phoebe chuckled. "I always feared that one day in class his head would just explode."
 
   Ponzi laughed with her. "What an event that would have been. Oh, speaking of events." She grabbed Phoebe's arm and whispered urgently, "Are you going to make the big announcement?" 
 
   "What big announcement?" Jobeth asked.
 
   "I really think you should," Ponzi told Phoebe.
 
   "What big announcement?" Jobeth asked again.
 
   Phoebe reached for a sterling silver knife and pinged it a few times against her wine glass. "Everyone--"
 
   The musicians stilled their instruments, and the room fell into respectful silence.
 
   Phoebe delivered an eloquent preface and then jumped right into her pseudo-confession, saying that last year she had fallen in love with a woman. The usual surprised murmurs moved through the gathering, but no one seemed ready to leave in disgust. Just to make sure Phoebe didn't feel uncomfortable, Ponzi went over and gave her a hug. She found that was all it took for others to do the same. She even introduced Jobeth and touted the investigations business while she was at it. Shrewd business acumen, Ponzi thought. The music swelled back into the room and the socializing continued, unabated. The coming-out portion of the alumni party had gone smoothly. 
 
   Since Anna was there with her boyfriend, a Denver Police Captain, Ponzi had difficulty catching her alone. Passing from the living room toward the kitchen, Ponzi noticed the attention being paid to the front foyer. Someone of interest had just arrived, and when Ponzi concentrated, she realized who it was. Payne Hollister. 
 
   A few moments later, she watched as Jobeth approached him, saw them exchange a few less than cordial words, and then Jobeth promptly gave Hollister a solid knee to the groin. Hollister bent over in pain, made some comment Ponzi couldn't discern, about Phoebe holding a grudge for some old heartache from college. He was, in no uncertain terms, ordered by Jobeth to leave. Ponzi knew then that the Payne and Phoebe history was about more than a simple college fling.
 
   Phoebe made a hurried public apology for the display and then headed to the bar for a stiff drink. Ponzi found herself touching Jobeth's arm, whispering, "What did he do to her?"
 
   Jobeth pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes closed on a sigh. She deflected the inquiry by suggesting Ponzi speak to Phoebe for any more details. A thump of dread pulsed in Ponzi's chest. She had bad feeling about this. One that hit too close to home. She had to understand what was going on here. Moving close to Phoebe, she whispered, "Jobeth wouldn't tell me anything…please…what the hell did he do to you?"
 
   Phoebe hesitated only a few seconds before saying, "He raped me." 
 
   Ponzi felt a slow burning rage building inside herself, as she watched Phoebe down whatever it was in the shot glass she held. She touched her arm, unsure of what to say, and wondering if there were any words sufficient for such things. She opted for the touch as enough to impart her commiseration. Men were just walking weapons. Little ticking dirty bombs set to rip apart the lives of women around them.
 
   In a quick moment, Ponzi was across the room, pulling Kenda's ear close to her lips, so she could whisper. "We have to do something. Hollister raped Phoebe. These pricks just keep getting away with it. I have to talk to Anna."
 
   "What if she won't talk to you?" Kenda whispered back.
 
   "I'll make her talk to me. I don’t think she had an affair with Garrison. She either caught him at it like we did, or she was a victim. Either way, we are going to need her in our corner."
 
   Kenda nodded her agreement, and Ponzi maneuvered through the guests in a renewed search for Anna, delayed by impromptu conversations with old classmates. Finally she found her, saw Rudy excuse himself, and Anna was alone. When Ponzi touched her on the elbow, she turned and the expressions that paraded across Anna's face were enough to reveal her hesitation to have a discussion with her.
 
   "Anna? It's good to see you…how are you?"
 
   An awkward pause ensued as Anna struggled for a response, and finally said, "Good…good…How are you?"
 
   "I've been better, frankly. I was hoping we could talk..."
 
   Anna seemed stricken. Ponzi wondered if it was because she was afraid Ponzi would give her a hard time about quitting her job as Garrison's secretary, or she was afraid Ponzi would want to know why.
 
   "Talk? Okay…um…" She spotted the French doors out to the patio. "We could step outside."
 
   Ponzi nodded and made for the doors, opening one to allow Anna to pass through ahead of her. Taking a seat on the bench in front of the firepit, Ponzi held  one arm around herself for warmth, and with her free hand, clutched her glass of wine. 
 
   Anna sat down next to her, watching the flicker of blue flames, and sucked down a generous portion of her red wine. "What's on your mind, Ponzi?"
 
   "Well…it's awkward." Ponzi noticed Anna close her eyes for a few beats longer than usual, perhaps dreading this outcome. "We lost touch after you left Garrison's office. You didn't return my calls…did you…did something happen that you felt you couldn't tell me?"
 
   Anna's words were measured. "Why do you ask?"
 
   "Because some things have recently come to light about my husband, and I wondered if it was the reason you drifted away from our friendship."
 
   "What things?" Anna asked cautiously. 
 
   "I'd rather not get into that just yet, but let's just say that I will be divorcing him."
 
   Anna's brows lifted in surprise, but she didn't ask for an explanation. Perhaps because she knew.
 
   "I have to ask you this first question…"
 
   "Ponzi, I—"
 
   "Did you have an affair with Garrison?"
 
   "God no!" Anna blurted. "Oh my god…no, no."
 
   Ponzi was certain that her instant response was genuine. The woman looked sickened by the idea. "Anna." Ponzi placed a hand on the woman's arm. "Can you tell me why you quit that job with him?" She could see the emotion forming in Anna's eyes. It looked like Ponzi felt when there was a panic attack coming on, and she was wishing for her Ativan. When the woman took another drink of her wine, and averted her eyes, Ponzi continued, "Anna, we used to be such good friends. I miss you. I want our friendship back. I need to know what happened."
 
   Anna finished her wine. "You don't want to know, Ponzi. Just divorce him."
 
   "Do you know something…about him?"
 
   Ponzi could see that she was truly terrified, now. Anna stood and held one shaking hand to the fire's warmth. The other woman's response could have been based on personal experience. Had Garrison violated Anna? She moved up beside her, saying evenly, "Anna?"
 
   The goblet in Anna's hand fumbled and fell, breaking against the stones of the firepit. 
 
   Ponzi grabbed her friend's cold hands. "Did Garrison do something to you?"
 
   Anna, trembling now, sighed heavily. "No." 
 
   Ponzi was flooded with relief that her friend had not been violated. Especially not at the hands of her own husband. Not when Ponzi had referred Anna to him. She had not intended to send her friend into the dragon's lair.
 
   "Not to me…." Anna added thickly.
 
   In a rush of understanding, Ponzi realized. Garrison was a doctor. He hypnotized his patients. He had access to drugs. No. Oh no. Horrified, she faced Anna. "One of his patients?"
 
   "One that I know of—Victoria Mason. I caught him."
 
   The ramifications crept into her mind. "So that's why you quit." Ponzi also thought of the money Garrison had been sending to Anna, but thought to delay mention of that. Ponzi pulled the woman into her arms and whispered in her ear. "Kenda is with me on this. We're going to make sure he is punished for what he's done. What he's still doing."
 
   Anna pulled back, alarmed. "Still doing?"
 
   "He's been drugging and violating me. Throughout our entire relationship."
 
   Anna groaned, closing her eyes. 
 
   "I didn't know until a few days ago," Ponzi added.
 
   Anna stared at her, horrified. Clearly, she was now considering the weight of this information. "Oh, Ponzi…I thought when I caught him, he would be too afraid to do it again. It never occurred to me he might be doing that to you…oh, I feel terrible…I am so sorry…I should have come to you, I should have—"
 
   Ponzi stilled her. "No. You couldn't have known that. I don't blame you. I blame him."
 
   A pair of party guests came out, and all privacy was gone. Anna squatted to pick up the shards of the goblet, laid them on the edge of the fire pit. She hugged herself, then one hand ferreted out to grasp Ponzi's, as she redirected her gaze to the flames.
 
   Ponzi folded Anna's hands in her own. "We have to talk more. Can Kenda and I meet you somewhere? We need your help in stopping him. Will you?"
 
   "What are we talking about here?"
 
   "We're talking about making sure he's punished."
 
   Anna studied Ponzi's eyes, then leaned away, almost fearful. "You're not talking about—"
 
   "No." Ponzi touched her arm, reassuringly. "Of course not. I'm no killer. We want to make sure he gets caught. That he is arrested. Something. Anything. Just so he doesn’t get away with it."
 
   Anna tossed an artificial social smile at the guests who gathered across the stone pit from them, holding their hands out to the flames. She turned to face Ponzi. "Come to my loft apartment at the warehouse. You remember?"
 
   "Yes," Ponzi said. "Bear Creek Road."
 
   "Right. Bring Kenda."
 
   "When?"
 
   "Tonight?"
 
   Ponzi nodded. "I'll go get Kenda." She kissed her friend's cheek. "See you soon."
 
    
 
   Making her excuses with Phoebe and Jobeth, Ponzi and Kenda dragged their coats and scarves on at the front door. They trekked the block toward Ponzi's Audi. "So, what happened?" Kenda asked, pulling her brown pea-coat tighter around her neck.
 
   A brittle leaf danced in their path for a few seconds before being swept away on the frigid breeze. "We're going to her place to discuss it more."
 
   "When?"
 
   "Now."
 
   Ponzi filled her in on the conversation, and after they got into the Audi, they sat in silence for a moment.
 
   "You think she'll help us?" Kenda asked.
 
   Ponzi dug in her purse and slid the key in the ignition. "Yes. If I know her like I think I do. I think she will." She started the engine, and they headed for Bear Creek Road.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When they entered Anna's loft, Kenda stood near the doorway and let her eyes take it all in. "Oh I want to live here!' she said.
 
   Anna seemed to be doing quite well for herself. The wide-open hardwood floor plan a showcase for Anna's sense of style; minimalist, reclaimed wood and stainless steel counters in the kitchen, multiple shades of brown, at least ten easels set up, most with half-finished paintings, one with a large dry erase board. 
 
   "Anna, I love your place," Ponzi said.
 
   "Thank you." Anna invited them to the sitting area, and asked if they liked white fruity wine, and they both said yes. She went into the kitchen to fetch the Barefoot Pink Moscato from the 'fridge. Lining up three goblets on the wood slab coffee table, she filled them three quarters full, and they each took a glass.
 
   Ponzi figured she might as well jump right in. "Anna, we know about the money Garrison is giving you."
 
   Anna froze for an instant and then sighed, shoulders sagging. "I wanted to punish him somehow, and frankly, I needed the money. But Ponzi," Her hand went out, supplicating. "I didn't in a million years imagine that he would ever do it again. Or even consider that he might be doing it to you all this time. I thought if I was siphoning money out of him, he'd be constantly reminded of getting caught. That he'd be too afraid to do it again."
 
   "He can't help himself," Ponzi crossed one leg over the other. "Apparently it's some kind of compulsion called somnophilia."
 
   "Somnophilia?"
 
   "That's what he called it."
 
   Anna blinked a few times in quick succession. "He told you about it?"
 
   "Yes," Ponzi said. "when he found out I had a video of him."
 
   "You have a video of him doing that to someone?" Anna squeaked.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Well why don't you turn that over to the police?"
 
   "Because I'm the one he's doing it to."
 
   Anna slumped down against the suede sofa. "Jesus. That's how you found out."
 
   "Yes, I set up a hidden camera. I thought I was going to catch him leaving after I took my medication. I thought he might be having an affair."
 
   Anna pressed a hand to her chest. "An affair with me."
 
   "The thought crossed my mind of course when I saw the funds being transferred regularly to you." Ponzi made an apologetic face.
 
   A full breath of air sounded in Anna's throat. "I'm sorry." 
 
   "No, I'm glad that wasn't the case. I need your help, because I'm not keen on a bunch of cops seeing me like that…but that's not the only reason. Garrison tried to make me think that it wasn't against the law to have non-consensual sex with your wife. Kenda looked it up. It is illegal. I guess he thought I'd accept him at his word. But I can't pursue that route...I just couldn't bear the public humiliation. What he's been doing to me is bad enough. But if I divorce him, he'll take half of everything and ask for alimony. That's such a slap in the face on so many levels…"
 
   Kenda added with sudden anger, "But it's even worse than it seems. He's pond scum. He's been a liar from the beginning."
 
   Anna frowned at Kenda's outburst, looked at Ponzi.
 
   Kenda sighed, a sheepish glance under lowered brows, directed at Ponzi. "I'm sorry. Not my place to say. But his betrayal goes deeper…"
 
   Ponzi drank her wine and considered it. If she expected this woman to help them plan something to put Garrison away, she'd have to tell her everything. "I suppose you should understand the whole story, since we're asking you to be involved in taking him down."
 
   Anna frowned, her eyes darting between the Ponzi and Kenda. "What is it?"
 
   Ponzi took a breath, and said, as if at an AA meeting, "I'm an Incel."
 
   Anna shook her head, looking at Kenda and back at Ponzi. "What's that?"
 
   "Involuntary Celibate."
 
   Anna blushed, shook her head again. "I'm not sure I know what that means, entirely."
 
   "It's a psychological condition that manifests in an inability to have sex. I've had it since I was a girl. I was sexually abused by my uncles…" She paused for a slow breath in, pursing her lips to release it, regulating the ugly blackness that always surfaced when that memory was dredged from the lagoon in her mind.
 
   Anna set her wine down and bent to push her hands under her thighs, taking another deep breath of her own.
 
   Swallowing thickly, Ponzi continued, as if relieved the broken glass was gone and she could walk on the ground again. "Then when I opened back up right after college and had a relationship with a man named Doug, he traumatized me, triggered everything, and I shut down again. I sort of…I panic if I think of having sex. I was shut down completely for ten years, until I met Garrison. See, I thought he was the perfect man for me, because he was a psychologist, and he told me he was impotent."
 
   "So you…" Anna stuttered. "You thought…"
 
   Ponzi nodded. "I ended up marrying him, thinking we were somehow perfect for each other because he could not have sex at all."
 
   Kenda had her elbows on her knees, scratching her fingers through her hair, rocking a bit.
 
   Anna swallowed more Moscato, met Ponzi's eyes with an odd combination of sympathy and anger. "That makes sense on some level. But obviously, he's…not--"
 
   "No. He's not impotent, and never has been. But I didn't know that until recently. He's instead a somnophiliac. And he's been making sure I'm drugged beyond awareness each night, and that's when he does whatever he pleases to me."
 
   "That's—" A rasping growl came from Anna's throat, as she clenched her hands together. 
 
   Kenda looked away. "He's a fucking worm!" she growled, pressing her fingers to her eyes, wiping away tears. 
 
   "So…" Ponzi continued, giving Kenda's leg an appreciative rub. "I'm telling you this because you need to know why it's a desperate situation and we need your help. It's worse now that we know you caught him violating someone in his office."
 
   Anna sat up straight and released a long breath again. "What happened with the video? You said he caught you looking at it?"
 
   "He threatened me. He destroyed it while I was at Kenda's. There's still a copy at her place; the one I took with me to show her. I don't think he knows I have that. I may need it for proof, but I hope I don't have to use it. I hope that we can find a way to see that justice is served. I mean, we know he's doing this to at least one other woman. After the incident with Payne Hollister at the party, I knew we could not afford to wring our hands and do nothing. Men like Garrison and Hollister cannot be allowed to do these things. I can't live with myself any longer unless I do something."
 
   "I know," Anna said. "I was thinking that too, when I saw that episode with Hollister." She paused, as if replaying the incident in her mind. "Jobeth really racked him."
 
   "I like her style," Kenda said.
 
   "I do too," Anna and Ponzi said in unison, and the three of them laughed softly.
 
   Anna had drained her wine glass and was pouring more. "So, I hear what you're saying about reporting it…but isn't that really the only way?"
 
   "If I just reported him, the investigation might get bungled. Because Garrison is on the payroll of the Denver P.D., there's every opportunity for him to manipulate things, or the politics might get in the way. They might hush it up or protect him to avoid the bad P.R. I can't take that chance. I have to be sure that he gets caught in a way that will guarantee he goes to jail. There has to be an independent media circus over it so that no one can sweep it under the rug." Ponzi rubbed at the lipstick stain on the side of her goblet. "And to be perfectly frank, he's now treating me like his simpleton concubine, and I want to outsmart him."
 
   "Sounds like you have a plan."
 
   "Not really…but I'm working on it. And I want both of you to help." 
 
   Ponzi waited a few seconds, before lifting her glass. Kenda joined her, dinging the goblet with her own, and a beat later, Anna also lifted her glass in a toast of solidarity.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~11~
 
   Bitch-Cop
 
    
 
   The night's festivities had tired him more than usual. All he wanted was to get home, shower the sex off himself, and climb into his king-sized bed. That would have been 15 minutes away, had he not been snagged by the cop who was flashing blue lights behind him. Damn. Maybe he was speeding. No problem. He'd just sign the ticket and be done with it.
 
   He pulled the Lexus over on Alameda just past the Fairmount light. Putting the sedan in park, he looked in the rearview mirror. Cop must be running his plates. Maybe he'd recognize the name Hollister and go easy. It's not like his father didn't make generous donations to the Denver Police Foundation on a regular basis. Payne looked in the mirror again. What was taking so long? Minutes passed, and his agitation grew. Didn't these cops know that citizens had places to go and things to do, too? Finally, he saw the cop emerge from the unmarked car. A female. Great. He hated bitch-cops. They all liked to use their authority to make themselves feel superior to men. She stopped at his window, and he hit the switch to lower the glass. 
 
   "Driver's license and registration, please."
 
   He looked up at her. He had seen her before. Last night. She was at Phoebe's little gathering. Oh, now it was clear why she pulled him over. A bit of payback for her friends. Phoebe's little lezzie girlfriend racked him, and now they were all ganging up on him. "Is there a problem, officer?"
 
   "No problem, I just wanted to waste some of your time." 
 
   Of course you do, super-dyke. "Why did you pull me over?" 
 
   "License and registration," she said again.
 
   Payne mumbled, "Goddammit." He got his registration from the glove box, and his license from his wallet, handed them to her.
 
   She was taking her time looking at the documents. He knew this was about last night, and not about a random traffic stop. Had she been following him? He hoped she hadn't seen him coming out of that chick's apartment. He certainly didn’t want to be tied to that, should the delicious blonde recall anything. Damn, he just wanted to go home and go to bed. "Can you just give me the ticket so I can go? I'm late for a meeting."
 
   She leaned down closer, looking inside his car. "Have you been drinking, Mr. Hollister?"
 
   "I had one. One drink."
 
   "It's barely sunrise, Mr. Hollister. You mean you were out all night and only had one drink?"
 
   What a bitch. "That's what I said."
 
   "Please step out of the car, sir."
 
   "What?" No way. No way she was going to go there.
 
   "I said step out."
 
   "Why? I told you I only had one drink." Bitchbitchbitch.
 
   "And I should believe you because--?"
 
   Fucking dyke! "This is harassment!"
 
   "No, Mr. Hollister, this is a traffic stop, and I noticed you weaving, so I want to perform a field sobriety test. Step out."
 
   Angrily, he released the seat belt and got out, and then she had the gall to grab his elbow. "Please step over to the curb…"
 
   He wrenched his arm free, and lost his balance, taking a few staggering steps to right himself. Just in time to face the oncoming SUV. He saw a woman's face, fearful, through a window, just for a nanosecond, and then he was flying, as if on  snow skis, felt himself spinning, everything blurry, and suddenly he was on the ground, unable to make sense of what had just happened. He heard the screeching of tires, and then he saw her standing over him. Had he been hit? She had pushed him. He just knew she had pushed him. The numbness gave way and suddenly he felt searing pain in his wrist, felt the warm blood on his face, a thousand points of pain erupting all over his body. A sensation he had only felt after a ski jump back in his Olympic days, when he missed the landing and spun out. He had been hit by a car. And the pain. The pain was intense. His wrist was bent in an unnatural way. He heard himself screaming. Bitch-cop was saying something to him, her hand on his chest.
 
   He heard a police radio. He heard screaming.
 
   She was kneeling now, telling him something. Something about his pain and help on the way. Was she smiling? Of course she is smiling. She has just tried to kill me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~12~
 
   Unwilling Suspension of Disbelief
 
    
 
   Captain Rudy Campbell was looking over the reports when she rapped on his door. "Detective Grant--" He indicated the chair, and she sat. "Hollister will be fine, looks like. Broken wrist, some contusions, bruises, and some road rash and such. Very lucky. They think the side mirror on the Tahoe caught his jacket and spun him around. A foot closer and he would have been toast, probably."
 
   "That's a relief."
 
   "But still. I'll cut to the chase. Mr. Hollister was at Phoebe McMasters' cocktail party…there was some confrontation there…I wasn't in the room at the time, I got it second hand from Anna. Does this incident have anything to do with that?"
 
   "No sir."
 
   "It was just a coincidence that you stopped him after the incident at the party?"
 
   "I suppose so, sir. I was on my way back here after OAD shift, when I pulled him over."
 
   "For suspected DUI?"
 
   "Yes sir."
 
   He turned a page, studying the complaint form. "You know he's saying that you pushed him."
 
   "Yes sir, I heard."
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "It's all in my report, sir."
 
   "Humor me."
 
   "I pulled him over because he was driving erratically. Weaving. When I asked for his documents, he was belligerent and uncooperative. I smelled alcohol pretty strongly, and asked him to step out of the vehicle for a field sobriety test. When he finally complied, I was attempting to guide him to the curb, when he jerked his arm away, lost his balance, and stumbled into the path of the Tahoe."
 
   "And that's all there is to it?"
 
   "Yes sir."
 
   "Okay. Normally that would be the end of that, but the Hollisters have big guns. Payne's father and their attorney already called me. He says he intends to pursue a case against you and the department. So IA will have to investigate. I mean, to clear you and us of any wrongdoing. That's what they'll do, right, Detective?"
 
   "Yes sir, if they look at the evidence. The dash cam--"
 
   "About that--it seems the incident was not caught by the dash cam. It was pointed toward the curb. So…"
 
   "Shit." 
 
   "Detective Grant, I'm afraid with all the pressure, and pending the results of the investigation by Internal Affairs, I will have to ask for your badge and your gun."
 
   Ginger's face went slack. "Suspension?"
 
   "I'm afraid so. If it were up to me, you'd stay active, but there's not very much I can do at this point."
 
   "With pay?"
 
   "Without."
 
   Her face fell. She sighed and unclipped her badge from her belt, removed her sidearm and placed them both on his desk.
 
   Captain Campbell stood. "You're a good cop, Ginger. One of the best I have. Hell, maybe the best. Just hang tough until we get this worked out. Politics."
 
   "Politics," she echoed, turning toward the door.
 
   Crossing the parking lot, Ginger felt the tingles creeping across her arms. She always got those when something happened that shouldn't have happened. It was a sense of disbelief. She was actually suspended from the force. She was reminded of literature classes wherein the instructor told them that a good writer could get a reader to let go of their doubts and immerse in the story, accepting what the author told them. This was called the Willing Suspension of Disbelief. It was the same with domestic violence victims. Their abusers became the storytellers, and the victims believed what they told them. And this. This was unbelievable. Her disbelief wasn't suspended. She was. It was a case of Unwilling Suspension of Disbelief. That might have been a mixed metaphor. Or a double entendre, maybe. She couldn't recall the details of those lit classes. What she did know was that this was wrong. And now she was off duty for an undetermined amount of time. Off duty with no paycheck. She hoped her savings account would last.
 
   Ginger got into her Blazer just as her phone rang. That Mission Impossible ringtone. Apropos. 
 
    Izzy said, "Where are you?"
 
   "On my way home."
 
   "Everything okay?"
 
   "Nope."
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "I got suspended."
 
   "What? What for?"
 
   "There was an accident and the victim is blaming me."
 
   "Oh, man."
 
   "I'll see you in a few." Ginger hung up without waiting for a response.
 
    
 
   Ginger related the whole story to Izzy, and then headed to the bathroom for a shower.  Izzy knew it was because Ginger needed some time alone. A shower was always relaxing and quiet time for Ginger. Izzy had noticed that Ginger figured out lots of things about her cases while she was languishing in there, steaming up the mirrors.
 
   Izzy took the opportunity to call Jobeth and relay the information, along with her idea. "Don't you think she could run AKA while you're out of commission? It would keep her busy and it's not like she couldn't do a stellar job. I mean, I don't have much experience, so I figured that would make you feel better too."
 
   Jobeth liked the idea so much, she insisted on coming down to the basement apartment to talk to Ginger. At the small kitchen table, they discussed the Hollister accident.
 
   Jobeth shook her head. "Damn, I wish that snake had been killed."
 
   Ginger huffed, rubbing the towel she wore around her neck into her damp hair. "That may have made matters worse."
 
   "Not necessarily. If he was dead, he wouldn't be screaming that you pushed him."
 
   "True."
 
   "Well…listen. Izzy needs help and so do I. Let me hire you to work for me."
 
   Over at the counter, Izzy pretended to be involved in the sandwich-making.
 
   "No…" Ginger said.
 
   "Why not?" Izzy asked, turning with a peanut-butter smeared knife.
 
   Ginger looked down at the utensil in her girlfriend's hand. "Don't threaten me with goober guts." That's what Ginger called peanut butter.
 
   Jobeth interjected, "What could be better? You'll get paid, and stay busy doing what you do best until this thing gets cleared up."
 
   "I'm not a cop right now."
 
   "Not officially. But you can work as a P.I., under my license."
 
   Ginger scraped at a cuticle with her thumbnail.
 
   "I would feel so much better having you at the helm. Come on, Ging'. Listen, I would really like it if you could take the lead on this Ponzi case. Izzy says Garrison Bishop works for the DPD, so you'd be better at dealing with this if it got dicey, since Izzy doesn't have enough experience." Jobeth glanced at her sister. "No offense."
 
   Izzy lifted a pre-emptive hand. "None taken. It's true. I need more experience before I can be qualified to do this by myself."
 
   Tugging the bath towel from around her neck, Ginger twisted it in her hands, considering the offer. "I don't know…I was thinking maybe I need the vacation time."
 
   "Doing this would probably feel like vacation time," Jobeth told her. "And I know you, Ginger. After a day or two, you're going to be yanking your hair out. You're not the leisurely type."
 
   "Oh you think you know me so well."
 
   Jobeth lifted an eyebrow. "Don't I?"
 
   Ginger recognized a losing battle when she saw one. "Yes. You do."
 
   "Great. Izzy can bring you up to speed."
 
   Izzy came over with the laden knife still in her hand. "Thank god I didn't have to use this."
 
   Ginger grabbed Izzy's hand and made her wipe the peanut butter on her own face.
 
   Izzy addressed Jobeth. "You see this? Isn't this spousal abuse?"
 
   "Oh yes. You should get a restraining order." Jobeth pushed herself up carefully and headed for the stairs.
 
   "You need some help?" Ginger asked, concerned about the ruptured disc Jobeth had been recovering from.
 
   "No, I got it. I'm feeling better. It's probably prudent for me to get out of here. I'm sure Izzy's gonna want you to make up for the smearing."
 
   "Yes, maybe I'll smear it somewhere else," Izzy said, holding the knife near the zipper of her jeans.
 
   "TMI! TMI!" Jobeth chanted, moving slowly up the stairs.
 
   When Ginger turned around, Izzy was grinning at her expectantly. "Not now, my dear. I have work to do." Izzy's face fell, so Ginger gave her several sincere kisses before heading up the stairs to the AKA Office. 
 
   Entering the cottage behind the house that served as headquarters for the small investigations firm owned by Phoebe and Jobeth, Ginger sat down at one of the two desks and called Ponzi Bonnet. She asked to speak to her in person, and Ponzi said she'd drive over.
 
   When she arrived, Izzy joined them, and Ginger had to take a moment to explain that she was on temporary suspension pending the investigation about Hollister. "Well, I wouldn't characterize him as a reliable plaintiff." Ponzi said supportively. "After the incident at the alumni party, we all know what sort of rat he is. I hate knowing what he did to Phoebe."
 
   "We do too," Ginger agreed. "So, I can't really talk about the case, but I do have time, now, to help with yours as an independent contractor of sorts, here at AKA."
 
   She questioned Ponzi about her suspicions, verifying what Izzy had typed up in the file. She told Ponzi she would probably start with some basic surveillance, and see if anything seemed amiss. And in the meantime, Ponzi could keep her eyes peeled for anything she might find in her husband's belongings. It was not something Ginger could do as a cop, but as an investigator, she could advise her client to snoop; community property laws being what they were.
 
   And she could send Izzy to see Dr. Bishop in the guise of a patient, see if she could get some kind of impression about what this guy was like. It wasn't as if Izzy didn't need some professional help; the nightmares had been keeping her up at night. Maybe the doc could help. But Izzy would at least get her feet wet going undercover and that could only help her be a better investigator for Jobeth.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~13~
 
   Fifty Shades
 
    
 
   In City Park, Dr. Garrison Bishop pulled another chunk of bread from the day-old loaf and tossed it at the Gadwell ducks congregating nearby. They had just come up from Ferril Lake, having spotted him, knowing that humans often brought food. He didn't usually come here during lunch, because he liked to walk over to Cheesman Park, near his office. But he had spotted this Ginger Grant tailing him, and so continued North on York, in order to verify his suspicions. He needed to do something boring and not the least bit suspicious. 
 
   He had noticed her first in Barnes & Noble, where he had purchased a book. She was watching him from an adjacent aisle, and he immediately recognized her from the files that Internal Affairs had sent him; he had a great memory for faces. She was the detective who had been suspended pending an investigation of an accident wherein one Payne Hollister had been injured. He also knew of her association with AKA Investigations. She lived in the same house with the owners of that enterprise. Not a big stretch of the imagination to surmise that she might be helping out at that organization, and was following him at his wife's request; perhaps having nothing better to do since she was forced to turn in her badge and gun recently.
 
   On the park bench, now, he pulled the book from his satchel. That soft porn piece of drivel everyone was raving about. Fifty Shades of Grey. He only bought it  for two reasons. One, he was attracted to the color grey, and two, he wanted to see what all the fuss was about. Why had it taken the publishing world by storm? Human nature was always a source of entertainment for him. Perhaps the fifty shades could be applied more accurately to human nature, and the ambiguity in behavior. What was right or wrong? Who could say where the lines were? For himself, he acted upon his desires in the most equitable way he knew how; careful to inflict no more harm than necessary to achieve his own satisfaction. He was, after all, a hedonist. Not a popular belief system, to be sure, but there were no guarantees in this life, and one had to seek pleasure where one could find it, for tomorrow, as the quote goes, we shall die.
 
   As he alternately perused the book, and tossed breadcrumbs to the ducks, he remained aware of the detective parked behind and to the right of his bench in her less-than-inconspicuous red SUV. She wasn't close enough to make out the title of the book he was reading, but he imagined she had a pair of binoculars with which to watch suspects from afar.
 
   And suspect he was. He knew that. Probably, his lovely wife Ponzi had hired her. He knew that Grant was currently on suspension for the incident with Payne Hollister. He had received the assignment from the department to do psych evaluations on both of them, for the Internal Affairs investigation that was a matter of course in cases like this.
 
   He took another sip of tea from the Starbucks cup, and tossed more breadcrumbs, knowing that was exactly what Grant was looking for. Breadcrumbs. Some trail of evidence to follow that would lead her to a sufficient cause for arrest. But she would find nothing. She would be wasting her time and his wife's money.
 
   After a sufficient delay, he stood and put his coat back on, and pretended not to notice her in the red SUV, as he strolled nonchalantly back to his Mercedes C-250.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~14~
 
   Miss Demeanor
 
    
 
   Miss Demeanor greeted Chloe at the door, as she always did, clucking and bobbing her head, wanting to be held. Chloe dropped her bag on the floor and bent down to pick up the White Bearded Silkie Bantam. She flipped her over and kissed her soft downy chest. "How was your day, Miss D.?"
 
   The chicken clucked softly and nuzzled into her neck as Chloe held her and walked to the fridge for a beer. Placing the chicken on her shoulder, where she perched quite comfortably, Chloe opened the Michelob Ultra and had to move it out of reach of Miss D.'s seeking beak. "No you don't. You're terrible when you have a hangover."
 
   On her way home from work one night, Chloe had been delayed by an overturned farm truck on Bear Creek Road. She pulled off to the side and flashed her badge to the cop on scene, and asked if she could help. Assisting in securing the perimeter, she noticed all the dead chickens, and was saddened more by that, than she was by the injuries to the farmer. Then she heard the peeping and followed the sound to the brush. The yellow chick was cold and frightened, and newly hatched. Defenseless, it would not last a day. She picked it up and held it in her hands, thought about just turning it over to the on-scene officer, but what was he going to do? He'd have to call the Humane Society, and they were closed. So probably, knowing how many men were about such things, he would just pitch the tiny chick over the ledge and be done with it. She couldn't bear the thought of it. 
 
   As a child, Chloe had lived in the country, and her family had raised chickens for food and eggs. She had a persistently disturbing memory of her mother tossing unhatched eggs at a tree to break them open. Once when she did that, a peeping chick fell out, but it was injured by the impact with the tree and it died later that day, as Chloe tried to nurse it back to health. She never quite forgave her mother for that. And here, like some karmic second-chance, was another baby chick needing her help.
 
   There was no other choice for her, so she sequestered the chick inside her coat and went on her way. She wasn't sure what the penalty was for stealing a chicken from the scene of an accident, but she was sure it was no more than a misdemeanor. Hence, the name she gave the chick. Miss Demeanor.
 
   Now, Chloe enjoyed small, fresh brown eggs every few days. She was fond of pointing out how a chicken was the only pet that could make you breakfast. She had potty-trained Miss D. to go in a litter tray of the large bird cage she used as her house. She taught her to poop on command by using a clicking sound she made with her tongue, like tick-tock. So most of the time Miss D. ran around freely. Chloe did have chicken diapers, though, that she could put on her, if she needed to. 
 
   Uncommon though having a pet chicken was, Chloe loved this bird. She found her to be great company, with a loving and quirky personality. Miss D. loved to sit on her lap and share popcorn when Chloe watched TV, and though she sometimes perched in her cage to sleep, she often spent the night nesting on Chloe like she was a big incubating human egg.
 
   Lifting Miss D. off her shoulder, Chloe pulled out a big skillet and placed it on the stove. Anna was coming over tonight for a late dinner, and she had to get cooking. Miss D. suggested anything other than poultry.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~15~
 
   Bishop Takes Pawn
 
    
 
   Garrison Bishop folded the collar of his BDU jacket closed with the Velcro sewn there. It was colder than he thought it would be. He had not been hunting since last  season. It was not the sort of hobby one might expect from a respected psychiatrist who drove a Mercedes. Atavism, he supposed. His father had been an avid hunter, and took him out each year of his childhood. Garrison never cared much for venison, and so didn't deer hunt, as his father had. He also had no interest in dealing with a heavy carcass—one would need a four-wheeler to transport it out, and that was just too much trouble; not to mention the actual field dressing and butchering of the animal. He had, though, developed a fondness for rabbit meat. It was an enjoyable change from his usual porterhouse steak or filet mignon. Rabbits were easy. Just shoot them, carry them back on a length of twine and toss them into the back of the old truck he drove out here. His father's truck. His long-deceased father. 
 
   It had fascinated him—this sanctioned killing. What was it that caused people to excuse this activity, but not killing each other for sport? It made him wonder about human nature, and aside from his somnophilia, it was there his interest in psychology sprouted. So perhaps his participation in hunting season was merely homage to the man who was instrumental in his career path. 
 
   Garrison also came to the woods every year to commune with nature; he appreciated the natural world. It was not fettered by convention and morals and judgments. It was what it was. Raw. Filling its needs without apology. He thought of himself as a kindred with nature. He had needs and he filled them. 
 
   He had seen Detective Grant enter the clearing, and knew it was not a chance encounter. She was here to watch him; Ponzi had sent the cop. To what end, he could not venture a guess. Grant wasn't here in an official capacity. Her suspension meant that she was here for some other reason. Bishop knew his wife had gone to college with the McMasters woman, and that the detective lived at her house with several other women, whom he suspected were lesbians. No telling who was with whom, over there. It didn’t matter to him, one iota. It wasn't as though these women were real threats to him. And he also knew his wife was incapable of having sex. But Ponzi had obviously enlisted the help of Detective Grant. If only to simply follow him around. Perhaps it was intentional. An intimidation tactic. Perhaps she had not been trying to be inconspicuous at all at the park. It could have been an indirect message from his wife. That he was being watched, and letting others know she had suspicions.
 
   He also thought it was interesting that they sent the Walker girl to see him. Izzy. Maybe yesterday she was checking him out on the orders of Ponzi. Although the girl did seem to genuinely suffer from PTSD. She had shot a man a few months before, during a case with her sister's investigations business. But the coincidence was too stark. Izzy Walker worked at AKA Investigations, and Ginger lived in the basement apartment of the house where AKA was located. He was not stupid enough to try to hypnotize Izzy and use her for his fetish. She was too close to Ginger, who was obviously already investigating him. Garrison had instead given Izzy some generic advice and left it at that.
 
   A vortex of swirling leaves swept past him, carrying the scent of damp ground and pine needles, as he crunched through the woods, his .22 rifle in the crook of his arm. Every so often, he would pause for 30 seconds or a minute, since he knew that rabbits would often appear if they heard movement and then the movement stopped. They would think the danger had passed. He usually brought home at least one, if not more, and he would clean and dress them, and store them in the freezer in the garage. He cooked the rabbit himself. Sometimes Rabbit Stifaddo, sometimes beer-braised in the crock pot, sometimes in Lapin a La Cocotte--French Rabbit Stew. 
 
   He stayed hidden in the stand of Aspens, watching Grant, as she climbed a tree with a deer-stand in it. Ponzi must have given her specific instructions about where Garrison hunted. She was probably trying to get a better vantage point, and waiting for him to appear. Well, two could play that game. He could wait her out. 
 
   Just for fun, he fired his rifle into the ground behind him, and watched as she went rigid, on full alert, her hands tightening around the rifle she held across her lap in the deer-stand. She was studying the woods in his direction. Maybe he'd take a stroll that way and see what happened.
 
   He stopped in the clearing under the tree she was perched in, and scanned the woods. He readjusted his cap, then let his eyes trail up the tree. She was dressed for hunting. He couldn't see much of her face, and she was wearing dark glasses. He smiled at her. "Good afternoon," he called.
 
   She just lifted a gloved hand and gave him a wave.
 
   He scanned the surrounding woods again before looking back up at her. "Is that your deer stand?"
 
   "No. I was just trying to get a better view of things. Have any luck?"
 
   He considered her a moment. "No, I'm actually on my way home for the day."
 
   He looked around again, surreptitiously. "You out here all alone?" He noticed her hesitation. She is wondering now why I need to know that.
 
    "No. Just alone in this stand."
 
   Now I'll play a little cat and mouse and see how she responds. "Would you like some company?"
 
   She frowned. "It's a one-man stand."
 
   "I'm one man." He grinned.
 
   More hesitation. He could almost feel the fear emanating from her. 
 
   "No thanks. I'll just get down," Ginger answered, making a move to get up.
 
   "No, no. That's okay…" Again, his eyes studied the woods around them and moved back up to her. "Not unless you just want to come down and be friendly."
 
   Now she's thinking about how she would be at a huge disadvantage to climb down while I am behaving in a suggestive and threatening way.
 
   "Suddenly, I'm not feeling social."
 
   Ah, she decided to hold her position. Smart. "That's a shame."
 
   "Why do you want me to come down?"
 
   "I'm gonna take a little break anyway…" he said, moving to sit on a fallen tree nearby.
 
   "Well now, that's not going to do me any good," she countered, getting a better grip on her rifle. "You'll scare the game away."
 
   "Not much activity in this area," he said.
 
   "I heard a shot. Did you see something?"
 
   "I missed," he said.
 
   Now she's really thinking about her predicament. It looked like she was checking her cell phone. Perhaps hoping for a signal so she could call for help? There was no signal out here, he knew. It was a long walk to this location, and the waning afternoon was bringing with it renewed chill and the promise of snow. "What about you?" he asked. "Have you got anything yet?"
 
   "Well, I haven't seen anything worth shooting until now."
 
   His laugh was dry and sudden. "What do you mean by that?"
 
   "I mean, you're making me nervous, and I'm hoping you'll just move on." 
 
   Finally. She's being direct, now. This would be a good time for him to push her limits. Her began collecting kindling and limbs, and piling them in one spot on the frigid ground. He would make a fire and warm up, see what she did, then. He arranged the smaller pieces and produced his lighter to set flame to the twigs.
 
   Right about now, she's wishing she could stand next to the fire. It was getting really cold. He wondered how she would extract herself from this dilemma. It reminded him of his college years, watching rats in a maze. To increase her discomfort, he took his gloves off and warmed his hands in the heat from the fire. What he wouldn't give to be inside her head right now. What was she thinking? She was a trained police officer, so she knew the law, and she knew that she could not simply shoot him and run away, that there would be an investigation, and she was already on suspension and probably fearing for her career as it was. She was trying out scenarios in her head, he was sure. And to his delight, coming up with no viable way to deal with him safely.
 
   As a light snow began to fall, he saw her look up into the sky with dread. She was thinking about how cold it was getting, and worrying that she might freeze to death out here before he let her get down. And here he stood near this nice warm fire, holding all the power. He tried not to laugh or even smile, but it was difficult.
 
   Finally, he gave her an option, to see if she took it. He leaned his rifle on the log and moved a few steps away to pick up more sticks for the fire. He heard the sound of her chambering a round and smiled. Way to go, Detective Grant. You passed. He turned to look up at her.
 
   "Get down on the ground," she said with complete authority.
 
   He straightened. "What are you doing, lady?"
 
   "I said get on the ground. You have three seconds to decide before I start shooting."
 
   Playing along, he lifted his hands in the air, dropped to one knee, then the other, and eased himself cheek-down, watching her. "Turn your face the other way." Good thinking, Detective. You don't want me to watch you getting down, because then I'll see that you have to shoulder your weapon, and I can get the drop on you. He obliged by turning his head away.
 
   He heard her carefully descending on the pegs hammered into the tree trunk. 
 
   "You move and I'll blow your head apart…" 
 
   His smile parted the leaves on the ground beneath his cheek. He waited, hearing both her feet eventually make purchase on terra firma.
 
   "Put your hands behind your head and interlock your fingers," she ordered.
 
   He obeyed, and she produced a pair of cuffs, and secured his hands behind his back. "Stand up."
 
   With difficulty, and with no help from the detective, he stood, regarding her with a mixture of respect and amusement. She frowned back at him, unappreciative.
 
   "Haven't I seen you at the Denver P.D.?"
 
   "Yes. Detective Grant," she said. "Now, where is your wife?"
 
   He smiled. "I assume she's making dinner at home. Couldn't say."
 
   "She didn't come out with you?"
 
   Ah. Ponzi told her she was coming with me. Starting to make sense now. "No mystery there. My wife hates hunting."
 
   "So do I, but here I am."
 
   "Yes, I'm a little confused about that. What exactly is the problem, Detective?"
 
   "I heard a shot earlier, before you came out of the woods. What were you shooting at?"
 
   "This is hunting season. We're in the woods. Perhaps you could venture a guess, Detective." He saw doubt prance across her brow, just for a second. But it was quickly replaced by that indignation he saw on the faces of most cops who had their authority challenged. Many cops had a god-complex, regardless of what they said about a altruistic need for public service.
 
   "Let's take a little walk back the way you came, Dr. Bishop."
 
   "And why would we do that when the way out is the other direction?"
 
   "I want to make sure your wife isn't bleeding to death out there."
 
   So that's it. "You can't be serious."
 
   "Do I look like I'm joking?"
 
   My lovely wife created a story about coming out here with me and being afraid I was going to kill her. She really was getting paranoid since the incident with the video. Good to know. He'd have to be mindful that someone else suspected him of wrongdoing. He'd deleted the copies of the video; Grant had not seen that. She only had the information Ponzi gave her. Whatever that might be. No proof of anything. For effect, he sighed and turned to walk back into the woods, as commanded.
 
   "You know," he offered, "it's harder to find your way out after dark."
 
   "I have a compass," she said. "Keep walking." 
 
   Bishop surmised that she was looking for the body of his wife, near the area where he had fired his rifle earlier. After marching him that direction long enough, she finally said stop and he did.
 
   "Ponzi!" she called. 
 
   He couldn't help it, now. A laugh erupted from his throat. "She's not out here."
 
   "Shut up." 
 
   Bishop watched her listening for the sounds of a woman calling for help, for some pained moan, some clue as to where the victim lay. At last, she ordered him to turn around and walk back the way they had come.
 
   Pausing at the fire, she allowed a few seconds of warmth before she made him douse it with wet snow and leaves, and spread it out. Once they had traveled to the road where both their vehicles were parked, she checked for a phone signal again. And after her sigh of relief, he heard the beeping of button-pushing. He turned around and leaned against his truck.
 
   She stepped away from him, but kept him in her view. "Where are you?" she asked irritably into the phone. 
 
   Grant had called his wife. He listened to the one-sided conversation, trying to fill in what Ponzi must be saying to her.
 
   "Thanks for letting me know, now, when it's a moot point….Out here? You mean in the woods?...Don't you have GPS on your phone?...Oh I was right where I was supposed to be…He's right here." 
 
   He relaxed against his truck, delivering another put-upon sigh.
 
   "He does now…" Ginger was saying into the phone. "Do you have any emergency flares in your car?...Well you look and then call me back." 
 
   Ginger ended the call shoved the cell in her pocket. She unloaded his weapon, uncuffed him, and handed the rifle back to him, keeping hers loosely in the crook of her arm. "Big misunderstanding, Dr. Bishop. Your wife got lost and ran out of gas."
 
   "What a surprise. Where?" He tossed the rifle in the seat of the truck.
 
   "Out here somewhere. She's not sure where she is."
 
   "She's out here?"
 
   "You're sticking with your story that she wasn't planning to come with you at all?"
 
   "Oh she's planning things, but not a hunting a trip with me."
 
   Ginger frowned. "What's that mean?"
 
   So Ponzi was using Grant to strengthen her position in this little chess game. "It means, Detective Grant, that my wife has a vivid imagination. She's on medication. And she reads too many conspiracy novels." 
 
   "Then maybe you should go home and reassure her." 
 
   Smirking, he opened the door and pulled off his hat, gloves, and coat and tossed them atop the gun before sliding into the seat, intoning, "Be thankful I'm not a litigious man, Detective."
 
   Ginger's shoulders went back defiantly, as she stepped close to his door. "I am thankful for that, Dr. Bishop. But know this: if you are indeed planning your wife's demise, you should think twice, since I am now aware of the fears your wife has. And if anything happens to her, you'll be the first person I'll arrest. And make no mistake, I'll use all the resources at my disposal to see you get a needle in your arm, and it won't be to get high."
 
   Perfect. "I'm not concerned, Detective Grant, because I know this is all a misunderstanding. My wife often has delusions. I can show evidence for it, if necessary. I'm also fairly certain you have no authority since you're suspended from the force for shoving some poor guy in front of a speeding car." Bishop takes pawn.
 
   The flush of anger and humiliation blossomed at the cop's neck. Grant was realizing now that she would be evaluated by him on behalf of the department. And she had just royally pissed him off. Her career was on the line and he could ruin her if he wanted to. "So I would suggest you stay out of my business before I have you charged with harassment."
 
   He backed out, and turned around, soon headed out of the woods. She was feeling like hell right about now. Serves her right. He would have to rethink the situation with Ponzi; she had pulled other people into their marital arrangement. And there was no telling what she had shared with them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~16~
 
    
 
    
 
   Kenda could have pulled this off so naturally. Ponzi was no actress, but she did her best. She only hoped Ginger accepted her story. When the call finally came through, Ginger sounded pretty pissed that Ponzi had not been out in those woods with Garrison. Her excuse about running out of gas might seem flimsy, but it was all she could think of to do in this case. She had to create some situation in which Garrison might be trying to kill her, so she had to at least make it look like she intended to be there by ending up in the area. Garrison, of course would know that Ponzi had made up the story about his inviting her to go with him. But she didn’t care much right now what Garrison thought, only what other people thought about Garrison. 
 
   When Ponzi called Ginger back to tell her she couldn't find any flares in her car, Ginger suggested she honk her horn every minute or so, to give some indication of her location.  
 
   Huddled into her parka, Ponzi sat in the car, thinking about how she wanted to be sitting in front of the fireplace…with a glass of wine and…Kenda. That thought was interesting. Kenda seemed to be the only person in Ponzi's life who felt safe. 
 
   Snowfall kissed the front window, and Ponzi tugged her coat tighter, raised the zipper up to her chin. If Ginger didn't find her soon, the cold would, and Ponzi would then have to rely on a 24 hour roadside emergency service to find her out here before she froze. 
 
   She honked the horn.
 
   Or Kenda. Kenda would try to find her if she called and asked her to. She had a feeling that Kenda would do almost anything if Ponzi asked her to. Wasn't that the very definition of friendship? Or was it more? She knew about Kenda's orientation. She didn't care, of course. But she wondered if Kenda's allegiance to her was based on any other feelings. She had caught her expression sometimes, imbued with a bit of…what? Longing? Did Kenda have feelings for her that were more than platonic?
 
   Twenty minutes into Ponzi's periodic horn-honking and ruminations about her best friend, the glowing beams swung over and reflected off the windshield. Ginger had found her. 
 
   Ponzi got out to greet her, climbing thankfully into Ginger's warm Trailblazer. The engine idled, Ginger waiting as Ponzi buckled the seatbelt, and suggesting they'd come back for her car tomorrow.
 
   "I can have my friend Kenda bring me out for it. You've already been inconvenienced enough."
 
   As the detective put the SUV in reverse, and headed down the dark path out of the woods, Ponzi feared Ginger might just be done with the whole thing. She might be so humiliated that she just dismissed Ponzi as crazy. So the plan wasn't that great. But at least Ginger now knew of her fears, and if any harm did come to Ponzi, Detective Grant was more likely to investigate. That thought was just about as comforting as the increasing snowfall and the enshrouding trees and darkness.
 
   "Ponzi," Ginger said, looking back and forth between the woman next to her and the darkling forest road ahead of them. "If you know something about your husband that I should know, now would be the time to tell me."
 
   Ponzi averted her eyes. How much should she tell her? "I know he's doing something bad. I just don't have the proof."
 
   Ginger sighed, guiding the Blazer onto the main road. "Well, for what it's worth, I think he's a pompous ass. And as for proof, sometimes it takes time to get that." Ginger glanced over at her again. "I'll keep trying to find something."
 
   Ponzi nodded. Maybe she shouldn't count Ginger out just yet.
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   Viral Games
 
    
 
   Ponzi closed the garage door behind the Audi, and stepped into the kitchen, hanging up her coat and scarf on the hooks by the door, tossing a glance at him, sitting in his easy chair with his beloved vodka, pretending to be rapt by the book he held, Fifty Shades of Grey. She knew that he had probably noticed it because it had his favorite color in the title, but also that it was some kind of soft porn, dealing with BDSM. Her knowledge of his sexual proclivities shed new light on why he would even be reading a book in that genre, especially with such derogatory reviews about its prose. He probably wasn't reading it for its literary merit.
 
   Ponzi kicked off her boots and padded toward the fireplace. "No, don't worry, I made it home just fine."
 
   "Why would I worry?" He placed the book face down on the arm of the chair and stared absently into the fire. "Detective Grant was there to rescue you. Again. Just like she did earlier in the woods, when she prevented me from shooting you."
 
   "Go ahead and be flippant, Garrison. But I don't know what you're capable of now."
 
   He huffed. "You might bear that in mind for future reference."
 
   "What does that mean?"
 
   "Precisely what you think it means." He sipped the Grey Goose, rubbing his socked feet together casually.
 
   "Are you just trying to scare me now?"
 
   "You don't need any help with that darling, you can do that all on your own."
 
   She stood in front of the fire, warming herself. "Don't forget, I know things about you, now."
 
   "And I'm sure you won't be taking out an ad in the Denver Post. You have a reputation to maintain, as well, my dear. Besides, as your detective friend pointed out, she knows about your suspicions of my murderous intent. So it would be foolish of me to pursue any bodily harm against you."
 
   "That didn't sound much like a denial."
 
   He blinked slowly, one eyebrow cocked. "It wasn't."
 
   She spun and headed for the kitchen, declaring, "I can't live like this. I can't even bear to look at you. I want you out of my house. I'm filing for divorce in the morning."
 
   "No you're not."
 
   She turned back to him. "Oh no? Watch me."
 
   "I will watch you, and so will everyone else. I will make sure that little video of yours goes viral."
 
   "Viral—"
 
   "On the Internet, yes."
 
   Where was her Ativan? In the bathroom? The nightstand? She tried not to panic. "You deleted it."
 
   "Don't be an idiot. I have a copy."
 
   Think. Think. Breathe. Think. "You're in it, too."
 
   "Oh, but my face will be blacked out. Yours won't."
 
   Would he? What can I do? "I'll sue you."
 
   "It will be too late by then. You can't unring a bell, as they say. You'll be all over the Internet, naked, being defiled by some guy."
 
   "You're bluffing."
 
   "Call my bluff then. I have nothing to lose. And you have everything to lose. The video will be posted as," He lifted one hand to frame an invisible headline. "…Bodacious Bra Maven has a fetish! She likes to be fucked while she pretends to be unconscious' …how's that sound?"
 
   "Why are you being so vicious?" 
 
   "I'm not being vicious. I'm practicing some self-preservation. It's perfectly natural for our species, you know. You will continue to be my wife, and it won't be any different than it always was. I'll still get my needs met, and you'll still be unaware of it, because you will be sleeping. It will keep me from doing it elsewhere to other women. Think of it as a public service."
 
   And yet, she knew from her conversation with Anna, that he had indeed done it to at least one other woman. But she couldn’t tip her hand on that just yet. 
 
   She moved over to the bar cart and looked at the bottles. There was nothing there she liked. Lots of vodka. Lots of that infernal Grey Goose. She needed a drink. Where is the wine? Not strong enough anyway. Did she still have some Bailey's? Ativan. She needed to take a pill. But she was sure she left them at the hotel. 
 
   Maybe she should mention the illegality of his sexual acts with her. How she would love to have the cops just surprise him with an arrest. But she had to think this through. She couldn’t afford to make a mistake with someone who played chess as well as he did. She turned to look at him, sitting there with that smug expression, sipping vodka like a despot king. He needed to be dethroned. He needed a good beheading. Bring on the executioner.
 
   He noticed her expression. "Just in case you have any bright ideas about my demise…" he murmured. "That video will go viral automatically, if anything happens to me. And it will be accompanied by information to implicate YOU in my death. There will be no sleeping medication in prison. You'll certainly know it when some big dyke comes in to fuck you at night."
 
   "You make me sick!" She headed for the bedroom to find her medication, and as she passed his chair, he added, "And one more thing…I need you to transfer some money into my account. I'm running quite low on funds these days."
 
   Her face hot with anger, she opened the nightstand and grabbed the extra prescription bottles, dry-swallowing an Ativan. She pulled her phone out of her purse and called a taxi. Then she carried the bottles into the closet, where she stuffed them in another bag. She grabbed some additional underwear, and clothes on hangers, added a few more items from the bathroom, and then stepped outside the front door into the cold. She'd rather be standing at the curb, freezing, than be inside that house with him. 
 
   Thankfully, the taxi arrived in minutes, and she gave the driver the address to the hotel. She would call Kenda, have her come over to her room, and they would figure out what to do.
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   A Little Bit of Payne
 
    
 
   Payne Hollister dug another Vicodin out of the bottle and washed it down with the Sam Adams lager he'd just opened.
 
   His wrist felt fine, even though it was broken. Once they got the cast on it, he hardly felt any pain from it. The discomfort was the scrapes and bruises from being flung over the hood of the Lexus. That cop—the detective, Ginger Grant—he would find a way to teach her a lesson for putting him through this. Between that and getting kneed in the groin by Phoebe's little lezzie girlfriend at the alumni party, he was convinced that more than one lesson should be given. Obviously Grant had a personal grudge, based on her friendship with Phoebe and that dyke-P.I. who racked him up—whatever the fuck her name was. What was it with all these fucking dykes these days? What was it with women in general? They had always seemed a necessary evil to Payne. He needed them for what they could provide in the carnal appetites department, but could find no use for them otherwise. 
 
   Even his sister. She'd been calling him recently, and he had to keep ignoring her. In and out of mental institutions, and now living at his parent's estate, Regina Belle Hollister had cost the old man a tidy sum. She had taken over the pool house, and the place was filled with plastic bins that were stacked neatly from floor to ceiling, all labeled carefully in his sister's child-like scrawl. She said she collected things. He knew she was simply a hoarder. He couldn't stand to go over there anymore. Not that he really wanted to. He was never really close to his sister. She was just another warm body in the family. To his parents, she was more like the family pet, than a daughter. Last diagnosis Payne recalled was schizophrenia. She was also a diabetic, but that was because she let herself get so fat. Regardless, he  didn’t want to have anything to do with her. She hadn't been right in the head since they were children. 
 
   Finally, the pain pill was doing its thing. He felt the warm tingles begin. Ah. Relief at last. Another gulp of beer punctuated the sensation. Lifting the hand mirror, he looked at the side of his face again. There better not be any scars. If there were, he would make that bitch-cop pay for plastic surgery out of her measly wages.
 
   His family's attorney at least made sure the incident wasn't swept under the rug. Even though Grant didn't actually push him in front of that car, as Payne claimed, he would never have been hit if she had just minded her own business, left him alone. All Payne had to do was go to the psych eval and present himself properly, and Grant's record would be forever tainted. Hopefully, she would even get demoted. Back to being a beat-cop in uniform. And maybe he'd find a nice evening to pay her a visit. Give her a little bit of Payne.
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   An Understanding Alliance
 
   Friday, 30 November 2012
 
    
 
   She folded herself into the chair, one Prada-covered foot bouncing absently, as she regarded him, somewhat like a cat watching a goldfish in a bowl.
 
   "So, Miss—"
 
   "Ms."
 
   Dr. Bishop glanced down at the legal pad. "Okay. I didn't catch your name." 
 
   "I didn't give it to you." She pulled a lipstick case out of her purse and opened it, pulling the tube away and rolling out the point of Cranberry Diva.
 
   He removed his reading glasses. "Is there a reason why you didn't?"
 
   "Yes, I want to be sure my privacy is protected before I speak to you." She used the tiny mirror to apply the dark red to her lips. "How does that doctor-patient confidentiality agreement work?"
 
   God, those lips. Was that a British accent he heard? Sexy. "I am legally and ethically bound to keep what we discuss between us. With few exceptions."
 
   "What are the exceptions?"
 
   "I can only share information about you if I think you are committing a crime, or about to, or to prevent harm to anyone else."   
 
   Snapping the lipstick case closed, she returned it to her bag. "What if I used to commit crimes, but not anymore?"
 
   "Are you planning to commit another crime?"
 
   "No. I'm retired. But I need to know if I can count on your discretion. Because if not, I will have to bid you good day and deal with it on my own."
 
   "As I said, anything in the past remains confidential unless you plan to harm someone in the future."
 
   She rose from her chair as effortlessly as a cat, and moved toward the wall, looking at his diploma and certifications framed there. 
 
   "So, what shall I call you?"
 
   "Prada."
 
   His gaze went immediately to her shoes. "All right, Prada. Would you like to set up an appointment for later, or continue now?"
 
   "An appointment," she murmured, still looking at his wall of documents.
 
   Getting up to circle the desk, he leaned over the scheduling book. "What days are you free?"
 
   "I've never been free, Dr. Bishop."
 
   He frowned over at her, making sure of her meaning. "Am I to assume that you were a lady of the evening, then?" He picked up his pen and turned a page in the book, and she was on him before he had time to react.
 
   The hand with the pen was suddenly wrenched behind his back, and she slammed him down on the desk, holding his arm high behind him, leaning into him, whispering in his ear. "I was no fucking whore, Doctor. Is that clear?"
 
   Catching his breath, he stuttered, "I'm…I'm sorry, I didn't mean to offend you."
 
   She pushed his arm higher and he winced in pain. "I was the go-to girl, but not for carnal delights. I could give you a demonstration right now and you'd be a ghost before you even realized you were dying."
 
   Was she saying she was…a…a killer? An assassin? His mind reeled. In spite of the apparent danger, Garrison Bishop felt himself growing hard against the edge of the desk. She had mashed her hips flat against his ass, and he could sense her strength as she held him pinned. "I think you have made your point," he strained out.
 
   "Very good." She released him.
 
   Upright, now, he moved his arm forward slowly, rubbing at his shoulder. "I'll have to ask that you refrain from that sort of behavior. If we are to work together, I can't feel as though my life is in danger."
 
   She turned to face him. "But it is."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Call it self-preservation. You will help me, and if you ever betray me, I will have a relapse and return to my old ways. I will make sure you live only long enough to regret it profoundly."
 
   His eyes caught on her slightly pursed lips. "You're…you're threatening me?" 
 
   "I don't make threats, Doctor. Threats imply that an event may not happen. I guarantee you what will happen if you betray me."
 
   He touched his shoulder, kneading it. 
 
   "Do we have an understanding?"
 
   He stared at her, still shocked by what had happened. Still aroused. "I...I understand." What else could he say? No, I don't think so, here's your diagnosis, you're a sociopath? "What exactly is it you need my help with, Prada?"
 
   "Insomnia. I can't sleep. Ever since I…retired from my job. I've tried everything. All the over the counter medications. Guided meditation recordings. Nothing works. Something is keeping me awake at night and I need to figure out what it is."
 
   "I would venture a guess…perhaps you feel guilty for the things you've done?"
 
   She laughed. "If anything, I miss it, Doctor. No, guilt is not my problem. Maybe my problem…" She turned to face him. "is missing it."
 
   He cleared his throat. "Well, I guess we'll work on…that…" the doctor moved away instinctively as she circled the desk. 
 
   "Let's drink to our new alliance…" She opened one of the large drawers of his desk.
 
   "What are you…I don't have…"
 
   "Of course you do, Doctor. Men like you always have a bottle of something hidden away—" She opened the bottom right drawer. "Ah—and there it is." She pulled out the bottle of Grey Goose and removed the lid, took a pull from it and set it down hard on the desk. "Now," she leaned over the desk, snagged his fountain pen and scribbled a phone number on the notepad. 
 
   He saw the red lipstick stain on the mouth of the bottle, and her ample breasts pushing out of her blouse, felt the twinge it gave him. 
 
   "Text me at this number when you have an available time, and I'll see if it's convenient for me. Identify yourself as…" She glanced at the bottle. "GreyGoose." She tossed the fountain pen onto the schedule book, spun on her Prada heels, and was gone before he was even able to close his gaping mouth.
 
   The doctor placed a hand on the edge of his desk and looked down at her precise handwriting. This woman could kill him whenever she wished. Of that, he was certain. How much would I love to put her to sleep? he mused. 
 
   Bishop dropped into his chair, one hand going to his zipper. He had to capture this moment in his mind. He would want to use it again later. Perfect. She was perfect.
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   Nature of the Beast
 
    
 
   Garrison Bishop was in a rare form of glee. His morning meeting with the mysterious Prada—and the impromptu self-pleasuring—had energized him. Today, he would also be interviewing Hollister, and providing a professional opinion about his state of mind. The doctor found it delicious that he was offering his insight about a man who had accused Ginger Grant of pushing him in front of traffic. 
 
   His ecstasy was compounded by the fact that he was asked to interview Detective Ginger Grant as well. That appointment was tomorrow, and it gave him time to simmer in the juices of poetic justice. Grant could not, of course, mention to anyone that she had just yesterday held him at gunpoint, believing he was intent on murdering his wife. What a delectable faux pas. Now, he could tell the department whatever he wished, even to the point of implicating the prying detective in, at the very least, reckless endangerment. For a cop, that could mean demotion or suspension, or a fine and jail-time. It was a scrumptious possibility.
 
   In order to defend herself, and place his own objectivity in question, Grant would have to admit the foolishness in the woods. She would never want to do that. She was too proud of her stature as a police detective. The anticipation of interviewing her and watching her squirm, was akin to sexual arousal. Not as keen as the arousal he experienced earlier after Prada left his office, but still quite satisfying. He could include some hints in his report that Detective Grant might have some type of anger management problem. He could say that he found her to be combative and uncooperative with a skewed sense of her own authority. It would be enough to cast a shadow on her record. 
 
   To know he had the upper hand, and Grant was, for all intents and purposes, at his mercy, filled all his capillaries with hot delight. He was getting another boner just thinking about it. 
 
   Payne Hollister arrived for his 4 PM appointment on time, sporting his right wrist in a cast, limping and leaning on a cane with the other, and a nasty road rash down one side of his face. His injuries weren't enough to keep Dr. Bishop from noticing that even in casual garb, his status was advertised. He sat gingerly in the chair, crossed one leg over the other in his $100 jeans. They looked like many other jeans, but people like Hollister had to wear by the brand. He was also wearing almost $300 dollar Mariano Napoli Trekker shoes.
 
   Bishop asked all the usual questions and got all the usual answers. In cases such as these, they always told you what they thought you wanted to hear. Hollister even pulled out his wallet and shared pictures of his nieces and nephews. Though Bishop suspected they were more likely photos that came with the wallet. He didn't recall seeing anything about a sibling in Hollister's file. Still, Bishop thought that was a nice touch. Hollister seemed stable; though, at times, haughty. To be expected when you came from a well-to-do family such as his. They all had entitlement issues. But Hollister did appear to be holding out on something else. Bishop just wasn't sure what it was. He had some darkness about him that the doctor couldn't quite put a finger on. Of course, in the report, he would paint Mr. Hollister as polite, well-adjusted and fair. Anything that would call into question Grant's version of the incident. 
 
   Bishop ended his session with Hollister at five, to allow time to grab a burger for dinner before his last appointment of the day, at five-thirty. 
 
   "You sure do work late, Doc."
 
   "Nature of the beast," Bishop mused.
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   A Man After My Own Heart
 
    
 
   Payne Hollister limped out to the reception area, and was still disappointed that Bishop had no secretary. Maybe she'd gone home early that day. He could have used his injuries to gain her sympathy, and gotten a date out of it. Maybe next time. 
 
   As he steered the Lexus onto Humboldt near Cheesman Park, where all the faggots walked their dogs, he thought about taking that sympathy idea down to a local pub near the college, and seeing what sweet morsels he could find. He had needs, and meant to fill them. A few days of pain meds and incapacitation had left him hungry for pleasures of the flesh. Not that he had ever had a problem with that. His name and the contents of his wallet always closed the deal, even if his pretty face was marred by that horrible landing on the pavement. The cost of a few drinks would be enough to--
 
   His wallet.
 
   Hollister's foot went to the brake. He reached to his back pocket and realized he'd left it at the doctor's office when he was showing off those fake family photos. Damn. He needed that wallet to impress the ladies. They were much more malleable when you bought them drinks first.
 
   He took a right on 13th to circle back to 8th and York, but was delayed by a fender bender. Cops had blocked the road, and the pavement was being swept, but there was already a line of cars in front of him. Checking his rearview, he tried to back out and reroute, but another car pulled in behind him, eliminating an escape. "Fuck!" He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, even honked. One of the officers on scene marched over to his window. "We're clearing the roadway as quickly as we can, sir."
 
   "Well I'm late for an appointment."
 
   "Sorry to inconvenience you, sir. One of the passengers had a neck injury, yes. Thanks for asking."
 
   Hollister gave the cop a droll expression.
 
   The officers brows came down ominously. "Lay off the horn."
 
   Hollister gave him a sarcastic salute and the cop went back to his duties. Stupid Pig, Hollister thought.
 
   Another ten minutes, and Hollister was on his way back to Bishop's office. Riding up in the elevator, Hollister's thoughts went to the only one who got away. Phoebe. She had been a hold-out for quite some time, and he considered her his biggest challenge. But finally, his need became more important than the game, and he slipped a little something in her wine. It was good. She was unable to resist him, after her defenses were softened and he got things going. They never could. He rode her like a thoroughbred, and the release had been pure gold, only spoiled by her getting sick on the carpet afterward. That's what housekeeping was for. He knew the wetback maids would take care of it happily, since it meant they could buy toys for all those spic kids they kept bringing into the world.
 
   The elevator doors opened and Payne limped back to Bishop's waiting room. The traffic delay had taken a while, but Bishop was probably still with his last patient. He could wait, but then, he'd miss happy hour. Probably piss him off if I interrupted. Payne decided to employ some patience, but was halted by a bumping noise. Intrigued, he grasped the doorknob and opened the door just enough to peek in. What he saw filled him with shock, but also excited him. Bishop had a woman bent over his desk and was going to town. When Payne looked more closely, he saw that the woman was limp. Oh, Bishop, you naughty, naughty boy!
 
   Hollister pulled out his camera phone and recorded a few minutes, then closed the door softly, and thought a moment. Obviously, it wasn't consensual. The woman was unconscious. He must have given her something. A man after my own heart. It occurred to him that he had some leverage, now. He could get the doc to say whatever he wanted in his report to Internal Affairs at the Denver P.D. And he could leverage other perks out of the deal, as well. Like access to GHB or whatever it was the doc used to quell the feminine defenses. The more he thought it over, the more his enjoyment grew. 
 
   He limped over to the chair on the far wall and sat down. Waiting.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~21~
 
   With a Patient
 
    
 
   Bishop emerged twenty minutes later, buckling his belt, and cursing under his breath, "…of course she would fucking call now." Lifting his cell to his ear, Bishop continued through the waiting room to the hall outside, without even glancing his way. Intrigued, Hollister moved closer to the outer office door so he could hear.
 
   "Look, this can't go on. I am out of money. You've drained me dry…what? I can't get it from her! Are you insane? I'm paying you so she won't find out!...yes, for that reason too…no, I assure you I haven't forgotten I can lose my license...well what would it take? I know you've wanted to start your life over…what if I could get you enough to do that, once and for all, and we can just be done with each other? Then you can have the life you want…no, but maybe I can get that much one last time…if it IS the last time…"
 
   Hollister pressed a palm over his mirthful lips. The plot thickens. He stepped back behind the Ficus tree, and thought a moment. Did the doc have an affair with one of his patients? Not an uncommon mistake for therapists. Maybe his wife was not giving it up. Maybe Bishop had decided that drugging them and getting what he wanted was way less complicated than talking women into conscious sex. Hollister laughed to himself. He understood completely. Or maybe he had done to the caller what he was just doing to that woman in his office a few minutes ago. So, while Bishop had one woman unconscious, bent over his desk, another was extorting money from him because of the same behavior. But this was more than a breech in ethics. It was a full-fledged crime. The insistent need behind his zipper overpowered the danger and the common sense, and even, perhaps, the self-preservation. Payne Hollister always made sure his own safety remained intact. Unlike the doc. So much for that higher education.
 
   Hollister heard Bishop moving back toward the waiting room, so he returned to his seat against the far wall.
 
   The doctor shoved his phone in his pocket and paused at the water cooler, where he drew a cup of water and drank it down quickly. When he turned to toss the cup in the trash, he saw Hollister sitting in the chair on the other side of the room.
 
   Hollister gave him a happy wave. "Hey doc." 
 
   "What--what are you doing here?" He glanced quickly toward his office and back to Hollister.
 
   "I forgot my wallet. Silly me."
 
   Bishop stared at him, as if gauging his motives. "I'll…I'll get it. I'm with a patient."
 
   "Yes I saw that you were with a patient. And I'm sorry to hear of your problems on the other end of the phone line, as well…"
 
   Bishop studied him, frowning, sweat beading again on his forehead. "I'll be right back." He hurried into the office and closed the door. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~22~
 
   Don't be Stingy
 
    
 
   She was still under. The cocktail of pineapple juice, PGA and Rohypnol he'd given her for the hypnotherapy would not wear off for another half-hour. And now, he had to deal with Hollister. He had returned her to the sofa, where she was when he put her under earlier.
 
   "Wow, she looks really tired."
 
   Bishop whirled, angry. "You can't be in here, Hollister!" Then softer, "The medication hit her pretty strong."
 
   "What medication would that be, Doc? GHB?" Hollister chuckled. "Now I have a whole new appreciation for all those jokes about the word therapist being more accurately, the rapist." He laughed again.
 
   The blood from Bishop's face drained away. 
 
   Hollister limped closer. "I'm rather fond of that stuff, myself. See, this is why you're going to favor my side of the case with Detective Grant. Birds of a feather."
 
   He was going to favor Hollister's side anyway, just to get back at Grant, but he couldn't really bring that up. "Blackmail? How uninspired."
 
   "Oh that's not the inspirational part, Doc. You're also gonna cut me in on the action."
 
   "What action?"
 
   Hollister nodded toward the unconscious woman on the sofa.
 
   Bishop looked at her and back at him. "No--"
 
   "Don't be stingy, Doc. This could save me all kinds of money on drinks. I can just swing by for your last appointments of the day, and we can both have a good time. A mutually satisfying alliance."
 
   Bishop grimaced. The second time today someone wanted an alliance with him. He hurried to the door and locked it.
 
   "That's the spirit," Payne smiled.
 
   "No, Hollister, you can't--"
 
   "Oh yes I can. Tell me again why I can't?" Hollister stepped close, pulled out his phone and pressed play on the video he had recorded earlier, holding it aloft toward the doctor.
 
   Bishop felt his face drain of color. 
 
   "I love camera phones, don't you? So you see, as long as I have this video of you giving your patient a treatment, you'll do as I say. Or this will end up in the hands of whomever can do the most damage to you."
 
   Too many damn cameras, Bishop thought angrily. He crossed the room and bent over the woman, checked her for responsiveness. 
 
   Hollister stepped up behind Bishop. "How much longer will she be out?"
 
   Bishop looked at him dumbly for a moment. "Maybe another 30 minutes…"
 
   "That's plenty of time…" Hollister used his one good arm to flop her over the back of the sofa, and positioned himself behind her. He unfastened his Kingston jeans, pulled down her panties, and lifted her skirt, tossing a leering smile at Bishop.
 
    Resigned for now, the doctor sat down behind his desk and watched Hollister take what he wanted. On a whim, he took out his own cell phone and made a video of Hollister as he violated Ms. Mason. Maybe the video would come in handy. At least he now had something on Hollister. 
 
   Encouraged by that bit of data, he leaned back in his chair. Even found himself aroused again. Men were visual about sex. It wasn't something he could do much to prevent. He pulled tissue from the dispenser, massaged himself quietly beneath the desk, and when the satisfaction was complete, unobtrusively tossed the tissues in the trash, plucked a baby wipe from the package in a drawer, and cleaned himself.
 
   Minutes later, when Dr. Bishop heard Victoria Mason groan, he told Hollister to stop. "She's going to wake up, and you don't want that. She'll be aware of what's happening, and can identify you."
 
   Hollister pumped her hard and fast, to finish off his own pleasure, then begrudgingly pulled out, refastened his jeans, and collapsed in a chair, his head back. The doctor repositioned Victoria Mason on the sofa, used one of the baby wipes on her, tidied her clothing, and covered her snugly with a blanket. He then pointed at the door and Hollister went out ahead of him. Helping himself to the water cooler, Hollister said, "When is the next hypnosis session?"
 
   "This is not going to continue."
 
   "Oh yes it is, Doc. I got you by the short hairs. You'll lose everything. And you're gonna hook me up with more of that GHB too. For my own private use. So once more, let me just ask you, when is the next hypnosis?"
 
   "I'm not using GHB…and…I'll have to get back to you. You have to get out of here right now if you don't want Ms. Mason to see you."
 
   "You have twenty-four hours," Hollister said. "I'll expect your call about the next appointment." Hollister wadded up the paper cup tossed it on the floor. "Twenty-four hours, Doc." 
 
   Another call Bishop would have to make to an ally. If this continued, he would need his secretary again. But then, she wasn't available. She was too busy siphoning money from him for this very thing. Two people blackmailing him, and a wife who was also aware of his fetish, and wouldn't cooperate and take her sleep meds. Things had really started to go downhill.
 
   Snarling, Garrison Bishop stepped back into his office and sat at his desk. Left with the unconscious, freshly violated woman, he averted his eyes to the desk calendar, but his attention went back to her when she shifted and groaned. She was going to be awake soon. He called the taxi, then went back to his appointment book. He didn't have any hypnosis sessions scheduled. What was he going to do now? He was about to lose it all. Everything he had worked for. Between his former secretary, Anna Dew, and now Hollister, he was cornered in two ways, by two different people. Maybe it was time to revisit some other solutions he had considered but rejected before. 
 
   Victoria Mason's eyes fluttered open and she looked over at him. He tried to appear relaxed, as if working on case files. "How are you feeling, now, Victoria?"
 
   "Relaxed…" she said.
 
   "Good. I've called you a cab, and you should take that Klonopin now, and go home and get a good night's rest, all right?"
 
   "Sure." She sat up, letting the blanket fall from her. He handed her a bottle of water and she took the pill from the prescription bottle in her purse.
 
   "I'll walk you down. Wouldn't want you to lose your balance."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   He came around the desk to help her up, and guided her toward the door, helping her out into the hallway and pressing the elevator button. He steadied her as they rode down to the lobby, delivered her into the taxi. "Have a good evening Ms. Mason. I'll see you next week, all right?"
 
   "Okay," she answered groggily. 
 
   He spun and went back to the elevator, missing a closing door on the first one. Someone else working late in the building, apparently. Punching the button, he took the next one up to his office, returning to his desk. 
 
   Retrieving the bottle of Grey Goose, he poured himself a shot in a small glass. He thought of how Prada's lips had been on the bottle. He allowed the smear of crimson to remain on the glass. Knocking back the first shot, he considered his predicament. Top of his class at Yale. He was intelligent. Shrewd. He could find a way out of this. There was a way to address every threat, if he could just stay calm and think. Even as he sat there with the shadow of sunset fingering across the windows, a plan was breeding in his mind. He poured another shot of Grey Goose and sipped that one, contemplating. 
 
   Retrieving the plastic cup from the end table, he tossed it in the trash. Victoria Mason was one of the easier ones. He had been helping her with general counseling about PTSD, but also using hypnotherapy to help her stop smoking. The first time he decided she was a candidate for his need-fulfillment, he merely had her drink a bottle of organic pineapple juice that had several helpful ingredients, like greens and vitamins, and also Passionflower, as a mild herbal sedative, often compared to low-dose Valium. Into that concoction, he dripped ashwagandha and Schisandra, which he explained were both adaptogenic herbs, and Schisandra was even referred to as "Chinese Prozac." It would help her with her defenses, and relaxation so that the hypnosis would be more effective. He made sure she saw the bottles, even handed them to her so she could read the labels.
 
   Amazingly, studies had shown that people trusted their psychiatrists more than they trusted their own spouses. Apparently so, as she drank the concoction without question. What she didn't know was that there was also Rohypnol and alcohol in the juice. She was so busy paying attention to the labels of what he was putting in, she didn’t think about what might already be there. So when the hypnosis began, the effects she felt were easily attributable to the herbs and his skill as a doctor and hypnotist. 
 
   After her session, he would have her take the .5 milligrams of Klonopin he'd prescribed, which would give her a half hour for the cab ride to get home safely before she fell asleep again. Her memory would be further clouded after that. He always called her a taxi, walked her down and informed the driver that she would be groggy. She never remembered anything that went on after she lost consciousness, and in fact, claimed to feel better and reported less desire for cigarettes. He was helping a patient while also helping himself. It was a mutually beneficial….alliance….
 
   But this new dilemma. This Hollister debacle. He had to find a way to make that stop. Hollister was a different species. Though engaged in similar activities, he was doing it without medical expertise, and he was not trying to help those women. He had probably forced himself on women while they were conscious, too. Bishop wouldn't have been surprised to learn he was an actual rapist, breaking into houses and forcing himself on sleeping women. Vermin.
 
   The doctor moved to the window and looked out at the light snowfall in the parking lot below. The streetlamps cast a yellow glow, and felt like a scene from Gaslight. He still had to catch that on late-night television this season, he thought absently. Hopefully, he wouldn't have to devise a similar plan to deal with Ponzi. For now, he had to find a way out of this predicament. What were the chances that he would have two different people extorting money from him? He sipped more of the Grey Goose. Even pulled out the Meerschaum pipe he kept in his desk and enjoyed a bit of rum and maple tobacco stashed in an airtight bag. He didn't smoke it in public. No sense becoming a cliché. As he continued to sip the vodka, drew on the grey pipe, its smoke floating softly into the frosted window, a definitive plan took shape in his mind.
 
   After another hour of thinking, Garrison Bishop resolved to err on the side of self-preservation. He brought up the text messaging system on his cell, punching in the number from the notepad still on his desk in that precise handwriting. He thumbed in the text: 
 
   GreyGoose needs your skills.
 
   He pressed send. A couple of interminable minutes later, a message came back. 
 
   Hello Grey. What can I do for you? 
 
   He thumbed in,
 
   Remember our alliance. I have a problem only you can solve. What's the fee?
 
   A few long seconds later, 
 
   I'm retired.
 
    
 
   He pressed,
 
   Retired people often take the odd job.
 
    
 
   When she didn't respond for a minute, he added,
 
    
 
   You said you missed it.
 
    
 
   PRADA: I do.
 
    
 
   Then what's the fee?
 
    
 
   Half a minute later, she responded,
 
   50k
 
   He would have to get it from Ponzi. By tomorrow afternoon. Not a problem. He had her right where he wanted her. He answered,
 
    
 
   Meet at The 9th Door at 9 PM tomorrow?
 
    
 
   She responded,
 
   See you then.
 
    
 
   He put away the vodka and the pipe, and donned his coat and gloves. He had to go home and deal with Ponzi. Steeling himself, he locked the door behind him and pressed the elevator button.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   When he pulled into the garage, her car was still gone. She had apparently decided to live at the hotel. No matter, he thought. Eventually she would give in and come home, and eventually she would have to take the sleep medication. Until then, he could always find ways to assuage his fetish with the steady supply provided by his profession. He made himself a cup of Earl Grey tea and sat down with his book in front of the freshly made fire. 
 
   First, the call to Ponzi. He knew she would balk about the amount of money he was demanding, so he boldly told her he was meeting a woman tomorrow night who had been blackmailing him for a previous affair they'd had before he met Ponzi. The money was to pay her off once and for all. A benefit, he insisted, to Ponzi as well as himself. The blackmailer could go public and Ponzi would lose everything. He instructed his wife to transfer a hundred thousand to his personal account in the morning, warning her that if this was not done, he would have to release the recording online. She would do it. Then, sometime tomorrow he could go to the bank and draw it out for his meeting with Prada.
 
   Satisfied with his plan, he settled down with his tea and his book, read a few more chapters before turning in for the night. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~23~
 
   A Fondness for Prada 
 
   2 December 2012
 
   9PM
 
    
 
   It was dim in the bar. Faces had a way of blending in with the mahogany walls. He kept his eyes sweeping the room, farther back each time. 
 
   There she is. Who else would be sitting alone in a dark corner of a place like this? Especially still wearing sunglasses.
 
   The 9th Door was a tapas bar in Lodo. By the looks of the remnants on the plate in front of her, she had already had a shrimp and avocado salad, and was on her second apple martini. 
 
   He greeted her with a formal tone. "Prada."
 
   The candle light flickered over her cheeks as she noticed him looking at the plate. "Girl's gotta eat," she said. She nodded once, indicating the scotch glass. "I ordered you a Grey Goose."
 
   "Thank you." He removed his overcoat and slid into the booth, presenting her with a small flower box. She opened it. A red rose, and two envelopes. One envelope was thick, the size of paper money. She clicked a thumbnail through the stack quickly, and then picked the rose up and held it to her nose. "What a lovely gift," she smiled demurely.
 
   Bishop realized this would be really incriminating if anyone saw them. Not for the reason they were there, but for another one. But then, who cares? Ponzi knew he was meeting a woman tonight and why. Well, not why, he amended. 
 
   "It has to go exactly as planned, or it won't work," he told her, sipping vodka.
 
   "No worries."
 
   That slight British accent. It made the hair stand up on the back of his neck. "I've written out the details. They're in the box, too."
 
   She retrieved the other envelope, freeing the note card inside, and read it boldly, sipping her martini, taking her time, as if imagining every step in the process, and just how she would do it. "Clever plan," she said, tearing a piece of the card and dropping it into the candle flame. She watched the mini plume of fire and smoke pulse toward the rim of the candle jar. She added a second piece of the instructions, watching it burn.
 
   Bishop studied the woman. "Why did you get into this line of work?"
 
   "What can I say? I'm a patriot with a fondness for Prada. Secretarial salary won't cover it." She incinerated another shred of paper from the envelope. 
 
   Bishop huffed. He took a drink of the vodka, and patted his lips with his handkerchief. He suspected she worked as an assassin for the CIA in her previous life, but got burned or crossed the wrong people. You don't end up in that line of work unless you're a sociopath. Some people funneled their urges into better places than others. At least she had been working for the government, protecting the homeland. Now, she was forced to work independently. And that suited him just fine. "What did you say you used to do, exactly?"
 
   "I didn't say, exactly." She fished out the olive from her martini, and sucked it into her mouth, chewing.
 
   "I just…want…to get to know you a bit."
 
   "You think we're going to be Facebook friends, or something?"
 
   Clearly, this would be all he'd get from her on a personal level. This was not personal, after all. It was business. The doctor grinned. "Point taken." Lifting his eyes to hers, he asked, "I just want to be sure you can make all this happen."
 
   "Easy Peasy." She brought the cell phone from her pocket and slid it across the table. "Thought you might want to dispose of this yourself. Just to ease your mind. It's a burner phone. Not traceable."
 
   He clicked the screen on and saw their exchange of messages. A gesture of mutual trust. Or perhaps, it was more the political terminology, mutually assured destruction. "Thanks." 
 
   "I picked up another one for tomorrow night. You should do the same." She handed him a plain card with a phone number written in her precise hand. "That's the new one. Text me at some point so I have your new one."
 
   His expression somber, he caught her eyes firmly for a moment. "Very well then, Prada. Tomorrow night."
 
   "Until then…" She brought the rose to her face again, inhaling softly. "The blood-red ones are my favorite."
 
   He shrugged into his dark grey selvage topcoat. "Of course they are." Fastening the three front buttons, he pulled on his matching leather gloves. 
 
   One corner of her mouth lifted in slight amusement, as she slid out of the booth, and his hand waited there, outstretched to assist her, the doctor also helping her into her white leather dress-trench coat. Her eyes swept down his physique and back up to his eyes, probing, before she smiled, picked up the flower box with its contents, and headed for the door. 
 
   Garrison Bishop felt the aching twinge down below. He watched her stride out ahead of him in her brown suede Prada ankle boots, remembering her pressed against him at his desk, inflicting some discomfort, but much more pleasure. And he remembered replaying that moment in his mind while he pleasured himself, after she had gone. 
 
   As Prada now palmed the door open and stepped out onto the sidewalk, he noticed her swagger as she turned left along Blake street. He realized in that moment that he had a fondness for Prada himself. His grin was salacious. He wondered what type of car she drove. Probably something sporty and red. The devil really does wear Prada, he thought.
 
   Turning in the opposite direction, he headed back to his Mercedes, pausing only to stomp on the burner phone and drop the pieces into a trash receptacle.
 
   Once settled in the grey heated leather seat, with the Mercedes warming, Bishop was loath to call Hollister, as he didn't want to hear that snide voice. But he had to get him to meet at the office. He couldn't let himself be too connected to Hollister unless it appeared professional. He knew that the police could pull phone records. He used the new burner phone Prada had just given him, reluctantly punched in the numbers and pressed the call button. Short and sweet, he told Hollister to meet him at the office, so they could make arrangements, and then hung up. There was nothing else to say at that point. Bishop backed out of the space and headed for his office.
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When Hollister appeared at the empty reception area, Bishop didn't rise from his desk, but looked up through the doorway and waved him in. He handed him the slip of paper. "That's the address. I see her at her home, she's agoraphobic. But I always do hypnosis with her so she'll be completely unconscious for 45 minutes. Be there tomorrow night at eight, and wear some kind of nondescript clothing and a hat. Park in the back behind the building. You'll have to wait outside until I text you, and then go in. And then afterward, you'll have to wait until I tell you it's safe to leave."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "I have to make sure none of the neighbors are about. It won't be suspicious if they see me, I'm there on a regular basis, but they would notice you, so you have to wait again for my signal before you leave. That's very important."
 
   "I get it, Doc, cool your jets." 
 
   Bishop noticed the strange, square bruises on Hollister's face; several on each side, each framing two small punctures. It looked like snakebites. "What the hell happened to your face?"
 
   "You know what happened. The traffic stop—"
 
   "No, the punctures and bruising…"
 
   Hollister reached up to touch the injuries. "Nothing. Don't worry about it. See you at the party." 
 
   Bishop frowned, and watched Hollister limping only slightly on his way out. He wasn't using the cane anymore, his injuries healing. Except for the new marks on his face. Not that it mattered. He'd soon have more of them. Inmates loved to play with a pretty boy.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~24~
 
   Self-Preservation
 
   3 December 2012
 
   8 PM
 
    
 
   Hollister had some surgical gloves in his pocket; no sense leaving any evidence. Although it was going to be tricky to get one of them over his wrist cast. He'd figure that out when the time came. He also had the presence of mind to use a condom. That was warming in his pocket. He hoped this woman was at least a little attractive. Though if you bent them over, it really didn’t matter much what their faces looked like. It was just helpful if they were hot. But he could always conjure up that image of Phoebe, and the first time. Phoebe. She had it all. The body. The beautiful face. The great hair. And she was a hold-out. It was always more exciting to take from the ones who didn't want to give it up. But that was back when he didn't know the proper dosage to give them so they wouldn't be aware at all. He much preferred them to be awake, and fight; it was more exhilarating. 
 
   But again, it was an issue of self-preservation. It was much easier to do things this way, than to just go around attacking random women. You ran the risk of them being able to identify you. And you had to worry about all kinds of details in breaking and entering, avoiding watchdogs, cleaning up the scene of the crime afterwards so you don't leave any evidence. It was wiser for him to protect his identity as much as possible. In all these years, he had remained unidentified. He'd like to keep it that way. 
 
   That's why this was such a sweet deal. He stood in the hallway of the warehouse's second floor by one of the concrete pillars, looking down into the back parking lot from the row of windows. This sort of arrangement was even easier than the usual date with a GHB chaser. Especially since he would now have the drugs and the all-access pass provided by Doctor Bishop. Bishop was like a pimp. A pimp who worked for Payne Hollister. He smiled, pulling the phone from his pocket. Where is that get-started text? 
 
   Just then, his phone pinged. The text from Bishop telling him he could go in. He reached for the doorknob to the apartment, already feeling the excitement of impending satisfaction.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~25~
 
   Operation Nemesi
 
    
 
   Behind the warehouse, any view from prying eyes was blocked by the sister warehouse—abandoned and in disrepair—at the other side of the lot. Surrounding trees added additional cover. Bishop sat in his Mercedes, waiting. He had just texted Hollister to go in. Soon, he would get a big surprise, and it wouldn't be the one he was expecting. The overgrown frat-boy had gotten in over his head; he thought he had the upper hand, but the truth would soon become apparent. Let him enjoy the violation of Anna Dew, it would be his last. Soon, he would be the plaything of some hulking inmate who visited his cell at night. And Bishop would be back to his normal life, without the specter of blackmail hanging over his head.
 
   Lost in his calculating reverie, he jumped when the text message came through.
 
    
 
   PRADA: tell H. to hide in 3rd floor laundry room.
 
    
 
   GREYGOOSE: ok. Hang on.
 
    
 
   Bishop texted Hollister the instructions and waited until he texted he was in the laundry room, then let Prada know he'd agreed. 
 
    
 
   PRADA: Good. Now go around to front and wait. Watch. Warn me of anyone. Don't want witness to taking out the trash.
 
    
 
   The trash, being Anna. Prada was to snap her neck after Hollister was finished with her, and then put her in a rolling trash bin, take it down on the elevator and out the back door. There, she would transfer the body to the Lexus. Then, she would tamper with the engine so that his car would stall down the road a ways.
 
   Garrison Bishop got out and trotted around the building to the front door, leaning into the shadows where he could see anyone coming or going. 
 
   While he waited, Bishop pictured Prada lifting Anna into Hollister's trunk. She said she could handle it. That she could bench-press 160. Things to think about later, perhaps. Not now. Certainly not now. His hired assassin was probably right this instant depositing the pièce de résistance in Hollister's trunk, and he would soon be rid of two nemesis…nemeses? Nemesi? he wondered inanely, smirking at his own cleverness.
 
   Finally, the next text message came through:
 
    
 
   PRADA: package moved, delivered, Lexus done. Tell H. to go.
 
    
 
   Hollister, of course, had no clue that he was being set up. He thought he was living out his little blackmail-for-sex fantasy. But he would be blamed for the death of Anna Dew. Because her body would be found in his car, when he became stranded on Bear Creek Road. 
 
   The doctor switched over to Hollister's messages, and thumbed in,
 
    
 
   GREYGOOSE: Coast clear. Go now.
 
    
 
   A few moments later, he saw the Lexus pull around and exit the lot. He could make out Hollister's ball cap, but not his no-doubt self-satisfied smirk. A smirk that would soon be wiped off that rich boy face.
 
   Another text from Prada.
 
    
 
   My car nearby. Will walk there and follow H. make call when I pass him on road. You go home.
 
    
 
   Prada would call and report something to get the police out there, and they would catch him red-handed. He texted back.
 
    
 
   GreyGoose: Ok.
 
   PRADA: Destroy the phone. 
 
   GreyGoose: Right.
 
   PRADA: Pleasure doing business with you.
 
   GREYGOOSE: Likewise.
 
    
 
   For a mere fifty grand of his wife's money, he was getting rid of two blackmailers. The only two people who knew about his secret deeds. Well, except for Ponzi. But she was no threat. He could handle her. He had handled her. And she even gave him the money to take care of the others. 
 
   Things were going his way again. He sighed his relief and satisfaction, then hurried around the building to his car and got in. Seconds later, he pulled out of the back parking lot. 
 
   As he turned onto Bear Creek Road, the relief began to trickle in. He had just rid himself of two people who were a threat to his well-being. A threat to his comfortable life. He could now get back to it. Sooner or later, Ponzi would give in to the sleeping pills. She could not rest without them, and the fatigue would affect her business, and she would never let her business suffer. Eventually, she would resign herself to the inevitable, and he could have his needs met again. Until then, he had Victoria Mason. And any new patient who might come his way, and seemed a good candidate. Like the twenty-something young man who had started seeing him for smoking cessation. He'd never had a male. That might be exciting. Not as much as say, Prada. Did he dare consider making Prada one of his toys? He knew she could kill him and would. He'd have to think long and hard about that one. Maybe he'd just use her as his favorite fantasy while he used the others.
 
   Approaching the next curve, he slowed. The road was getting slick with a light snow again. No sense tempting fate. He should drive carefully. As he rounded each  bend he watched for Hollister's vehicle. Bishop wanted very much to see him stranded, just to reassure himself. As he accelerated out of the curve, he felt the engine power give way, hesitate. He pressed on the accelerator and the car choked, sputtered, and he realized his engine had just died. Maneuvering the Mercedes onto the wide shoulder, he braked to a stop.
 
   He smelled gas. Checking his fuel gauge, it showed empty. Impossible. He had at least a quarter tank. He remembered, because he was going to get some gas on the way home. He must have a gas leak. Prada would not be coming back this direction, she was already following Hollister, ensuring that he was stranded, and calling the police. It wouldn't do for him to be caught out here, as well. 
 
   Once the ramifications sunk in, he felt his anger rising. He was out of gas. And he couldn't call road service because he could not let himself be placed near the scene of the crime. Now what? He shook the steering wheel angrily, cursing this unfortunate turn of events. A car went by him and he realized he couldn't even ask a stranger for help. It was also too risky. He could just walk away, but then, his car would be here, incriminating him anyway.
 
   The stench of gasoline was giving him a headache. He stepped out into the crosswind of snow. He paced back and forth, thinking. There had to be a way out of this. The plan was so close to being finished. So close. Could there possibly be an extra gas can in the trunk? He couldn't recall. He had used the snow blower the other day…think…think…he didn't use the blower, because…what? Wasn't it a phone call? Didn't he get interrupted? That might mean he left that gas can in the car when he went to refill it…Oh wouldn't that be a grand stroke of luck!
 
   At the back of the car, now, he reached for the release button below the Mercedes star emblem, and lifted the decklid. He hoped to see a gas can, but instead, it was a body.
 
   It was Hollister.
 
   Bishop stood there, staring at the motionless form of his nemesis.
 
   How the hell did—
 
   The motionless form was suddenly animated. A flash of red metal, and he was  smashed square in the nose and mouth. Bishop went reeling backward, falling hard as his lungs emptied in one rasping cough. Before he could regain his breath, clear his vision, or even feel the pain of his broken nose, Hollister was on top of him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~26~
 
   No Small Parts
 
   Friday, 30 November 2012
 
   4 PM
 
    
 
   The woman who emerged from the bedroom looked a little bit like Kenda, but not much. She was dressed differently and her dark pixie hair was now long and blonde.
 
   "Wow," Ponzi breathed. "You look…"
 
   Kenda lifted an eyebrow, waiting for Ponzi to locate the right word.
 
   "Dangerous."
 
   Kenda smiled. "Good, that's what I was going for."  They took a seat on the sofa. 
 
   "Now, what are you going to call yourself?" Ponzi asked.
 
   Kenda lifted one foot, pointing her toe to display the expensive shoes Ponzi had given her to wear. "My name is Prada."
 
   Ponzi laughed. "That's perfect." They toasted with the wine. "Have you ever played a part like this?"
 
   "No. But I've always wanted to."
 
   "Now's your chance."
 
   Kenda lifted long fingernails adorned with black nail polish into a position that suggested she held a trophy, and addressed a fictitious crowd. "There are no small parts, only small actors…I'd like to thank the Academy and all my fans for this honor. Operation: Rat Bastard has been my favorite acting experience of all time."
 
   Ponzi chuckled. "Don’t get ahead of yourself. We've only just begun."
 
   "Well come on, Karen Carpenter, and lock the door behind me."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   Kenda had never met Garrison Bishop. She and Ponzi had always hung out alone. Kenda sensed that it was the way Ponzi liked it. So there was little danger in Bishop knowing who she was. She had been disguised well enough to pull it off even if he had met her. And all had gone according to plan. By the time she made it back to Ponzi's hotel room, she was giddy with excitement.
 
   "Oh that was the most fun I've had in a long time. I especially enjoyed slamming his face down on his own desk."
 
   She recounted the entire session. "But get this, when I had him pinned to the desk, I looked at this appointment book. His last session is with Payne Hollister. What's that about?"
 
   Ponzi thought it over. "I'm sure it's because of that accident involving Ginger. Garrison does the psych evaluations for Internal Affairs. He's probably been assigned to evaluate Hollister and Ginger both, for the investigation."
 
   "Oh. Well that might not bode well for Ginger. I mean, Hollister and Garrison—two birds of a feather in the same room."
 
   Ponzi pressed her lips together, and nodded.
 
   "What are we going to have Anna do to help us?"
 
   "I don’t know yet. I think we need more information," Ponzi mused. "Maybe we can find something in his office tonight to give us a direction. He must be hiding something there that we can use."
 
   "Sounds like a good idea to me." She looked at her watch. "We should get ready to go."
 
   Ponzi stilled her with a hand. "Kenda…I really missed you while you were out of town."
 
   She smiled. "I missed you too."
 
   "Thank you for helping me."
 
   Kenda hugged her. "I'd do anything to help you, Ponz. I hope you know that."
 
   Their eyes met. "You're the best friend I've ever had," Ponzi whispered, as she leaned to kiss Kenda on the cheek, then grinned. "How cute...your face is all red."
 
   Kenda cleared her throat and gathered her senses again. "Well…anyway…let's get ready. What does one wear to a break-in?"
 
   Ponzi smiled. "Black, I imagine."
 
   "Do you have two ninja costumes in your closet, then?"
 
   "I have everything in my closet."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~27~
 
   Complicity of Miscreants
 
   Friday, 30 November 2012
 
   5 PM
 
    
 
   In the parking lot of Garrison Bishop's office building on York, they sat in the old Ford, their coats pulled tight around them, their gloves still on as a light snowfall caressed across the windshield in the waning light of day. 
 
   "I'm sorry my car is so cold. I need to get the heater fixed. And the AC too."
 
   "Stop apologizing. It's not your fault."
 
   "It sort of is. If I had a job that actually made good money I could get a decent car."
 
   "I know you do the best you can with what you've got. And it's important to follow your dreams. I did that with my Bonnet's Bountiful Bosom Bra line."
 
   Kenda frequently had trouble not staring at Bonnet's Bountiful Bosom. "Yes, well the difference is, you got rich off your dream and I just descended into poverty."
 
   "I've told you anytime you need money, all you have to do is ask."
 
   "That's not the kind of relationship I want to have with you."
 
   Ponzi looked over at her curiously. "What kind do you want to have, then?"
 
   "What do you mean?" Kenda asked.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "I asked you first."
 
   "I asked you second."
 
   They both laughed.
 
   "Don’t freak out, Kenda. I know about your orientation." When she looked back at her, she laughed. "That's the second time today I've made you blush."
 
   "I just…I didn’t know you knew."
 
   "Of course I knew."
 
   "And you still continue to be friends with me."
 
   "Why wouldn't I? You're pretty great."
 
   Kenda reached across the seat to squeeze Ponzi's hand. Ponzi lifted it, kissed it, and looked back at the front door. "There he is."
 
   Kenda tore her mind away from the thoughts she was having and looked at the entrance to the office building. Garrison Bishop was headed toward his car. Ponzi pushed her purse under the seat, then pulled it back out, took out her little tin of Ativan and put it in her coat pocket, then shoved her purse back under the seat. "Why don't you just take one, now?" Kenda asked.
 
   "I'm okay…but if I start stressing, I'll have it."
 
   They waited for him to exit the lot, and then got out and headed for the front entrance. Ponzi reached in her other coat pocket to make sure the keys were there. She found a hairbrush and pulled it out, frowning. "Dammit. Why do I have this?" She made a move to return to the car.
 
   Kenda grabbed her arm. "It doesn't matter. Come on. Focus."
 
   They went inside.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   Garrison didn't know that Ponzi had an extra key to his office. In fact, she had a copy of every key on his key ring. She had made copies after he left in the old truck to go hunting. He left his primary set of keys on the dresser, so she ran down to the hardware store and had copies made, brought the masters back, and then drove out to the woods.
 
   The elevator dinged and opened. His office was at the end of the corridor. Ponzi unlocked the outer door and they stepped into the reception area, the outer door closing with a solid ker-chunk sound. Kenda pointed at the doorknob. "Better lock that. So no one catches us." 
 
   "Good thinking." Ponzi turned the thumb lock, wondering for a moment how common it was to have a deadbolt with an inside thumb lock in an office like this. They moved past the empty reception desk. It seemed to be just as Anna had left it. Perhaps Garrison wanted it to appear that he still had a secretary. A secretary who was perpetually away from her desk.
 
   In his office, they began to rifle through drawers and filing cabinets. "What are we looking for?" Kenda asked.
 
   "I don’t even know…anything we can use. Anything that will help us get the upper hand in any way whatsoever." Ponzi was thumbing through his appointment book, looking at previous entries, then the ones he had coming up. She noticed that there were none past 4 PM. How many nights had he told her he had a late appointment? Did he just omit them here, or was he off screwing some bimbo? She didn't even want to think about those late appointments being sessions in which he was violating women. She put the ledger back the way it was, and looked through the center drawer. Office supplies. Gum. A USB cable. Nothing unusual.
 
   "Hey…" Kenda said. She was bent in front of the dorm fridge. She stood, and turned with a plastic container, the lid pulled off. 
 
   When Ponzi came over, she peered down at the bottles inside. "What's Flunitrazepam?"
 
   "I don't know. Does he use a medication on patients when he hypnotizes them?"
 
   Ponzi turned the bottle over in her hand. "I…I don't really know."
 
   Kenda pointed to the back of the fridge. "Why does he have a bottle of Everclear?"
 
   Ponzi shook her head.
 
   "That stuff is a hundred and ninety proof."
 
   "I don't know why he'd have that, since he only drinks Grey Goose."
 
   Kenda looked at the bottles of Flunitrazepam. "I remember in high school we used to make PGA Punch. Maybe he mixes this other stuff in it, when…"
 
   A ker-chunk sound interrupted a sentence that Ponzi did not want to hear anyway. The outer door. She and Kenda froze, their eyes meeting. 
 
   Kenda's eyes swept the room frantically. "There!" she whispered, grabbing Ponzi's hand and dragging her into the supply closet just inside the door to the office. Securing the louvered door quietly, they both peered through the slats, watching as Bishop re-entered his office. Two sets of eyes followed him in the dim office as he circled to his desk and sat down, setting food out on the flattened sack atop his desk. As he commenced his dinner of a French Dip & Swiss with au jus sauce, a side of Homestyle fries and a Mountain Dew, Ponzi and Kenda faced each other, leaning close, and speaking into each other's ears.
 
   "It's okay…he's got to leave soon…" Ponzi whispered. "Maybe he just has some paperwork to finish…" 
 
   "Hope so. He didn't have any other patients on his schedule today, remember?" 
 
   They waited, being careful not to move or make any sound, Ponzi hoping the doctor wouldn't need anything from the supply closet. There was no lock on the door they huddled behind, Kenda had checked. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Ten minutes passed, with Kenda trying to regulate her breathing, less because of their risky concealment, and more because Ponzi was so close to her, she could smell her skin. 
 
   Finally, he had finished eating, and placed the remnants in the sack, the sack in the trash can by his desk. They heard the telling ker-chunk from the reception area, and both women frowned at each other. Soon, they discovered Bishop had company. He greeted her by name, Victoria, and showed her to a seat on the couch. Without having to voice it, they both knew what was going to happen. Anna had told them that Victoria Mason was the one she caught Garrison violating. She was here for her hypnosis session, still unaware of what it really was, and always had been. 
 
   Kenda felt her pulse quicken and her skin begin to tingle. She grasped Ponzi by both shoulders. "It might not happen…" she whispered. "Maybe he doesn’t do it every time…" The two of them watched the doctor hand her the bottle of juice, watched her drink it. Kenda met Ponzi's knowing eyes. 
 
   "The juice…" Ponzi whispered.
 
   He began the hypnosis, and Victoria relaxed against the couch. Finally, she became so relaxed that her chin dropped to her chest and she swayed to one side. Bishop got up and eased her down onto her back on the sofa. Then he went to sit down at his desk for a moment.
 
   "See?" Kenda whispered. "When she wakes up, he'll go home, and we can get out of here."
 
   But a few minutes later, he got up and checked her responsiveness. Began patting her face, shaking her, just as he had done to Ponzi in the video. Ponzi squeezed her eyes shut, moaning. "No…oh no…"
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   After an immediate sensation of profound betrayal, Ponzi was able to register the meaning in her brain fully. Her emotions soon paraded from horror to disgust, and then were flirting with hatred. 
 
   Kenda grabbed both her hands. "Just stay calm…"
 
   A vehement whisper, "We have to stop him."
 
   Kenda took her face in her hands. "We can't. If you ever want to get the proof you need to put him away and make sure he can't do this anymore, you can't let him know we're here." 
 
   "I can call someone…I can call Ginger…" Ponzi whispered. She peered through the slats of the door. Her husband was lifting Victoria Mason; she was completely dead weight. He laid her face down over his desk. 
 
   Ponzi reached to her coat pocket and pulled out her phone, and Kenda halted her. "Are your sounds turned off?"
 
   Ponzi gave her a thankful expression, and fingered the volume button off. The phone vibrated to indicate the action was successful.
 
   "What are you going to tell her?"
 
   "I'll tell her he's about to rape one of his drugged patients. Tell her to get down here quick." Bishop was removing his suit coat, folding it neatly in a chair, loosening his tie.
 
   "Can't he just deny it?" Kenda whispered. "He could lock this door when he hears her at the outer door. He'd have time to rearrange things and go answer the door. He could say it was just the usual hypnosis session."
 
   "But she'll find the drugs, surely." 
 
   "He's a psychiatrist, Ponz. He's allowed to prescribe them. And besides, won't she need a search warrant? By the time that's served, he could have gotten rid of everything incriminating."
 
   Urgently, she grasped Kenda's arms, straining to keep her voice low. "But I have to stop him! We can't let him do this!"
 
   "And she will still be violated because Ginger will need time to get here…unless you want to reveal yourself—reveal both of us. Then what? We don't even have a gun. We don't have anything more lethal than a hairbrush. We're going to tell him not to move or try anything, or we'll brush his hair?" 
 
   Ponzi's abrupt stifled laugh was mixed with a sob. Kenda could be funny even in awful, unfunny situations, but Ponzi was afraid she was about to lose control.
 
   If Ponzi had been one of those women who carried guns in their purses, she would have pulled it out and shot him in the head. Or she thought she would. What was she to do now? If she couldn't shoot him, he should at least be arrested. She felt her stomach lurch. Too many emotions. 
 
   Kenda's hands went to Ponzi's face. "Take a breath…" When the breaths just came faster, Kenda dug in Ponzi's coat pocket, where she pulled out the tin of Ativan. "He'll know we know, and then he might…you don't know what he'll do." She opened the tin and pinched a pill, shoved it between Ponzi's lips. "He might kill us both…" she continued. "we'll be in danger, Ponzi."
 
   Ponzi swallowed the pill, trying to create some saliva to help it go down. Kenda was making sense, but she couldn't think. Ponzi's eyes darted back and forth, as she considered the possibility that Garrison might be every bit the monster she thought he was. Wouldn't he do anything to protect himself? Even kill her? Even, she thought with a hollow pain in her chest, kill Kenda, as well? Both her hands came up to her head. She couldn't think. She glanced through the slats. Garrison was removing his pants. Ponzi lifted the phone. "At least, I can call her…I have to do something…we can just stay in here…be quiet." Trying to calm her breathing, Ponzi punched in the numbers silently, putting the phone to her ear. Then her face contorted and she began to cry.
 
   Kenda placed a finger to Ponzi's lips. "Shhhh…what?"
 
   Ponzi looked up at her, tears slipping down her cheeks. "Voicemail. She's not answering." Ponzi pressed end on the phone. "And how am I going to talk to her or leave a message? I won't be able to speak loud enough." Her whisper illustrated the dilemma.
 
   "Crap. That's true."
 
   The two stood in the supply closet like Anne Frank waiting for the Nazis to finish their business and move on. Soon, their dread was justified as they watched the doctor remove the woman's panties, push her skirt up and move up behind her. Kenda shifted their positions until Ponzi's back was to the door. Over Ponzi's shoulder, Kenda periodically glanced up, and away again, as Ponzi buried her face in Kenda's shoulder, trying to ignore her husband's grunts, the sound of the desk creaking. A few interminable moments later, Ponzi lifted her phone again, tears obstructing her view. "I can text her…" A sob broke from her throat again, and Kenda took the phone, holding Ponzi against her. 
 
   Kenda clicked over to the text messaging. "I'll do it."
 
   A second later they heard the ker-chunk.
 
   Ponzi's head came up and she met Kenda's eyes. Who is that? They both peered back at Garrison. He had not heard the door. The creaks of the desk had evidently masked the sound. He was still pumping away at the ragdoll form of Victoria Mason. The two women looked at the office door. Saw the knob turning. Watched, as it opened slowly, and they saw him peeking in. 
 
   It was Payne Hollister.
 
   They looked at each other in shock. He had been the last appointment that day. Why did he come back? They saw him lift a cell phone and point it at Bishop, who was still unaware of the audience he had this night. Standing room only.
 
   Hollister grinned and closed the door.
 
   "He took video!" Kenda whispered.
 
   Why didn't we think of that? Ponzi wondered, and when she looked at Kenda, knew that she was having the same thought. 
 
   Ponzi wiped tears out of her eyes. "Did he leave?"
 
   "I don’t know—" They both listened for the door. No ker-chunk.
 
   She lifted her phone, clicked into the video app and lined up the lens through the slats. Kenda saw that Ponzi was having trouble watching and holding it, so she put her hand over Ponzi's to steady it, so that she could look away again.
 
   Finally, Bishop finished with Victoria Mason, and pulled his pants back on, just as his cell phone rang. He grimaced, and clicked the answer button, heading for the door. The two women shrank back in the closet, Kenda stopping the recording and holding the light of the screen against her chest, as Garrison stepped into the reception area and answered.
 
   "Look, this can't go on. I am out of money. You've drained me dry…what? I can't get it from her! Are you insane? I'm paying you so she won't find out!...yes, for that reason too…no, I assure you I haven't forgotten I can lose my license….well what would it take? I know you've wanted to start your life over…"
 
   It was Anna, stirring things up, hoping to make Garrison desperate enough to make a mistake, as they discussed. His voice faded, then, as he moved farther toward the outside door. In a few moments, they heard him come back toward the office door. Heard the sound of the water cooler. He was getting a drink. Then there was a silence and they heard Hollister's voice.
 
   "What--what are you doing here?" Bishop said.
 
   Hollister answered, but Ponzi couldn't tell what he said.
 
   "I'll…I'll get it. I'm with a patient."
 
   Hollister's voice grew louder, as he moved closer to the doctor. "Yes I saw that you were with a patient. And I'm sorry to hear of your problems on the other end of the phone line, as well…"
 
   "I'll be right back." Bishop said, pushing the door wider to his office, moving back in and closing it behind him. He went over to the sofa where he had deposited Victoria Mason and checked her for responsiveness.
 
   From the supply closet, Kenda lifted the phone again and started recording.
 
   Hollister appeared in the doorway, swinging the door wide. "Wow, she looks really tired."
 
   Bishop whirled, angry. "You can't be in here, Hollister!" Then he softened his tone. "The medication hit her pretty strong."
 
   "What medication would that be, Doc? GHB?" Hollister chuckled. "Now I have a whole new appreciation for all those jokes about the word therapist being more accurately, the rapist." He laughed again.
 
   From the closet, they could see the scarlet appear on Garrison's face as Hollister limped closer to the doctor. Ponzi saw, then, his facial injuries from the incident with Ginger. His wrist was in a cast, as well.
 
   "I'm rather fond of that stuff, myself," Hollister said. "See, this is why you're going to favor my side of the case with Detective Grant. Birds of a feather."
 
   "Blackmail?" Garrison responded. "How uninspired."
 
   "Oh that's not the inspirational part, Doc. You're also gonna cut me in on the action." 
 
   "What action?" Garrison asked.
 
   Hollister nodded toward Victoria Mason on the couch.
 
   Bishop looked at her and back at him. "No--"
 
   "Don't be stingy, Doc. This could save me all kinds of money on drinks. I can just swing by for your last appointments of the day, and we can both have a good time. A mutually satisfying alliance."
 
   Ponzi realized that Hollister had continued his criminal behavior, even after Phoebe. How many woman must he have violated? They were witnessing the complicity of miscreants. 
 
   Bishop crossed to the door and turned the lock.
 
   "That's the spirit," Payne smiled.
 
   "No, Hollister, you can't--"
 
   "Oh yes I can. Tell me again why I can't?" Hollister stepped close, pulled out his phone and held the phone up for the doctor to see.
 
   Garrison blanched. 
 
   "I love camera phones, don't you? So you see, as long as I have this video of you giving your patient a treatment, you'll do as I say. Or this will end up in the hands of whomever can do the most damage to you."
 
   Angrily, Garrison crossed the room and bent over the woman, checked her again for responsiveness, as Hollister moved up behind the doctor. "How much longer will she be out?"
 
   Garrison looked at him dumbly for a moment. "Maybe another 30 minutes…"
 
   "That's plenty of time…" Hollister used his one good arm to flop her limp body over the back of the sofa, and positioned himself behind her. He unfastened his Kingston jeans, pulled down her panties, and lifted her skirt, tossing a leering smile at Bishop.
 
    Kenda and Ponzi moved back toward the wall of the closet, again horrified, as Kenda continued to hold the phone against the slats of the door, Ponzi thankful that the Ativan had kicked in. Had Kenda not pushed it into her mouth, she might have been panicking right about now, placing them both in danger.
 
   They saw Garrison sit down at his desk and watch Hollister, taking a tissue from the box on his desk, and reach under the desk to unfasten his pants. "Oh god…" Ponzi breathed, realizing her husband was going to pleasure himself while he watched Hollister violate Victoria Mason.
 
   Minutes later, when Garrison Bishop heard the doped woman groan, he told Hollister to stop. "She's going to wake up, and you don't want that. She'll be aware of what's happening, and can identify you."
 
   Hollister finished, and then dropped in a chair, his face announcing the satisfaction of the sadist he was. Garrison repositioned the woman on the sofa, used a baby wipe to clean her up, adjusted her clothing, and covered her with a blanket. He then pointed at the door and Hollister went out ahead of him. 
 
   From the supply closet, they heard the water cooler being used again. Hollister said, "When is the next hypnosis session?"
 
   Garrison answered, "This is not going to continue."
 
   "Oh yes it is, Doc. I got you by the short hairs. You'll lose everything. And you're gonna hook me up with more of that GHB too. For my own private use. So once more, let me just ask you, when is the next hypnosis?"
 
   "I'm not using GHB…and…I'll have to get back to you. You have to get out of here right now if you don't want Ms. Mason to see you."
 
   "You have 24 hours," Hollister warned. "I'll expect your call about the next appointment." 
 
   Garrison Bishop returned to his desk and they heard the ker-chunk of the outer door. Hollister had gone.
 
   Again, they had to wait while Victoria came to. Garrison called her a taxi, instructed her to take the other medication he'd prescribed, and then walked her downstairs.
 
   They wasted no time getting out of that closet and out of Garrison's office.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   As the doors to the elevator opened in the lobby, Kenda saw the doctor coming back in the front door, and slammed a palm on the close door button, then punched  the number 2 on the panel, so that the car would rise to the second floor before the doctor got to it. When it opened on the second floor, she hit the number 1 again, and they rode down and practically sprinted out of the building and out to the Audi.
 
   They sat in the car, the engine running. Ponzi turned on the heater and they watched snowflakes begin to cover the windshield, leaning her forehead on the steering wheel. Kenda put a hand on her shoulder. She crumbled to her side, placed her cheek on Kenda's thigh. Kenda ignored the frisson of excitement that shot through her, reprimanding herself for having that reaction, considering all they'd seen that evening. She brushed the curls away from Ponzi's face.
 
   "What are we going to do now?" Ponzi asked, her voice barely audible over the heater.
 
   "We should call Anna," Kenda suggested. "We all need to talk about this."
 
   Sitting up again, Ponzi punched up Anna's number with trembling hands, and said that something had happened and they needed to see her. When she disconnected, she put the Audi in drive and headed for Bear Creek Road.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Anna had the wine and glasses waiting for them, and they all gathered in the sitting area of the loft. They told her what they had seen and heard. Ponzi didn't want to turn the video of Victoria's double-rape in to the police any more than she wanted to turn in her own. "We have that evidence if we ever need it, but it's a last resort. I'm hoping we can find another way to get them both caught."
 
   A half hour later, they had not come up with a viable plan. Then Kenda's phone buzzed and she fished it out of her pocket. It was the Prada phone. They all exchanged portentous expressions. 
 
   On the screen, was a text from Garrison Bishop.
 
    
 
   GreyGoose needs your skills.
 
    
 
   "What the fuck?" Anna said.
 
   Kenda swallowed. "He wants me to kill someone."
 
   "Yes, but who?" Ponzi refilled her wine, shaking. "Hollister or me?" She downed a big gulp of merlot.
 
   After a moment, Ponzi set her glass down and captured Kenda's eyes. "Are you up for a meeting with him? I mean, as Prada?"
 
   Kenda looked down at the phone. "Yes. Whatever it takes. We have to stop him." She sent a text back to him.
 
    
 
   Hello Grey. What can I do for you? 
 
    
 
   Soon, his answer appeared.
 
    
 
   Remember our alliance. I have a problem only you can solve. What's the fee?
 
    
 
   Anna moved to sit on the other side of Kenda so they could all see the phone screen. "How much does an assassin charge?" she wondered.
 
   "Something substantial. And it doesn’t matter, because he doesn't have it and he'll ask me for it, and then I'll give it to Prada. Which means, I'll get it right back. So…try fifty thousand."
 
   The other two women shrugged and nodded. "Sounds good to me," Anna murmured.
 
   Kenda paused. "I don't want to appear too anxious. At the office, I told him I wanted to stop killing people." She looked down at the screen, then thumbed in,
 
    
 
   I'm retired.
 
    
 
   He pressed,
 
    
 
   Retired people often take the odd job.
 
    
 
   When she didn't respond for a minute, he added,
 
    
 
   You said you missed it.
 
    
 
   PRADA: I do.
 
    
 
   Then what's the fee?
 
    
 
   Half a minute later, she responded,
 
    
 
   50k
 
    
 
   Garrison answered,
 
    
 
   Meet at The 9th Door at 9 PM tomorrow?
 
    
 
   She responded,
 
    
 
   See you then.
 
    
 
   The three women studied each other.
 
   "No turning back, now," Ponzi said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~28~
 
   Easy Peasy
 
   2 December 2012
 
   8:40 PM
 
    
 
   Kenda parked well away from the 9th Door, and checked her blonde wig in the lighted visor mirror, took a deep breath and slipped into the character of Prada, female assassin.
 
   She walked the two blocks to the 9th Door, allowing each step to sink her more deeply into the character. She had to give the performance of her life. It wasn't just about pleasing an audience. It was about protecting her friends. Protecting all the other women out there who might fall prey to people like Hollister and Bishop.
 
   She stepped into the bistro. She had purposely arrived early to set the scene. Choosing a table in the back, she ordered food, had a martini.
 
   She was on the second drink when he appeared, greeted her. He noticed her almost-empty plate, the empty martini glass. "Girl's gotta eat," she said. She nodded at the scotch glass on the opposite side of the table. "I ordered you a Grey Goose."
 
   "Thank you." He removed his overcoat and slid into the booth, presenting her with a small flower box. She opened it. A red rose, and two envelopes. One envelope was thick, the size of paper money. She clicked a thumbnail through the stack quickly, and then picked the rose up and held it to her nose. "What a lovely gift," she smiled demurely, knowing the candlelight made her seem more mysterious. She had lit the candle on the table herself, before he arrived.
 
   "It has to go exactly as planned, or it won't work," he told her.
 
   "No worries," she said with a slight inflection of British.
 
   He was giving her a half-cocked grin. He was leering. 
 
   "I've written out the details. They're in the box, too."
 
   She retrieved the other envelope, freeing the note card inside, and read it boldly, taking her time, wanting to memorize every word, because she knew she'd be destroying the note, in front of him. She wasn't concerned about that. She was an actress. Memorizing text was her specialty. But destroying the note was a way of gaining another inch of trust between them. "Clever plan," she said, tearing a piece of the card and dropping it into the candle flame. She watched the mini plume of blue fire and smoke pulse toward the rim of the jar. 
 
   "Why did you get into this line of work?" Garrison asked.
 
   "What can I say? I'm a patriot with a fondness for Prada. Secretarial salary won't cover it." She incinerated another shred of paper from the envelope. 
 
   Garrison sipped his Grey Goose and patted his lips primly with his handkerchief. "What did you say you used to do, exactly?"
 
   Stay mysterious, she reminded herself. The less you say, the better. "I didn't say, exactly." She fished out the olive from her martini, and sucked it into her mouth, chewing. 
 
   "I just…want…to get to know you a bit."
 
   Dumbass. "You think we're going to be Facebook friends, or something?"
 
   The doctor grinned. "Point taken." Lifting his eyes to hers, he added, "I just want to be sure you can make all this happen."
 
   "Easy Peasy." She brought the cell phone from her pocket and slid it across the table. "Thought you might want to dispose of this yourself. Just to ease your mind. It's a burner phone. Not traceable."
 
   As he looked at the screen and saw their recent text exchanges, she knew he would see that as another step closer to him trusting her. 
 
   His expression somber, he caught her eyes firmly for a moment. "Very well then, Prada. Tomorrow night."
 
   He bought it. "Until then…" She brought the rose to her face again, inhaling softly. "The blood-red ones are my favorite."
 
   He was putting his coat on again. "Of course they are." 
 
   She allowed herself a knowing grin, as she slid out of the booth, and he offered a hand, as if a gallant suitor. She gave him the once over, salaciously, to see his reaction. Yes, he was definitely attracted to her.  Perhaps, more than he wanted to be. Hell, more than she wanted him to be. She gathered up the flower box and strode to the door, careful to give him just enough hip-action to punctuate his hormonal response.
 
   After merging from Blake onto Broadway, Kenda noticed the SUV behind her. When she made a left on Colfax, and saw it still there, she called Ponzi to seek her advice. "Well, normally I wouldn't think anything of it, but considering I just met with your husband and he gave me $50k to assassinate someone, it gives me pause."
 
   "What kind of car is it?"
 
   "Hang on, I have to see it go under a streetlight…okay…it's a…Chevy Trailblazer…red."
 
   "Oh! My god, that's Ginger!"
 
   "The detective?"
 
   "Yes. From AKA Investigations. Remember she said she'd still try to find something on Garrison."
 
   "What do I do? She's going to follow me. What if she pulls me over? I don't have a license with Prada on it."
 
   "Don’t panic…she's on suspension, remember? I don't think she can pull you over."
 
   "What if she does anyway?"
 
   "Then just use your own license."
 
   "How will I explain the blonde wig?"
 
   She heard Ponzi take a breath. "Did she follow you inside the 9th Door?"
 
   Checking the rearview again, she answered, "I don’t think so, but I don't know. I just noticed her car behind me."
 
   "Well if she didn’t go in, there's no connection. If she asks, you can just say you don't know any Garrison Bishop."
 
   "But what if she did go in? She's a detective, wouldn't she just follow me inside? Then she'd know I met with him. She would have seen everything."
 
   "She might not, because Garrison would recognize her."
 
   Kenda stopped at the light on Logan. "But a detective would know how to hide, right?"
 
   Another heavy sigh from Ponzi. "Okay, if she stops you, use your license and play dumb. Ask to see her badge. There won't be much she can do because officers have to turn in their badges when they're on suspension."
 
   "Right."
 
   "If she doesn't stop you but keeps following you, stop somewhere else, like the grocery store. Eventually, she'll probably just give up. But she might run your plates later. We'll deal with that if it happens. You okay?"
 
   "I'll handle it." 
 
   As Kenda disconnected the call, she heard the police siren behind her.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



~29~
 
   Bishop's Blonde
 
    
 
   On Colfax, the patrol car blasted past, and Ginger got the usual thrill from the sound of a siren, but the sensation was tempered by sadness. She wanted to be back on the job. Her attention returned to the Fairmont in front of her. I am on the job, she told herself. Just a different kind. 
 
   So, who was this blonde from the 9th Door, who met with Bishop? She'd found a concealed area and watched them. Bishop would have made her right away. He gave her a rose, they talked, and the blonde had burned the flower's note card in the candle at the table. What the hell was that about? Bishop and the woman hadn't touched, other than him helping her out of the booth, but there was something interesting going on between them. She was hoping to figure it out by following her. Was he having an affair with the blonde?  
 
   Unable to endanger her already in-peril career, Ginger couldn't pull this woman over. She could have, technically, because she had some hideaway LED's in her headlights, since she used her personal vehicle frequently for police business. All she had to do was flip the switch. All kinds of information could be had with a traffic stop on the blonde woman; like what her name was, what she was doing with Bishop, maybe. Feel her out. But it wasn’t worth the risk to her future as a cop. She had a whole new appreciation for the frustration that Jobeth must feel, being unable to do certain things to get information. She made a mental note to be more helpful to her P.I. friend, once she was reinstated.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~30~
 
   Myocardial Infarction
 
    
 
   "You still there?" Ponzi asked.
 
   "Yes, still here, just recovering from a myocardial infarction."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Did you hear the siren? I thought it was Detective Grant. It was another cop-car going by."
 
   A beep sounded in Ponzi's ear. "That's Ginger calling me right now…stay on the phone, I'll get it and come back."
 
   She clicked over and answered. 
 
   "I'm following a hot blonde who just met with your husband at the 9th Door," Ginger informed her.
 
   "Do tell?" Ponzi was stalling, trying to think of the best way to handle this.
 
   "I can't pull her over, I don't have the authority while on suspension. But I might be able to get a favor from someone at the department, run her license plate."
 
   Ponzi suddenly knew what to do. "Don't bother…it's a friend of mine."
 
   "What?"
 
   "You said see what I could find and I had the bright idea to have a friend try to seduce him, see if he'd bite. I figured if he was a cheater, I could catch him at it."
 
   "Ah." Ginger sighed. "Well, that's one way of doing it. You should have just told me."
 
   "Sorry. I thought it might put you in an awkward position. I'm not sure it's legal to do that."
 
   "Not illegal. So did you have any luck?"
 
   "With what?"
 
   "Did he fall for it?"
 
   "No. At least not yet. I don’t think I want to involve my friend any further."
 
   "Probably best. We'll figure something out. Just keep me informed of anything you're doing, from now on."
 
   "Yes I will, I'm sorry." She clicked back to the call with Kenda. "Whew. Okay, I'm back."
 
   "She just turned off back there. She's not behind me anymore." Kenda said. "What did you do?"
 
   "I told her you were a friend trying to seduce him, so I could catch him cheating. And that it didn't work."
 
   "That was good thinking, Ponz."
 
   "Okay, just get over here and tell me everything."
 
   "On my way."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   Returning to Anna's loft, Kenda updated the other two on Garrison Bishop's plan. Pulling off the blonde wig, she ruffled her short dark hair. "He wants to kill Hollister."
 
   "Not me?" Ponzi asked from the suede sofa, wine clenched in her hands like precious medicine. 
 
   Kenda shook her head. "No." She eased down next to Ponzi, taking the wine glass Anna handed her. "But get this, he's got a clever plan. He's going to frame Hollister for the death of someone else."
 
   "Who?"Anna asked, pouring herself wine before she set the bottle down.
 
   Kenda held her eyes firmly. "You."
 
   "What?" She blanched, taking a seat in the chair , quickly, as if afraid her knees would buckle. 
 
   "So, Anna…your investment in this is even deeper, now."
 
   "Ya think?" she snapped.
 
   Kenda and Ponzi drank wine silently.
 
   Anna looked up at them. "I'm sorry…I didn't mean to be…okay…so what are we going to do?" Her gaze searched the other two sets of eyes for answers.
 
   Kenda drew a long breath. "Well, I've memorized his whole plan…so maybe I can tell you both the details and we can figure out something from that…"
 
   Anna considered this suggestion for a moment before giving a curt nod and moving around the floor screen, emerging seconds later with the rolling dry erase board. She parked it to the side of the fireplace, erased the remnant markings on it, and handed Kenda the basket of markers.
 
   Kenda outlined Bishop's entire plan on the whiteboard. 
 
   Afterward, Anna crossed to the hearth and tossed another log on the fire, before bringing out a deli tray of food from the kitchen, setting it on the coffee table. Well into the night, they brainstormed, using Post-its, note-cards and the markers on the board. Anna let them know that a cop lived in the building, but that Chloe worked the late shift and would not be there, so there would be no danger of her being around while they brought their plan to fruition.
 
   When it was all there for them to look at, a workable plan, Ponzi sighed. "Moment of truth. We have a plan. Now's the time to renege if anyone wants to."
 
   Kenda didn't have to think about it very long. She'd do anything for Ponzi. "As the line goes, you had me at hello."
 
   At the fireplace, Anna paused, staring into the flames for a moment, then downed her drink and released a long breath. "I'm in. One hundred percent. And then I guess I better start looking for a job." 
 
   As Anna moved back to the sofa, Ponzi said, "Not necessarily." She pulled out her checkbook and began to fill it in. "You help us with this and I'll set you up. This should take care of your living expenses for the next year, and give you a nest egg for investment and retirement. And better than that,"  She handed the check to Anna. "you will have stopped a sick man from harming any other women." 
 
   Taking the check, Anna stared at Ponzi with disbelief, then her eyes dropped down to the amount.
 
    Kenda thought Anna looked like a giant hand were squeezing her. She fully expected her eyeballs to pop out and roll around on the floor like marbles.
 
   Anna looked back up at Ponzi and smiled nervously, then glanced at Kenda, then considered it further, then grinned triumphantly. "How can I say no?"
 
   As if the sun endorsed their plan, and pronounced it good, a frisson of light broke through the East windows, casting shadows in the shape of easels, as Kenda realized they had been brainstorming all night. All three of them were exhausted, and Anna suggested Kenda and Ponzi stay over, rather than make the drive back into Denver. She brought out an airbed for them, and then Anna disappeared behind the screen where her bedroom area was.
 
   Ponzi removed her jeans and peeled off her outer blouse, climbing into the makeshift bed. After a moment's hesitation, Kenda did the same.
 
   As she lay on her back next to Ponzi, calling upon breath control techniques, Kenda felt as she had her first night at summer camp; an adventure awaited, and tentacles of fear-laden excitement enveloped her. Ponzi fell asleep almost immediately, and rolled over to drape an arm across Kenda, snuggling her head into Kenda's shoulder. With the scent of Ponzi's expensive perfume spiraling into her nose, muted by the long day, it took Kenda almost an hour to calm down enough to go to sleep herself, her arms around Ponzi.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~31~
 
   Syzygy
 
   December 3rd, 2012
 
   6:30PM
 
    
 
   The afternoon hosted a scattering of rested conspirators, each showering and fueling with food and coffee.
 
   Ponzi turned onto Louisiana, searching the sidewalk outside the Blake for Kenda. It would take them close to a half-hour to drive to the Warehouse. Ponzi eased up in a black Jeep Grand Cherokee, braking at the front curb of the Blake by the green canopy. As Kenda got in and closed the door, a whoosh of cold air prickled Ponzi's cheek. "You have your burner-phone?" she asked.
 
   "Check." Kenda patted her pocket, let her hand fall to the leather seat. "This is nice...is it yours?"
 
   "No. It's borrowed from the dealership I use." She pulled away from the curb, and turned immediately right on Louisiana. "I figured we ought to avoid using our own cars for this." 
 
   "Good thinking. So…it's like a burner-car."
 
   Ponzi laughed. "I guess you could say that, except we won't be busting it up with a hammer and throwing it in the woods." Ponzi made the green light on Colorado Boulevard, and turned left toward Hampden. "Okay, let's make sure we have everything."
 
   "We already did that, Ponz."
 
   "I just want to be sure." She checked the right lane and moved into it to turn onto East Hampden. "Okay. Burner phone in your right pocket is the Prada phone. It's crucial that you don't get confused and text the wrong thing on that phone."
 
   "I got it. I've gone through it in my head over and over. Just like memorizing lines."
 
   "Okay. Anna's ready?"
 
   "Yes, she called me on my personal phone. I left that at home, like you said. She's all set. I even used the checklist you gave us."
 
   "Good." The planning session the previous night had hopefully covered everything down to the last detail. They could not make any mistakes. "The thing I'm worried about most is if Garrison doesn't follow the instructions to get out of his car and walk around front."
 
   "I know, that worries me too," Kenda breathed, pulling out lip balm and slathering it on. "But if I tell him that in those exact words, I'm sure he'll do it. He sees me as a professional, and he'll want to do what I say. He wants this to go as he planned it."
 
   "Yes he's fairly fastidious." 
 
   Kenda laughed. "I love it when you say stuff like that." She folded the visor mirror down and checked her wig. "I hope this doesn't look fake."
 
   "You wore it in broad daylight at his office, and again at the 9th Door. It looks fine. And it's after dark, this time."
 
   "And we love the darkness better than the light because their deeds are evil…" Kenda quoted, with alterations.
 
   They went over the details again, making sure they had everything down. After turning right onto East Hampden, the road became 285. They traveled West for a while, and ended up on Morrison Road.
 
   Kenda gazed out at the gathering darkness as Morrison became Bear Creek Road. The Rubicon for more than just the three women implementing the plan. Kenda remembered the Margaret Mead quote, Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has. Perhaps they weren't changing the whole world, but they were changing their corner of it. And it was a sorely needed change. More quotes appeared in her mind, her subconscious, seeking to bolster her courage. Kenda felt it was better to be proactive; do something rather than nothing, and it seemed she was in good company. Helen Keller agreed, when she said, Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure. The fearful are caught as often as the bold.  
 
   Kenda glanced at Ponzi, her gloved hands gripping the wheel of the Cherokee, eyes focused on the serpentine road. Here's hoping three bold women don't get caught tonight.
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Inside the loft, Kenda helped Anna move the coffee table aside. They didn’t want anything to get in the way as Hollister approached Anna. Kenda pointed at the stereo. "Do you have any mood music, like some of that Reiki stuff? Something with drums…" 
 
   Anna frowned. 
 
   "It's not for ambience. It's to help mask the sound of my coming up behind him." 
 
   "Ah." Anna nodded, and selected a CD, pressed play. A soothing flute melody wafted through the room, undercut by kettle drums.
 
   "Perfect. Now get into position on the sofa." Kenda could see Anna's hesitation. "I know this is scary…you're basically the bait for a shark. But listen. I'm a Jujitsu black belt and I'm not going to let him lay a hand on you. He'll be out cold before he does." She took Anna's hands reassuringly. "I promise."
 
   Anna nodded and went to lie down on the sofa. "I took half a Xanax—enough to take the edge off my nerves, without affecting my cognition."
 
   "Probably a good idea. Okay," Kenda said resolutely. "let Ponzi know I'm about to have Bishop send in Hollister." 
 
   Lying there on the sofa, Anna texted from her own burner-phone,
 
    
 
   ADEW: about to have B. send in H.
 
    
 
   Then she shoved the phone in her pocket.
 
   Kenda pulled out the right-pocket Prada burner-phone and texted Bishop to send Hollister in. "Okay. Deep breath," Kenda instructed Anna. "I'm right here." Kenda stepped into the entry closet and pulled the door almost closed, but ajar enough to be able to see Hollister as he approached the sofa. She had moment of paranoia, imagining closing the door and accidentally locking herself in.
 
   Five minutes later, Kenda heard the door open. Leaning forward an inch, she saw him moving slowly toward Anna, who was doing a really good job of looking drugged. When she saw Heinous-Hollister standing over Anna, unbuckling his pants, she moved out of the closet, leonine and stealthy like a cat, imagining her feet as padded paws. Just as she got close enough, she saw Anna open her eyes. Fuck!
 
   Hollister froze for just an instant, and instinctively, adrenaline pumping, Kenda delivered a spinning back kick to his temple, drinking in the satisfying thunk of heel against flesh. He was out before he hit the ground. 
 
   Anna shot upright, shouting, "That was awesome!" and looked down at Hollister's limp form.
 
   "Anna!" Kenda admonished. "You weren't supposed to open your eyes!"
 
   "I couldn't help it. I had to see…and that was awesome!" she enthused again.
 
   Kenda shook her head, half-smiling. "It won't be so awesome if we don't get this package wrapped and delivered. Focus." She put on the surgical gloves and dropped to one knee to dig in Hollister's pocket for his keys and cell phone. After verifying that the incriminating video was on Hollister's phone, a task that Kenda wished she didn't have to carry out—and made her want to kick him again—his phone went in her left pocket. The Prada burner-phone remained in her right. She tossed his keys to Anna.
 
   Anna was in charge of using her burner-phone to text Ponzi when necessary,  since Kenda had to handle both the Prada and Hollister phones at that point. Anna texted Ponzi:
 
   ADEW: Package being wrapped.
 
    
 
   Kenda retrieved the duct tape she'd sequestered under the coffeetable. "We don't have much time before he wakes up." She taped Hollister's hands behind his back, more around his ankles, and wrapped another piece over his mouth and around his head. "That ought to keep him still for a while." 
 
   The rolling trash bin waited just around the screen in front of the studio space, and Kenda pulled it over, now, positioned it next to Hollister and tipped it over, bracing the bottom of it against the wall. She swung his feet around, put them inside, then she and Anna slid him into it. Both of them lifted the bin upright, and he collapsed, as if boneless, into the container. Kenda closed the lid, and wheeled it over to the door while Anna texted to Ponzi,
 
    
 
   ADEW: package wrapped and in the bin. 
 
    
 
   Kenda then used the Prada phone to text Bishop:
 
    
 
   PRADA: tell H. to hide in third floor laundry room.
 
   GREYGOOSE: ok. Hang on.
 
    
 
   A moment later, Bishop texted her to say Hollister was waiting in the laundry room. Oh no he's not, Kenda thought complacently.
 
    
 
   PRADA: Good. Now go around to front and wait. Watch. Warn me of anyone. Don't want witness to taking out the trash.
 
    
 
   With trepidation, the two women slipped out the apartment to peer through the corridor windows on the back wall of the warehouse, down into the rear parking lot. They watched Bishop get out of his car and creep around to the front, both women breathing a sigh of relief that he followed the instructions. It was absolutely essential to the plan.
 
   As agreed, Ponzi was in the Cherokee, watching the front, using binoculars. She sent a text to Anna's phone, verifying that Bishop was standing in front of the building. Anna nodded to Kenda, and the two women wheeled the bin out and down the hall to the elevator, then swiftly out the back door. With some effort, they deposited Hollister's limp form in the trunk of the Mercedes. Ponzi had made sure that they would be able to open Bishop's trunk with the release at the rear. She had tested it herself. 
 
   Kenda used the Prada phone to text Bishop: 
 
    
 
   PRADA: package moved, delivered, Lexus done. Tell H. to go.
 
    
 
   Seconds later, a new text from Bishop on Hollister's phone, in her other hand. She lifted it to read the screen: 
 
    
 
   GREYGOOSE: Coast clear. Go now.
 
    
 
   Ponzi had also provided an extra key to the Mercedes, just in case Bishop locked it when he got out. Thankfully, he hadn't, and Kenda was able to mute the sound on Hollister's phone before tossing it under the driver's side seat of the Mercedes. This would be the most damning evidence, since it had the texts and the incriminating video of Bishop on it. 
 
   Kenda and Anna looked at each other and grinned. It's working.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~32~
 
   Justice is Served
 
    
 
   Anna pulled out Hollister's keys, and put on his baseball cap, went to the Lexus, got in and steered toward the front entrance. As she passed Bishop, he stepped out of the darkness, watching, and she lifted a hand to wave at him, half blocking her face, as she drove past him. All he would see was someone in a Lexus, wearing a ball cap. He would see Hollister. Anna checked the rearview mirror and saw him looking down at his phone, waiting for that next text. He seemed to buy it.
 
   Only then, did Anna feel the pulse in her own throat, the left-over adrenaline, seeking a place to settle. She had never imagined herself doing anything like this, and could scarcely believe how easily she agreed to it. Some things were bigger than her own fear. Some missions more important than the individual. It could all go awry at any second, but the risk was worth the reward. Vermin like Hollister and Bishop had no right to move through their lives leaving casualties in their wake. There are times when justice has to be served by another waitress. Three of them.
 
   She pulled out onto Bear Creek Road, and drove the speed limit, and no more.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~33~
 
   Elixir of Justice
 
    
 
   Kenda texted Bishop, telling him she'd parked a vehicle of her own farther away and would walk to it; she'd call the police about Hollister's vehicle when she passed it on the road, stranded, and the cops would swarm all over him. She encouraged Bishop to go home, adding,
 
   PRADA: Destroy the phone. 
 
   GREYGOOSE: Right.
 
   PRADA: Pleasure doing business with you.
 
   GREYGOOSE: Likewise.
 
    
 
   Her back flat against the far side of the warehouse, Kenda waited. Soon, Ponzi would pick her up in the Cherokee and they would head back to Denver, pausing only to make that call to 911, as soon as they passed Bishop's stalled vehicle.
 
   Kenda had researched the Mercedes as if researching a role. She had gone into this scenario knowing exactly what to do to that fuel line. Her role was crucial for the success of this plan. So far, everything had gone smoothly, but she was not naïve enough to think that appearances were enough to bank on. Any number of things could still go wrong.
 
   Still, there had never been a role on stage to compare to this one. Pretending was one thing, but when you could actually feel the hot breath of the fire dragon breathing down your neck, smell the fecund scent of the barrow, and the weight of the broadsword in your hand, all illusion fell away, leaving only the vivid colors, the visceral emotion, and the heady elixir of justice.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~34~
 
   Don't Want to be Involved
 
    
 
   The incline at the side of the warehouse allowed Ponzi to see both front and back of the structure at once. From inside the dark Cherokee, she peered through the binoculars, watching as Bishop trotted around to the rear of the warehouse, got back in his Mercedes, and pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
   After making sure Bishop was safely on Bear Creek Road, Ponzi swung into the lot to pick up Kenda. While Anna drove Hollister's Lexus toward the city, Kenda and Ponzi followed the route out until they saw Bishop's Mercedes stalled at the side of the road. The fuel-line tampering had worked. When Prada was supposed to be disabling the fuel line on Hollister's car, Kenda was instead doing that to Bishop's. As they drove past him, he was shaking the steering wheel angrily. They kept going. He would not recognize the Jeep Cherokee they were in.
 
   Kenda opened the Prada burner-phone and called 911. When the operator answered, she put on a sweet co-ed voice and said, "Um, yes, hello…there's a guy seemed to have car trouble along Bear Creek Road, and I stopped to help, since he looked well-to-do, in a Mercedes...looked like a professional guy, ya know? But when I pulled over, I started hearing this pounding coming from his trunk, and heard someone yelling from inside there. So I just got out of there real fast. I think maybe the cops ought to handle this one….yes….on Bear Creek Road. A grey Mercedes…oh no, I don’t want to give my name, I don’t want to be involved, I just thought someone should know."
 
   She snapped the phone closed, and looked over at Ponzi, who gave her a nod of approval. Ponzi had always enjoyed every performance Kenda gave.
 
   Near the end of Bear Creek Road, she steered onto a wide shoulder and stopped, retrieving the hammer in the floorboard. She and Kenda smashed the burner phones and threw the pieces over the ledge.
 
   At the turnoff onto Morrison, two police cruisers finally swooshed past them, headed back the way they came. Lights, but no siren. Ponzi knew then, the plan had worked. They would find Bishop with Hollister unconscious and bound in the trunk. Hollister would believe it was Bishop who did it. 
 
   Ten minutes after that, Ponzi entered the parking lot of Garrison Bishop's office building. Anna got out of Hollister's Lexus, and slid in the back seat of the Cherokee. The three women then made their way toward Cherry Creek. 
 
   Ponzi looked at Anna in the rearview mirror. "His keys and your burner-phone?"
 
   "Phone smashed, and both tossed over the ledge by the road, just like you told me."
 
   "Good." Ponzi turned in to the Marriott in Cherry Creek on Clayton. Just in case something went awry and Hollister or Bishop come looking for them, they didn't want to be anywhere they could be found. Another hotel room would be the safest place for them. 
 
   Ponzi went in to pay in cash, and the three women parked and unloaded their pre-packed luggage from the rear of the Cherokee.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~35~
 
   On Payne of Death 
 
   3 December 2012
 
   9:45 PM
 
    
 
   It took him a few minutes to figure out what had happened. A semi-hard surface vibrated against his side where he lay. Constriction on his wrists, his ankles. Frowning informed him of the tape on his mouth; movement wrenched hair by its roots. The tape was wound around his head. A sudden, panicked breath of fustiness and gasoline. He coughed, the pressure blowing back through his nose, choking him; his head pounded fiercely. He felt the spit gathering at the corners of his mouth beneath the sticky tape. Blinking, eyes darting all about, he found only pervasive darkness. 
 
   The rumble beneath him. The purring of an engine. The tilting of the surface where he lay, pushing him to one side, then the other. A car. He was in a moving car. In the trunk. His heart thumped in his neck, breathing ragged, as he struggled against the bindings.
 
   His trussed hands flailed behind him in the dark, landing on a lump, exploring like a blind man. Fingers on rough fabric. Like a tarp. Canvas? But rolled-up. A toolbag? Fumbling over the seams, finding where Velcro met Velcro, he shoved his fingers between the prickly strips, making a hole, jerking it with both hands to unfold its contents. His fingers read the shapes of the handles until he found the cylindrical, channeled handle. Screwdriver. Grasping the hilt of it between index and middle finger, he inched it away from its sheath. 
 
   Hollister maneuvered the tool behind his back and into the tape at his wrists; gouging. A lurch of the vehicle as it took a curve, and the screwdriver blade missed the tape, jabbed his wrist. He winced, clenching his teeth. Trying again, he managed a tear in the tape. Straining, twisting his wrists, the tape broke apart with a zippering sound, and his hands were free. The same method, easier now, released his feet, and the removal of the tape over his mouth yanked out hair and peeled apart a chapped portion of his lip. The cloying taste of copper coated his tongue.
 
   Finally drawing a full breath, Hollister probed his memory. The smell of gas was not helping his headache. Someone had clocked him pretty hard. A cold hand went to his temple, the swollen, tender area there repelled his own touch as he winced.
 
   He recalled the woman in the loft, lying in wait on the sofa like a main course. But she had opened her eyes for a second before the blow landed at his temple. Someone had knocked him out. Bishop. Fucker tried to pull a fast one.
 
   So he had been betrayed, and dumped in a trunk like a sack of dog food.
 
   Eventually, the car would stop, and someone would be opening that trunk. He'd be ready to attack. He hoped it was Bishop. In a hand-to-hand battle with the doctor, it would be no contest.
 
   Why is the gas smell so strong? Sweeping a hand around, he found it, jiggled the metal object. Gas can. There was a gas can in this trunk. That's when he decided it might be better to use that against Bishop when he opened the trunk. Much less chance of missing the target.
 
    
 
   And it had worked.
 
   Garrison Bishop lay sprawled on the ground under him, his arms trapped beneath Hollister's pressing knees. Hollister dropped the gas can in favor of using his one good fist, and the side of his cast. He was taking the doctor to school, Payne Hollister-style. With each blow of a fist or cast into Bishop's stupid face, Hollister relished the bruising of flesh, the cracking cartilage. He should beat him to death. Bishop groaned, his head lolling to the side, his nose caked with blood, continuously replenished by a fresh stream, a black circle already forming beneath the doctor's eye. 
 
   Hollister placed both palms against Bishop's chest, shoving himself to his feet, chest heaving with each intake of cold air, his lungs burning, as he peered down at his victim.  Renewed snowfall sent pink trails streaking across the doctor's mottled face. 
 
   "You think I don't know what this is, Bishop?" His huffing breaths were freight-train clouds in the frigid air. "You think you're just gonna kill me?" 
 
   "No…" Bishop moaned, clawing at the ground to roll to his side. "No…I didn’t know…didn't know you were in…the…"
 
   "Didn't know?" Hollister shrieked. "It's your fucking trunk! I should drag you behind your own car!" He kicked the man's thigh forcefully, stepping away to peer into the trunk. "Got any ropes or chains in here, Doc? Huh?" He rummaged in the compartment, shoved the rollup tool case aside, scattering the tools.
 
   Bishop's straining grunt drew Hollister's attention as the doctor forced himself to turn over, bending a knee to shove himself forward on the cold soil, hands reaching, gaining only inches. Hollister returned to Bishop and his pathetic attempt to escape, delivering a smacking kick to his ribs, forcing the air from Bishop's lungs. The doctor collapsed on the ground, groaning through a grimace that cut through the caked blood on his face. 
 
   "How about I put YOU in the trunk, eh Doc?" Hollister grabbed Bishop's coat at the lapels and dragged him to the trunk opening, heaving him up and bending him backward painfully over the lip of the opening. "Maybe I'll just leave you here in the trunk, how would that be, doc?" Hollister slapped him once, not for the harm, but the insult. "Maybe push it over the cliff?"
 
   Bishop twisted suddenly, a screwdriver in his hand, and jabbed at Hollister. A grazing blow that swept across the top of his shoulder. Hollister blocked it, captured the man's hand, banged it against the bumper. The screwdriver skittered away. 
 
   Hollister pressed a hand to the burning shallow trench of angry skin on his shoulder. You missed my jugular, cocksucker. 
 
   Hauling Bishop up from the trunk, he shoved him toward the side of the road, where the doctor fell to his hands and knees. A vicious kick to the ribs; a sound like a breaking matchstick. Hollister drove a knee in Bishop's face, sneering at the eruption of blood, the snapping of cartilage. He watched him lying on his back helplessly, near the edge of the cliff, one hand grasping the edge of it, coughing out bloody bubbles of spit.
 
   As he lay there groaning and wheezing, Hollister contemplated his choices. Shortly, he bent down and patted Bishop down, took out his wallet, removed the cash, and threw the leather billfold on the ground. He made sure there was nothing incriminating in the doctor's pockets, before removing the moaning man's rings and watch, shoving them in his coat pocket.
 
   Bear Creek's frigid waters were below, but not directly under the cliff face. No, below that was just unforgiving ground strewn with rocks. Hollister sneered down at Bishop as a charcoal cloud crawled away from the moon to reveal the anguish on the doctor's face. Hollister lifted his foot and shoved him over the edge.
 
   Hollister could see the primitive defense mechanism kick in when Bishop felt the ground beneath him disappear. The doc was suddenly lucid, muscles taut, adrenaline blasting through his veins. He clawed at the ledge, digging his fingernails into the cold soil, his eyes going wide with horror as he felt himself sliding irrevocably into the darkness. He made no sound louder than a whimper.
 
   As Hollister leaned forward to watch, the doctor rolled down the incline violently, ragdoll arms flopping like broken propellers, bounced once and careened to the wet, hard-packed earth below. He spoke into the darkness below. "Better you than me." Bishop had crossed the wrong guy. On Payne of death, Hollister joked to himself.
 
   Turning back to the Mercedes, Hollister took a steadying breath, an odd coupling of fear and arousal prickling across his chest. Getting into the driver's side of the Mercedes, he turned the ignition key and the engine turned over but didn't start. Eyes searching, he noticed the empty fuel gauge. "Fuck!" He struck the steering wheel, then clenched his aching hand, knuckles bloody and already swelling from the pummeling he had given the doctor. Gas. There was a fucking gas can.
 
   Shoving out of the seat, he circled the Mercedes and saw the red metal container lying on the ground a few feet away. But how much was in it? His hand shaking, he reached out lifted it, felt the weight of it. Enough. Almost full. He smiled. He could put gas in the car and drive right out of here. Ditch the car somewhere. He turned back to the car.
 
   Wait.
 
   He needed to think this through. What if he got caught in Bishop's car with the doctor lying at the bottom of that cliff? He'd be nailed for murder. And what about the evidence he must have surely left in the trunk—that forensic evidence the popular cop shows are always focused on? No, he was smarter than that. He set the can down, checking the roadway for car lights. He couldn't be standing out here by Bishop's car very long. He'd been here almost ten minutes already.
 
   Searching eyes found the cell phone. It was in the passenger seat. He leaned in and grabbed it. Bishop's. Might be useful information on it. Or I might need it. Or it might have something incriminating on it. Or…
 
   Frantically checking his pockets, his own cell phone was gone. The phone, he thought, crestfallen, that has the video of the doctor on it. He might need that. Thinking about it, he realized the doc had probably taken it. Bishop certainly didn't want that video of himself found on what would have been Hollister's dead body. The doctor probably took it when he clocked him on the head at the warehouse apartment. Lurching toward the passenger side door, he halted when he saw headlights approaching. He dropped to the ground, scooting half under the Mercedes, and waited until the car went by.
 
   After checking the road again, and taking a calming breath, he opened the door and searched the vehicle. In the floorboard of the passenger side, he found a book. Fifty Shades of Grey. He smirked. Figures. Tossing it back on the floor, he ferreted around under the driver's seat, and found his cell. Laughing, he shoved the phone in his pocket and pushed out of the Mercedes, closing the door. 
 
   Hesitating, he opened the door again, and tugged a surgical glove from his inside coat pocket. He put it on the hand without a cast, wincing as the rubber grazed over his sore knuckles, snatched his handkerchief from the breast pocket of his shirt. A gentleman always carries a handkerchief. How many times had he heard his father say that? Hollister laughed. He wiped down the steering wheel, the ignition switch and anything else he could recall touching. Then he hurried to the trunk and wiped clean and replaced the screwdriver, rolled the tools back up, and grabbed the duct tape pieces which remained stuck to the carpeting, rolled them together into a ball and shoved them in his coat pocket. Every surface that could hold a fingerprint was wiped clean. 
 
   At the rear of the vehicle, he surveyed the area; on the ground, he searched for anything he might have left behind. Footprints. I need something to get rid of those. The swaying of trees in the moonlight had him sprinting across the road, where he found a downed pine limb with several smaller branches attached, crossed the road again, using it to sweep over the ground all around in front of him before tossing it by the road.
 
   Satisfied that the scene looked like a carjacking gone wrong, he grabbed the novel from the floorboard and stood outside the Mercedes, checking the road again for any traffic. All clear. He lifted the gas can and poured some of the gasoline into the trunk, some on top of the car, and sloshed generous portions inside the front and back seats. The gold lighter he used to light the cigarettes of potential dates, would now serve him in another way. Tearing out a few pages of the book, he set fire to them, and tossed them in the front seat. He did the same in the back seat, and for good measure, the trunk, as well. When the flames were strong enough, he pitched the novel into the trunk, along with the gas can, grabbed the pine limb by the road and swept it over his tracks up to the edge of the blacktop. Then he carried it across the road, dropped it in the ditch and began his long walk back toward Denver, the hollow, wind-tunnel sound of the fire consuming the Mercedes behind him. 
 
   He'd have to be careful. Avoid being seen. Hide himself in roadside foliage whenever the infrequent car approached. The carjacking was a good idea, he thought, trudging along the shoulder, and around the curve. He could use it to explain what happened to his own car. Apparently there were some carjackers in this area. Yeah. He could say he hurt his knuckles defending himself, but they eventually knocked him unconscious. That would also explain his head injury.
 
   Blue flashes of light pierced the darkness and Hollister darted into the foliage to hide as the police cruiser swept past him. That was close.
 
   Three hours later, with his hip sore like the first day he was hit by that car, and his knuckles and broken wrist throbbing from the beating he gave Bishop, Hollister made it back to the end of Bear Creek Road. The GPS map on his phone showed a Circle K convenience store at Morrison and 470. He continued until he reached it, and used the payphone to call a taxi.
 
   When the cab arrived, he had the driver take him home to Cherry Creek, paying with some of Bishop's pilfered cash, and once inside his house, he called the police, reporting that he had been carjacked. They were sending officers to him. 
 
   That would take care of where ever Bishop put his car, and his condition could be easily explained by a carjacking. It was perfectly plausible. No one would have any way of knowing he was even out at that warehouse loft. In fact, it looked like if there was a crime committed, it was done by the carjackers, not Payne Hollister—a respected member of society. Police would think Hollister was lucky that the carjackers had not killed him as they had Bishop, whom they had mercilessly beaten and thrown off a cliff.
 
   When the officers arrived, he told them that he had been parked at Bear Creek Lake, East of 470, instead of West, where he really had been. The cab driver would corroborate his claim that he had been picked up at the Circle K, the only convenience store in the area. It would seem the carjackers stayed on the same road throughout their crime spree. He was covered. Doctor Bishop wasn't as smart as he thought he was. He had underestimated Payne Hollister, and earned a quick trip to oblivion for his error.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~36~
 
   Foul Play
 
    
 
   The television was on the local news channel, and the three women perched on the bed in the room at the Marriott, waiting for any report about Bishop being arrested. Ponzi had the foresight to bring wine in one of her bags, and she opened the merlot and filled their plastic hotel-glasses.
 
    A special report came on, a female reporter shown standing outside under a night sky.
 
   "This might be it," Ponzi said, turning up the volume with the remote.
 
   "Regardless of what doomsdayers have been saying," the reporter announced. "Tonight's planetary alignment is not all that uncommon, in astronomical timescales. It's an event called Syzygy." She indicated the lights in the sky above her. "The alignment of Venus, Mercury and Saturn…"
 
   "Isn't that interesting," Kenda said. "The alignment of three planets, and the alignment of three women…all on the same night."
 
   "Makes it feel a little like the Universe is behind us," Anna said.
 
   They ticked their plastic cups together.
 
   Ponzi's phone rang. She didn't recognize the number that came up. As she answered, the other two held their breaths.
 
   "Yes, speaking…what?...what happened?" She looked at Anna and Kenda, but her expression was not one of victory. "How bad is it?...I'll be right there." She ended the call.
 
   "What?" Kenda prodded. "Is he arrested?"
 
   "He's in the hospital. In a coma."
 
   Anna gasped. "What the hell?"
 
   "They found him on Bear Creek Road…lying at the bottom of a cliff."
 
   They all stared at some midpoint between them, each trying to discern what changed since they left the plan intact and seemingly successful. 
 
   Anna spoke first. "What does that mean? Did they say anything about Hollister?"
 
   "No. Just that they suspect foul play."
 
   "Well there was some foul play," Anna said.
 
   Kenda stood up and parted the curtain to view the lights of the city. "I bet Hollister got out of the trunk. Maybe Garrison opened it and found him and there was a struggle."
 
   Ponzi swallowed the rest of her wine and stood, picking up her coat. "If that's true then Hollister got away."
 
   "And your husband might now be seen as just a victim."
 
   "I was hoping to make him a victim," she said, pulling her coat on. "But not like this."
 
   "Should we go with you?" Kenda asked.
 
   Ponzi paused. "I don’t know…"
 
   "You can just say the truth," Anna suggested. "you were spending the evening with two gal pals."
 
   "True, but we'd have to get that story straight." She put on her black leather gloves. "Better if you two stay here, and I'll—"
 
   "Wait," Kenda touched her arm. "Won't that seem weird? If we're your friends and you just got a call about your husband being in the hospital, wouldn't we come to support you?"
 
   "True…"
 
   Anna got up and put her coat on. "We'll just say as little as possible and follow your lead."
 
   She looked at both of them. "Okay."
 
   Kenda snatched her coat from the other bed and the three of them left.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~37~
 
   Ducky
 
    
 
   Payne Hollister skipped the pain pill and opened a Sam Adams instead. He settled on the black leather sofa and grabbed the remote to turn the TV onto local news. Soon, there was a report of the burning car found on Bear Creek Road. Police cars and a fire truck were there, and behind the reporter, was the smoldering Mercedes. They had also found Bishop. He turned up the volume to hear the reporter.
 
   "…air-lifted to St. Anthony's. Dr. Garrison Bishop works frequently for the Denver Police Department, counseling officers, and assisting with evaluations, and investigations by Internal Affairs…No word yet on Doctor Bishop's prognosis, but we'll be following the story closely in the hours to come. Reporting live from Bear Creek Road in Morrison, Meagan Fitzgerald, Nine-News."
 
   Hollister threw the bottle cap, and it pinged off the wall. Fucker was still alive. How the hell did he manage to survive that fall?
 
   Listening to the reporter and witnesses and police personnel speculating about the incident didn't provide any definitive report on Bishop, other than the paramedic on the scene who told the reporter earlier that the doctor was in critical condition. Fine and dandy, unless Bishop was able to talk.
 
   Payne booted up his laptop while he continued to drink the beer. He knew exactly what he was looking for. The Internet had its detractors, but it was an endless supply of information. Payne Hollister used it to figure out how to end Bishop, once and for all. 
 
   The first thing Payne Hollister did was refresh his memory about the effects of insulin overdose. He had access to that, because his fat sister was a diabetic, and he could swing by the pool house and get all he needed. She'd notice her supply was low the next time she used it, and would have the pharmacy deliver more. No big deal.
 
   He knew she was on other heavy medications. Pretty much always had been. She'd be dead to the world and he could sneak in and get the insulin.
 
   First, he'd change clothes. It felt like fate, that he still had his Halloween costume from last year—the scrubs, the little anesthesiologist cap; even a fake ID badge. It was like his own private joke, as he really did anesthetize a girl at a costume party that night. And he really did do a thorough exam of her. They were upstairs in one of the bedrooms atop the sprawling manor where the party was held. He was out the door just after midnight and home, and she probably didn't even wake up until the next morning. Perhaps he should wear that costume more often and hang out at the little joints near hospitals. Women would be immediately trusting of a doctor. Especially the ones looking for a cushy marriage situation. He resolved to explore that idea after he took care of the Bishop issue.
 
   He would use the costume tonight for a more permanent solution; walking straight into the hospital, and into Bishop's room in the trauma center, with an official clipboard he'd take from the nurse's station. Personnel would be in and out, and he wouldn't even have to hide. They would think he was the anesthesiologist, prepping him for surgery. It would only take five seconds. Five seconds while no one was paying attention, or busy doing other things. The insulin he would inject into Bishop's IV would send him into cardiac arrest within a minute or so. Time enough for Payne to walk out purposefully, drop the clipboard at the nurse's station, and leave. The mechanical doors would be opening for Payne's nonchalant exit, just as the monitors in Bishop's room went off. No one would give him a second glance.
 
   So with Bishop's car a smoldering hunk of metal and melted plastic, and Hollister's carjacking report, and the fact that dead men tell no tales, Hollister would be home free.
 
   Smiling at his own cleverness, he called a cab and went to his parent's sprawling manor in Capitol Hill. With the ring of keys his parents gave him, he could open any lock on the property. Including the pool house where his sister lived amid her hoarded stacks of plastic containers.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   He instructed the cab driver to wait, and crept around the back, through the gate and around the pool, drained for winter, and covered. Moving up to the French doors, he peeked inside. A lump in bed against the far wall. She was asleep. He glanced at the stacks of containers. Many of the things inside, he knew, were stolen. She had all kinds of money available to her, but still, she stole things. She had been arrested for shoplifting repeatedly, but often got away with it when they were informed of her psych history. Regina always insisted that Reginald told her to do it. Reginald was her imaginary friend who was the ambassador to Nibiru, an invisible planet that would be appearing on the twenty-first of December. Schizophrenia had its side effects. 
 
   His hand went to the doorknob as he tugged out the keys. A splat and squeak sound made him drop the keys, as he jerked his head toward the yellow blur to his left. A rubber duck lay on its side by the outside wall. He turned, and saw her in the lounge chair beside the pool, wearing a furry bathrobe and duck slippers. She had thrown the rubber duck with a squeaker at him.
 
   He released a breath. "Regina. You scared the fuck out of me."
 
   "Is that my long-lost brother?" she said, pushing out of the lounger and shuffling toward him.
 
   Now what? he wondered. "Yeah…hey…I wasn't sure you'd be up."
 
   "I'm always up," she said, stopping in front of him. "Except when I'm down." She smiled dully. A light clicked on. She was squeezing a rubber duck that had an LED flashlight inside it. It was a key fob that held the key to the spaceship she would be using to get to Nibiru. She was shining the light on his face. He squinted at the brightness of it. "What happened to your face?" She moved the light beam over him, stopping on his wrist. "What's the cast for?" 
 
   He sighed. "I…got carjacked tonight."
 
   She clicked off the duck light, her eyes considering him in the darkness. "Is that why you're here? You want me to go after them or something?"
 
   "No, I…" Think of something. "I guess I just needed someone to talk to. You know. Family. Mom and Dad aren't home…"
 
   "They're in Vail. Skiing." She made a swooshing noise, and pretended to be holding ski poles. "Why didn't you go with them, Mr. Olympic Gold-medal?"
 
   He had not won gold in the 1998 Olympics in Japan, but silver. Two of them, thank you very much. But she was jealous of his success. He ignored it, not wanting to set her off before he got what he came for. "I was not feeling up to it. And now this carjacking tonight…I'm just kind of freaked out about the whole thing…it's cold out here, can I come in?"
 
   She clicked the duck light off and on a few times. "You want a beer?"
 
   "I'd love a beer," he said with forced enthusiasm.
 
   She opened the door and went in, saying, "Hang your coat over there."
 
   "That's okay," he said. "I can keep it on."
 
   "Hang it up!" she ordered.
 
   Damn. She had to have everything just the way she wanted it or her whole world fell apart. "Fine." He took off his coat and hung it on the coat rack outside the kitchen.
 
   Regina went to the fridge and retrieved two duck beers. She had them shipped to her from Lost Duck Brewing company in Iowa. She was a lost duck, he thought. This time she had three kinds: Pintail Pale Ale, Rolling Duck Lager, and Ringtail Red. She pulled out two Pintail Pale Ales, popping both lids off with the magnetized duck bottle opener attached to the refrigerator door. He hated ducks and he hated her stupid duck beer. But he thanked her and took a quick gulp. A person needed alcohol when they were around Regina Belle Hollister.
 
   She had the same habits and rituals her whole adult life. She kept her insulin in a drawer in the kitchen. She injected herself while she made coffee. And she added liquor to her coffee every morning too. That bottle was in the cabinet above the Mr. Coffee machine. He leaned against the counter near the insulin drawer.
 
   For obvious reasons, his parents had started calling her Ducky. He thought he might need to use the endearment. It might help. He looked at her; her hair was shorter, and three shades of brown. She had lost weight. She was still a big girl, but he could tell she had dropped some tonnage. "You've lost weight, Ducky."
 
   "Yeah, I'm prepping for the Playboy shoot."
 
   He nodded, his lips tight together.
 
   "So. Carjacked, huh?"
 
   "Yes. It was terrible. The police just left my house. They haven't found my car yet." Another drink of beer. Be cool. Just wait for the right opportunity. He hoped she'd drink the beer soon, so she'd have to pee, as always. She had a bladder the size of a chickpea. Then while she was in the bathroom, he could grab the insulin bottles and syringes.
 
   Finally, she drank the beer. Regina didn't sip beer, she held it for a while, and then guzzled the whole thing at once; she was doing that now. She tossed the empty bottle in the trash, as he continued to sip his.
 
   She frowned at him. "What do you want from me?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "You're here for what? Sympathy?"
 
   Oh great, she was in one of those combative moods. "Well, yes…it was very upsetting, Regina. What happened."
 
   "Gotta pee," she announced suddenly, and spun to go into the bathroom. As soon as he heard the bathroom door close, he twirled to the drawer and pulled it out, grabbing three bottles of insulin and a syringe, shoving them in his front pants pocket, wincing as the edge of the pocket grazed his sore knuckles.
 
   When she emerged from the bathroom, he had downed most of the beer. "Thanks for the drink, Regina. I'm sorry I bothered you this late."
 
   "You're leaving?"
 
   "I realized it was rude of me to just drop in on you. I feel better now…the beer helped. Thanks…" He moved over to the coat rack and donned his jacket. 
 
   "Aren't you going to ask how I am?"
 
   He paused near the door. "Oh…well, you look so good, I assumed you were doing well."
 
   "Other than being crazy, you mean?"
 
   He sighed. "Regina…"
 
   "That's okay. I don’t see you for months, and you drop in when you need something. That's what we have. That's what it is. It is what it is."
 
   He swallowed. "I'm glad you understand." He smiled. "Well, I really need to get home and take those pain pills…thanks for the beer…Ducky." 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~38~
 
   Good Stuff in His Pockets
 
    
 
   As he closed the door behind him, Regina turned and went into the bathroom, opened the medicine cabinet and took the cell phone off the shelf where she had hidden it.
 
   Payne always kept good stuff in his pockets. She'd snagged this phone from his pocket on her way to the bathroom before. Now she could see what stuff was on it. It was one of those cool smart phones. She swiped the screen until she saw the photo apps. "Let's see who big brother has been fucking, shall we?" She was particularly interested in the photos of ducks. She didn't think Payne liked ducks. That's why she threw hers at him. But these ducks on the phone weren't yellow ducks. They were grey ducks. And they were live ducks, not rubber ducks. But she still liked them because they were ducks. 
 
   Then there was a photo that had a big arrow on it. Oh, a video. Maybe it's a video of live ducks, swimming. That would be cool.
 
   She tapped the arrow and the video played. It was not a video of ducks. 
 
   After watching it, she sat down on the bathroom floor and for twenty solid minutes she stared at the tile wall, the movie of her childhood queuing up and playing through in her mind's eye.
 
   Then she started screaming.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~39~
 
   Hiding in Plain Sight
 
    
 
   Arriving at the E.R., Ponzi identified herself to the nurse at the desk, who told her to have a seat and the doctor would come out and speak with her as soon as she was free. They were still treating her husband at the moment.
 
   Kenda, Anna and Ponzi took a seat together on a sofa in the waiting room outside the Emergency Department. Another obligatory Christmas tree adorned the corner of the room, as if those dealing with trauma would be somehow comforted by artificial foliage, plastic lights and cheap ornaments.
 
   Kenda leaned over to whisper to Ponzi, "So we're assuming Hollister tried to kill him…"
 
   "Looks that way," Ponzi said.
 
   Anna leaned in from Ponzi's other side. "And now Hollister is hiding?"
 
   "I don't think he's hiding," Ponzi said. "He probably thinks no one will know he was there."
 
   Kenda shook her head. "With all the forensic technology they have today, won't they find evidence of him, though?"
 
   "Maybe. Probably. I don't know." Ponzi twisted her wedding band around on her finger, wondering why she still had it on. Maybe for appearances. Just for now. 
 
   Anna whispered, "Might not be any evidence. Most of it probably burned up with the car, don't you think?"
 
   There were no definitive answers. They could only wait. Minutes became an hour. And hour became two. At some point in between, a nurse told Ponzi they were doing an MRI on her husband.
 
   Anna looked up at the man in scrubs who walked past the trauma waiting room, and ducked her head, covered her face. The other two women frowned at her. Ponzi whispered, "What?" 
 
   "Hiding in plain sight." They followed her urgent expression over to the nurse's station, where the man in scrubs and a surgical cap was looking at a clipboard. Then the man walked toward Bishop's room. They all exchanged shocked expressions.
 
   "Holy fuck, that was really him, right?" Kenda whispered.
 
   "Hollister," Ponzi said.
 
   "He might recognize me from when I was lying on the sofa," Anna said. "I don't think he saw Kenda, though, and does he know what you look like, Ponzi?"
 
   "Nope, never met him. So Anna, keep your back to the door." Ponzi watched the hallway. "Unless we believe that rich frat boy moonlights as an orderly, he's here to make sure he finishes the job."
 
   "Should we tell someone?"
 
   Ponzi shook her head. "We can't do that, or it will tie us to him, tie him to Garrison, and it might endanger this whole plan."
 
   Kenda said, "So he's pretending to be medical personnel so he can get into Garrison's room."
 
   "Looks that way." 
 
   Kenda thought about it. "Do we want him to get caught?"
 
   While they were thinking it over, Hollister came back down the hallway, as they huddled together, pretending to be a grieving family. He seemed to jot something on the clipboard and put it back in a slot at the nurse's station. Then he strolled back the way he had come in.
 
   That's when they heard the beeping down the hall, and seconds later, an announcement from the nurse's station for a code blue. Two nurses were rushing toward Bishop's room, and Ponzi, Anna and Kenda got up and went to the hallway. All the activity was indeed in Garrison Bishop's room. A few more nurses soon arrived with a crash cart, followed closely by a doctor. Long minutes later, the frantic activity ceased, like a tornado moving through a town, leaving preternatural quiet in its wake. 
 
   A nurse pointed out Ponzi to a woman in scrubs and white lab coat with a stethoscope around her neck. Another woman stood next to her. "Mrs. Bishop?"
 
   "Bonnet," she corrected. "I kept my maiden name."
 
   "Your husband is Garrison Bishop?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   She held out her hand in greeting. "I'm Doctor Van Pelt, could we sit over here?"
 
   They went back and sat, and the doctor placed herself in front of Ponzi by sitting on the coffee table.
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "I attended to your husband in the Emergency Room. This is Kathy, she is the E.R. social worker."
 
   The social worker gave her a tight smile that wanted to be sympathetic.
 
   Doctor Van Pelt continued. "I'm here to inform you that your husband's fall was fatal."
 
   "He's dead?" Ponzi asked, inanely. 
 
   "Yes. I'm sorry. He fell about 20 feet, landed head first, and his shoulder shattered. His spine was fractured, his skull was fractured, and he had a subdural hematoma, which is blood collecting in the dura spaces that cover his brain. This put dangerous pressure on the brain, since the skull is made of bone and doesn't expand. Without urgent surgery to relieve the pressure he would have surely died. We were preparing for that surgery. We gave him some powerful sedatives to suppress seizures. He was intubated and on the ventilator, which was doing all the work of breathing. Unfortunately, the swelling around his cranial nerves which exit at the damaged areas of his spine caused a cardiac arrest, and we were unable to revive him." She touched Ponzi on the arm. "Is there anything I can do for you?"
 
   Ponzi looked down at her hands and said nothing. What was there to say? I'm heartsick to have lost my loving husband who was raping me?
 
   The doctor continued. "Kathy will help you with the papers that require your signature for releasing his body to the funeral home of your choice, if you have one. If not, she will assist you in the process of obtaining those services. Do you know if your husband was an organ donor?"
 
   "I don't know…you'll have to check…check his license."
 
   "There was no wallet or license on him when he was brought in. Do we have your permission to use your husband's organs?"
 
   "Yes. Of course…" Would you like help removing them?
 
   "Again, Kathy can help you with those forms." She placed a hand over Ponzi's. "I'm so sorry for your loss."
 
   Ponzi nodded as the doctor whispered something to Kathy and then stepped out of the room. Kenda and Anna put supportive hands on Ponzi, who signed the forms the social worker put in front of her, filling in the name of the funeral home she had arrangements with. Ponzi was mindful about one of the forms--the organ donation. She thought it was entirely appropriate that her husband give life to whomever needed it, since he had damaged no telling how many others. It was Karma. 
 
   Kenda grabbed her into a hug. "Are you okay?" she whispered in her ear.
 
   She realized she had been sitting in stunned silence. But her shock was not about the death of her husband, her reaction stemmed from the fact that she felt no loss. She felt no pain. She felt only…relief. She was glad to have the doctor's notification and the paperwork out of the way, things she saw as mere formalities, before she did something crazy, like smile. "Yes. I'm fine." Ponzi pulled back to look at Kenda, and then Anna. "How do I look?"
 
   "Kind of…numb," Anna said.
 
   "Good. I don't want to have an inappropriate reaction."
 
   "What do you mean?" Kenda asked.
 
   Ponzi met her eyes. "Any affection I ever had for Garrison died the minute I saw that video of what he'd done…what he had been doing to me all this time. And it was only compounded by what I saw in his office. I am not the least bit sorry he's dead."
 
   Kenda looked around cautiously. "Understandable…and I have to say I agree…but maybe we ought to be careful not to let that show just now."
 
   Ponzi nodded. 
 
   "You need to take an Ativan?"
 
   Ponzi opened her purse and peered into it, then closed it again. "No. No I don't think I do. I feel really calm right now."
 
   "Good…so…what are we going to do about Payne Hollister?"
 
   "I want to drink. That's what I want to do. I want a glass of wine." She got up and the two women followed her out of the trauma unit to the parking lot and back into the Cherokee, where Kenda drove them back to the hotel.
 
   As Kenda parked the Jeep, Anna released her seatbelt and said, "I think I'm just going to go home for that wine." 
 
   Ponzi looked in the rearview mirror at her. "Are you okay?"
 
   "Yeah. Fine. I'm just drained and I think I want to sleep in my own bed. Don't you?"
 
   The two women in front nodded. "It's been a long few days," Ponzi said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~40~
 
   Stop Saying Things Like That
 
    
 
    
 
   In the Marriott parking lot, the three women stood outside the Cherokee, hugged goodbye, and Anna headed for her Honda. 
 
   Walking in silence though the lobby toward the elevators. Kenda pressed the button and they stepped in the box to ascend to the room. Kenda wished the elevator in her building smelled this clean.
 
   Ponzi leaned against the wall. "I think Anna had the right idea. I want to sleep in my own bed. And now I can."
 
   Kenda eyed her, struggling with mixed feelings. Ponzi's husband was dead. And they had all perhaps been instrumental in his death. And now he would not be at Ponzi's house anymore, making her life hell. She would be alone there. Maybe that's what she wanted. "Do you want to be alone tonight? I mean…I can sleep on your sofa if—"
 
   "No. I'd really like it if you came home with me tonight."
 
   Kenda, once again, tried not to sexualize a statement at an inappropriate time. "Whatever you need."
 
   The door dinged and slid open and Ponzi said on her way out, "But you're not sleeping on the sofa."
 
   Kenda's heart lurched again. Ponzi just had to stop saying things like that.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~41~
 
   Building Character 
 
    
 
   On Highway 285, Anna steered the Honda Element West, adjusted the heater, and increased the frequency of the wipers. The snow was really coming down, now. She glanced at the dash clock. 1:39. It would take her almost a half hour to get back to the loft. She was tired, but far from sleepy. Strange, how the two could co-exist. She wanted to sleep, but the events of the past few days had animated all the sensory receptors in her mind. She was agitated. Sleeping would require a drink and a Xanax tonight. She had taken part in a double-cross vigilante scheme that was to bring a man to justice. She supposed they had done that, even though the man was now dead. They hadn't killed him. He had made an enemy, and that enemy had killed him. It was a poetic justice, if anything. She wondered if she would feel any guilt over it. Kenda had been concerned that she might. 
 
   At the hospital, while Ponzi was filling out forms and talking to the social worker, Anna had gone to the ladies room, and Kenda had followed her. She came into the two-stall washroom, and locked the door behind her. Anna wasn't sure why, and it gave her a start. But Kenda soon explained.
 
   "Anna, I didn't want to put Ponzi through any more, but you need to see this. I transferred it to my phone for this reason." She pulled out her iPhone and punched up the video.
 
   Anna gasped when she saw what it was. Garrison Bishop, violating his unconscious wife. "Why are you showing me this?!" she screaked.
 
   "I wanted you to be really clear why we did what we did. I had to watch this when she brought it over to my place. And she had to watch it too, knowing it was her in this video being raped by her own husband. And we had to watch him violate Victoria Mason in his office, trapped in that closet, unable to escape it, and then we had to watch Hollister do the same thing. I had to hold my friend while she cried silently into my shoulder, listening to the horrible things her husband was doing to another woman, after he'd done those things to her. Do you know how much that broke my heart?"
 
   Anna closed her eyes and Kenda shook her shoulder and made her look again. "I caught him with Ms. Mason, remember? I saw this! It's terrible!"
 
    "You saw a few seconds and it would be easy to block that out. I don't ever want you to forget this. You can't ever forget, Anna, that we did what we did because it was the right thing to do. We didn't kill anyone. We only set them up to be caught and punished for what they've done. I want to be sure that you don't start feeling some kind of misplaced guilt. This was righteous, and his death is not on our hands. He got some karmic retribution, that's all."
 
   Anna hit the stop button on the video. She met Kenda's eyes. "Maybe you're right. Maybe I needed that reminder to imbed the reality in my head. But I know we did the right thing. I'm not going to change my mind about that. I know we don't know each other very well, Kenda, but…you don’t have to worry about me getting all weak in the knees. Really. I'm glad that fucker is dead for what he did. And I hope Hollister gets what's coming to him too."
 
   Kenda explored the sincerity in her face and sighed, letting the hand holding the phone fall to her side. 
 
   Anna had given Kenda a big hug, there in that hospital bathroom, and she felt that they were now friends, inextricably bound by their mutual efforts to do something difficult that needed to be done. Everything was good. It had worked out. She was actually looking forward to getting to know Kenda better.
 
   Any lingering fears or guilt were negligible. What laws had they broken, really? Kenda, an actress, had pretended to be someone else. Ponzi and Kenda had entered Bishop's office without his knowledge, but she had a key, so that wasn’t even breaking and entering. And he was committing a crime while they were trapped in a closet. Anna had taken money from Bishop, but the money belonged to Ponzi, and was given freely by Ponzi herself. She had also driven a car that didn't belong to her and parked it in a parking lot. But who could prove that anyway? The only real crime she could think of in the mix was maybe assault and battery, when Kenda knocked Hollister out. But he was in Anna's apartment, intending to rape her. So that would be self-defense, wouldn't it? The death of Ponzi's husband was caused by his own criminal activity, and the person who shoved him over that ledge was the one who had committed the other crime. In fact, they had prevented at least two major crimes by hijacking Bishop's plan. She was feeling better and better about all this.
 
   As Anna eased around the next bend, she saw the wrecker hauling away the burnt Mercedes. Noticed the remaining patrol cars and the red Trailblazer as she passed. That's where Bishop met his karma, she thought.
 
   A few minutes later, she was home. Removing her clothes, she had a quick shower, throwing on a soft fleecy robe and heavy winter socks. She poured herself some Moscato, and lit a fire before curling up on the sofa facing the hearth. 
 
   The book she'd been reading still lay on the cushion next to her. Building Character by Kate Genet. It was an erotic lesbian tale about a writer who manifested her dream woman, but with certain unforeseen consequences. Anna had been reading more lesbian fiction these days. Maybe she was trying to decide what her orientation really was. The bookmark that fell out was another reminder of her recent leap to the other side of the fence. It was the note that Chloe had left after their…what? Encounter? Dalliance? Debauchery? Phenomenal sex? She read the note again.
 
   Thanks for the "coffee." Best I've ever tasted. Had to go to work--late shift again. I stole the painting inspired by my hair. If you'd like to pursue legal action, I'll bring over my ticket book and give myself a citation. 
 
   Until then. Chloe.
 
   Anna's eyes traveled up to the blank spot on the wall over the fireplace. She smiled. She'd have to put another painting there. Getting up, she went around the floor screen to her art area and considered the ones she had finished. Finally settling on one called Chocolate Drizzle, she carried it into the center of the room and hung it on the nail over the fireplace. There. That looked good.
 
   Padding back to the sofa, she was about to sit down, when she heard soft knuckles at the door. She wondered if Ponzi or Kenda had come to see her. Wondered if something was wrong. She grasped the knob and asked toward the door. "Who is it?"
 
   "Chloe."
 
   Her heart stuttered a beat. She pulled her robe tighter, readjusted the belt, ran her fingers through her still damp hair. She wished she had looked more presentable. 
 
   "Anna?" she heard Chloe call softly.
 
   After a calming breath, she opened the door. Chloe stood there in her police uniform, her usual knowing grin absent.
 
   Anna's heart palpitated again, only this time it wasn't nervous arousal. It was fear. Chloe knows. She has come to arrest me.
 
   "I was at the Bishop crime scene."
 
   Oh no, here it comes. She turned to look at the room, as if afraid there was some evidence left lying around. Maybe there was, like the duct tape. Where was that? She turned back to Chloe, standing there with her black leather-gloved thumbs hooked on her utility belt. The one that held the gun. And the handcuffs. 
 
   "You were at the Bishop crime scene?" she repeated dumbly.
 
   "Yeah. Saw you drive past a bit ago."
 
   "Oh…" Anna thought about what to do. What to say. She hadn't done anything wrong, had she? She'd already been through this in her mind on the way home.
 
   "Can I come in?" Chloe asked.
 
   Anna came to her senses shaking her head as if to clear the cobwebs. "Oh, yes, I'm sorry. Of course, come in." She stepped back to let her pass.
 
   "Have you heard about it?" Chloe asked. "What happened?"
 
   Anna had to think quickly. She hadn't prepared her mind yet to talk to Chloe. And she was tired. The truth was probably best. Within limits. "Oh, yes…I was…that's where I was all evening…"
 
   "What?"
 
   No, that didn't come out right. "No, I mean, I was out with friends. With Kenda and Ponzi…she got the call about her husband while we were…visiting…we went to the hospital with her."
 
   Chloe was genuinely surprised. "Wow…weird…okay…you're friends with Bishop's wife?" She adjusted her duty belt.
 
   "Yes. We went to college together…" Anna shook off her fears. It's okay. No need to panic. "Um, I just opened some wine, would you like some?"
 
   "Hell yes. I've had a crazy night." Chloe crossed to the fire and stood there, warming her hands. 
 
   Anna got another glass and poured her some.
 
   "I'm off shift now. I was so close to home, I didn't even go back to the station."
 
   Anna held the glass of wine she'd poured, looking up at Chloe framed in the glow of the fire. In her uniform. Sleek. Authoritative. God, she was so sexy…
 
   She allowed herself a few more seconds while Chloe had her back turned, then spoke. "Here."
 
   Chloe turned, saw the wine and stepped over to the sofa. "Ah. Wonderful." She took a sip.
 
   Anna eased down onto the sofa. "Sit," she offered.
 
   Chloe set the wine glass down. "I'm gonna take this belt off, if you don't mind. It weighs a ton."
 
   "Sure."
 
   She released the heavy leather that held the pistol, handcuffs, radio and several other items Anna could only guess at, and set it carefully on the floor next to the coffee table. Sinking into the other end of the sofa and retrieving her wine, she sighed heavily. "Ahhhh. Feels good to just sit down and relax." She took a sip of Moscato. "Thanks for this."
 
   Anna gave her a sweet smile. "Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat?"
 
   Chloe thought about it. "I had lunch."
 
   "Yesterday?"
 
   Chloe looked at her watch. "Yeah…"
 
   She got up and started for the kitchen. "What would you like? A sandwich? Soup? Cheese and crackers? I could cook something--"
 
   "No, don't go to all that trouble."
 
   "No trouble…what would you like?"
 
   "Cheese and crackers is fine. I can eat something else later maybe."
 
   She turned at the tone of Chloe's voice. Was that a flirt? When she saw Chloe's salacious grin and lifted eyebrows, she was sure of it. She felt her face grow hot again, and turned quickly to get the deli tray of cheese. There was ham, olives, pickles and crackers on it. That should do. She was a little hungry herself. Carrying the tray back in, she set it on the coffee table. Chloe used a cocktail toothpick to stab a hunk of ham and pop it in her mouth. "Thanks."
 
   As she chewed, she noticed the book on the coffee table and picked it up. "Isn't this a lesbian author?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Chloe smiled for the first time since she arrived. "Why are you blushing?"
 
   "Well, it's a pretty erotic book."
 
   Chloe noticed the bookmark. Her note. "I thought what we did was pretty erotic."
 
   Anna took a deep breath as Chloe watched her reaction carefully. "It was."
 
   "Your face just got redder."
 
   Anna giggled. "You have that effect on me."
 
   Chloe regarded her boldly, took a sip of wine. "About that effect…do we…need to…have a conversation about that?"
 
   Anna's smile faded. "Do we?" She was afraid the next part was going to be something about how it was a spur of the moment thing and it didn’t mean anything and it couldn't happen again. She noticed how much that possibility pained her.
 
   Chloe must have noticed her turmoil. She reached out and took her hand. "Don't look so scared, honey. I just meant that I'm not sure if you're sure about your orientation…you were dating Rudy when we met…and I guess I might need to know what I'm getting into, before I get in too deep."
 
   Anna ran the variables through her brain as if feeding meat through a grinder. "I'm not dating Rudy anymore. And…I've been thinking a lot lately about my orientation, and who I am…who I want to be."
 
   Chloe cocked an arm over the back of the sofa and rubbed a thumb over Anna's knuckles. "And who do you want to be?"
 
   "I want to be real. Whatever that is. Maybe I haven't been real for quite some time."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Being with you…I've never had this reaction before…maybe once, but it was a long time ago. I think about what happened. I think about you all the time…"
 
   Chloe leaned over and kissed her softly. "I want you to know…what happened was…well, it was really hot…but I don't want you to feel like I'm just interested in you for sex."
 
   "What are you interested in me for, then?"
 
   Chloe put on her mock-serious face. "I was hoping you'd be my ballroom dancing partner."
 
   Anna laughed. "I'm hopelessly uncoordinated, so you're out of luck."
 
   Chloe lifted Anna's hand and kissed the knuckles. "I like you, Anna. I'm fucking wild about you."
 
   Anna swallowed and sighed. "I'm fucking wild about you, too."
 
   Their lips came together in a heartfelt kiss.
 
   "So I can officially say we're dating?" Chloe asked.
 
   "You're filing a report at the station?"
 
   "Yes. A theft report." Chloe laid the Southern accent on thick. "Girl you done stole my heart."
 
   Anna rolled her eyes.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~42~
 
   Ravenous and Squalid
 
    
 
   At her squalid apartment, Kenda poured the eggs into the omelet pan. She was ravenous. It occurred to her that ravenous and squalid were two words that continued to appear in her life. She was always hungry for something. Food, company, quiet, excitement, drink, success, sex, love, escape. And most times, the solutions wound up in the squalid category. A life of lack was not what she had planned for herself, but who ever got what they planned? 
 
   She hadn't eaten since yesterday at lunch, and had to leave Ponzi's early. Ginger Grant had called, seeking an opportune time to talk to her. It was just standard procedure for the widow to be interviewed after the suspicious death of her husband. Ponzi had told the detective to come over immediately, flooded with a need to be done with it, and believing it would be better if she met with Ginger alone. No need to insinuate Kenda or Anna into the picture. 
 
   So Kenda had returned home, but without complaint. How could she complain? She had slept with her arms around Ponzi on Ponzi's comfy sofa all night. Well not all night. For four hours. But it felt so good to be that close to her. She knew it would probably never be more than that, but she wanted to enjoy this little bit of happiness. Appreciate the current moments, and not think about what might lie ahead, unless it was the occasional fantasy. Dangerous, though they were.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~43~
 
   Any Reason to Harm 
 
    
 
   Ginger Grant called to inform Ponzi that she had been reinstated, and would be in charge of her husband's case, asking if she could come by for a quick interview as a cursory part of the investigation.
 
   Answering the doorbell, now, Ponzi swung the front door wide, inviting the two women in.
 
   "Are you sure it isn't too early?" Ginger asked. "We could come back later, if you're not up to it. I just wanted to get a jump on things this morning."
 
   "No, like I said when you called a bit ago, I've been up for a few hours, anyway."
 
   Ginger introduced her to Chloe and Ponzi noticed the multi-colored earth-tones of Chloe's hair. Interesting. She invited the two cops to sit in the living room, offered them coffee. 
 
   "How are you holding up, Ponzi?"
 
   "I'm okay." The less said, the better, Ponzi thought. Wouldn't be wise to say what she was really thinking. That she was relieved her husband was dead.
 
   "I know you must be exhausted, so I'll keep this short. Do you have any idea why your husband would be out on Bear Creek road?" Ginger sat back against the leather sofa with her cup, Chloe mimicking her. Ponzi noticed the younger officer seemed anxious to emulate Ginger as much as possible.
 
   "No. He sometimes had late night appointments. But I'm not sure if they were with patients."
 
   "What do you mean? An affair?"
 
   "You know I suspected that." Ponzi stirred creamer into her cup. "It's why I came to you at AKA. So…I don't know. And I guess now it doesn’t matter."
 
   "Well it kind of does matter. It might be related to his death." 
 
   "I thought it was a carjacking."
 
   "Well, since his wallet was found on the ground with the money missing, his jewelry was gone, and there was another carjacking in the general vicinity on the same night, it could be the two are related. Did your husband ever mention Payne Hollister to you?"
 
   Ponzi's eyes widened. "Payne Hollister...?" Careful. She recovered quickly. "The same Payne Hollister who came to Phoebe's alumni party?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "No…he never mentioned him…why? Is there some connection between Hollister and Garrison?" Or, what I'm really asking, do YOU know of any connection between them?
 
   "Maybe."
 
   Deflection might be good, now. "You know that Hollister raped Phoebe in college."
 
   "Yes. So, you don’t recall Hollister's name coming up with your husband?"
 
   Okay, that didn't work. "No...what's he got to do with this?"
 
   "Hollister is the one who got carjacked the same night."
 
   Ponzi frowned, appropriately. "That's very odd."
 
   "Yes, we thought so too." Ginger sipped the coffee. "Is there any other information you might be able to think of? Anyone who might have had a reason to do harm to your husband?"
 
   Me. Anna. Kenda. Victoria Mason. Hollister. An unknown number of other women. Oh, give me more paper for that list. Ponzi shook her head. "Not that I can tell you." Better than saying not that I know of, which would be a lie. Ponzi pressed a palm to her forehead, leaning on the arm of the sofa, and Ginger took that signal correctly.
 
   "Okay. Thanks for your time. Let me know if you think of anything, and try to get some rest. Maybe you could take something to help you sleep?"
 
   Ponzi thought how ironic that suggestion was. It was the very thing that started this whole mess. "That's exactly what I plan to do, Ginger." She stood, showing them to the door. "Thank you for…your help."
 
   Ginger patted her arm. "Take care."
 
   As Ponzi closed the door behind them, she thought of how good it would feel to climb in bed and sleep, knowing she would never be in danger of Garrison again. Maybe she'd actually try to do it without medication. Maybe take a hot shower first, relax. The only thing missing would be…Kenda. It certainly felt good to have her arms around me last night. But as she stood staring at the bed, all she could see was the video. That bed seemed sullied now. She knew she'd have to replace it. How could she possibly sleep in a tainted bed?
 
   Her trip to the bathroom was interrupted by the doorbell. Perhaps Ginger forgot something. When she opened the door, she found Phoebe standing there, apologetic for dropping by. But it was appreciated. Phoebe was being a good friend, checking on her. She invited her in.
 
   After the usual exchange of condolences, in which Ponzi feared she might have appeared cold regarding the death of her husband, Phoebe told her about her idea to start a women's shelter; and she wanted Ponzi to be her business partner in the enterprise. Her enthusiasm was infectious, and Ponzi had to admit, the idea of providing safe haven for abused women with nowhere to go was not only a sound idea, but one in which Ponzi found satisfaction. She agreed to the venture, and told Phoebe to do whatever she wanted about it, and Ponzi would give her a check for half the expenses, across the board. 
 
   She could not undo the crimes her husband had committed, but she could certainly ensure that other women didn’t ever have to deal with similar situations, alone. And if she owned the Warehouse Lofts, she could allow Kenda and Anna to live there for free, as further repayment for the evil they had helped her eradicate in the person of Garrison Bishop.
 
   A sense of well-being began to fill her. In the bedroom, Ponzi undressed and put on a fleece robe. Pausing beside the bed, she stared at the pillow where Garrison laid his head each night for the last year. Lifting the pillow to her face—the one she and Kenda had shared on the sofa—she inhaled, hoping to find Kenda's scent, but it still smelled too much like Garrison. So she tossed the pillow on the floor against a wall. Her eyes back on the place she would be sleeping alone now, she decided that changing the sheets would not suffice. She would have to get another bed. She wrenched the sheets off and tossed them aside next to the pillow. She'd sleep on the sofa. 
 
   At Garrison's nightstand, she opened the drawer, tugged off her wedding rings and dropped them in, sliding it closed again. Later, when she was able to deal with it, she would sell them for their gold value and donate the money to another charity.
 
   In the bathroom, she started the shower, and while waiting for it to get steamy, she pulled a small trash bag from under the sink, and opened all the drawers he had used, the medicine cabinet, the storage closet, and tossed his things into the bag, dropping it on the floor by the door. Soon, she would pack all his things up, donate them to charity as well, leaving nothing of him to remind her.
 
   Letting the robe fall off her to the carpet, she stepped into the shower, allowing the hot spray to caress her skin, relax her taut muscles. She was looking forward to sleeping. Finally.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~44~
 
   Probable Cause
 
    
 
   He could have said no. When that other female cop called him to come in for questioning on the carjacking case, he should have just told her to fuck off. He deserved some recuperation time. Probably since Bishop croaked, they were tying up loose ends. So, now he was stuck waiting in this boring-ass room, while they took their sweet time joining him.
 
   The large glass on the wall wasn't a mirror. He'd watched enough TV to know that it was a one-way view into this room. They were watching him. If she wasn't on suspension, Detective Grant was would be poking her nose into the case right now trying to figure out how the hell she could pin something on him. Now that Doc Bishop had croaked, it was just a matter of tying up loose ends. Maybe finding another shrink to continue the evaluations for the Internal Affairs investigation. Which he still hoped would be Grant's swan song. 
 
   As for the carjacking, he would just play along until the cop on this case figured out she was wasting her time. One thing he would not do is call his attorney. That would just make him look guilty of something, and he didn't want to give them any such idea. He wanted them to see him as a victim. And he wanted to be done with this little detour, so he could get back to his life.
 
   When the hottie in a uniform came in, his interest was again piqued. First, he noticed her body, curvy in all the right places, big tits; then he noticed her hair. A montage of brown and blonde, with a few swaths of—what was that? Purple? Hot pink? Probably the color of her pussy. He grinned, as she took a seat at the table.
 
   "Hello, Mr. Hollister, I'm Sergeant Eckert. Have a seat, and we'll get started." She pointed to the folding chair by the wall. Folding chair. Why didn't he get one of the padded ones? Couldn't they see he was still injured? Maybe he should have used the cane today. 
 
   The hottie was looking at a file.
 
   "Just need to follow-up on a few things about your carjacking ordeal."
 
   It was more of an ordeal for Bishop, he thought. Hollister took a seat and tried to appear comfortable. Sexy green eyes. His attention lower. The uniform would have been better if it showed some cleavage. Officer Eckert seemed to have quite a rack. And her hands. The kind of fingers that would look good around his dick.
 
   "Were you able to get treatment for your injuries?" 
 
   She seemed sincere.
 
   "Yes, thank you. I'm fine. Head wound, mostly a bump. Not a concussion, and some scrapes and bruises."
 
   "Good. Sounds like you'll be fine then." She turned a page in the file.
 
   "I don’t suppose you've found my car yet?"
 
   "Not yet. But I'm sure it will turn up. They often do within a few days."
 
   He nodded, deliberately crossing one ankle over his knee, so she could see the goods, but she was looking at his shoe.
 
   "What?"
 
   She shook her head. "Nothing. Probably unprofessional of me. I'm new at this. But have to say I love those shoes."
 
   Of course you do. You'd like what's in my pants even better. "Oh, these? Trekkers. They're pricey, but I like them too."
 
   "Okay, back to business." She bent toward the file again. "You said you didn't know your attackers. Is there anyone you can think of who might want to harm you, personally?"
 
   He could think of one person, right off hand, but he'd been dispatched to hell.  He shook his head instead  "No, not really."
 
   "You haven't had any recent altercations or arguments with anyone."
 
   "No."
 
   Hottie-cop reached for one of the water bottles on the table and told him to help himself, if he was thirsty. He was about to be thirsty as soon as he finished watching the movie playing in his head of her pouring that whole bottle over her shirt and fondling her nipples.
 
   Hollister took one of the bottles and had a drink, then toyed with the cap on the table. It was a trick he used often. Putting his finger in the cap and twirling it around on the table. It made chicks think of getting fingered. He'd certainly like a chance to—
 
   His thoughts were interrupted by the door, and who came through it. What the fuck was Detective Dyke doing in here? It wasn't even her case.
 
   Hollister sat up straight and folded his arms. "Detective Grant. I thought you were on suspension."
 
   "I was, but with the investigation expenses at Internal Affairs, all the budget cuts, they were short-handed."
 
   A dig. "You're on my…on this case?"
 
   "No, I'm investigating another case, with some similarities. We think that your attackers might have attacked someone else. So I'm here to ask you a few questions, that's all."
 
   No need to panic. She just wanted to give him a hard time. Her tactic wouldn't work. 
 
   Grant sat in the other padded chair, a little too close for his liking. 
 
   "You said earlier that you didn't know your attackers."
 
   "That's correct."
 
   "Well, we'd like to take some forensic samples from your cast, so that we might be able to identify them."
 
   What the fuck? "Samples?"
 
   "A swab or two. Could be there's DNA evidence on it, and if we have that in our database, we might be able to identify who attacked you and make an arrest."
 
   Oh no you don't. Can't have you doing that. You might find something else. Damn, he should have gotten the cast replaced already. "I don't know about that…"
 
   Grant seemed surprised that he wouldn't just do everything she asked him to. "I'm sorry?"
 
   "I don't know if I'm comfortable with that." No way she can make me do that. She'd have to have some kind of permission. A warrant, maybe. It was a violation of his privacy.
 
   "Why wouldn't you be comfortable with us collecting evidence that could find your attackers?"
 
   Thinking it over, he glanced at the Hottie-cop, who was smiling politely. "I don't know much about police procedure…but isn't that some kind of civil rights violation?"
 
   Grant laughed. "It's the police, doing their jobs and trying to solve your case. Are you refusing to let us collect that evidence from your cast?"
 
   He rubbed his left palm on the thigh of his jeans. "For now, yes. I should probably get some advice from an attorney…you know, to see if that's something I should do…" Damn, I didn't want to bring an attorney into this, but what else could I say?
 
   "Okay," Detective Grant said, looking back down at the file. "Let's talk about December 3rd. As I mentioned, there was another suspected carjacking that night. You might have heard about it."
 
   I'll give you nothing, now. "Can't say that I have."
 
   She stared at him. "Can't say, or won't say?"
 
   "Can't say." 
 
   "Let me just fill you in, then." She opened the file folder she was holding. "Someone torched the car of Dr. Garrison Bishop. You know Bishop, don't you?"
 
   "I don't know him. I just had an appointment with him. It was mandated by the Internal Affairs investigation into your—"
 
   "Mr. Hollister, you are aware that Bishop died, aren't you?"
 
   Not going to trip me up there, either. "If I didn't hear about his carjacking, how could I have heard he was dead?"
 
   "Maybe you just forgot. It's been all over the news. You don’t watch the news?"
 
   "Not much, no." 
 
   "Did you speak to or see Dr. Bishop on December 3rd?"
 
   "No I did not."
 
   "But you were on or near Bear Creek Road on December 3rd and so was he and both of you had an incident with your cars within an hour of each other. But you say you had no contact with Dr. Bishop?"
 
   "I already answered your question, Grant."
 
   Grant leaned toward him with her elbows on her knees. "You see my confusion, here, don't you?"
 
   "Shouldn't be any confusion, Detective. There was a carjacker in the area. Bishop and I were obviously both victims of him."
 
   "Then you didn’t have any contact with Bishop on the 3rd?"
 
   Goddamn. How many times do I have to answer the same question? "No, I did not have any contact with him."
 
   She leafed through the file methodically, and finally asked, "Just for the record, were you able to describe the carjackers?"
 
   "It was dark."
 
   "I know it was dark, but my question was, can you describe them?"
 
   "I don't know." He tried to imagine what carjackers would look like. "They were average height. They had on dark coats and masks."
 
   "In the report," She looked down at the file. "you told police that they knocked you out and you didn't see them at all."
 
   Damn. "I must have seen them when I was…before I passed out."
 
   "Where were you when you passed out?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "I mean, were you in the car, or--?"
 
   "Uh…no, I was outside the car."
 
   "How exactly were you knocked out?"
 
   "They came up behind me and hit me in the head." He pointed to the location of the head injury at his left temple. 
 
   "What was the location of this attack?"
 
   "At the lake."
 
   "Bear Creek Park Lake?"
 
   "Right."
 
   "How did you get to the payphone at the convenience store?"
 
   Stupid question. "They took my car. How do you think I got there?"
 
   "Don’t ask me, maybe you sprouted wings."
 
   Now she was pissing him off. She obviously thought there was a connection between him and Bishop that night. "I walked."
 
   "And how long did it take you?"
 
   How am I supposed to know that? "I'm not sure."
 
   "Ballpark," she prodded.
 
   He shrugged. "A couple hours."
 
   "I mapped the distance from Bear Creek Lake to the Circle K, and it would only have taken you about 45 minutes."
 
   "Well, I don't know. I was injured." He picked up his water bottle. "I had a head injury. I didn't sprint there. I figured it took a couple hours. It seemed like a couple of hours." That made perfect sense. He took a drink.
 
   "Mmm-hm. About those injuries…" Grant pulled two pictures from the file folder; one of Hollister's knuckles, the other of the top of his shoulder. "Officers who responded to your carjacking report took these. This one is the condition of the knuckles on your left hand. This one of your shoulder." She slid the photos closer to him, across the table. "Can you tell me how you received each of them?"
 
   Another stupid question. You're slipping, Dyke. "I told you, I fought them off."
 
   "Yes, you did say that, but you also said you were knocked unconscious when they came up behind you. At what point did you hit them, causing the knuckle injury, and at what point did they strike you on the shoulder with something sharp enough to make this gouge in your skin?"
 
   Hollister's eyes flickered over the photos. "I'm not sure I can explain it. It was traumatic…maybe I'm blocking some details."
 
   "That's my guess, too," Grant responded.
 
   Bitch. 
 
   "Mr. Hollister," She turned a page in the file and looked at a page full of handwriting. "Why didn't you call the police from that payphone? Why did you call a cab instead?"
 
   Shifting in the hard metal chair, he just wanted to go home and have a beer. This was really annoying. "I…was exhausted from walking, in pain from my injuries." He showed her the cast, as a reminder.
 
   "You received that injury in the traffic stop, not in the carjacking."
 
   "Yes, the traffic stop by YOU," where you tried to kill me, bitch.
 
   "The point is, you insinuate that you injured your wrist in the carjacking."
 
   "I did injure it. I had to use it to defend myself. Now look at it."
 
   "I am looking at it. It's in awful shape."
 
   "Right. Doc says I need to get this replaced with a new one, now. I have an appointment in an hour to do that," And then you won't be able to get to it. "so can we wrap this up?" 
 
   She wrote something on a notepad. "That's a great deal of damage."
 
   "I just wanted to go home. I was going to report it the next day, but decided I should file the report that night, anyway, so maybe they'd have a better chance of catching the guy." Perfectly sensible.
 
   Officer Hottie suddenly chimed in, "Guy, singular? I thought you said there were two of them? So you fought two assailants, or one?"
 
   "I think there were two, but I only fought with one."
 
   Grant asked, "How did you fight with one, if they walked up and knocked you out from behind?"
 
   Now this is getting too complicated. Maybe he should say no more. Or maybe he should blame his hesitation on the injuries, the trauma, the---was she grinning?
 
   "Okay." Grant said. "Help me understand…You have damage to the cast, contusions and bruising and inflammation on your knuckles, a grazing wound across your shoulder. That's quite a list of injuries for an encounter you can't recall. Can you remember exactly at what point this battle took place? Was it before they knocked you out, or after you woke up?"
 
   Keep it simple. Stay calm. "Maybe it was after I woke up…while they were stealing my car…maybe my brain just doesn't want to remember yet…"
 
   "Sounds like you would benefit from hypnosis. I'd send you to Dr. Bishop, but of course, he's dead."
 
   Fuck off. "Look, this is absurd. You're just trying to trip me up."
 
   "Why would I be trying to trip you up? I'm asking about the details of a crime committed against you. If you're telling the truth, it should all add up. It doesn't."
 
   If I'm telling the truth. But you don't think so, do you? "Why would I lie about being carjacked?"
 
   "That's what I want to know, Mr. Hollister."
 
   He put the water bottle on the table and leaned back in his chair, folding his arms. Time to let the shark handle it. "I am not answering any more questions without my attorney present."
 
   "That's certainly your right, Mr. Hollister, although I fail to see why you would need an attorney. You're not under arrest, and we are investigating a crime against you. I was under the impression that you were the victim."
 
   Because I can see you're trying to pin Bishop's death on me. "I know that you can't keep me here. I can leave whenever I want."
 
   "Normally, that would be true, Mr. Hollister, but see, we have probable cause to hold you."
 
   Yeah we'll see what my attorney says about that one. "Oh? What probable cause might that be? That I can't recall all the details of a traumatic event?"
 
   "No." She showed him a sheet of paper. "We have your fingerprints on Dr.  Bishop's wallet, which was found at the scene of the crime."
 
   Bishop's wallet. I took his money and then…then I threw it on the ground. Oh shit. I didn't clean that.
 
   "How is it that your fingerprints were found on a dead man's wallet?" 
 
   Did I have an opportunity to touch his wallet? I showed him those fake pictures from mine and then left it there accidentally. Maybe he showed me pictures of his family. Yeah. 
 
   "That puts you at the scene of the crime."
 
   "No, that puts the wallet at the scene of the crime. The wallet travelled around with my fingerprints on it, because I had an appointment with him a few days ago."
 
   "And you stole his wallet?"
 
   "No!" Fucking bitch.
 
   "Well then explain the fingerprints."
 
   "I took out my wallet and showed him pictures of my nephew. He showed me pictures of his. I took his wallet to look at them."
 
   "First of all, psychiatrists are trained professionals, and they keep their personal lives out of their interactions with patients. And second of all, you don't have any nephews…and more to the point, neither does Bishop."
 
   Fuck me. "Maybe he was lying."
 
   "Maybe you're lying," she said smugly. Grant pulled her chair forward, trying to intimidate him, probably. "So you lied several times right there, in order to concoct another reason for your fingerprints on a dead man's wallet…this means I have to assume that you're lying about any number of other things."
 
   She's just trying to confuse me. Wait for the attorney. "You're railroading me. I said I'm not saying anything else without my attorney."
 
   "No need." Detective Grant got up and went to the door and Hottie-cop followed her. "You're free to go."
 
   What the hell was all that about, then? Hollister watched her close the door behind her. Well damn right I'm free to go. Grant had realized she didn't have a thing on him, and finally had to admit it. He got up and headed for the door. Fuck you, Grant.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~45~
 
   Of Wolves and Lambs
 
    
 
   Aside from the calls she made to Kenda, and a shower, and a few meals, Ponzi slept for two days. She had not taken any medication, but discovered she didn't need it. And she didn't have any nightmares, either.
 
   Now, sitting down in front of the television with her freshly brewed coffee, she  increased the volume on the TV, listening to the reporter as she stood in front of the courthouse.
 
   "A bizarre twist in the death of local police psychiatrist, Garrison Bishop. Authorities now believe the doctor's death was a homicide. And the local community is shocked to learn that the former Olympic athlete Payne Hollister has been arrested in connection with the crime."
 
   She muted the volume again. They didn't have to worry about reporting Hollister. He had hung himself. Just another animal in the jungle of humanity. Fitting, she thought. Wolves attacking members of the pack. Perhaps it was an effective tactic, to turn them on each other, so they wouldn't have time to devour the lambs. Another reality of the food chain was that we did not eat wolf meat, but did consume lamb. She wanted to protect all the lambs she could. Anna and Kenda were both lambs. One could justifiably become a vegetarian, thinking about things like this.
 
   The primary concern for Ponzi was whether or not Ginger would find anything to link Kenda, Anna and herself to the scenario. They were careful about evidence, but most citizens don't know how to properly conceal everything. She could only hope that some kind of karmic protection existed for three woman who saw that justice was served. Fortunately, there was the added convenience of them having done nothing illegal. Even if the entire plot was found out, what charges could be filed against them? None.
 
   Kenda would be back soon with groceries. She had insisted that Ponzi wait and just relax, and Ponzi had given in, but insisted on handing her a wad of cash for the shopping.
 
   Ponzi could scarcely believe the events of the last few days. Her whole world had been upended. Some of it at her own hand. Some of it the machinations of a man who turned out to be everything but who she thought he was. Perhaps she had seen only what she wanted to see. What she needed to see. But she was seeing clearly now, and she would never allow herself that degree of blindness again. Was there a creature, a species, halfway in between a wolf and a lamb? Ponzi thought it might be prudent to become whatever that was.
 
   One thing she did know with utter confidence was that Kenda was a solid friend, and had gone above and beyond the call of that friendship to help Ponzi solve a complicated problem, and at great risk to her own safety. Ponzi believed that sort of loyalty should be rewarded. She had the envelopes ready for when she returned, and the other thank you gift was waiting, as well.
 
   She stepped into the garage for the empty boxes, and took them into the bedroom to begin packing them. Everything that had ever belonged to Garrison, went into a box. Her storage facility had employees who would pick up and transport items. She'd get a compartment just for Garrisons things until she figured out which charity to donate them to. 
 
   Carrying one of the boxes to the garage, she paused at the drink cart. She plucked out the two Grey Goose bottles and carried them to the kitchen sink, emptied them, and tossed them in the trash. She replaced them on the cart with wine.
 
   The insurance money from the Mercedes would be donated to Victoria Mason, but she wasn’t sure the woman even knew what had happened to her yet. It was bound to come out if Hollister's phone was ever confiscated by the police. And Ponzi still had the videos of herself being violated, and the videos she and Kenda had taken that night in Garrison's office. She'd hang onto them just in case. But maybe Hollister had deleted the video, since he no longer needed it for leverage against her husband. Time would tell. 
 
   She thought about Victoria; wondered if it was better not to know. Ponzi might be the only one who could speak to that issue with any authority, since she didn’t know either, and then when she did, it resulted in a vigilante justice scheme, and who knows what scars it would create for her to carry around in the ensuing days? If Victoria Mason never found out what happened to her, Ponzi would still send her the money. Do something—anything, to attempt amends for what her monster-husband had done.
 
   Ponzi felt she would be paying for Garrison's deeds for some time to come. And there was the fallout for her business; which she could not avert by citing her own status as one of his victims. That would remain a terrible secret between herself, Kenda, and Anna. Perhaps the consuming public would sympathize in general, and it wouldn't affect her business too badly. She wanted her profit margin to remain strong, now more than ever, so she could be certain that anyone on the receiving end of Garrison Bishop's crimes was compensated in some way. It was the least she could do.
 
   She heard the Fairmont pull up outside, sputtering and dying. That car was not going to last much longer. She greeted Kenda at the door and helped her with the grocery bags. 
 
   "We're making Beef Burgundy."
 
   "Yummy," Ponzi said, setting the canvas shopping bags on the counter.
 
   Ponzi updated Kenda on the news reports about Garrison, and they discussed the case and their fears of being implicated in part of it. Kenda pointed out, just as she had with Anna, that the only law that was broken, was that Anna drove Hollister's car somewhere and parked it. It would be hard to prove that, and even if it was proven, it paled beside the other crimes committed, and would likely be dismissed. If not, Ponzi would of course make sure that Anna had all the help she needed in making that charge go away.
 
   While the beef was simmering, Ponzi took Kenda's arm and walked her to the sofa. "Now sit down. I have something for you." Ponzi gave her the first smaller envelope. It contained several credit cards for different stores, including a Visa with a high limit. "I want you to use these like gift cards. I will pay the bills."
 
   "Ponzi…" Kenda frowned. "No…I can't…"
 
   "Please let me do this for you, Kenda. I have the money. It's not a hardship for me. It's not that big of a deal for me, so let me shower you with appreciation. You deserve it and I want you to know how much I appreciate your loyalty and your help." 
 
   "I would have helped you for free, Ponzi."
 
   "I know that. All the more reason why I want to do this for you. There are things you need, and I want to make sure you can have them. It would make me very happy to do this. Please."
 
   Kenda sighed, half-smiling. "Thank you…I don't feel quite right about it, but…thank you…"
 
   "You'll get over it as soon as you start warming up the plastic," she giggled. "Now…" She handed her the large envelope and watched her pull out and shuffle through the papers, looking up in confusion.
 
   "I'm not sure what—"
 
   "It's stock. In my company. You now own shares. Just a little nest egg thing."
 
   Warm tears spilled over onto Kenda's cheeks as she looked down at the generous gifts in her lap. Ponzi reached over and wiped the tears away. "You saved me Kenda. I guess you don't realize it. But you are like…my hero, now."
 
   Kenda fell against her and they embraced. Soon Ponzi pulled back. "One more thing, though…" She got up and went to the back door, stepping out onto the deck and waving Kenda out with her.
 
   In the back driveway, was the black Grand Cherokee they had used in their secret double-cross mission. She frowned at Ponzi, who handed her the keys. "It's yours."
 
   Kenda looked back and forth from the Jeep to Ponzi, shaking her head, her mouth open, but no words coming out.
 
   "Think of it like this…Ginger saw your car when she followed you that day from the 9th Door. You don't want her to notice that car again, should your paths cross. And they probably will, since I'm associated with them, now."
 
   Kenda turned and pulled Ponzi into a hug, speechless.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~46~
 
   Casting Aspersions
 
    
 
   The number wasn't one he recognized, but he answered anyway, just in case it was some co-ed, all lubed up and ready for a little playtime. He had given his number to the nurse who removed his cast. Maybe it was her. He answered.
 
   "Mr Hollister? Sergeant Eckert, DPD…"
 
   Bloody hell. What now?
 
   "So sorry to bother you again," she said sweetly. "We just have a few more questions, if you could come down to the station."
 
   "I thought this was all wrapped up?" he snapped.
 
   "Well it will be. We just need to wrap up a couple more things, so we can close this case."
 
   That's more like it. 
 
   "About time. When?"
 
   "Now, if you can manage it. I know you'd like to get this thing over and done with as much as we would."
 
   He sighed laboriously, for effect. "I'll be right there."
 
   "Thank you, Mr. Hollister. See you in a few."
 
   One more stupid visit and then he was done.
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, his wrist feeling better, now that he had the new cast, the muscle-bound officer showed him into the same interrogation room, and minutes after that, the same cop opened the interrogation room door to let Grant and Eckert in. The big man in blue stood in the doorway, looking like a bouncer at a downtown nightclub. 
 
   Someone had left a phone on the table. Maybe another poor sap who had used it to call his attorney. Hollister didn't need one anymore. All this was about to go away. He tilted back in the chair. The padded one, this time. 
 
   Detective Grant dropped the file on the table, in front of him. "You don't have to say a word, but I thought you might want to know that this is the lab report on your old cast. Blood samples from it are a match to Garrison Bishop."
 
   "My c..cast?" he stuttered. "I had that removed, this is a new one—" 
 
   "We confiscated your old cast at the hospital a few hours ago."
 
   Hollister lowered the front legs of his chair to the floor. What the hell was Grant up to? Was he going to have to call his attorney after all?
 
   "A shoe print was also found at the crime scene. And the other printout is the lab report on that. It's a size 11 Napoli Trekker, which you are wearing right now. A search warrant for your house is being delivered to me as we speak." 
 
   His eyes fell to the report. Blood analysis. A photo of a shoe print casting. Wait. What—
 
   "You may use that phone to call your attorney."
 
   What a crock! "Damn straight I will." He picked up the phone and punched in the digits, demanding the barrister come down to the station. Clicking the phone off, he tossed it roughly on the table.
 
   Grant waved the officer over. "Mr. Hollister, please remove your shoes."
 
   The officer was holding a plastic bag, shaking it out, waiting.
 
   Payne Hollister met the eyes of the bouncer-cop, who was scowling as if he was the one who got shoved off a cliff. Maybe better to cooperate until this got straightened out by his attorney. Slowly, Hollister removed his shoes. The officer dropped the Trekkers in the bag and stepped back, his eyes on Grant.
 
   "Please stand up, Mr. Hollister, and put your hands behind your back."
 
   "What the fuck?" He felt all his muscles tighten.
 
   "Stand up, and turn around," she commanded again. 
 
   His gaze fell to the cuffs in her hand, and back up to her eyes. He stared at her. Was she about to arrest him? It wasn't possible. There was nothing to…there was no—
 
   Detective Grant was cuffing him.
 
   "You're under arrest in connection to the death of Garrison Bishop. We'll send your attorney to your cell when he arrives." She turned to the brawny officer at the door. "Officer Pederson, Mirandize and transport Mr. Hollister to booking."
 
   The officer stepped over, handed the evidence bag with the Trekkers to Ginger, then took Hollister's arm. 
 
   Grant looked down at Hollister's socked feet. "And get him some really ugly, uncomfortable shoes."
 
   He felt the viselike grip of the bouncer-cop at his elbow, shoving him toward the door. Bitch! This is not over.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~47~
 
   What the Law Demands
 
    
 
   After booking, Hollister was ushered into a cell, the door clanking closed behind him. He used the paper towel they gave him to rub at the ink on his fingers. His attorney, William Swilley, would certainly get him out of there. Didn't he just have to post bail? How long did that take? He stood at the bars and shouted, “Hey!” Then throwing his guts into it, he screamed, “Heeeeeyyyyy!”
 
   In moment, Officer Wen Pederson came in through the door at the end of the corridor. “Keep it down!” the hulk in blue shouted. When Hollister continued his bellowing, the big cop went to get Ginger.
 
   A few minutes later, Detective Grant swung open the door to the cell corridor, Chloe in tow. She stopped in front of Hollister’s cell.
 
   “I’ll have to ask you to use your inside voice, Hollister.”
 
   Chloe suppressed a grin.
 
   Hollister grabbed the bars. “Where’s my lawyer? And when can I post bail?”  
 
   “I can’t speak to the promptness of your attorney. But since this is Friday, there won’t be a bail hearing until at least Monday. So make yourself comfortable.”
 
   Hollister smacked the bars with the heel of his hand. “I want my attorney, now!”
 
   “You called him, we don’t have any control over when he decides to get here.” She handed the portable phone through the bars. “Feel free to call him again.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Hollister snatched the phone and turned his back to punch in the number. Ginger looked down at the ugly white shoes that Officer Pederson had found for him. She was sure they were a size too small. What a shame.
 
   Ignoring his audience, he bellowed at the barrister, colloquially referred to as Slick Willy Swilley, the attorney was on the payroll of the Hollister family, and serviced the legal needs of other wealthy Colorado citizens. His reputation as a shark was well-earned. But even legal maneuvering would not get Hollister out of jail before Monday, and probably not even then. Any judge contacted for such a special dispensation would be too pissed to comply. Had the case involved the questionable incarceration of a law abiding housewife, or a child, a weekend interruption might have been forgiven. But not for someone like Hollister, and not when he was suspected of homicide. 
 
   Finally, Hollister clicked the phone off, and turned around.
 
   “He’s on his way, and when he gets here, I’ll be leaving.”
 
   “Not gonna happen, Hollister.” Ginger said, her hands folded behind her back. “You’ve been arrested for a serious crime. The law demands that there must be a bail hearing before you are released, if at all.”
 
   “I don’t care what the law demands!”
 
   “That much is painfully obvious,” she said. “But you’ll have to stay right where you are until business hours commence on Monday.”
 
   He threw the phone and it shattered into several pieces on the floor of the cell.
 
   “And you’ll be paying for that phone and the destruction of city property. She lifted her notepad and jotted something. “I’m making a note of that. It will be added to your charges.”
 
   He growled like the caged animal he was. 
 
   Ginger and Chloe left him there, pacing and yammering.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   The technicians who worked weekends were eager to please, as they wanted full time jobs, so Chloe was able to charm the female lab tech into processing the DNA on the cast, and doing comparative analysis on the Trekker shoe print. By the end of the day on Saturday, Chloe dashed back into the squad room, holding a folder. "Hot files, coming through," she announced.
 
   She opened the folder on Ginger's desk. The samples from the cast matched Bishop, and the shoe print matched Hollister’s Trekkers exactly, even down to the individual blemishes. Plenty to keep Hollister locked up, and enough for the judge to deny him bail. He would be considered a flight risk, due to the severity of the crime, and with his access to money and resources. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~48~
 
   In the Tank
 
    
 
   Adams County Detention center felt like prison, even though it was more like jail. Payne Hollister was glad he was alone in the cell housing two bunks, one on either side of the ten by ten foot room. Six days, he had been trapped in this hell-hole, waiting for his arraignment hearing.
 
   Stupid orange scrubs. Stupid hard bunk. The Salisbury steak and mashed potatoes and peas he'd had served to him through the square hole in the door, tasted like cardboard. Salisbury steak was usually only found in those cheap TV dinners. What he wouldn't give for a T-bone with shrimp and rice pilaf.
 
   His after-dinner reading had done nothing to elevate his mood. Hollister folded the newspaper neatly, and then threw it on the floor of the cell. Damn reporters had it all wrong. The paper was full of stories about him, about the case. How was he going to get a fair trial? His reputation was being ruined. 
 
   He reassured himself with the knowledge that Swilley was the high-powered shark variety of attorney, and well-paid from the Hollister coffers. It was in his best interests to get Payne out of this place. Get him acquitted of all charges. He wasn’t even sure what those charges would be, but Swilley assured him it would be no more than manslaughter.
 
   He was going to make someone pay for this, once his lawyer got him off. They'd all rue the day they crossed Payne Hollister. Just like that stupid fuck, Bishop. The look on the shrink's face as he slid over the edge of the cliff had been one of the most satisfying moments of Payne's life, rivaled only by his time on the slopes. He longed for the days when he was sluicing down the snowy hillside, past the adoring eyes of college co-eds. 
 
   How did he manage to get himself in this position? He'd miscalculated. But the experience had taught him well. He would not make the same mistakes again.
 
   He stretched out on the bunk and folded his arm over his eyes. The days were endless, here. He missed his clothes, his shoes, his jewelry. He missed driving his Lexus. He wanted a beer. His wrist was throbbing inside the new cast. He thought of the old, damaged cast that had been one of his miscalculations. Detective Grant thought she was so clever. But her day was coming. He'd find a way to make her pay. And then he'd take out the dyke detective and Phoebe while he was at it. But not until after he'd had his fun with them. Slowly. Chain them up somewhere. Like out at that abandoned warehouse across from those lofts on Bear Creek Road. Take his time with them. Savor it. His left hand slid down to the growing hardness. 
 
   The clank of metal stilled his movement, and he brought his arm away from his eyes. The guard was unlocking the door, ushering in a churlish, tattooed behemoth. "You have a new roommate, Hollister," the guard said. "Say hello to Tank."
 
   Payne Hollister sat up. The man could have been the poster boy for a biker organization. Long greasy hair and a week of facial hair framed a square jaw adorned with a long scar. After the guard closed the door and removed the cuffs from Tank through the cuff port, the big man only gave Payne a cursory glance before going to the bunk on the other side of the room to flop down, the bed frame squeaking and scratching along the floor with the weight of his landing. He not only looked like he lifted weights every day, he looked like he was wearing the weights inside his skin. 
 
   Tank reached down for the newspaper Payne had discarded, and began to read, periodically glancing in his direction. Payne sneered. The man could actually read.
 
   Still, Payne felt his mouth go dry whenever he glanced over at the goliath in the other bunk. Had he still presented as the dapper Olympic skier from a wealthy family, Payne would be in danger. But he had his own mussed hair and unshaven features to even things out. No expensive clothes and jewelry to set him apart from the criminals in this place. He was just another orange set of scrubs. And since the guy was reading the news stories that told of Payne Hollister's exploits, he would likely leave him alone. Might even respect him. He'd evaded police for years, after all, while taking what he wanted from women. He'd killed a police doctor who got in the way. These low-life animals were probably in here for cooking meth, and Payne was sure he had enough clout to command some respect from them. He thought of Hannibal Lector in Silence of the Lambs. Short of making the big man eat his own brains, maybe he'd have to do something to show how dangerous he was. Maybe he'd change his name when he got out. Payne Hannibal. Payne Lector.
 
   When he heard Tank turning the pages of the paper, Payne avoided looking. These guys didn't like eye contact, and that was fine.
 
   The chunk sound, and the room dimmed considerably. Lights out. Another day closer to his arraignment. Hollister heard Tank drop the paper on the floor, heard him turn over to go to sleep. He closed his eyes as well, soothing himself with vivid images of the things he would do to the detective. To the dyke P.I. To Phoebe.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   The breath was forced from his lungs as he felt his arms being twisted behind his back. Meaty hands hammered his head against the dirty brick wall by the bunk, sending daggers of pain through his skull. Payne Hollister felt the warm progression of blood sliding down his cheek, and his muscles would not engage to protect himself.
 
   He tried to scream, but Tank punched him in the chest, and any breath he had left was suddenly gone. Tank forced Hollister's face into the musty pillow, viselike fingers gripping the back of his neck, preventing his escape. He could feel the hard whiskers against his cheek, smell the musky, cigarette scent of the big man, as his mouth pressed to Hollister's ear. "I never had a celebrity before…" he growled.
 
   A massive, brawny hand jerked the waist of the orange scrubs down, and before Hollister could recover from the cracking of his head, the blow to his chest, a hot shard of male flesh invaded him roughly.
 
   His throat was closed off by horror and pain and fear, so Payne Hollister screamed inside his head, praying for it to be over.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~49~
 
   Catering
 
    
 
   The generous check from Ponzi had been deposited, and Anna returned from the bank to the lofts, arriving at Chloe's door for after-dinner drinks. Anna was immediately introduced to Miss Demeanor, the pet chicken.
 
   On the futon in front of Chloe's fireplace, the flames driving out the chill of evening, Anna listened to Chloe recounting the arrest of Payne Hollister. How satisfying it was to see him escorted to booking, and how Ginger had informed him he was stuck there for the weekend. "And now, he's at the Adams County Detention facility, realizing he's not as smart as he thought he was, and might never be free again. Stupid fucker."
 
   Anna resisted the urge to tell Chloe the other things she knew about Payne Hollister. The investigation and impending trial would likely shed light on all the darkness surrounding that man. "Sounds like justice was served."
 
   "Oh it was, and I was lucky enough to be one of the caterers."
 
   Anna laughed. "You really love your job, don't you?"
 
   "I really, really do," she admitted.
 
   Freeing the top button of her blouse, Anna lifted one eyebrow. "How about you cater to me, right now?"
 
   "Oh, wait until you see what's on the menu…" Chloe pulled Anna down on top of her, and buried her face in Anna's neck. A few seconds later, she felt Anna tense. "What's wrong?"
 
   Anna strained to look behind her. 
 
   Chloe saw Miss Demeanor, standing between Anna's shoulder blades, cocking her head down to look at her.
 
   Anna felt Chloe chuckling beneath her. "Oh, Miss D. is just making sure you're not hurting her mommy."
 
   Anna dropped a few dramatic kisses on Chloe, and Chloe laughed. Miss Demeanor must have found that sufficient, as she jumped down and walked over to the fireplace, hopped up on the ledge and nested in the basket there.
 
   Between kisses, Chloe said, "Don't take it the wrong way if I leave before you're awake in the morning…I have to help Ginger escort Hollister to the arraignment at the courthouse."
 
   "I won't take it the wrong way, if you leave another note, like last time." Anna unfastened the remaining buttons of her Oxford.
 
   Chloe helped Anna out of the shirt. "I'll have Miss D. make you some breakfast, too. I hope one egg is enough."
 
   Anna kissed Chloe's neck, pulling at the buttons of her shirt. "I'll poach it and put it on toast."
 
    
 
   ~50~
 
   What If I Don't
 
    
 
   The smell of the garlic-oregano chicken Ponzi had made in the Crock-Pot still scented the kitchen, as she and Kenda loaded their lunch dishes in the dishwasher. Kenda found herself distracted by Ponzi's chest, as she leaned over to insert the plates. She had never seen a more beautiful cleavage. 
 
   Ponzi straightened, smiled knowingly. "What are you looking at?"
 
   Eyebrows high on her forehead, Kenda hesitated. "At your…product." Product? Kenda reprimanded herself. How lame. You're staring at her heaving cleavage, and blaming it on the bra that Ponzi designed? "That didn't come out right. I just meant your…you look good…"
 
   "Thank you." Ponzi grinned, indulging the faux pas, dimples at full-depth.
 
   Kenda valiantly fended off a blush, but ultimately failed. "I can't help but notice things like that, I'm a red-blooded American lesbian, remember?"
 
   "Oh, I am well aware of your orientation." Dropping the detergent pellet in the reservoir, Ponzi closed the dishwasher door and turned it on.
 
   Kenda wiped the dribbled water off the counter with a towel. "And that's really not a problem for you?"
 
   "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it," Ponzi said, taking the towel to dry her hands.
 
   Kenda stared at her. "There's a bridge?"
 
   "There's one at the lake," she said evasively. "Ready for that walk?"
 
   Kenda nodded, afraid to say anything else at that point. Wishful thinking could be such a pain in the ass.
 
   Ponzi grabbed the bag of stale bread from the breadbox, and the two shrugged into their coats and headed down Arizona Avenue toward Grasmere Lake. For a while, they talked about the Hollister case, and how what they had done ultimately led to the arrest of still another predator. Their conversation then veered into movies and books, and Kenda's Jujitsu class. 
 
   Once on the footpath around the lake, Ponzi said, "I'm going into business with Phoebe."
 
   "Really? What sort of business?"
 
   "Well, charity, really. She approached me about an idea for a specialized women's shelter, and I agreed to partner with her in it. I really like the idea of helping women who have been mistreated or abused by the men in their lives." She gave Kenda a pointed glance.
 
   "Timely. And of course you would understand the need for that after what you went through with Garrison. And what we found out about Hollister."
 
   "That's the truth. She has some really great ideas about it. She brought the paperwork over this morning for me to sign, so it's a done-deal. We bought the warehouse property where Anna's loft is."
 
   "You did?"
 
   "Yes, Anna had mentioned that the owners were selling, and Phoebe pounced on it." 
 
   The sparkle of sunlight through the trees made a prismatic display on their faces, kaleidoscoping with the rustling of the breeze through the leaves. 
 
   "But the reason I brought it up, is that you can now move into one of the lofts."
 
   Kenda paused on the footpath and turned to her. "Seriously?"
 
   Ponzi smiled. "Seriously."
 
   "When?"
 
   "Whenever you want. I know how much you liked Anna's place, and you said you hate where you are now." 
 
   "You have no idea!" Kenda did a little happy dance as Ponzi laughed. "So you're about to be my landlady."
 
   "Looks that way." Ponzi threaded her arm through Kenda's, resuming the walk.
 
   "You won't be raising the rent?"
 
   "Nope."
 
   "Is it close to what I've been paying?"
 
   "Nope."
 
   Fuck. Kenda stopped and said apologetically, "I'm sort of on a limited budget, so, maybe I won't be moving after all…"
 
   "No worries. After what you've done for me, the friend you've been, you'll be living there rent-free."
 
   Kenda took a step back. "No way! Ponzi, you have already given me so much. I can't let you do that, too."
 
   Ponzi tamed a wayward lock of hair, waving at the chilly breeze. "You're not talking me out of it. There are a bunch of tenants there already, and they'll all still pay. If it makes you feel better, I'm giving Anna the same deal for the same reasons. It's a way for me to thank you."
 
   "You've already thanked me." Kenda shoved her hands in her coat pockets. She had always been independent, never comfortable with hand-outs, or owing anyone anything.
 
   "Look, if it offends your sensibilities, you can help out with the shelter. There will be the renovations on the second warehouse, and I know you did lots of carpentry work on stage sets before. Think of it as working for the rent, if you like. There will also be the upkeep after the building is finished, and plenty of volunteer work. You can teach Jujitsu to the women there, or something. But I want you to live there rent-free." She added with dramatic flair, "I have spoken." Ponzi took her arm and got them walking again.
 
   Kenda actually enjoyed building stage sets. And she had always liked renovations and fixing things. Helping out with the whole project sounded like an exciting adventure.
 
   Eventually, they came to a covered footbridge that spanned over the water, where Ponzi stopped and offered the open bread sack to Kenda, who plunged her hand in and tossed crumbs toward the ducks swimming underneath. 
 
   "You're a good person, Kenda." Ponzi scattered a handful of crumbs on the water. "You deserve some pleasures and comforts."
 
   As Kenda thought about Ponzi's offer, it became less a feeling of obligation, and more a sense of good fortune. The idea of having purpose again, living at one of the lofts, driving a new car, having some extra money, finally…it was a chunk of good luck Kenda was unaccustomed to having, but could probably embrace. A sense of contentment began to flood her whole body.
 
   Ponzi glanced over at her. "There it is. That smile I like so much."
 
   They continued over the planks, and Kenda felt Ponzi staring at her, and tried to calm the increase of pulse Ponzi's appraising eyes always engendered. Finally, she realized Ponzi was still looking at her, but her smile had faded, replaced by an expression of hesitancy. "Something on your mind?"
 
   "We're crossing that bridge…" she said suggestively. 
 
   Kenda recalled the cryptic exchange earlier in the kitchen, and blushed.
 
   Ponzi paused, making a thorough examination of Kenda's eyes before moving into her arms, hugging her close. 
 
   In a moment, Kenda pulled back to regard her, and without thinking, she lightly touched her lips to Ponzi's for only a second. "Oh—" Kenda had surprised herself, and thought better of the action.
 
   But Ponzi kissed her back, briefly.
 
   "Oh…" Kenda whispered again.
 
   Ponzi kissed her again, lingering. 
 
   When she stopped to invade Kenda's eyes a second time, Kenda released a shaking breath. "I need to sit down." She moved toward the gazebo at the end of the bridge, and dropped onto the bench. 
 
   Ponzi joined her. "Was that the right thing to do?"
 
   "Compared to slapping me, yes."
 
   Ponzi laughed. "What?"
 
   "Never mind, I don't know what I'm saying. I think a thousand brain cells just fell out of my head."
 
   Pulling her wool-lined leather cape coat tighter, Ponzi said, "I'm not sure what I'm doing."
 
   Not sure why she kissed me? Or not sure she did it properly? 
 
   As if reading her mind, Ponzi clarified, "I mean, I've never done that before, never kissed a woman…I don't know…how…"
 
   "You fake it well, then." She smiled at her, then became pensive. "Did…did you want to do it?"
 
   "Of course I did. I wouldn't have done it unless I wanted to."
 
   "Then you're…are you…did it—"
 
   Ponzi laughed. "Do I need to get you some speech therapy?"
 
   Kenda sighed, smiling. "Caught me off-guard, is all."
 
   Ponzi reached for Kenda's hand. "I don't want you to feel strange about all this. I know there are lots of changes going on…I'm not sure what happens, now, but I wanted you to know that I have some real feelings for you."
 
   The credit cards, the stock, the Jeep, and the impending move to a perfect free apartment were incredible gifts of generosity, but Kenda found far more value in that moment; just hearing Ponzi admit to having some feelings that were more than platonic. She would have traded all those other things for just that. Realizing the ramifications of it all, Kenda suddenly couldn't find the vocabulary portion of her brain. Not the portions that stored all the sufficient, precise words. The heartfelt, the poetic. She couldn't think of a single quote, out of all the memorized lines in her career. She could only reply with the simplest truth, "I have feelings for you, too."
 
   "I know." Ponzi sandwiched Kenda's hand in her own.
 
   She knows. You have not been fooling her at all. But that's not even the point. She can't have sex. What are you doing? What if all these gifts are Ponzi's way of making up for what she can never give you? What if all these gifts and gestures are just consolation prizes? Kenda shook away the voice in her head; the one that served as town crier. But the voice returned. You will never be able to physically express those feelings for her…You're going to get your heart broken. The sunlight broke through the trees again, bright on her eyes, and Kenda pulled out her sunglasses, slid them on. Part of her knew the sunglasses were for more than shade. She was hiding her thoughts. Hiding herself.
 
   "What are you thinking right now?"
 
   Kenda closed her eyes on a sigh.
 
   "Are you thinking about my…condition?"
 
   The ducks had gobbled up the remaining breadcrumbs and had come out of the water to waddle over for more. Kenda pulled her hand free of Ponzi's and took the sack Ponzi had dropped at their feet, scattering more bread on the ground, watching them scurry around and pluck the morsels. A cloud obscured the sunlight, and a light snow was beginning to fall.
 
   "Kenda?"
 
   "Yes, I am thinking about that. I know you have limits, and I completely understand why, but—"
 
   "I don't want to have limits anymore."
 
   Kenda looked at her, allowing her words time to sink in. "I…may not be qualified to fix this."
 
   "I don't want you to fix it. I want to fix it myself. But I can't do that unless it's with someone I trust." She grabbed her hand again, this time pressing it to her chest. "And I trust you."
 
   Kenda pulled her hand away to place it on Ponzi's face for a few seconds, then pulled her close against her side. "You are the most beautiful, wonderful woman I've ever met."
 
   Ponzi's hand slipped over Kenda's knee. They watched the ducks sluicing back into the lake, their avian bellies full of bread, and they watched the snow as it created a faint powder on the ground beyond the cover of the gazebo. 
 
   "What if you change your mind?" Kenda whispered, her breath a fog in front of their faces.
 
   "What if I don't?"
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   On a Cloud
 
    
 
   Each of them were lost in their own thoughts as they made their way down Arizona toward the house. Ponzi's phone rang, and she dug it out of her pocket, answering. After she ended the call, she said, "That was the furniture store delivery guy. He's bringing over the bed."
 
   "You bought a bed?"
 
   "I couldn't bear the thought of sleeping in the same one, after what happened in it…"
 
   Kenda took Ponzi's hand. "Understandable."
 
   When they reached the house, and got their coats hung up, the truck arrived, and the delivery men set the bed up, and she paid them extra to move the other one to the garage. Kenda helped Ponzi put fresh sheets and bedding on it. "I've always wanted one of these memory foam beds, but Garrison refused." She flopped down on it. "Ahhh…it's comfy." She patted the spot beside her. "Try it."
 
   Swallowing her trepidation, Kenda laid down next to Ponzi. "You're right. It's like sleeping on a cloud."
 
   Ponzi stared at the ceiling for a long moment, then rolled to her side, propping her head on her hand. She caressed Kenda's cheek, and Kenda closed her eyes and took a calming breath. When she opened her eyes again, Ponzi leaned down and kissed her. 
 
   As the intensity of the kiss increased, Kenda thought of all the times men had taken from Ponzi. She did not want to take from her. She didn't want to do anything to make her uncomfortable. Nor anything that would remind her in any way of her encounters with those who mistreated her. With that in mind, she took Ponzi's hand and guided it between her legs, coaxing Ponzi to touch her, to be the one in charge.
 
   Ponzi's hand did not hesitate, as her fingers released the button of Kenda's jeans. She pushed her hand beneath the fabric, and her fingers glided easily into the warm pink folds, already moist with desire. 
 
   Kenda moaned, stabbed by a shard of yearning so intense, she wanted to scream. As Ponzi's fingers made slow circles around the swelling bud, Kenda groaned, pulling her closer, whispering, "That feels so good…" In a deliberate glissade, Ponzi's fingers were inside her, stroking her softly, as Kenda's hips came off the bed, seeking, wanting, coaxing. As Ponzi continued her measured, maddeningly slow stroking, Kenda felt the biting intensity take hold, magnified by Ponzi's eyes on her, brow furrowed and awed, almost reverent, as she watched the reactions she was evoking. In a swift acceleration, Kenda cried out, clinging to Ponzi fiercely, riding the undulant muscles into sweet release.
 
   When she regained her breath, the tears slipping over her temples, she met Ponzi's eyes and saw that she was also weeping. 
 
   "That was so beautiful, Kenda…oh, that was so beautiful…" Ponzi fell against her, tears creating a wet film between her cheek and Kenda's neck.
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   Fast Forward
 
    
 
   Keep your head down. Don't respond to any questions from reporters, or jeers from the spectators. Those were the instructions given to Payne Hollister from Slick Willy Swilley. They wanted to get into the arraignment hearing with the least amount of drama possible. 
 
   Swilley told him there was a chance he could get out on bail, but Payne didn't find his demeanor particularly encouraging in that regard. Didn't it matter that Payne had been attacked two nights before? That vermin, Tank, should be here in cuffs, being hauled into court for what he had done, but of course, Payne hadn't told his attorney what happened. The attack itself had been bad enough. When Swilley asked about his busted head, he told him he slipped in the shower. He wasn't sure the attorney believed him, but thankfully, he didn't ask any questions. The gash on his head had taken six staples to close, rendered by an apathetic doctor who didn't even wait for the anesthetic to kick in before he punctured his scalp with the first one. Payne had kicked the stupid doctor, and jail guards had responded by strapping him to a gurney to complete the procedure. 
 
   He just wanted this part to be over. Wanted the inevitable trial to fast-forward to the part where Payne was acquitted and sent back to his life. Most likely, he'd have to get a new identity and move somewhere else to have any peace from the hounds that populated the media. His parents could set him up in one of their many houses. The one in Vail would suffice. Payne could get back to skiing. Maybe get a gig as an instructor. Snow bunnies were easy pickings, anyway.
 
   After some recuperation time, he'd make a plan to deliver justice to those who had recently made his life hell.
 
   Climbing the courthouse steps between the cordoned off path to the front doors, Payne kept his eyes cast down, as reporters shouted inane questions at him, and one spectator insulted him, even spit at him. None of them understood who they were talking to, but soon, he would deliver clarity to all those concerned. If he could just get through the next days or weeks. They hadn't allowed him to have his own clothes for the hearing, so he was forced to wear the orange scrubs and an old jacket that didn't even fit properly. Never mind the horrid deck shoes.
 
   As he followed his attorney up the concrete stairs, Payne heard a familiar voice. 
 
   "You're a bad duck, Payne. A Payneful duck!" 
 
   He felt the rubber object stroke his shoulder and looked down to see the yellow duck lying on its side against the grey concrete. Fucking Regina…
 
   A streak of bright yellow, as someone moved toward him. "I don't need a duck blind, I just need this!" 
 
   Payne Hollister turned, and she was almost on him. A split second of clarity, as his eyes fell to the gun in her hand, and as he strained at his cuffs, he felt the cold metal under his chin. He heard a loud noise, felt the searing pain in his head, and the colors and sounds fell away into blackness.
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   Hours later, Ponzi opened her eyes from a satisfied slumber, the view out the window clean and soft with a blanket of snow. Kenda lay behind her, her arms around her protectively, and Ponzi felt safe and happy. Her stomach growled. She was also famished. Ponzi did the sensible thing and ordered Chinese food to be delivered, while Kenda stretched like a cat and watched her. While she was on hold with East Asia Garden, she busied herself with Kenda's lips. "It's so much nicer kissing a woman," Ponzi said. "You're soft. Not scratchy."
 
   "Glad I shaved this morning, then," Kenda smirked.
 
   The restaurant took her order, and Ponzi suggested they watch a movie with their meal. A half hour later, they settled in front of the television with the small white cartons of aromatic delights. Ponzi loaded the DVD for Two Jakes, telling Kenda it was one of her favorites, but more importantly, the one that set her to thinking about her marriage. It seemed there were prescient clues in the dialogue and Ponzi had followed them, discovering that Garrison had been paying Anna to keep quiet about his criminal activity.
 
   Swallowing the bite of cashew chicken, Kenda watched Ponzi removing the lid to her egg drop soup. "Ponzi…can I ask you something?"
 
   "Sure." She tasted the soup, and paused the movie on the opening credits.
 
   "Are you…with me because of me, or because I'm not him?"
 
   Ponzi stared at her, the soup spoon aloft in her hand. "I'm with you because of you…"
 
   Kenda worried at a cashew with her fork. "So this has nothing to do with the fact that you have always been so mistreated by men?"
 
   "I don't have all the answers yet." She took her hand. "But I know it has everything to do with how I feel about you, Kenda."
 
   Appearing somewhat mollified, Kenda resumed eating.
 
   Ponzi got up and flicked the wall switch to turn on the Christmas tree lights. The room was aglow in twinkling blue and white. She felt better about the lights now, and wondered if it was because she had vanquished some small bit of darkness, finally.
 
   "Great tree," Kenda said.
 
   As Ponzi sat back down and dished out shrimp lo mein, she recalled the scene a few hours ago. The source of light that was Kenda. Allowing Ponzi the dominant position was no accident. Kenda had done it to make her feel comfortable. It was a truly compassionate and thoughtful thing to do. Another reason Ponzi knew her trust was not misplaced. "Kenda, I have some work to do. You know that. Lots of habits to break, barriers to disassemble. I'm going to start seeing a therapist."
 
   Kenda's eyes went wide.
 
   "I know what you're thinking. But I have an appointment with a female psychologist. I think that would be a safe place to start." She popped a shrimp into her mouth.
 
   Kenda's face softened. "In that case, sounds like a good plan."
 
   "If you can be patient with me, I promise to do everything I can to be…healthy. Sexually."
 
   Kenda seemed reassured by that, and leaned over to kiss Ponzi. "I can be patient. As long as you can always be honest with me about what you're feeling. Deal?" 
 
   "Deal."
 
   They continued to talk, enjoying the food and forgetting about the movie, until finally Ponzi just switched the TV back to broadcast, where she muted the local news. 
 
   Kenda looked up at the reporter in front of the courthouse. "Wait…isn't today the Hollister arraignment?"
 
   Ponzi looked up at the screen, and saw the ticker below the reporter that read Shocking Events at Denver Courthouse. She hit the volume button and they watched and listened as the footage played through, black boxes censoring the graphic details. The exclusive video, taken by a 7News camera, depicted Hollister, wearing  orange scrubs and handcuffs, ascending the steps, followed by Grant and the other female cop, Eckert. On the video, a woman in a yellow coat darted toward Hollister and a black box covered Hollister's head as a loud pop sounded, and he was propelled backward onto the steps. Ponzi watched as spectators  scattered and ducked, and Detective Grant and Eckert wound up on the ground, struggling to subdue the woman, whose face was also obscured as another pop sounded and the woman in yellow fell back onto the steps seconds later. Ginger and Eckert both leaped up with guns drawn.
 
   Ponzi wasn't sure what they were seeing. "What just happened?"
 
   The video played again, on a loop, as the reporter did a voiceover.
 
   "The woman in yellow appeared out of nowhere, wielding a gun, and shot Payne Hollister, then herself, as police struggled to stop her. The assailant was identified as Regina Belle Hollister, the mentally ill sister of the accused…both were pronounced dead at the scene…"
 
   Eyes wide, Kenda and Ponzi stared at the screen. 
 
   "I can't believe what I'm seeing…" Kenda whispered.
 
   Ponzi grabbed her phone off the table and called Ginger. After a few minutes of discussion, she hung up. "Yes, that was Hollister's sister and they're both dead. Murder-suicide, right there on the courthouse steps. But get this: Ginger said Regina was molested by her brother for years and had some kind of psychotic break, and all her repressed memories were triggered when she saw a video of Hollister raping a woman in Garrison's office."
 
   Kenda sucked in her breath. "The video we saw Garrison take in his office that night?"
 
   "I assume so. I guess they found his phone. Or I guess, somehow Regina Hollister found it. It was in her pocket."
 
   Ponzi sighed and went back to her meal, as if all of this were some plot in one of her movies.
 
   "Are you okay, Ponz?"
 
   "Fine." She took a bite of lo mein. "Two evil men are dead. A victim of their own karma, it seems. The only one I feel sorry for is Regina. Maybe she would not be mentally ill if someone had stopped Payne Hollister years ago. This just makes me feel that much better about opening the shelter with Phoebe. There are so many women out there who need help. I intend to make sure they get that help."
 
   Ponzi wanted to stop watching the looping video of the events on the courthouse steps, and decided that a classic movie channel might be tame enough to divert their attention. On TCM, It's a Wonderful Life was airing. It was her favorite holiday movie. Garrison hated it, and she could never get him to watch it with her, she always watched it alone.
 
   "Oh, my god. That's my favorite holiday movie!" Kenda enthused.
 
   Ponzi smiled.
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   Thanks for your interest in my work. I hope you enjoyed it. Please visit my author site or Smashwords or Amazon for more selections of novels, nonfiction books, anthologies and stories.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gramercy
 
    
 
   Thanks, as always, to my partner Kate for being that person who understands what it takes to write a novel, and always being a source of inspiration, a wellspring of love and devotion. 
 
   To my dear friend Tammy "Veep" Johnson for her medical expertise, and to Dr. Mark Griffiths for information on Somnophilia.
 
   A future blog will certainly be covering this issue in detail, but as an important aside, novelists who write about cops seek a great deal of information in order to honor the accuracy of what law enforcement does to protect and serve. But it is often difficult to find this information with any specificity, since it is proprietary, for the most part, to those who work in law enforcement. Thanks will not go, therefore, to realpolice.net, which has a forum section wherein officers are supposedly glad to provide information about police work to writers. I was met with condescension and mean-spirited insults, (bordering on misogyny and homophobia), as well as the ultimate double standard when my rebuttal to a particularly haughty officer resulted in the deletion of my post, since it was a "personal attack." Ironic, considering it was self-defense from the attack on me by a particular officer. Police, police thyself.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   After Words 
 
   Lest the reader think there is an unrealistic amount of sexual violation in this book, I would mention that in all my years, I have met only a couple of women who didn’t have something like that in her history, and yes that's anecdotal. But I would direct you to the actual statistics on these matters, if you care to investigate it yourself. Most women who have other women friends know the frightening regularity of crimes against women.
 
   One of these sources states: 
 
   Psychiatrists make up only six percent of all doctors, yet they account for thirty three percent of all the sexual crimes committed by doctors. In fact, the percentage of sexual molestation by psychiatrists is thirty-seven times greater than that of the general public. Psychiatrists themselves say that sixty five percent of their new patients tell them they have been sexually abused by their former psychiatrists. Eighty percent of psychiatrists who have sexual relations with their patients do so with more than one patient.
 
   Current estimates are that 150,000 women have been sexually abused by their psychiatrists in the United States alone.
 
   The further toll on these women?
 
   1500 have committed suicide. Another 21,000 have tried to commit suicide.
 
   Another 16,000 ended up hospitalised because of the harm caused from this violation by their psychiatrist. Women are not only statistically in high danger of being raped by their psychiatrists, they are far more likely than a man to be drugged by him as well.
 
   A 1994 study showed that women are three times more likely than men to be prescribed drugs for exactly the same symptoms. Currently there are twice as many female psychiatric patients as men and half of these women are on psychiatric drugs.
 
   In United States 660,000 people receive electric shock therapy annually. Two thirds of them are women.
 
   If drugs don't make them forget a sexual assault by their psychiatrist, 460 volts of electricity through their temples might. Exactly this happened to 36 year-old Glendale, California woman who sued her psychiatrist in 1984."
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   Summary:
 
   Jobeth O'Brien discovers that even when she's out of commission, due to a back injury, there's no way she can stay out of the loop. Not when so much is going on in her household full of women. 
 
   There's a disturbing theme to things though, when time after time she and Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger are forced to help women out of violent situations, and go after the men intent on keeping those women exactly where they want them.
 
   Both couples - Jobeth and Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger - are suffering from the side-effect of all this, questioning their roles in the world and their relationships. 
 
   Phoebe is she from whom all blessings flow - but is this enough for her?
 
   Jobeth is sharp but unschooled - she's not liking how she compares to Phoebe's old college friends.
 
   Izzy is having a really tough time, the return of unwelcome family connections making her question her talent and her dreams.
 
   Ginger takes on the case of her career, but at home, she's having to hide something from Izzy. 
 
   Meanwhile, a rapist is on the prowl, and no one is feeling safe anymore.
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   Thanks to Gary Cordingley, MD, PhD for his article, Cervical Radiculopathy: Diagnosing a Pinched Nerve in the Neck.  And to Dr. Ron Daulton, whose program, Get Your Life Back - The Ultimate Guide to Healing a Herniated Disc helped me heal from my own cervical disc injury, and avoid surgery. 
 
   Appreciation also to my cherished friend Tammy "Veep" Johnson for her medical expertise, and being so thorough in helping me figure out those particulars.
 
   And gratitude goes also to my partner and fellow author, Kate Genet, for all the witty repartee that often wound up in this book, and for writing the excerpt from Lesbian Zombies From Hell. I have encouraged her to expand that passage into a story or book. How much fun would that be? If you'd like to encourage her to write that, too, please send her an email at kate.genet@gmail.com or visit her at post to her blog http://kategenet.com/ 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Special Dedication
 
   This book is dedicated to all the colorful crazy people of the world who make us laugh, but who we can't laugh at because it pisses them off and then they get mad, buy guns and stalk us.
 
    
 
   And to my partner, Kate, who is not a crazy person, and when she laughs at me she says, "Darling, I'm not laughing AT you, I'm laughing NEAR you." And it doesn't piss her off when I laugh at HER. She would also never buy a gun. She does, however stalk me in the most divine way.
 
    
 
   Postscript: When she read this, she began to laugh NEAR me.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~1~
 
   Slippity Doo Dah 
 
    
 
   I've always known that certain footwear was dangerous. The most common culprit in my mind is the high heel-pump-stiletto family of shoes. Aside from the usual hazard of balancing on something so precarious as a shoe with a peg under it (although Pirate-amputees seemed to have mastered it), or in the case of a stiletto, (essentially walking on a PENCIL), there is a profound discomfort to be had in the awkward position of the foot, and the disfiguration that takes place as a woman gets older while partaking of this footwear. Have you looked at a 50 or 60 year old woman's feet after she's worn high heels her whole life? They look like pointy shoes with skin on them, or like her feet have been stricken with a genetic defect. It is beyond comprehension that a woman will do this to herself, often only to make her legs look attractive for men. Not only is it a health hazard for what it does to one's knees, but it doesn't allow a woman to run...and I feel that this is something that women ought to be able to do, for many reasons, which I won't get into here, except to say it's kind of a prerequisite for someone in my line of work.
 
   But, regardless, I was convinced that a man invented the high heel, and when I Googled it to find out, I discovered that this was true, but they invented them for men. 
 
   It seems they needed a shoe that wouldn't slip in the stirrups while riding horseback. Then the style became more of a fashion statement for royalty in the 1500's. Then a female member of royalty adopted the style and women began to wear heels after that. The softer gender discovered that wearing heels made their gate and calves more alluring and sensualized--for the benefit of admiring males.
 
   But even high heels (which I prefer to call High Hells) have nothing on the footwear that graces the tootsies of homebodies nationwide. Myself included. Nothing is more treacherous than that unassuming pair of footwear that can be found in every household…often they exude comfort; they are the very essence of comfort and repose, but secretly, this footwear is an accident waiting to happen.
 
   I speak of the open heeled house slipper. They don't call it a "slipper" for nothing. Don't be fooled by the padded faux lamb's wool, and the cushiness of its sole. Any number of things can go awry with these hideous house shoes, these sinister slippers. There is absolutely nothing holding them on your feet except your good intentions. 
 
   You can be taking a step and one of them will slip off, fold over, and crinkle your toes. They can slide off kilter and make you twist your ankle; it's even worse if you're on uneven terrain. 
 
   Many homes are one-level, and one can scoot along without lifting one's feet, enjoying the gleeful combination of static electricity and unsuspecting cats, (Here kitty kitty…ZZZZZAP!) but this just lulls you into a false sense of security. For eventually, you will lift a foot and it will all be over. You'll find yourself stumbling, mashing the cat's tail, dropping your fresh cup of coffee, banging your head on a railing and cracking every toe-knuckle you have. And squishing your cream cheese bagel into your right ear. It can be even worse than that. 
 
   For instance, I am ruminating about these heady subjects while lying at the bottom of my staircase.
 
   I was going to need a few more minutes before attempting to get up. And when I did, I was going to put on some sneakers, and use my open-heeled house slippers as cat toys. If I were to get a cat. Maybe they can put their little arms inside them when the house gets too chilly. Or maybe I'll put them in my lap and use them for hand warmers, myself. But they will never again go on my feet. Especially not at the moment, since I couldn't seem to move.
 
   Phoebe was at her massage appointment, Ginger was probably already at her desk at the precinct, and Izzy--no telling, but I'd probably have better luck getting help from my sister. My iPhone was still on the nightstand upstairs. 
 
   And again, I was having trouble moving.
 
   A puddle of coffee waited a few feet away, on the hardwood floor. I wanted to roll over and suck it into my mouth, since I had not even enjoyed the first sip of that first cup before I performed my Cirque du Soleil maneuver at the top of the stairs. The Luck Fairies would not allow me to stumble on the first step at the bottom--no--I had to get all the way to the top and then fall back down. 
 
   And there was that puddle of coffee, a few feet away, taunting me.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 2 ~
 
   Good Day, Sunshine
 
    
 
   There were two ways in which Izzy woke each morning. Either abruptly, from a nightmare, or languidly, in full appreciation of how wonderful her life had become. 
 
   The nightmares stemmed from the fact that she had shot a man dead a few months ago. The appreciation, from the new job with her sister's investigation business, her relationship with Ginger, and the new Miata Phoebe gave her; Phoebe, from whom all blessings flow. 
 
   There had been a good deal of gift-giving after the events of the last case. It was Phoebe's way of making amends for the trauma her psycho-sister had caused everyone involved. Phoebe was naturally generous, so it helped that she was loaded. Izzy had never had friends who were loaded, except the variety that included alcohol. 
 
   This morning, her awakening was of the pleasant variety. Izzy crawled out of bed and turned on the shower to get the bathroom nice and steamy, and then went to make coffee in the small kitchen of the basement apartment. She wondered how her psyche could be so divided as to have two diametrically opposed sensations residing together. Pulling the lid off the coffee canister, she found only one bean. One bean, to make the dark nectar her body and mind so craved each morning. Hardly enough to create a thimble of coffee. And she wasn’t one of those earthy types who would just chew up the bean. She didn't like the beans themselves. Just the juice they created. 
 
   She'd have to go borrow some from upstairs. But her shower was running. She headed for the bathroom, pausing when she heard some bumping sounds from above. What were they doing up there? Maybe she didn't want to know…those two were notorious in their pursuit of carnal pleasure. A few images presented themselves in her mind, and then she immediately suppressed them. It was weird, thinking about her sister having sex. That was like thinking about your parents having sex. And Izzy didn’t want to think about her parents having sex either. She didn't want to think about her parents at all. She rubbed a hand over her face as if to erase the train of thought. She wanted to keep hold of her good day. The lyric went through her head….good day…sunshine….except she lived in the basement, and couldn't see the sunshine. Yet. And she never could remember any of the other lyrics in that song. So that meant it would be trapped in her head the rest of the day until another innocuous song came along that she didn't know the lyrics to.
 
   She listened for a moment and then heard nothing else from the master bedroom, so sloughed off her pajamas and stepped into the shower.
 
   Adjusting the temperature of the water, she thought about Ginger, already sitting at her desk, shuffling papers, making calls, and keeping Denver safe from those who would spoil its allure. Izzy had immediately been attracted to her; Ginger, with her stern cop-like demeanor, and mushy insides, which she kept well concealed to almost everyone. But Izzy had breached the barricade. Or was it that Ginger had breached hers? She still had moments of fear about it. Her flight plan had been grounded by the usual argument your brain makes: It felt too good to leave.
 
   Under the hot spray, Izzy let the warmth concentrate on her left shoulder. The bullet wound and subsequent surgery still kept her shoulder a bit sore, but she had full use of her arm, and was far too grateful for that to complain.
 
   A fragment of her usual nightmare popped into her mind's eye, and she smothered it with better thoughts. The Miata. The job with AKA Investigations. Phoebe. Jobeth…and Ginger. Good day…sunshine…bah ba dah buh dah…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 3 ~
 
   Have a Nice Trip, See You Next Fall
 
    
 
   Every few minutes, I tested the damage by trying to sit up, and every time, my back screamed and pulsed in pain, anew. I realized I'd have to just lie there until someone discovered me. I hoped that none of my extended family had decided on an impromptu out of town trip without finding me first.
 
   My fears were assuaged somewhat, when I heard Izzy stomping up the basement stairs. Maybe she was out of coffee again and had come to borrow ours. Though one couldn't really borrow coffee. You took it, you drank it, and it was gone. Gone, just like my own coffee which had been reduced to that titillating puddle a few feet away.
 
   Eventually, when Izzy didn't find me in the kitchen, she came into the large entry where the stairs spiraled up to the master bedroom, and I heard her boots squeak as she stopped to view my supine form at the foot of the stairs. 
 
   Shocked, she whispered, "Jobe?"
 
   "Yes?" I said, perfectly calm.
 
   "Why are you lying on the floor?" Her face hovered over me. I wouldn't have been able to turn my head to see her unless she'd come closer.
 
   "I'm thinking about the mural I'm going to paint on the ceiling."
 
   She peered up at the vaulted ceiling and back down at me. "That's just you being smart, right?"
 
   "I wouldn't call myself smart. I was outwitted by a house slipper."
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "I fell."
 
   Her eyes widened as she looked up at the staircase, and back down to the spilled coffee. "Down the stairs?"
 
   "No, UP the stairs. Yes, down the stairs! What else?"
 
   "Oh my god." She dropped to her knees beside me. "Are you okay?"
 
   "No. I am unable to move."
 
   She pulled out her cell. In a moment she said into it, "Phoebe…Jobeth fell down the stairs…I don't know…she says she can't move…okay. Yes, I will." She clicked a button and dialed three digits.
 
   "Who are you calling now?"
 
   "Phoebe said to call 911, and that she was on her way home."
 
   "You couldn't figure that out without calling her first?"
 
   "Well ambulance rides are expensive. I didn't want to just--"
 
   "Izzy. Phoebe is rich, and I have insurance, anyway."
 
   "I know…but--"
 
   Old habits die hard, I suppose. "Never mind. Do me a solid and go get my iPhone off the nightstand upstairs."
 
   She dashed up, and as I watched her retreating figure, chatting up the 911 operator, I wondered how long it would be before I could again dash up those stairs just like she did. Preferably with no evil house slippers to foil my attempt.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, Phoebe arrived, all flush and relaxed from her massage, a slight hint of coconut oil in her long, frosty blond hair. 
 
   "Baby? Holy Mother. How did you manage to fall down the stairs?"
 
   "I tripped on my house slippers." She made a huffing noise and covered her mouth, but I could tell it wasn't dismay and sympathy, so much as a suppressed chortle. "I appreciate your concern."
 
   Phoebe said, "Oh Jobeth, I'm sorry. It is kind of comical."
 
   "So you didn't take Bedside Manner in nursing school?"
 
   "I'm sorry, Baby…I guess it's just that I've seen you get hurt so many times…it's like you're invincible. But really, are you hurt?" She held my hand. "You really can't move?"
 
   "I tried to periodically, but that invisible guy with the ice pick kept stabbing me in the spine."
 
   The humor left her expression, then. "Can you wiggle your toes?"
 
   I performed the action. "Yes."
 
   "Any numbness anywhere?"
 
   "No, I'm feeling just about everything." I was thankful that I was clothed. Even though it was sleep pants and a T-shirt. It could have been an exercise in humiliation, had I been the sort to sleep naked, or walk around in my underwear.
 
   "I'm sorry, J-Bo." She leaned down and kissed my forehead, stroking my hair. "Just don't try to move. The paramedics should be here any second."
 
   The doorbell rang, and Izzy ran to let them in. 
 
   The medics took over, and began to assess my condition, applying a neck brace and rolling me onto a back board, before carefully transferring me to a gurney. I thought I would break my teeth from clamping them together so hard. I kept my iPhone clenched in my hand. It was my lifeline to everything, and no one was going to take it away from me now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 4 ~
 
   Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day
 
    
 
   Her breath was cut off and that's what woke her. A hand over her mouth, a body on top of hers. Was she dreaming? Eyes snapping open, Mallory Beals knew in an instant that, no, she was not dreaming. She was having a very real experience, but yes, the stuff of which nightmares are made. 
 
   The ski mask hid his features in the dim pre-dawn, but she could see his eyes. Brown, like the color of dirt. Dirt she wished covered her in the sweet release of death, since what he was about to do was worse than that. She struggled, but he was strong. And now, he was tying her hands above her head with a soft cloth strip of some kind, and attaching the other end to the headboard, cinching her arms up. 
 
   But there was little Oliver in the next room. The light of her life. Ollie would be sleeping now, and she feared for his safety from this intruder. As if reading her thoughts, the masked man lay on top of her now, after tying her legs to the foot of the bedframe, whispering in her ear. "Make a sound, or fight me, bitch, and that little darling in the next room will get this, too." And he shoved himself inside her, as her teeth bit through her bottom lip, and hot tears trailed down both temples, pooling in her ears.
 
   She traveled away in her mind, thinking of anything and everything that might help her block the thing that was happening. Ollie on the swing in the park, his joyous laughter ringing into the sun dappled afternoon as he swung higher and higher. Yesterday, at Kaiser Elementary, a classroom full of bright, cherubic faces peering up at her as she read them Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day. She wanted to laugh at that. The irony. But humor was suffocated by his weight on her, the invasion of his weapon thrusting into her, his beastly grunting in her ear.
 
   When he was finished, he made her shower, and watched as she cleansed away the traces of him on her body. Then he made her pull the sheets from her bed, the pillow, and he stuffed them in a duffle bag and disappeared into the darkness. Mallory thought with a degree of insipid paradox that she was glad he took the sheets. She would never want to touch them again, anyway.
 
   Immediately rushing to Ollie's room, she palmed open the door. He was safe. She watched him there, breathing softly in the spilled moonlight through the window, his chest rising and falling beneath the Superman pajama top. She hoped he would grow to be a super man. A man who would never harm a woman. Tonight, she had given him that chance by doing as the rapist asked.
 
   Mallory shoved a wet tendril away from her eyes, pulled her robe tighter, and backed out of Ollie's room, closing the door quietly. Then she went back to her bedroom and sat in the chair by the window, waiting for sunrise, and sobbing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   ~5~
 
   Occupational Hazards
 
    
 
   Ginger looked up from the statement scrawled before her in a shaky hand. Mallory Beals had just left the precinct. She had to get home to her young son, Ollie, and relieve the sitter. Though as a single mom, Ms. Beals would not be going in to work today at the elementary school. Good. This woman needed some recovery time.
 
   It was never easy to talk to a woman who has been violated. Ginger appreciated her ability to maintain a professional distance from it, emotionally, while still being supportive to the women who suffered various acts of violence against them by the angry, arrogant men of the greater Denver region. 
 
   Ginger only faltered once, that she could recall, and it was because the event hit close to home; the afternoon she had been called to the scene of a hit and run at Sloan's Lake. Jobeth tagged along because they had been having lunch after the seminar on Skip Tracing and Missing Persons, and neither of them expected to find Izzy sprawled on the ground next to her motorcycle, nor to hear the hideous report that she was dead. There was no reason to disbelieve--the paramedic had found no pulse. But within an hour, they figured out that Izzy had a little health secret she hadn't shared. Cataplexy. Few experiences had been more bizarre while being fraught with profound relief, than when Izzy sat up on the morgue table and shouted, "Fuck!" It was then Ginger realized how much Izzy had meant to her. Their relationship had become more serious after that epiphany.
 
   Now, Ginger sat down at her desk at the Denver P.D., her face colored by the holiday lights someone had strung up along the ceiling beams, perusing notes from the interview she'd just concluded with the woman who had no such happy outcome. She had been sexually assaulted last night, in her own bed, and the rapist had made her shower afterward. Mallory Beals had almost decided to leave it unreported, but she was fearful the man might come back. He had made threats to harm her little boy during the rape. The only information the woman could provide was that the rapist was dressed all in black, including a mask and gloves, and she could see by the skin around his brown eyes that he was a black man. 
 
   Ginger knew there was another case reported wherein the rapist made the victim shower. It was soon after she transferred to the Denver P.D. She accessed the files on that case, hoping she could put anything together that might help her find this guy. There was little to go on in any either case, but it was certainly possible there was a serial rapist out there, and Ginger hoped to be the one to take him down before he got the idea to do it again.
 
   While rapes were commonplace, domestic abuse calls were by far the most frequent in Ginger's case-files. She had just set aside the masked shower rapist files to transcribe her notes for the assault, when that oft-chiming nemesis, the phone, interrupted her work again. But this time, it was her personal cell. It was Izzy. 
 
   She smiled and answered, "Hey sweets." 
 
   "Jobeth is on her way to the emergency room," Izzy said.
 
   Ginger dropped her pen on the open file. "What happened?"
 
   "She fell down the stairs. I came up and found her lying on the floor at the bottom. Phoebe is in the ambulance with her, and I'm following them."
 
   "How seriously is she hurt?"
 
   "We don't know yet. But she couldn't move."
 
   "St. Anthony's?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "I'll be there in a few."
 
   She ended the call, and gathered her things before hitting the door.
 
   Outside, she slid into the new Chevy Trailblazer, started the engine and fastened her seatbelt, again floored by Phoebe's generosity. The red Blazer, which Ginger affectionately referred to as the Cherryot, had been a gift after the case that had reminded them of how tenuous life could be. Ginger knew it was a gift inspired by guilt, since it had been Phoebe's twin sister, Megan, who had terrorized them and threatened their lives. But Phoebe admitted openly that she showered them all with extravagant gifts because it was the only way she knew to say how sorry she was for what her sister had done, and that they shouldn't worry about the costs, since she had more money than the beach had grains of sand. Ginger considered the generosity just as generous. She suspected that Phoebe would have done something else extravagant, had she been a member of the financial middle-class like the rest of them.
 
   Stopping for a light, Ginger watched the tiny Christmas tree ornament swaying from her rearview mirror, and thought about Jobeth. She had been hurt quite a few times. Private investigating could sometimes be a source of that. Jobeth had had her share. Maybe more than her share. She'd been mauled by a pit bull, banged the hell out of her knee, survived the abrupt halt of her car by a tree, and been clocked on the head repeatedly. But this didn't count the times Jobeth had come close to serious harm. She'd been shot at, witnessed a murder while in hiding under a bed, chloroformed and hung upside down, held captive, and sent careening off the side of a cliff in a car. The last experience, regrettably, Ginger had shared with her.
 
   Now, Jobeth was hurt again. Ginger knew that acquiring an injury by falling down the stairs, would not meet with Jobeth's approval. It wasn't suffered while pursuing her passion of investigation. Unless she was investigating the staircase. Ginger smiled. Hopefully, it wouldn't be serious.
 
   With trepidation, Ginger pulled into the hospital parking lot and made her way to the ER entrance.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
   ~ 6 ~
 
   Java Jive
 
    
 
   The waiting room was festooned with the usual and seemingly obligatory holiday decorations. There was even a decorated fake spruce tree in the corner with fake presents under it. The only thing not fake was the snow beginning to fall, as seen through the window beside the fake tree. 
 
   Phoebe handed Izzy a paper cup of coffee, and took another chair. 
 
   "Thanks, Phoebe." Izzy opened the lid and let the aroma waft into her nose before securing the lid back in place. There were few simple pleasures more pleasurable to her than that first cup of coffee. And the first sip was the best of all. She often teased herself by sniffing it first, in anticipation of how wonderful it would taste. "I didn't get a chance to have my first cup, before I found Jobeth."
 
   "At least you were there. I was off getting a massage," Phoebe said.
 
   "Oh you had no way of knowing that would happen, Phoebe."
 
   "I know…but I feel a little guilty. I wasn't there when it happened and then when I got there I sort of made fun of her."
 
   Izzy read the insipid warning embossed on the coffee cup lid, Caution: Contents are hot. Disclaimer for imbeciles. "No one, least of all Jobe, doubts how much you love her, Phoebe." 
 
   "Still." Phoebe sipped the hospital café version of Columbian supreme.
 
   Izzy considered the blonde woman for a few seconds. "You're always taking care of everyone, Phoebe. I don't think I've ever known a more generous person than you."
 
   "I'll second that," Ginger said, entering the waiting area. "How's our girl?"
 
   "She's getting an MRI." Phoebe stood to receive the hug from Ginger. "I should have gotten you a cup of coffee too--"
 
   Ginger waved her away. "Sit. Sit. I'll share Izzy's." She took the cup from Izzy, just as she was about to have her first sip. Izzy rolled her eyes. "Did the doctor tell you anything specific?"
 
   Phoebe shook her head. "The MRI should do that. She's in a lot of pain, though."
 
   Ginger sipped Izzy's coffee. "Mmmm…"
 
   Izzy felt her mouth watering and started reaching for the cup. 
 
   Ginger moved the cup out of range of Izzy's searching hand and had another sip. "What exactly caused her to fall down the stairs?"
 
   "House slippers," Phoebe said, stifling a smile.
 
   "I'm sorry?"
 
   Izzy clarified for her, "She tripped on her house slippers."
 
   One side of Ginger's mouth lifted briefly as if in a reconsidered mirth. "Why were they on the stairs?"
 
   "No, she had them on, at the time."
 
   Ginger smiled faintly. "She tripped on her house slippers."
 
   The other two women nodded. And seconds later, the three of them burst into giggles.
 
   Phoebe held up a hand. "Okay. We should not be laughing. I mean she's hurt. We don't even know how badly. It's lucky she's not paralyzed. I mean, that's a pretty long staircase."
 
   They both gave nods of agreement, back to being serious. A few seconds later, they were giggling again. 
 
   "Okay," Phoebe said. "We just have to stop visualizing it."
 
   "It's like something out of a movie." Izzy reached for the coffee, and Ginger leaned away, taking another sip. Before she could hand it back, a nurse interrupted.
 
   "Ms. McMasters? She's back in the ER. The orthopedist will meet you in there in a few minutes."
 
   They all stood, and Ginger bumped the cardboard cup on the arm of the chair, and its contents splatted to the floor, the cup landing beside it. "Dammit." She turned to Izzy who stood stricken. "Could you go get some napkins?"
 
   Izzy stared at the creamy liquid covering the floor like a Juan Valdez-inspired Jackson Pollack painting. Setting her jaw, she spun and headed for the café again.
 
   Arriving at the coffeepot, Izzy tossed the empty cup into the trash slot, and saw that the napkin dispenser was empty. That wasn't all, either. She frowned at the  encrusted carafe. Turning toward the second coffeepot, she found it empty as well. Sighing, she approached the clerk at the checkout stand. "The coffee is empty, could you get someone to make more?"
 
   The clerk nodded. "Yeah. About that. We're out."
 
   "Out?"
 
   "We ran out of coffee. Won't have any until tomorrow morning."
 
   Izzy frowned. How can a hospital cafeteria run out of coffee? She stared at the clerk, who saw her dismay.
 
   "Sorry."
 
   Retracing her steps, she joined Ginger in the waiting room, dropping into the chair beside her. "They're out of coffee."
 
   "You went to get napkins."
 
   "They're out of napkins, too."
 
   Ginger's brows drew together. "How does a hospital cafeteria run out of napkins and coffee?"
 
   "My thoughts exactly."
 
   "Well, you can have some when you get back to the house."
 
   Izzy closed her eyes on a sigh. "Yeah."
 
   Ginger pushed the second holster farther back on her utility belt.
 
   "You have two guns, now?" Izzy inquired.
 
   "No. It's a Taser. Department issued them all this morning at briefing. Spent an hour at training for it."
 
   "When do you get to try it out?"
 
   "The next time I need to subdue someone using less-lethal means. Are you offering your services?"
 
   "Um. No."
 
   Just then, Phoebe came down the hall, pushing Jobeth in a wheelchair. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Once they got home, Izzy made a beeline for the Master Kitchen. Izzy referred to it that way because it was the big kitchen. The one Phoebe cooked in. Masterfully. And it was always well-stocked, just like Nora Walker's kitchen on Brothers and Sisters. She loved that show. There was an episode recorded and waiting for her and Ginger to pile up in the bed with a bowl of popcorn.
 
   Traversing the ceramic tile floor, Izzy had her eye on the pantry door. That one measly coffee bean in the canister this morning had been dangling in her mind like a flirting bumblebee. Phoebe would have some delicious gourmet, free-trade, organic beans in some exotic flavor, and Izzy would finally be able to have that cup of coffee she had so desperately been trying to get since she woke up this morning.
 
   In the walk-in pantry, Izzy stood in front of the coffee shelf. Beside two extra grinders, there was a shelf of bags and cans, lined up so that they looked like a grocery store display. So many to choose from. Local brands, everything from Green Mountain Fair Trade, Moose Brew Cafe Vienna and Kaldi Brothers Air-Roasted, to national brands like Eight O'clock Hazelnut, Seattle's Best, and Dunkin' Donuts. There were also the ones Phoebe ordered from a coffee company. Those came in the mail in big brown boxes. She chose Gevalia's Costa Rica Peaberry. Clutching the bag to her chest, she descended the basement stairs, her eye on the coffeemaker, her mouth already starting to water.
 
   Stumbling on the first steps down to the apartment, she had to make herself slow down. How would it be if she took a dive like Jobeth and ended up bedridden? Awful. She suddenly had a new understanding of what her sister must be going through. She couldn't stand to feel trapped or helpless either. Maybe that was a genetic feature they shared. Those thoughts were just enough to distract her until she made it to the bottom. 
 
   Now, in the basement kitchen, she opened the bag and poured the Peaberry beans into the grinder, slapping the lid on it and pressing the button. Nothing happened. She made sure the plug was secure in the socket and tried again. Nothing.
 
   What was going on? She was becoming more and more certain that there was some force in the universe determined to keep her from having a damn cup of coffee. She unplugged the grinder and plugged it into another socket. Nothing. She carried it to the other side of the kitchen and used another plug. Silence. She pulled a hand mixer from the drawer and plugged it in the first outlet, and it whirred to life.
 
   So.
 
   The grinder was broken.
 
   Teetering on shock and anger, she reminded herself that there were extras upstairs. Phoebe, from whom all blessings flow.
 
   Izzy ran up the steps, dashed into the pantry and snatched a grinder, running back down the stairs and plugging it in, her chest heaving with a mixture of exertion and anticipation. She transferred the beans to the other grinder and hit the button. Nothing.
 
   What the fuck? Is it National Grinder Holiday?
 
   She ran up the steps again, snatched the other grinder on the shelf and made her way to the basement again. Plugged it in, transferred the beans. Pressed the button.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Leaning forward, she put her head on the counter. Obviously. Phoebe had put them in the pantry because they were broken. Why didn't she just throw them away? She'd have to ask her that later; why she would keep teasing and torture devices in her pantry.
 
   Don't panic. Don't give up, she coached herself. Phoebe and Jobeth grind beans every morning. So theirs worked. She grabbed the coffee mug she had anticipated pouring brewed coffee into and dumped the beans into it, carrying it upstairs.
 
   Three feet from the Holy Working Grinder, she felt her phone vibrate in her pocket and then the motorcycle revving ringtone. She pulled it out. Ginger.
 
   "What are you doing?"
 
   "Trying to make coffee." Izzy placed an anticipatory hand on the grinder.
 
   "Trying? You don't know how by now?"
 
   "Cute. It's a long story."
 
   "Well I need you to drop everything and come get me."
 
   Izzy gazed longingly at the grinder. All shiny and black. She could see a wayward, solitary bean cuddled up to the base of it. A faint film of ground coffee was visible through the transparent lid. She licked her lips. "Now, Ginger? Why? What's wrong?"
 
   "Yes, now. You have to drive the Cherryot over here. I need to use it the rest of the day. A suspect decided to empty her bladder in the back of my cruiser. Have to send it in for cleaning, and they don't have an extra car today. Can you leave now?"
 
   Izzy sighed laboriously. "Be right there." She shoved her phone back in her pocket and headed for the back French doors where the cherry Amish mission hall tree was. It had a storage bench and mirrors on either side of the key cabinet. The cabinet was locked, so Izzy had to pull the key from a hidey-hole at the back, unlock it, and grab the extra set of keys to the Blazer. Izzy didn't like carrying a load of keys on her ring, so she left the extra set of Ginger's copies here. She traversed the stone walkway to the rear drive, inadvertently still clutching the mug with Costa Rica Peaberry beans inside, as if it was the Holy Grail.
 
   In the DPD parking lot, Izzy pulled up and hopped over to the passenger seat so Ginger could get in. Ginger looked down at the cup of coffee beans in the console, her questioning eyes sliding up to Izzy's.
 
   Izzy looked down at the cup and back out the window. "Don’t ask." 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 7 ~
 
   Lies & the Lying Doctors Who Tell Them 
 
    
 
   The pain woke me. I looked over at the clock. 8:15. Wasn't that the time I got up this morning? I noticed the room was dim, and even with the curtains drawn, I could tell it was dark outside. Then I remembered my tumbling trip down the staircase and it all came back to me. 
 
   Aside from bumps and bruises, my main injury seemed to be a herniated disc in my neck. I had been feeling much better when Phoebe tucked me in. I attributed the improvement to the wondrous magic of Toradol and Depo-Medrol, both anti-inflammatories, followed by a hefty dose of Darvocet. All compliments of the ER doctor.
 
   I recalled the doctor talking about C-6 and C-7, and heard the word surgery. Even though I was getting giddy with Darvocet, I knew that surgery was not something I wanted. I told Phoebe that, and she nodded and patted my arm, and said we were going home.
 
   Soon, I was in a wheelchair, being rolled toward the exit, and allowing Ginger and Phoebe to load me carefully into the Phoebe's Caddy, unsure of whether or not I was just dreaming all this.
 
   The ride home seemed to take only two minutes, and I don't remember any of it. In the garage, Izzy unlocked the kitchen door and Ginger and Phoebe guided me through the secondary door which led directly to the guest room, where I was put to bed, and promptly fell asleep. 
 
   The drugs had worn off. I wanted more.
 
   A note on the nightstand from Phoebe instructed me to call her when I woke up, and the note was secured by my beloved iPhone. I reached for it, and frissons of pain shot through my neck. Carefully, I lifted the phone and tapped into my recent calls list and tapped again on Phoebe's number.
 
   A few minutes later, Phoebe came in and sat down on the bed, kissing me softly.
 
   "How are you feeling, Baby?"
 
   "Like I got hit with a Louisville Slugger in the neck."
 
   She reached into the nightstand for the prescription bottle and tapped out a pill, handing it to me, along with a glass of water. I took it thankfully.
 
   "What did I do to my neck?"
 
   "You don't remember falling down the stairs?" She brushed my hair back away from my face.
 
   "I'll never forget it. I mean, what's the damage?"
 
   "You don't remember what the doctor said? You have a ruptured disk at C-6, C-7."
 
   "I vaguely remember the doctor saying that. Did he say I had to have surgery?" Surgery happened to be one of my biggest fears. I had a perhaps-unreasonable phobia that I would never wake up. I know I have control issues.
 
   "He did say that. He said you had no other choice."
 
   "Oh god, Phoebe, I don't want to have surgery."
 
   "You're not going to have surgery…" she soothed.
 
   "But the doctor said--"
 
   "I know what the doctor said. He's a quack, and I'm going to file a complaint. I happen to know that in these cases, an invasive procedure is almost never the first course of action. There are many things we can do to get you back to normal, without doing that."
 
   While I enjoyed the flood of relief, she explained how I would be on anti-inflammatories and pain medication, have to stay in bed almost all the time, and start a program of regular ice-pack applications, and short daily walks, for 6 to 8 weeks.
 
   "Eight weeks?" I squawked. "I have to be in bed for eight weeks?"
 
   "Probably."
 
   "If I'm going to be bed-bound, I want it to include fuzzy handcuffs and you."
 
   "Me too." Phoebe smiled. "And I know it sucks, but what would suck more is if you had surgery to remove the disc and fuse the vertebrae. That would limit your range of movement and cause all kinds of scar tissue, and you run all kinds of other risks like infection. Plus, you would likely continue to have surgeries to correct other problems. The body does not respond well to having metal in its spine."
 
   "How do you know all this?"
 
   "I went to nursing school, remember? I was going to specialize in spinal medicine. But also, I've known other people who had these injuries. I was one of them. The ones who healed the natural way are doing fine. The others have nothing but problems, and a few can't work anymore."
 
   "Oh my god. My work, my business!" After all I'd been through to get my dream in place, it could all come crashing down, now.
 
   "Don't worry about it, love. Izzy will help, and so will I. I can take care of the office management and several other aspects. She can do some footwork. And Ginger is happy to help in any way she can. We just have to ease up, and not take any new clients until you're better."
 
   "But Izzy hasn't got any experience, really."
 
   "You know she's smart, Jobeth. She handled herself pretty well with the last situation."
 
   The last situation, being the one where we had all been kidnapped by Phoebe's psycho sister and her nutcake boyfriend, and nearly met our demise more than once. Izzy had tried several times to save us, and failed, but finally had been the hero. Maybe this was another chance for me to be more accepting of my sister, and her ability to take care of some things. 
 
   Still, I didn't like it. And in light of the pounding pain in my neck and the excruciating barbs of pain shooting down my right arm, I knew there was no way I was going to be functional anytime soon. And I trusted Phoebe.
 
   "Don't worry, Baby," she said, stroking my arm. "I'm going to take very good care of you."
 
   "Why do I have a shooting pain down my arm?"
 
   "Oh that's nerve impingement. Your disc is protruding out and pressing on it. That's the nerve that runs from your neck, down your arm. So we have to keep the inflammation down." She picked up the folded towel she had set on the nightstand, unwrapping a zippy bag of crushed ice. "Here, we need to put this on your neck for 15 minutes, every hour we can for the next three days." She helped me lean up a bit, and sequestered the bag behind me. 
 
   I laid back down, with a quick intake of breath. "Jesus! That's cold."
 
   "You'll get used to it. But it's important. Crucial, especially the first few days. If we keep the swelling down, it won't press on the nerve so much." She handed me a handful of tablets, along with some gummy bears. "The gummies are vitamins and supplements. Easier to take that way." The handful included D3/K2, calcium, Bromelain, biotin, and ibuprofen. She handed me the water glass.
 
   "How did you rupture a disc?" I dribbled the tablets in my mouth and washed them down, then began chewing the gummies.
 
   "I had a skiing accident about five years ago. Then I was working out and weight lifting, and blew the disc. It took me eight weeks to get back to normal, but I had a great holistic chiropractor who helped me heal using noninvasive methods." She took the water glass from me and set it on the nightstand. "I ordered you a Teeter table."
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "You hang upside down on it for a few minutes every day. It increases the space between the discs, and takes some pressure off the spine. It saved me."
 
   Though I didn't like the idea of being bedridden for eight weeks, I did recognize that I was lucky to have someone like Phoebe, who not only had healed from the same ailment, but had training as a nurse. It also worked in my favor that she was richer than the Rockefellers and just happened to love me beyond reason.
 
   "Everything is going to be okay. You just have to be patient and do the program." She stood, handing me the remote for the television on a stand at the foot of the bed. "I'm going to make you some dinner." She kissed me and started for the door, saying, "Call me if you need me."
 
   I reached for the prescription bottles on the nightstand to see what they were. Darvocet. Flexeril. Good.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 8 ~
 
   Jasmine Edis
 
    
 
   When Jasmine Edis woke, lifting her hand to touch her forehead, she noticed the sticky reside. On further examination, she found that she was covered in it. She was on the sofa. 
 
   Getting her bearings, she forced her fuzzy memory to comply. Evening with that guy she met at Black Crown Lounge. They had Tapas and wine. He was a skier. Went to Olympics once. A Richey Rich type. Had lots of cash in his wallet. Drinks back at her place, pleasant conversation. More wine.
 
   Wine.
 
   She drank several glasses. He had bought it on the way over to her house after they left the lounge. She didn't recall even kissing him, but did recall getting sleepy and feeling the effects of the alcohol and then…
 
   Then, it was now. And she had no idea what possessed her to pour liquor all over herself. He must have left in disgust. 
 
   Turning toward the wall clock, she saw that it was 8:03. Was it Sunday? Wait, no, it was Happy Hour at that lounge. Sundays were Happy Hour. That meant it was Monday morning. 
 
   She was going to be late for work.
 
   Jasmine pushed herself up, dried stains of wine on the burgundy leather sofa. At least it matched. She'd have to clean it when she got home from work. She headed for the shower, and paused when she saw the paper on the end table. Not her handwriting. It was from him.
 
    
 
   Had fun. Sorry you couldn't hold your liquor. Hope you slept well. [image: ]
 
    
 
   What was that symbol all about? God, what was his name again? Smiling to herself, she walked with sticky feet toward the shower, realizing she had buttoned her blouse crooked. Hopefully, she hadn't taken it off in front of him in her condition. What a dumbass I am. I really need to stay away from wine.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 9 ~
 
   What Bravery Is
 
    
 
   Tenuous. Frightening. Dreadful. Too much blood. It oozed from his wound and traveled over the floor like red molasses. She's frozen in place, the blood pooling around her boots, sticking her feet to the floor. She can't drop the gun. It is stuck in her hand as if fastened by a guilt-ridden epoxy.
 
   The blood is traveling up her legs, now, soaking her clothes, consuming her like liquid fire and she knows when it reaches her face, she won't be able to breathe anymore. She will suffocate in her own sin.
 
   Someone is shaking her and the voice comes into consciousness. 
 
   Ginger. 
 
   She opened her eyes wide and stared at her.
 
   "Izzy? Izzy, it's okay. You're dreaming."
 
   Izzy took a deep breath, assuring herself she could still bring in air. That the blood hadn't actually choked her.
 
   "That same dream, again?" Ginger asked, reaching over to the nightstand to click on the miniature Christmas tree lamp.
 
   Izzy nodded and let Ginger pull her back down onto the pillow, holding her, in the glow of red and green and white holiday bulbs.
 
   "You really need to talk to someone about this. It's haunting you."
 
   "Yes, mother."
 
   "Don't be a smart ass. I'm trying to help."
 
   "I know you are. Sorry. I'll think about it, I really will."
 
   Cuddled together under the blankets, Ginger leaned back to look at her lover. The death of Franklin was a necessary part of their survival. Still, it obviously weighed heavily on Izzy's conscience. "You do understand that you did what you had to. So did I, and so did Phoebe and Jobeth. They would have done the same thing you did."
 
   "I know." But she didn't know. Even though she felt compelled to act as she did, it still resulted in the death of another human being.
 
   Then Izzy felt Ginger's fingers on the scar at her shoulder. "You were so brave…"
 
   "I didn't feel brave. I was scared to death."
 
   "That's what bravery is. It's being able to do the thing that needs to be done, no matter how much it scares you," she whispered. "But I was afraid I'd never see you again…" She felt Ginger's lips on her neck, enjoyed the tickle of pleasure it gave her. Izzy wrapped her arms around Ginger, who kissed her softly, whispering, "I can try to make you feel better…"
 
   Izzy thought about how she got lost in Ginger when they made love. "Go ahead and try…"
 
   Ginger gave her a deeper kiss, her hands smoothing down Izzy's side and slipping between her thighs. Izzy moaned and Ginger slid her hand inside Izzy's panties, feeling the warm wetness already waiting there.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 10 ~
 
   Los Tres Power Juices
 
    
 
   I woke with no idea what time it was, or even what day. I looked around for my iPhone, then realized it was in my left hand. Even when I'm in a drug-induced stupor, I realized the importance of having it nearby.
 
   I pressed the home button, and a battery symbol flashed on the screen, with a red line in it, and then the screen went black again. Pressing the button again gave me nothing. The battery was officially dead, and I didn't know where my charging cord was. I also realized I had to pee.
 
   Lifting the covers off myself, feeling some thick pain localized at the back of my neck, I sat up very slowly and a melted zippy bag of ice dropped down behind me. Phoebe had not only kept me drugged for a whole day, but she had kept me on ice, too. Careful to move with caution, I pushed off the bed to my feet but felt like my legs weren't going to cooperate. It took a few seconds to gain my balance before I shuffled into the bathroom. Maneuvering the process of pulling down my pants and sitting down on the toilet, seemed like an action I had never performed. I felt like a three year old. The pain thudded into overdrive, and I was already looking forward to lying back down.
 
   Finally back at the bed, I repositioned myself and took a deep breath. Maybe it was time for another pain pill. I didn't like the idea that I had been, for all intents and purposes, unconscious for an undetermined period of time. No telling what sort of events had transpired in that time I was not privy to. I didn't want to descend into stupor again right away. 
 
   My phone needed power juice, and I needed power juice. I was craving coffee. I tried to ignore the craving, but it insisted. And I really needed my charging cord. Taking a deep breath, I made myself get up and walk toward the kitchen. In the hallway, I saw a swatch of sunshine from the East windows. It was morning. The house was quiet. Where was everybody? "Phoebe!" I croaked. I waited, but got no response, so continued to the kitchen, which included a trip under the evil staircase, my white Hanes socks with gray tips, sliding along the shiny floor. Turning the corner to the kitchen and dining room, I expected to see someone there, drinking coffee. But it was as empty as an atheist church.
 
   I did smell the coffee, though. My enthusiasm renewed, I made it to the coffeemaker and reached for the cupboard. Electric fire shot down my arm and thudded by my right shoulder blade, and I leaned against the counter as tears sprang to my eyes. I was afraid to move. I thought my arm might burn to a crisp and crumble to the floor.
 
   "Jobeth!" came the shout behind me. 
 
   Phoebe. Thank the luck fairies.
 
   "What are you doing up!?"
 
   "I tried to come up with a sarcastic retort like I'm looking for my roller skates…but the words wouldn't come out past my gritted teeth. Phoebe took one look at my face and drew me into her arms gently. I rested my forehead against her shoulder and tried to remember to breath. She smelled good. Like Phoebe. Oh I wanted her to keep holding me.
 
   "Baby, stay where you are. Don't move. I'll be right back."
 
   She trotted out of the kitchen and moments later returned with a wheelchair.
 
   "Where the hell did that come from?"
 
   "I bought it."
 
   "What for?"
 
   "For you. You should not be walking yet. We have to get the inflammation under control first."
 
   I let her help me sit down in the seat, and she lifted my feet onto the little foot platforms, and started wheeling me toward the bedroom. 
 
   "What were you doing in the kitchen?"
 
   "I wanted some coffee." 
 
   We passed under the stairs, and turned around the corner into the hall. The ride was so smooth.
 
   "Why didn't you just call me?" 
 
   "My phone is dead. I was also looking for the charging cord."
 
   "Oh, Baby, I'm sorry, I didn't even think about that. I'll get it, and I'll bring you some coffee," she said, wheeling me into the bedroom and stopping by the bed, "Are you hungry? Do you want me to make you something?"
 
   "I'm hungry too, yes. But I don't have much of an appetite if that makes sense."
 
   "Do you need to go to the bathroom first?"
 
   "I already did."
 
   "You poor thing. You're going to hurt yourself. I'm so sorry about the phone. I won't let that happen again." 
 
   Helping me ease back into bed, she covered me up and kissed me. "I'll be back in a minute."
 
   I must have dozed off, or else Phoebe had learned to time-travel, because a noise made me open my eyes and she was suddenly standing next to the bed again, holding a serving tray. She set a tray down on the nightstand, and placed a new ice bag behind my neck, plugged in my phone, and handed me a box of oyster crackers. "There's some water right there. So you want some soup? Maybe some chicken noodle?"
 
   That did sound good. "Yeah…" I said pitifully. What was it about chicken soup as comfort food? It had to be true, there was an entire publishing industry built around the assertion that it was good for the soul, even. 
 
   She leaned down and held my face in her hands tenderly, and kissed me. "I'll make you that soup and be right back." 
 
   I stole a glance at her butt, tried not to think about sex, then drank some water, nibbled crackers. When my phone blinged, I knew it had enough charge to come on. It booted, and I tapped the calendar app, seeing that it was a day past the date I remembered last. Phoebe must have kept me drugged the whole time. I leaned back against the pillow and tried to recall anything that might have happened and must have dozed off again because suddenly Phoebe was standing there once more with the soup. It was kind of like a magic trick. Or maybe I was the one who was time-traveling. I close my eyes and when I open them, I've been transported into the future. A future that had several types of high-quality power juice: electricity, coffee, and chicken soup. Los tres power juices. Though one could make the argument that another important power juice was the one I was not able to get to in my current condition. The one that would have Phoebe making all sorts of delicious noises.
 
   She handed me another Darvocet, and because I couldn't lift my right arm, she even fed me the soup, like a much sexier modern version of Florence Nightingale. I felt I should be wearing an old green uniform, like some fallen soldier on the field of battle. My situation did have something to do with falling, but it wasn't near as heroic. I mean, who gets taken down by fuzzy slippers?
 
   After half the soup, I got profoundly sleepy, as if I had been hit with a tranquilizer dart, and as I drifted, the last thing I saw was her sweet face hovering over me.
 
   I loved her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 11 ~
 
   Morning Lights
 
    
 
    
 
   Izzy's hand searched for Ginger next to her, and finding the empty space, she opened her eyes. It was a little after eight. Ginger had left for work, careful not to wake her. Izzy knew it was because of the nightmare last night, and then the ensuing lovemaking. Sleep was lost. It was one of those thoughtful gestures lovers offer you. The kind that were usually too few and far between. Both the lovers, and the gestures.
 
   Izzy swept the covers back and padded into the short hallway toward the kitchen. Gratefully opening the pilfered Gevalia Costa Rica Peaberry, Izzy began to dip grounds into the coffeemaker. She had used Phoebe's working grinder to grind the whole bag so she wouldn't have to worry about that part. Soon, she'd buy a new grinder of her own. She would have to ensure the presence of coffee at all times, now, after yesterday's fiasco. A moment of panic embraced her when she clicked the brew button and the light didn't come on. Then she remembered the power switch on the wall for that outlet. She saw it in the down position, and wasn't sure why Ginger would have turned it off. She reached to flip it on, and got the satisfaction of seeing the brew light. But it wasn't the only light that appeared.
 
   The kitchen was framed in colorful Christmas lights Ginger had somehow found time to string in the hallway. Now she understood why the switch had been off. It was a surprise. Ginger knew Izzy would go to the coffeemaker first and flip that switch. Another small gesture from the woman who had so completely changed her view about committed relationships.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 12 ~
 
   Natalie Sadalgo
 
    
 
   She came-to at 6 a.m. The empty wine bottle clutched in her hand on the bed. The sheets were stained dark and for a moment she thought it was blood, but a few minutes of thought made her realize it was spilled wine. She felt sticky all over. Had she taken a damn bath in that stuff? 
 
   Natalie recalled her previous evening with the good looking guy she met at Shelby's, recalling his gorgeous blond hair, and charming demeanor. Had she invited him back here? Yes…yes she had…but she could only recall having a conversation with him over the wine, and then…then it was all a blur. And here she sat on the edge of her wine-stained bed. Surely she didn't sleep with him. But she felt a slight ache between her legs, and knew that she had. And it must have been something, since she could still feel the after-effects. Too bad she hadn't been sober enough to remember the details. She'd have to go easier on the alcohol next time. 
 
   As she glanced at the nightstand, she saw the note. She picked it up to read.
 
    
 
   Had fun. Sorry you couldn't hold your liquor. Hope you slept well. [image: ]
 
   What the hell was that symbol about?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 13 ~
 
   Comfort Concierge
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes and looked around. This was the first time I had been awake without pain. According to my trusty iPhone, it was 6:14 PM. How long had I been out? Ten hours?
 
   I noticed I was lying flat with my head on a memory foam neck pillow. Phoebe must have gone and bought it and put my head on it while I was asleep. Maybe it was why my neck felt better. She was like this little comfort concierge. 
 
   I sat up slowly, and dragged the extra pillow behind me, seeing the Post-it on the nightstand where Phoebe had written, I love you.
 
   My laptop lay to my right on the bed, and I slid it onto my hips. Maybe I'd write a note to everyone about what not to do while I was conked out on Darvocet and Flexeril. No putting shaving cream on my hand and then tickling my nose. No photographs of me snoring with drool running down my chin, or of me holding an empty liquor bottle.
 
   My lovely significant other swept into the room, bearing another ice pack. Placing it gently behind my neck, she kissed me and settled on the bed beside me.
 
   "My ad about the reunion in the alumni paper keeps getting RSVP's. Today, my crazy friend Ponzi Bonnet called."
 
   "Ponzi Bonnet? Really?" I said. "That's her name?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "No wonder she's crazy."
 
   She chuckled. "I told her all about what's happened in the last few years, and that you're a P.I., and she said it was perfect timing. She needs to hire you."
 
   "What for?"
 
   "She wouldn't say, but she's on her way over to the office to meet with Izzy. I'll run over there to meet her, too. I'm going to grab lunch soon with my other college friend, Anna. She called too. I hope you're feeling well enough by then to be at the reunion party." She kissed me and stood up. "I'm going on over there. Try to relax. Ring my cell or text me if you need me."
 
   I readjusted the ice pack and watched the love of my life take herself, and her sexiness out of the room. I wondered how long I'd have to wait to share her physical delights again. I'd be bringing that up fairly soon. 
 
   Shifting on the bed, a bolt of electric pain shot down my right arm.
 
   Perhaps I wouldn't be able to share in those delights any time soon. 
 
   Then I remembered that it wouldn't take much movement on my part to get what I needed. I wiggled my tongue, just to be sure it was still in working order.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    ~ 14 ~
 
   Ponzi Bonnet
 
    
 
   Maybe it was the scarf with clown faces on it. Maybe it was the sweater with the oversized cowl neck. But one look at Ponzi Bonnet, as she emerged from the Audi A7, in the exclusive caramel color called Ipanema Brown, told Izzy that this was going to be a way more interesting case with Ponzi involved. 
 
   Izzy opened the office door and greeted the 30-something woman with a smile. "You must be Ponzi."
 
   She smiled back, moving a curly lock of brown hair from her eyes with fingers sporting sufficiently chewed nails. Izzy was then startled by the shriek that came from the back door of the house. Phoebe was loping across the yard, and Ponzi turned, saw her, shrieked even louder and ran toward her. It was like some tampon commercial.
 
   After the mega-hugging and giggles had receded, Phoebe led Ponzi back to the office door, and Izzy let them in. 
 
   "And I thought you were such a dweeb for being a member of the knitting club!" Phoebe said, offering Ponzi a chair.
 
   "Oh I still do that! I made this sweater." 
 
   Of course you did, Izzy thought. Time to get down to business, Freak-Fest. "So, Mrs. Bonnet, how can AKA Investigations help you?" Izzy rolled her chair closer to the desk and clicked out the ballpoint.
 
   "Oh, it's Ms. I kept my maiden name. But really, just call me Ponzi." She became somber. "Well, Garrison is a psychiatrist. I married him a year ago. We met in the self-help section of the book store."
 
   "A psychiatrist frequenting the self-help section?"
 
   "Well, he told me he was planning to write a book, and he wanted to see what was out there…we struck up a conversation, and then we started dating. It was a whirlwind romance and storybook perfect for a while…but the last six months or so, he's been treating me differently…he's been more secretive, working late a lot, not answering his phone…I'm usually asleep by the time he gets home."
 
   "So you think he's having an affair?" Izzy offered.
 
   "Oh I wish that was my only suspicion. No, I think he wants to kill me."
 
   Izzy tossed a glance at Phoebe, who touched her friend's arm. "Oh, Ponzi…are you sure? I mean, that's a little extreme…"
 
   "Well normally, you know, I wouldn't jump to such a conclusion, but something I discovered recently made me think back, and there were old clues there, you know? Things he had done. Like one night he made dinner for us, and he had never done that before…"
 
   "But that's nice," Phoebe said.
 
   "I thought so too, until I got deathly ill afterward. Sort of like food poisoning. He didn't get sick at all, though. And I asked him to take me to the doctor, and he said he WAS a doctor, and I would be fine."
 
   "He's a psychiatrist," Izzy said.
 
   "Yes, I know. But they have to go to med school too."
 
   Izzy felt a little stupid at that point, as she had never realized that shrinks went to med school. Maybe she needed to go to school, too. "What were the other clues you noticed?"
 
   "Well, you know, there was a gas leak at our house in the middle of the night a few months ago while he was out late, and I was having trouble sleeping, so I was awake and started smelling it, and got a headache, so I went outside and called the gas company, and they sent the fire department. They fixed it, but said I was lucky. If there had been any open flame, the whole house would have exploded. I was about to make some tea when I noticed it, so--"
 
   Phoebe and Izzy exchanged frowns.
 
   "And so then I called him and he seemed surprised to hear from me, and he didn't say much."
 
   Phoebe stared at her friend. "Anything else happen?" 
 
   "Oh yes. One evening last month, it was really rainy, and I was crossing the street after my Mani-Pedi appointment--"
 
   Izzy wondered why her nails were all chewed off if she got manicures. Maybe she wore fake fingernails over them, usually.
 
   "--and the wind caught my umbrella and knocked me off balance, back to the curb, and just then a dark car sped past me, missed me by inches. I fell down and when I looked up at it driving away, really fast, I looked for a license plate, and there wasn't one."
 
   "Wow." Izzy jotted a few notes on the pad in front of her.
 
   "So has something recent happened?" Phoebe asked.
 
   "Yes, it was the thing that made me think of all those other things. In the mail,  there was something from my insurance company, saying thank you for the new life insurance coverage I recently bought. But I didn't. And he hadn't mentioned it." 
 
   "Oh, man." Izzy dropped her pen on the desk. "That sure does sound suspicious." 
 
   "So now, he's planning this hunting trip and wants me to go, even though he knows I hate killing anything."
 
   Phoebe and Izzy met eyes and both were thinking the same thing. This didn't sound quite right.
 
   "He said it would be good for me to be outside in nature…."
 
   "Why would he think that?" Izzy asked.
 
   "Oh I have this sleep disorder, and I even have to take medication for it, or I can't sleep at all. I had also become somewhat reclusive around the time I met him, and I still tend to withdraw and work on my designs and other business…I never spent much time developing close friendships, either, and he said he could help me deal with some of those issues."
 
   "In therapy?"
 
   "No. I never went to his office for appointments. We just talked on our dates, and we still do…well, not so much now."
 
   "Nice to have free counseling," Izzy said, writing on the notepad. "That can certainly be expensive."
 
   "Oh, money wasn't an issue. I've done very well."
 
   Turning to a fresh page on the notepad, Izzy asked, "Oh? How?"
 
   "I have a product on the Home Shopping Network…it's called Bonnet's Bountiful Bosom Bra. I was going to add 'for Big-Breasted Babes' but thought that might be overkill—" she indicated her own chest as if about to squeeze melons. "Like me. So hard to find a front-snap bra that supports and accentuates cleavage without feeling like a torture device…so many bras do that 'lift and separate' thing, and I never wanted my breasts separated. I don't know about you…I think I'm going to get into purses next…maybe Bonnet's Bodacious Bags…" She brought herself back from the tangent, seeing they were both suppressing grins. "Sorry…I get a little enthusiastic about this stuff. It's why I started my company…"
 
   Phoebe smiled. "That's the best reason to start a business. Enthusiasm for what you want to offer."
 
   "So, back to your husband…" Izzy prodded.
 
   "Yes…well...okay…anyway, I've been selling the bras like hotcakes for years now. It made me stinking rich. So I could have seen him professionally. But he said he was interested in me romantically, and so he could not ethically see me as a patient." 
 
   Izzy looked down at the notes. "I'm not saying there isn't some suspicious behavior here…but…is there anything else suspicious?"
 
   "Oh! I forgot the most important thing. I'm sorry, I can be so scatterbrained…I did overhear a phone call once that made me really uneasy."
 
   "What was that call about?"
 
   "Well I don't recall his exact words, but he was telling someone that he hadn't made up his mind yet, if he was going through with it."
 
   "Going through with what?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   Izzy murmured carefully, "Obviously, there's cause for concern…"
 
   Phoebe straightened. "Ponzi, do you think maybe he's just having an affair?"
 
   Her eyes shifted back and forth. "I don't know…I guess it's possible."
 
   "Let me talk with Jobeth," Izzy offered. "I think we might be able to help you. Maybe if only to find out what it is he's keeping from you."
 
   "Oh would you?" she enthused. Then to Phoebe, "I felt like it was sort of kismet that you and I crossed paths again, and your partner has an investigations business. It was like a sign, you know?"
 
   Izzy stood. "Okay. I'll talk to Jobeth and then give you a call. She would have to sort of sign off on it, since she's incapacitated right now."
 
   "Sure, sure." Ponzi buttoned her coat, and pulled out a card from her Dooney & Bourke purse. Izzy knew the brand simply because it had the name printed on it over and over again. It was tan, with red leather handles and accents, and pink hearts divided the repeated name. It sort of, but not really, matched her clown scarf. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



~15~
 
   Cranky-Pants & Furbabies
 
    
 
   Consciousness crept in again on drug-addled feet, and Jobeth immediately saw the close-up view of slippers on her chest. The ones that caused her fall down the stairs. She looked over at a smiling Izzy standing next to the bed. "Cute. When I am able to get out of this bed, I'm going to beat you with them."
 
   Izzy dismissed the empty threat. "Are you awake enough to talk?"
 
   "Until the drugs kick in again." Jobeth reached for the prescription bottle with her left hand. "The laptop keeps waking me up. I keep putting it on sleep mode and it keeps waking up."
 
   "Maybe it's not tired," Izzy suggested, sitting down on the bed. "Do you need me to fluff your pillow?"
 
   "It's memory foam. It fluffs itself."
 
   Izzy nodded, smiling. "Okay then. Listen, I think we have a new case." 
 
   Digging out the Darvocet with a finger, Jobeth popped it in her mouth and washed it down with the water on the nightstand. "Who?"
 
   "Ponzi Bonnet."
 
   "Who?"
 
   "That friend of Phoebe's. She thinks her husband might be thinking about killing her. Or maybe just having an affair. Or maybe wanting to kill her because he's having an affair..."
 
   "I thought it was the pain meds. Her name is really Ponzi Bonnet?"
 
   "Yep. And she's just as weird as her name is."
 
   "How's that?"
 
   Izzy pulled a half-eaten rice cracker off the comforter and held it up. Jobeth snatched it with her left hand and popped it in her mouth, chewing. "Do go on."
 
   "Well, according to Ponzi herself, she's got some issues…kind of reclusive, has a sleep disorder, and no telling what else."
 
   "And you don't think that has something to do with why she thinks her husband is trying to kill her?"
 
   "I have a sleep disorder."
 
   "See?"
 
   Izzy gave her a raspberry sound. "Maybe. But I have to say, there are suspicious things happening…" Izzy went through the incidents that sent Ponzi to her conclusions. "And Phoebe says Ponzi is so worried about it, that she thought it might be better safe than sorry. She thinks I ought to tail him for a while and see what he's up to."
 
   "Well, as long as we're getting paid, I don't care."
 
   "Here's the interesting part. Ponzi is stinking rich, and her husband is a psychiatrist, and he's the one who said she needed some help with these issues."
 
   Jobeth reached for the water bottle again, and washed down the cracker. The meds were giving her an awful case of cotton-mouth. "That's a little convenient, if he really is going to kill her."
 
   "That's what I thought," Izzy said. "He could fling her off a building and then say she did it to herself, thinking she could fly."
 
   "Right. Actually, that would be the best way to get away with it…" She looked around for more crackers. "Maybe he's planning the perfect crime."
 
   "Not perfect if we catch him at it."
 
   "Well, keep an eye on him for a few days and see if anything seems weird...and more importantly, bring me some rice crackers."
 
   "Will do." Izzy stood up.
 
   "Wait…" Jobeth said. 
 
   Izzy waited for a few beats. "What?"
 
   She seemed confused. "I was going to say something…"
 
   "And I was going to be riveted," Izzy cracked.
 
   Frowning, Jobeth said, "I'm the witty one. You don't get to be witty."
 
   "Witty is genetic, apparently. Don't fight it." She started for the door again and paused, studying her sister. "It bothers you that I'm doing this stuff without you, doesn't it?"
 
   "You're stealing my thunder."
 
   "I'm stealing a few drops of rain, that's all. It's not exactly exciting."
 
   "Part of the job. But sometimes it can get interesting."
 
   "Yeah, when will that happen?"
 
   "It will happen when…something happens."
 
   Izzy snorted. "How much medication are you on?"
 
   "Not enough, apparently, because it hasn't taken away the pain of your presence."
 
   "Oh, all right, cranky-pants. I'll let you go back to sleep." Izzy paused at the door, eyeing the discarded footwear by the bed. "Oh, do you want me to fetch your slippers?"
 
   "Vamoose!"
 
   Izzy laughed and closed the door on her way out.
 
   In the kitchen, Phoebe stood at the chopping block, slicing cucumbers. Izzy caught a whiff of something divine. 
 
   "What are we having?"
 
   Phoebe cocked an eyebrow at her. "Oh I guess you're joining us tonight?"
 
   "Every chance I get. You're the best cook East of the Rocky Mountains."
 
   "Flattery will get you…" She thought it over a moment. "Dinner."
 
   Izzy smiled and swiped a cucumber slice from the cutting board. "It smells so good! What is it?"
 
   "Rack of lamb with garlic buttered noodles and a cucumber salad."
 
   "You're killing me."
 
   Phoebe smiled. "So how's our girl?"
 
   "Crotchety."
 
   She glanced at the clock. "Probably time for another dose. I'll check on her in a second."
 
   "She just took something from the prescription bottle. So…"
 
   They heard Ginger coming up the stairs. Entering the kitchen, she sniffed the aroma of roasting lamb. "What are we having?"
 
   A delighted giggle burst from Izzy's throat.
 
   Phoebe repeated the menu and Ginger said, "I feel faint."
 
   Izzy grabbed a cucumber and handed to her, mockingly somber. "This helped me."
 
   As Ginger crunched on the cucumber, she told Phoebe about a recent domestic call wherein an angry husband murdered his wife. 
 
   "Why are you telling me this lovely story?" Phoebe asked, herding cucumber slices into a bowl.
 
   "Oh, well, they had these three cats, and now they're not only traumatized, but homeless."
 
   Phoebe pulled a package of egg noodles from the cupboard, and set them near the stove. "And you are enlisting me as the new adoptive mother?"
 
   "Thought I'd give it a try."
 
   "Mmm…"
 
   "Come here, let me show you."
 
   "They're here?"
 
   "Yeah. I brought them in downstairs."
 
   Phoebe set the timer on the microwave, and followed Ginger down the steps to the apartment Ginger shared with Izzy.
 
   The large carrier was sitting in the middle of the kitchen floor, and Phoebe squatted down to look in at them through the tiny bars of the door. "Aw! They're so pretty." 
 
   One was a really fat gray domestic short hair, one, a long hair Maine Coon, and the other a mostly-white Calico-Siamese mix, who was also a polydactyl. Like the infamous Hemingway felines, Ginger said. She had 22 toes, and even thumbs. Her paws looked more like a baby's hands, with discernible digits. 
 
   Phoebe was enthralled. "I haven't had a cat for a long time, but I love them. Steve was allergic, so I just got out of the habit, I suppose." Steve, being her ex-husband, who was not only in business with a madam-cum-blackmailer, but having sex with her too. Jobeth was on his case, literally, when she came into Phoebe's life. Steve was no longer a part of the equation, because said madam shot him dead.
 
   The shelter-person had explained to Ginger that the cats were kept in the same cage, because they howled and got upset when they were separated. They were sent to the Humane Society a few days before, and no one seemed to want them because they were not kittens. Mik Mak, the fat gray one, was ten years old, Biscuit, the Maine Coon, was seven, and Monkey, the polydactyl, three. Phoebe was touched by the story and couldn't imagine how the cats must feel being sent away, abandoned, plus witnessing the violence. It was a quick sell. "I'll give them all a home here," she said. "Families should stick together. Even fur-families."
 
   Izzy and Ginger lugged the carrier carefully up the stairs and into the guestroom. Jobeth was sleeping the sleep of modern pharmaceuticals. 
 
   "So they're going to live in here?" Ginger asked.
 
   "I think I should close them up in here for now. They'll feel safer in a smaller space, and Jobeth will have some company when one of us isn't terrorizing her. After they're more comfortable, I can let them roam freely in the house."
 
   Izzy looked around the room. "So where are you going to put the litter box?"
 
   "Oh." Phoebe thought about it. "Well they'll need that and food and water in here of course…"
 
   "Jobe is gonna love waking up to that smell."
 
   "It doesn't have to smell…" She thought about it a moment. "I have an idea." She directed them to follow her out the secondary door to the garage. Once they stepped into the space with the black Caddy and Escalade, Phoebe pointed at a piece of furniture. "That cabinet…I wasn't sure what I was going to do with it. It's old but it still looks nice. If either of you know how to use tools, you can modify it for me as a litter box cabinet."
 
   One of Izzy's former girlfriends had bought a fixer-upper, and between the sexual activities, Izzy had helped her renovate it. Probably the only useful thing to come out of that affair. "I know how to use tools, and I have opposable thumbs just like Monkey."
 
   "Hah. Okay. Well here's my idea. You can cut a hole in the side for them to enter, and I can put an under-the-bed tray inside the front doors of it, so they can go in from the side, but the litter will be hidden by the doors, and it's easier to clean out, because I can just open the doors and get to it. Then it will just look like a nice piece of furniture. And they can have their food and water on top of it."
 
   Ginger and Izzy were both impressed. "That's a good idea, Phoebs," Izzy said.
 
   "Okay, the tools are all over there by the workbench. I'll run to the store and get them some food and litter. By then, the lamb should be ready and we can eat dinner."
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 16 ~
 
   One Big Fappy Hamly
 
    
 
   I woke from a dream of eating lamb. I hoped it was true. Maybe I was still dreaming, because I noticed the sensation of weight on my outstretched legs. Looking down, I saw a small white calico cat lying there. "Where did you come from?" I said sleepily.
 
   The cat stretched out its paws lazily, and I saw that it had huge fingers. Not paws, but fingers. I was still uncertain about whether or not I was dreaming. That's when I noticed another cat. A fat gray one, curled up on the blanket folded over the foot of my bed. I scanned the room, careful not to twist my neck too much, fully expecting to find more cats. I only saw these two. That was until I heard the sound from my left. Reflexively, I jerked my head that direction, and felt the searing pain down my arm. "Dammit!" I cursed. I turned my whole body slightly to the left so I could look without moving my neck much. A green frog trinket lay in pieces on the hardwood floor. My eyes traveled up the armoire and I saw another cat. Fluffy, gray and white, sort of like a tabby, with a tail like a feather-duster.
 
   I grabbed my Bluetooth ear bud and poked it in my ear, picked up my iPhone, which was always on the bed next to me--since it would be instrumental in my survival, should the apocalypse descend on the world--thumbed the slider over, and tapped on Phoebe's number in recent calls list.
 
   "Hey Baby," Phoebe's sexy voice answered.
 
   "I may need to get on some different medication."
 
   "Why? Is it not working?"
 
   "No, but it's giving me hallucinations. I'm seeing three cats in my room."
 
   Phoebe chuckled. "We've adopted them."
 
   "Oh we have? Why?"
 
   "Well they were in a domestic violence house Ginger got called to…husband killed his wife. They had these three cats and no one wanted them. I felt sorry for them."
 
   "Of course you did."
 
   "You like cats, right?"
 
   "Yes…I mean, I am a lesbian. But I haven't had one in a long time…"
 
   "Me either. But I thought they might keep you company and then they also wouldn't feel scared and alone if someone was with them."
 
   "Your soft heart."
 
   "You fell in love with this heart."
 
   "I fell in love with every organ and appendage you have."
 
   "Remember that when you start being the other mommy to these fur-babies."
 
   Duly instructed, I asked the next question. "So what are the little darlings called?"
 
   "The white polydactyl one is Monkey--"
 
   "Polydactyl?"
 
   "Yeah, it's some kind of mutation, like the cats Hemingway had. She has 22 toes, she's three years old. The fat gray one is Mik Mak, and the fluffy Maine Coon is Biscuit."
 
   "I'll introduce myself."
 
   "Good. I'm about to go meet Anna for lunch. When you get hungry, call Izzy, she said she'd bring you something."
 
   "Okay."
 
   We exchanged endearments and I tapped End on the phone and looked over at Biscuit, sitting on top of the armoire. I saw the broken frog figurine and hoped it wasn't anything Phoebe was attached to. "So, you're Biscuit? I see you don't like frogs. Feel free to come join us on the bed." She licked her lips, yawned, and continued to stare at me. "I promise, I'm nothing like a frog." She seemed unimpressed with my sales pitch.
 
   I reached down and scratched Monkey's head and she stretched out further and purred. Mik Mak opened one eye to regard me, and then went back to sleep. "One big Fappy hamly," I mumbled.
 
   Thumbing back to the phone, I called Izzy with my request for a run to Burger King.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~17~
 
   Jacki Leek
 
    
 
   It took her a few minutes to figure out why she woke up angry. Jacki Leek sat up on the sofa, feeling her skin pull away from something that had her stuck to the leather cushion. What the hell? She examined the coffee table, adorned with two small bottles of wine--both empty, and two goblets, also empty, except for a tiny puddle of red in each. With a few seconds more thought, she recalled the handsome blond man she'd met at the bar. He had offered her a ride home, because she had enjoyed three glasses of wine. He seemed respectable enough. He had a huge wad of cash and paid her tab, and his clothes were all high-end. What was his name? 
 
   Jacki looked down at her flats she'd kicked off when they came inside. Flats, because she was a tall woman, who often found it hard to locate guys who would go out with her, because they didn't want you to be taller than they were. And possibly, they were intimidated since she was also a weight lifter. Not the distorted masculine, muscle-bound kind, but she had muscle and lots of it, and guys didn't like that either, unless they were weight-lifters too. Oddly, though, she was not attracted to weight-lifter types. But, at 6 feet, she was the same height as the guy from last night. And he didn't seem put off by her strength.
 
   She moved to the kitchen to make coffee, aggravated by the stickiness on her skin, and just as she was dipping coffee into the basket, she dropped the measuring scoop, because she was hit by a flash of memory.
 
   The blond man. His face hovering over hers…the sensation of him turning her over and pushing her face down on the sofa.
 
   Feeling suddenly contaminated, Jacki went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. She had to get this sticky wine off her skin, had to get…him off her skin. Peeling her clothes off, she stepped under the spray and soaped herself up.
 
   Jacki had never known the feeling she was having. No man had ever been able to take advantage of her; she was too strong. But there had been two bottles of wine. Still, she knew she held her liquor better than most men. She could have drunk those two by herself and still remembered what went on. Unless…
 
   Unless he'd put something in her wine.
 
   Her pulse began to quicken. She had this horrible feeling that he had taken advantage of her inebriated state. That he had…raped her.
 
   Soaping her hand, she reached down to wash between her legs and realized how tender she was. She tried again to remember his name. Maybe she'd have to go back to that bar and try to find him. Or maybe she should file a police report.
 
   Donning a robe, she sat down on the bed with her laptop, Googling date-rape drugs. She found some information on GHB. The drug only stayed in the body for twelve hours. Checking the clock, she saw that it had been that long, and by the time she filed a police report and had a urinalysis, all the evidence would be out of her system. And she had just showered. Still. She should file a report. It was the principle of the thing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~18~
 
   Frustrated and Edumacated
 
    
 
   Even though the medication had worn off, and I no longer felt like I was floating in Vaseline, the pain dragon seemed to be crawling back in its cave. I felt better. Though I still had everything I needed near the bed or on it, the one thing I didn't have near the bed or on it, was Phoebe. I think she was afraid she'd bump me and hurt my neck, but I was not enjoying her absence at all. We had not spent a night apart since we met, and a tumble down the stairs cost me not only my mobility, but her presence next to me all night. Just in case I got lucky, I decided that a shower would be a good idea. If Phoebe was getting back in the bed with me, I didn't want to give her any reason to avoid being close. My body was already niggling me about the missing intimacies. It had only been five or six days, but for us, that was considered a dry spell. 
 
   After stepping under the delicious hot spray, I immediately dropped the soap. Turning, I saw it there on the white tile floor and considered the dangers of bending over to get it. It would be just my luck to reinjure that disc. Not because the soap was heavy, but because bending and reaching had a way of causing something that felt like catastrophic disc failure. It was always something innocuous like dropping the soap. I noticed Monkey outside the shower door. She put her paws against the glass, an expression of alarm on her furry face. It seemed as though she was thinking the usual cat thoughts about the situation: Oh my god, there's water all over you! What can I do to help?
 
   I grinned and squatted to get the soap, with no disc mishap, and continued my shower. 
 
   After toweling off, I laid back down in bed, just to give my neck a chance to recover from the supposed trauma of standing up. Phoebe had said every time I did something standing up, I needed to lie down for a while. I was trying to be a good patient. Perhaps only because I would be rewarded with sex for my good behavior.
 
   Phoebe came into the room to check on me, I brought it up. "Phoebe. I miss you. You have to sleep with me."
 
   She set the bed tray on my lap. "You're in no condition—"
 
   "I meant sleep. Although I miss that too…"
 
   "Well, I wanted you to get enough rest."
 
   "I'm getting plenty of rest. Too much, probably." I thought maybe the medications were making me saw logs. "Do I snore?"
 
   "Only a little every now and then. It's like sleeping next to a hamster." She frowned at me. "Why do you ask?"
 
   "Because I'm trying to figure out why you aren't sleeping in here with me. I don't rest well without you next to me."
 
   "Okay, I'll sleep in here tonight, how's that?"
 
   "Don't you miss me too?" 
 
   "Oh, honey, of course I do!" She leaned in to kiss me, and I reached up to pull her closer, and a spasm blasted through my arm. My flinching movement, jostled the bed tray, almost knocking it over. "Wow, that was awkward."
 
   "Not any more awkward than when you had half your arm eaten off by that pit bull."
 
   I held my arm against my chest and took a breath I hoped would deliver the last remnants of my pain meds to the afflicted parts. "I don't like being incapacitated."
 
   "I know."
 
   "You know, I could just go lie under the coffee table like I did a few months ago when you--"
 
   Phoebe kissed me, because part of her was still embarrassed that she did something so raunchy, and she didn't want me to say it out loud. It remains one of my favorite memories. She perched on the side of the bed and picked up the fork, handing it to me. "Eat some lunch."
 
   I took the fork and stabbed the fettuccini Alfredo noodle, and poked it in my mouth, followed by a bite of garlic bread--crispy crust on the outside, soft and buttery-garlicky on the inside, just like I like it. "What's that over there?" I said around the pasta.
 
   "Oh!" She went over to retrieve the large brown paper-wrapped object. "I just bought this from Anna. She is such a gifted artist. I want to change out some of the art on the walls and I loved this." She unwrapped the painting.
 
   She was right. It was an impressive piece of work. "I like that."
 
   "It's called The Ascension. She got the idea from the news stories of all the doomsdayers."
 
   "The what?"
 
   "You know, all the crazies who say the world is going to end on the 21st of December, and they'll all Ascend to a higher dimension."
 
   "Oh them." I crammed in more fettuccini. "Nutcakes, all of them."
 
   "So you don't believe in all that?"
 
   I gave her my best incredulous glare. "I have a brain."
 
   "I know you have a brain, my love. But you can have a brain and not be aware of certain information. That's what a formal education is for."
 
   "The military was the closest I got to a formal education, and they didn't talk about The Dead Sea Scrolls or String Theory or Nietzsche."
 
   Phoebe smiled slowly.
 
   "What?"
 
   "I'm a little turned on that you referenced those high-concept ideas…"
 
   Education turned her on. Who knew? "I have always done a lot of reading."
 
   She folded one leg under her on the bed. "Why didn't we ever talk about things like that?"
 
   "We were too busy having sex."
 
   "Maybe we ought to  do more talking."
 
   I pursed my lips, fearing I had been hoist on my own petard. "Does that mean we won't be having sex?"
 
   "Well, you're not exactly in any shape to be—"
 
   "I can manage just fine."
 
   "No, you can re-injure yourself, that's what you can do."
 
   I reached for her. "It would be worth it."
 
   She pulled away. "No ma'am. It would not."
 
   "Help me out, here, Phoeb'. It's been, like, a week already."
 
   "A week isn't that long."
 
   "It is for us."
 
   "True."
 
   "Don't you miss it?"
 
   "Oh Baby, of course I do, but why would I make an issue of it when you're incapacitated?"
 
   I put my fork down, my appetite suddenly gone. "I'm not incapacitated, I just have certain limitations…you could still…"
 
   "Still what?"
 
   "Well, as long as I'm lying on my back, you could just climb up here and—"
 
   Phoebe laughed. 
 
   "I'm serious."
 
   "I can see that." She kissed me, then leaned back and looked at me, considering. Lifting the bed tray, she set it on the nightstand and folded back covers, reaching for the waistband of my lounge pants, pulling them down, and off. My heart pounded on my sternum like a Kansas trailer park resident trying to get into a storm shelter with a tornado coming. She dispensed with the foreplay and just buried her face in me. Maybe the pain pills had again altered my perception of time, but I could swear it only took thirty seconds before the waves of orgasm had me gasping. As I lay there like a broken water balloon, she used my dinner napkin to swab her face, put my pants back on me and placed the tray across my lap again. After you reach a certain level of comfort with a person, there was no need to stand on ceremony, when the situation dictated such.
 
   "We'll discuss an extension of that later tonight."
 
   My head swimming, I muttered, "Promise?"
 
   "Promise." She looked at the painting again. "So you're not afraid of the planetary alignment either?"
 
   I stared at her dumbly. "Is it just the meds, or are you speed-shifting?"
 
   "I'm speed-shifting."
 
   Distracted by the replay of images, and her slightly shiny chin, I looked down into the plate. Even the cold fettuccine competed for my attention now. It looked so good. I had to reconsider my previous loss of appetite. It was as if my taste buds had been sensitized. Did simple hunger do that? Or was it the sex-chemicals now coursing through my brain? "What was the question again?"
 
   "The planetary alignment."
 
   "Right." I picked up the fork. "Is that really happening?"
 
   "Yes, on that day, all the planets will be aligned."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yes, really."
 
   "Is that…a bad thing?" I shoveled a huge bite of pasta into my mouth and made yummy nom-nom noises.
 
   Phoebe helped herself to a bite of garlic bread. "No, it happens every year, but they're acting like it's a new occurrence."
 
   "Figures." I swallowed a bite that was admittedly too big. I had to slow down or I'd start choking. But then, that would mean the Heimlich maneuver from Phoebe, and though she had just attended to at least part of my frustration, I was desperate for her to be against me in any way possible. Choking actually appealed to me at that moment. Her arms around me, hips thrusting against me…I shook off the image. "I don't know much about that stuff. But then, it's not something that's crucial to my existence, since it's all a bunch of malarkey anyway."
 
   "True."
 
   I noticed Phoebe seemed to be searching for something in her head. "What?"
 
   "What?" she said back.
 
   "Do you have something you want to talk about?"
 
   "Yes, actually. I was hoping we could talk more about different topics…current events."
 
   "Um…why?"
 
   "Because I realize I don't know your opinions on so many things. Politics, religion, philosophy…."
 
   "It's never really…mattered, I guess."
 
   "Are you registered to vote?"
 
   I wanted to lie, but thought better of it. "No."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Well A, it didn’t matter to me when I was younger, and B, when it started to matter, I was living under an alias, remember?"
 
   "Oh yes. That. Forgot about that. Well, do you want to get registered for this election?"
 
   "I guess I could."
 
   "I think you can do that online, now."
 
   "Okay. I'll check that out. Wouldn't want that Mormon idiot in the White House."
 
   "So you're a Democrat?"
 
   "Yes, I suppose I am…aren't you?"
 
   "Oh yes. I'm a huge Obama fan."
 
   "Well, now, see? We just learned some new things about each other." I shoveled another big bite in my mouth.
 
   "What about religion?" she asked. "Do you believe in God?"
 
   "Not really."
 
   "Interesting. Why?"
 
   "Because it never made much sense to me. Begging your Catholic pardon."
 
   "Oh I liked the rituals and the comfort of having a group of people to socialize with, but I was never really devout."
 
   "As evidenced by the fact that you caused the Fall of that priest in the confessional."
 
   "Yes, well, there is that." She rolled over onto her back beside me.
 
   I started to pat my lips with the napkin, but remembered she had wiped my juices off her face with it, and it just felt too weird. I set it back on the tray. "Why all the probing questions?"
 
   "I just realized in talking to Anna today, that you and I don't talk about the same things she and I do."
 
   "Well, that's not unusual is it? I mean, we talk about different things with different people."
 
   "I suppose."
 
   I couldn't tell if that was a satisfactory result to our chat. Phoebe still appeared a bit distracted. Disappointed? Was I beginning to bore her? Was this what they talked about with relationships? Where they went along fine at first but then the two people grew apart? 
 
   Phoebe sat up and stared at the painting again, leaning against the nightstand. "I think I should put that over the fireplace in the livingroom, what do you think?"
 
   "It would look great there."
 
   She got up and circled the bed, leaned to kiss my forehead, and picked up the painting, giving me a wink and a smile on her way out. 
 
   I took another pain pill, in anticipation of a setback. Having an orgasm inflicted on you would surely cause some strain. After I finished devouring the cold fettuccine, I reclined in my towel, just for a moment before my daily walk. And while I was walking,  maybe I'd think about what she said. Maybe I needed to get myself more edumacated.
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   J. Walking
 
    
 
   Some people go right to sleep after sex. I feel rejuvenated. So I thought it would be the perfect time to go on my walk. That was the plan. But after the divine tongue-lashing from Phoebe, the pain pill, the fettuccine, and the hot shower, that previous moment of Zen on the bed wrapped in a towel turned into a nap of embarrassing proportions. It was after dark when I woke up. 
 
   I forced myself up, and got dressed. I had been walking for longer periods of time each day, and it was helping my neck, and I could not start missing the regimen now. I wanted to get well, and get back to work. Plus, I was getting cabin fever being in that room all the time, sleeping or lying around. I had enjoyed the company of the new cat-family in there with me, but it wasn't enough to make me a bed bug just yet. Unless of course, Phoebe was in the bed, too. Then count me in.
 
   Primarily, my new exercise program consisted of walking, and sometimes jumping to conclusions. I preferred walking the golf course for several reasons:
 
    
 
   1.              aesthetics (Not many parks nearby-the golf course is the "parkiest" place), 
 
   2.              convenience—it was just down the hill,
 
   3.              the winding, undulating path gave variety to the muscle-workout, and
 
   4.              I guess I have a secret desire to be beaned with a golf ball.
 
    
 
   There's a little old man on a golf cart who patrols the area; he's more like the Hall Monitor than a Security Guard. My first encounter yesterday with him went something like this:
 
   He whirs up next to me and stops, saying, "You shouldn't be walking here."
 
   Obligingly, I play along. "Why not?"
 
   "You could get hit by a golf ball."
 
   "Interesting you should bring that up," I say, proud of my forethought in doing a little Googling, just on the off-chance I might have this exact encounter. "There is a zero-point-one percent chance of that happening. Odds are higher that I'll be struck by lightning." I have a moment of abject fear when I hear thunder in the distance, but just decide that this irony would be too profound to consider, and was instead the slurry of bad comedies. "I think I'll take my chances," I add, knowing that the odds of getting struck by lightning while golfing were much higher, but I wasn't golfing. I was walking. Jaywalking, apparently. (J., walking. snort snort). 
 
   He rubs his chin and squints into the sun, mumbling, "Well...still...we wouldn't want to be responsible if it did happen, you know..."
 
   "I'd be happy to sign a waiver," I say, smiling. 
 
   He moves something around inside his mouth and offers, "Well, okay...but keep your eyes peeled." And he whirs away on the little cart. Peeling eyes. Eye peeling. Colloquialisms from hell. 
 
   And today, we crossed paths again and he smiled and greeted me like we're friends. I paused and said, "Aren't you going to offer me a ride?"
 
   His caterpillar eyebrows squirm high on his forehead. "I thought you were walking for exercise."
 
   "Still, it's only proper to offer. It's really chilly tonight."
 
   "Would you like a ride?" he asks agreeably.
 
   "No thanks. I'm trying to get my exercise." I walk away, smiling, and hear him chuckle behind me. I don't know why I feel the need to fuck with people so much. 
 
   It was well past dark-thirty, this time. No golf ball hazards, I told myself. No whirring, Golfing Police with caterpillar eyebrows and a concern for my well-being and the liability of the country club. And perhaps more important for my winter-loving ass, no blazing noonday sunshine. I decided that yesterday's walk still was not enough to make up for the cheese sticks I indulged in for lunch, so I decided to go one more round on the golf course. Phoebe sent me a text that she was out shopping with Izzy, so I was not being missed all that much. 
 
   So, I'm walking around the shrouded blacktop pathway, realizing that although I had the presence of mind to bring a flashlight, it was still spooky in the pitch dark  with all that greenspace. Night time critters, doncha know. Or the errant serial killer. I stopped after getting about 100 yards into it...had one of those moments. Should I go back? Did I think this through properly?
 
   Luckily, any continued distress was alleviated by the fact that I had my pistol in my kangaroo pouch (no, I don't have a flap of skin on my belly...on second thought, maybe I do…I have lost some weight. Anyway...)I have a toy pistol and I know how to use it. Again, I made a pact with myself to buy a Glock.
 
   For now, I pulled the diminutive .25 out of the pouch and held it, redirected the flashlight and started walking again. What event, I mused, would justify me firing this gun? I had a quick image of a rabid raccoon hugging my legs and gnawing a hole in my kneecap. Not likely, but dramatic enough to entertain me. Then I had an image of a buck deer, trying to impale me with his antlers. Why would he do that? I was in his territory and he mistook me for another buck deer? Ridiculous, even though I do have quite a rack.
 
   The only wildlife I did see was either a raccoon or a possum, and all I could really make out was two glowing eyes as he begrudgingly moved toward the taller grass. I finally made my way around the other side, realizing I could put my pistol back in the pouch, as it was unlikely I'd need to use it, and if I did, it would not be a quick draw.
 
   Feeling like the pasta had magically increased my Body Mass Index to 62%, I headed for the footbridge, vowing to eat only fruit and drink only water tomorrow. Then I saw the headlights. Headlights pointed toward the golf course. Toward ME. 
 
   I thought, ah, there's that serial killer, now, my hand moving to the opening of the pouch, locating the grip of the .25. Admittedly, it was the type of firearm that would only piss off any formidable attacker, and distract him long enough for me to escape, but it was better than just a flashlight and a kangaroo pouch. 
 
   I continued moving toward my Escalade and he got out and said, "Hello!" Maybe it's the Caterpillar Eyebrows dude. When the beam of a Maglite caught me in the face, I realized who it was. A cop. 
 
   Now, I had a quick hope for something like a blond with a blue cop-shirt unbuttoned to allow for heaving cleavage (funny how the blonde in my imagination always looked like Phoebe), but what I got was a 50-something man with gray hair and a pot-belly.
 
   I could now see the white car, with the stripe on the side and those precious twirling blue lights on the top, thankfully not in use at the moment. I understood that he was checking out who the oddball was walking on the golf course in the pitch dark with a flashlight. 
 
   "Everything okay?" he asked. 
 
   That's when it occurred to me that having a gun in your kangaroo pouch with an inquisitive cop a few yards away, was not one of my better situations. I knew I could not give him any reason to be suspicious. My creative, sleuthing mind kicked in. So I lied. I told him I had dropped my keys earlier and had to come back and look for it. 
 
   He immediately accepted that, and I thanked him for asking, and thought about saying it was good to know that the Lakewood Police Department was out and about, keeping everyone safe. Considering the almost-negligible crime rate in this area, that was such an overstatement, it bordered on sarcasm, so I decided to zip it. He wished me a good evening and pulled away to investigate some other menace. Like a buck deer goring a raccoon on another golf course.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 20 ~
 
   The Payne of it All
 
    
 
   A trio consisting of a cellist and two violinists wound through some classical songs with which I was unfamiliar, but the ambience was perfect. The living room was filled with a good fifty people, eating catered food, enjoying cocktails, and buzzing about their college days with each other. 
 
   I was trying to be nonchalant, but it was difficult, considering the fact that Phoebe had insisted I wear that foamy neck brace. She didn't want me to have a setback. I complained, all the while knowing I should wear it, because being upright for more than an hour still caused my neck to throb. 
 
   Phoebe grabbed a young woman's arm and pulled her over to me. "J-Bo, this is Anna Dew. My best friend from college. She's dating Captain Campbell. She's the one who got Ginger on at Denver P.D. when we moved."
 
   "Hi!" Anna said to me. "So sorry about your injury."
 
   I nodded my appreciation for her concern, though nodding in that fat collar looked more like I was about to bob for apples.
 
   "Oh! Phoebe, sing my song!" Anna enthused.
 
   "Oh yeah…." She sang to the tune of To Know You is to Love You, "to know know know you, is to love love love you…Anna Dew, Anna Dew, Anna Dew…"
 
   The two broke into hyena giggles.
 
   Anna sighed, hugging Phoebe. "I've missed you so much." 
 
   "I've missed you too, Anna."
 
   Something unfamiliar fluttered in my chest. It had to do with watching Phoebe and Anna together. Was it jealousy? But I knew there was nothing romantic between them. They were just close friends. But jealousy could be applied to that as well, couldn't it? I was jealous of their relationship. I knew that Anna and Phoebe could talk about things that we couldn't. I had already heard them on the phone repeatedly since they had lunch together a few days ago.
 
   Captain Campbell came over and whispered in his date's ear. Anna touched Phoebe's arm and looked at me. "Oh, Phoebe, Jobeth, gotta go do the political schmooze-thing. Catch you later…"
 
   Phoebe was still smiling when she turned around and snagged a crab-stuffed mushroom from the opulent spread of catered food. To me, she said, "Wow. I have missed her so much."
 
   "I see that."
 
   Phoebe frowned slightly, chewing the mushroom. "What's wrong? Are you..." She studied my face in that disarming way she had. "Are you jealous?"
 
   "No reason to be jealous…right?"
 
   "Not now, certainly."
 
   Oh crap. "What do you mean, not now?"
 
   "Well, I mean, Anna and I had a little kissfest and drunk sex one night." She popped another mushroom in her mouth.
 
   "You never told me that." 
 
   "I guess it didn't come up."
 
   "It did too. I asked you if you'd ever had a crush on a woman." 
 
   "I didn't have a crush on Anna. We were friends. And honestly, I don't even remember the incident. We were too drunk. It's like it never happened. And it never happened again, either. So." 
 
   I wasn't going to let her out of that one. "Then how do you know it happened? I mean, if you can't remember it."
 
   She cocked an eyebrow at me. "We woke up naked with crusty chins."
 
   I was profoundly sorry I had pressed the issue. I put my fingers in my ears and chanted "La-la-la la!" with my eyes closed. 
 
   Phoebe laughed and lifted her wine glass in a mock toast.
 
   "So who else is here that you do remember sleeping with?" I asked.
 
   Phoebe glanced around the room at the groups of people chatting. "Him." She nodded toward a dark-haired man with a bright smile. "Eli Marquette. He was very sweet."
 
   "Why didn't you have a relationship with him?"
 
   "He joined the military, and I didn't want to be involved with someone who was going to ship out somewhere. And he did, of course, right after 9-11."
 
   "Well at least he made it back."
 
   "Yeah, I may have made the wrong choice."
 
   I gave her a hard glance.
 
   "I'm just kidding, baby. You're the love of my life."
 
   I watched G.I. Joe rake his eyes over Anna Dew, entertain a few thoughts I was familiar with, and then develop an interest in the buffet table. Food and sex. The two greatest pleasures and distractions of the human species.
 
   "Okay, who else?"
 
   She scanned to room again. "Him. The guy in the cardigan with all the muscles. That's Evan Ducay. Was in college with him. He used to be a priest…" She sipped her merlot.
 
   "I remember that. After you had sex with him, he became an exotic dancer."
 
   "Right."
 
   "It's a little creepy. Is there anyone in this room you haven't had sex with?"
 
   She snatched a cream cheese and ham pinwheel from the serving dish a caterer paused to offer. "I haven't had sex with the police captain, nor any of the caterers."
 
   I sighed and looked away, hoping the cater-waiter hadn't heard that. 
 
   "Oh, come on, J-Bo, there's only a few people in here I've slept with. And we all have a sexual past. Shall I enumerate the women you've been with? How many were there, anyway?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   "You lost count, didn't you?"
 
   Busted. "Yes, I did."
 
   "So, if you like, we can throw a party and invite all of your previous conquests. How would that be?"
 
   "That would be a nightmare."
 
   I actually did have that nightmare once, where I walked into a social gathering, and every woman I had ever slept with was there. They all turned in unison upon my arrival, with a varied collection of expressions and responses, and at that moment, I felt as if I would swallow my own teeth. It's not as though I had a horrible track record, or made any real enemies of these women, but the concept was overwhelming in that I had urgent questions that needed answering:
 
    
 
   1. Was this a joke?
 
   2. If it was a joke, was I expected to laugh?
 
   3. Had these women all been comparing notes?
 
   4. Was I really dead, and this was my life review?
 
   5. How much alcohol was available to me in that room?
 
    
 
   Now, while I am reasonably certain that should this event actually take place, I would have the social grace to handle it, I wondered if I would instead spin on my heel and dash back outside?
 
   It made the current gathering of a few of Phoebe's conquests seem negligible.
 
   My thoughts were interrupted by the infamous Ponzi Bonnet, who had also been dragged over to meet me. She had a full head of dark curly hair, and didn't seem crazy at all. Just…what's the word? Eccentric. 
 
   Ponzi was pulling at Phoebe's sleeve. "Do you remember Professor Dansiger?"
 
   "Um…Quantum Mechanics 101?"
 
   Quantum Mechanics. Another class I wish I had taken. 
 
   "Right. Did you know he joined some commune in the mountains near Nederland?"
 
   "No way."
 
   "Yep. You know how he was always going on about the stupidity of religion. Then he suddenly found Jesus."
 
   "Maybe he was overcompensating from a deep-seated need to find God."
 
   "Maybe. Or maybe, you know, he just got tired of thinking so hard."
 
   Phoebe chuckled. "I always feared that one day in class his head would just explode."
 
   Ponzi laughed with her. "What an event that would have been. Oh, speaking of events." She grabbed Phoebe's arm and whispered urgently, "Are you going to make the big announcement?" 
 
   "What big announcement?" I asked.
 
   "I really think you should," Ponzi told Phoebe.
 
   "What big announcement?" I asked again.
 
   Phoebe reached for a sterling silver knife and pinged it a few times against her wine glass. "Everyone--"
 
   The musicians stilled their instruments, and the room fell into respectful silence.
 
   "I invited you all here because I have missed you all these years, and I wanted to reconnect, since I've moved back. But also, to let you know that there have been some changes in me, and in order for us to be friends, you would have to know and accept the person I've become."
 
   Some nervous glances were exchanged and I suddenly felt very naked. Naked, in a foamy collar.
 
   Phoebe continued, "Last year, I fell in love with a woman." Murmurs moved through the gathering. "I didn't intend for this to be a coming-out party, but I want to properly introduce you all to Jobeth…she is my partner, and the love of my life. I hope you will all treat her as well as you treat me."
 
   A few awkward seconds later, Ponzi stepped forward and hugged her. Then the other friends followed. No one seemed to care.
 
   Amid the congratulations and warm embraces of Phoebe's friends, I felt as though I was in another dream…perhaps not a nightmare this time, but it felt surreal. Soon, Phoebe was letting them all know that I was a P.I. and if they needed my services, they could take a card from the holder in the foyer. She explained that the foam collar was not an peculiar fashion statement, but that I had ruptured a disc in my neck and was still recovering. And that Izzy, my sister, was also a valued member of AKA Investigations, and would be glad to speak to anyone who needed our services. Izzy smiled and waved to everyone. Standing there stiffly, she looked like she was wearing an invisible collar, herself. 
 
   Phoebe waggled a continuing hand at the musicians and the ambient melodies began again.
 
   "Wish you had told me," I whispered.
 
   "If I'd told you, I would have chickened out. I wasn't even sure I was going to say that. You're not mad at me are you?"
 
   "No…just…caught off guard."
 
   She kissed me quickly, knowing that it would diffuse any hard feelings. She could tell by checking my eyes that it had worked. Soon, she was off mingling again, and I was turning my attention to the buffet table. Stealing a black olive and pesto pinwheel from the spread, I overheard the conversation of the two women beside me, plucking goodies from the buffet, just as I was.
 
   "I know, he kept posting all this tripe about Mitt Romney on Facebook."
 
   "I saw that. Can you believe anyone with half a brain would want to elect a guy like that to the highest office in the land?"
 
   "Well, yes, because he sort of has half a brain. I mean Romney said he would defund PBS! Can you believe that? And then out of the other side of his mouth, he talks about being an advocate of education."
 
   "And like Bill Maher said, he thinks he's going to fix the economy by restoring the policies of the party who destroyed it."
 
   Laughter. "Absolute inane garbage."
 
   "Indeed."
 
   The two women moved away, to join another cloister of women and men talking politics.
 
   Boy, am I out of the loop. I knew I should have understood what they were talking about, but I didn't, other than knowing Romney was the Republican candidate who lost the election to Obama. I wasn't even registered to vote. I suddenly felt ashamed and stupid. Apparently, I needed to spend more time on Facebook.
 
   Pouring myself more wine, I noticed that the cheap stuff was almost gone, while the expensive bottles sat corked. Interesting. All these people with their educated pallets liked my unassuming Reunite Blackberry Merlot better than their Australian Shiraz. I set the bottle down on the table and noticed Izzy slinking toward the French doors. She turned briefly and saw me, and I waved her over, handing her a fresh glass of merlot.
 
   "Why were you slinking out?"
 
   "Not my scene." She took a gulp of wine.
 
   "How so?"
 
   She looked around with a grimace. "I just feel so…stupid in this room. Everyone is talking over my head."
 
   I felt my shoulders relax. "I know the feeling."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Really. I didn't go to college, either."
 
   Izzy moved a step closer to me. "Maybe we should if we're going to be hobnobbing with Phoebe's crowd."
 
   "The thought had occurred to me."
 
   "Maybe we could discuss that later. Right now, I just want to get on my Rebel with Kristen Hall in my headphones and go for a ride."
 
   "I want to go with you."
 
   "Well, come on."
 
   "I can't. This party is partly for me. I have to be here. Business connections and all that."
 
   "Well…" Izzy set her glass down and moved toward the door, smirking. "I'll pray for you."
 
   "Yeah. A thousand thanks, my sibling."
 
   I added her remaining wine to my own glass, and the woman leaning over the pinwheels saw me. I smiled innocently at her. When is this evening going to be over? My pain medication was wearing off.
 
   I noticed the pinwheel peruser again. The look on her face. She seemed a little fawn-eyed, as she gazed toward the entry. I followed her visual trajectory, and saw that she wasn't the only one having that reaction. In fact, almost every woman in the room was doing essentially the same thing, their attention on the blond man who had just walked in. Women were moving toward him, giving greetings and hugs, and long-time-no-sees. 
 
   I turned to the woman across the table from me, holding her plate distractedly, glancing over at the Adonis every few seconds. 
 
   "Who is that?" I asked her.
 
   She pried her eyes away long enough to address me. "That's Payne Hollister." She said it as if it would be somehow meaningful to me; as if she'd said Brad Pitt. 
 
   "What's with all the adulation?"
 
   "Oh, every girl at UC Denver lusted after him."
 
   I watched Payne Hollister smile and pepper cheeks with kisses among the gathered women, taking their hands in greeting, and placing the other hand atop theirs. His hair was perfect, his tan was perfect, his clothes were perfect.
 
   The woman across from me said, "Most of us thought that Payne and Phoebe were going to get married."
 
   What? "They were engaged?"
 
   "Well, no, they dated for a while and seemed so happy together, and then poof! They broke up. I guess because Phoebe moved away."
 
   Great. Another ex-boyfriend. Every woman seemed to forget what they had been doing before this chick-magnet appeared. Every woman, that is, except Phoebe. I glanced over at her, and she was staring at him, unsmiling. Had he broken her heart? Then as I moved in her direction, I saw that she was breathing heavily, frowning, her jaw set firmly, and it was obvious this was not attraction, and was more than a collegiate broken heart. She seemed…angry. "Phoebe?"
 
   She broke away from her stare-down at the sound of my voice.
 
   "Are you okay? What's wrong? Why are you looking at him like that?"
 
   She took a calming breath, swallowed and said to the floor, "He's the one."
 
   "The one what?"
 
   "The one who…"
 
   And it became clear to me, then. What she had told me a year ago, while we were sitting in the Falcon in her driveway, during one of our middle-of-the-night discussions. "He's the one who--"
 
   "Raped me."
 
   I felt my cheeks flush hot with anger. Looking back at him, at his charming flirtations with the oblivious women who had never fallen prey to his violent desires, I found myself moving in his direction.
 
   "Jobeth--" 
 
   I barely heard her. All I could think about was how good it would feel to wipe that self-satisfied smile off his evil face. The din of the room faded into the back of my mind, as if someone had turned down the master volume of the space. I could only hear my breathing, and the blood pounding in my head, my heart palpitating against my sternum. I was suddenly stopped in front of him.
 
   He looked at me, smiled, then I watched his smile fade as he saw something in my eyes that wasn't about fawning adoration. 
 
   I had no plan. My body just responded without forethought. I stepped closer to him until I could feel his minty breath on my forehead as I looked up at him. Then my knee came up abruptly, catching him in the groin, and he grunted and folded, going down to one knee.
 
   Confused faces gawked at me, as I stood with balled fists at my side. Phoebe moved up behind me and forced my fisted right hand loose, lacing the fingers of her left hand with mine. She didn't try to pull me away. No reprimands. She just stood there behind my right shoulder, holding my hand.
 
   A few of the women helped Payne Hollister to his feet, and he looked up and saw Phoebe. A flicker of fear passed through his eyes, quickly replaced by hubris. "I see you have an attack-dog…"
 
   And like an attack-dog, I growled, "That wasn't even the attack. That was just the greeting. You have three seconds to get the hell out of our house."
 
   He verified my sincerity with a few seconds of eye contact, and then straightened, smoothing his clothes, furtively glancing at the crowd that had gathered all around us. "It was such a long time ago, Phoebe. But I apologize sincerely for breaking your heart--"
 
   I took a step toward him, and watched him move back and lift his knee in defense. "That's not what you did, you prick, and you know it--"
 
   He lifted a palm toward me. "Obviously, it's time for me to go." He addressed the stunned gathering around us. "Ladies. Good to see you again. Please excuse me." With that, he turned and strode to the door and was gone with a slam.
 
   The faces around us were already making assessments and even judgments as they looked at me and Phoebe. 
 
   "I apologize to all of you," Phoebe said softly, her voice breaking. "Please don't make any snap judgments about Jobeth. She was defending and protecting me. I love her for that. Let's just say that Payne Hollister was not and is not the man you think he is." She released my hand and headed for the bar, signaling the bartender for a stiff drink.
 
   Ponzi touched my elbow and whispered, "What did he do to her?"
 
   I couldn't violate Phoebe's privacy, no matter how it made me appear to onlookers. "You'll have to ask Phoebe about that. I'm not at liberty to say." I joined Phoebe at the bar and asked for a shot of Crown, my arm around her.
 
   Ponzi popped over again. "Phoebe…" she whispered urgently. "Jobeth wouldn't tell me anything…please…what the hell did he do to you?"
 
   Phoebe opened her mouth to speak, closed it, took a breath and said, "He raped me." Then she knocked back a shot of Crown.
 
   Ponzi went into some kind of trance for a few seconds, reached out and touched Phoebe's arm, and then moved slowly back toward the murmuring guests still standing by the entryway. I saw that she was whispering in the anxious ear of her friend Kenda, who had come with her this evening. In this case, the human version of Western Union was probably a sound idea. At least they'd understand. I hoped Ponzi would tell everyone who Payne Hollister really was.
 
   I put my face in her neck. "Baby? Are you okay?"
 
   She slid her fingers along my neck and up into my hair. "I think I need a moment. Get some air." She set her shot glass down and slipped out through the French doors off the kitchen to the patio.
 
   Ginger and Izzy joined me at the bar.
 
   "What the hell was that?" Ginger whispered.
 
   "How long have you been here?"
 
   "Long enough to see you bust the balls of the pretty-boy."
 
   Everyone else knew by now, so I figured I could tell her. "That's Payne Hollister. He's the guy who date-raped Phoebe in college."
 
   Ginger's features hardened, as did Izzy's.
 
   "What the hell did he come here for?" Izzy asked.
 
   "Hubris, maybe. Or maybe he's just oblivious." I took a second shot of Crown. Within a few minutes, there seemed to be a line of Phoebe's friends, handing me their business cards and asking questions about what it was like to do investigative work. I wondered if it was because they felt sorry for Phoebe, or were impressed by my ball-busting skills. Perhaps they all knew a few balls that needed busting. After the potential clients thinned out, I turned to Ginger and Izzy. "I'm going to go check on Phoebe." I headed for the French doors.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 21 ~
 
   The Catch
 
    
 
   Without her coat, the late-November chill would soon bite at her exposed skin, but she needed to feel something other than the emotions welling inside her. 
 
   As she looked out over the snow-laden shrubbery in the back yard, Phoebe's mind drifted involuntarily to that night at the ski lodge almost 13 years ago. 
 
   She and Payne had been dating for two months, and she wondered if it might be heading toward a serious relationship. Payne Hollister had been colloquially known as a catch. The only son of parents made wealthy in real estate, Payne had been given the best of everything, and had the confidence to accomplish his own victories, most notably as a member of the DU ski team. 
 
   At the 1998 Winter Olympics in Japan, Payne had claimed the silver medals in the giant slalom and super-g events. This success had gone to his head, as he enjoyed minor celebrity status on the slopes thereafter. Phoebe had been enamored with his prestige, and charmed by his generosity. Though now, she realized it was easy to be generous when giving was never a sacrifice. Giving was not something Payne Hollister truly understood. Taking was more his style.
 
   Like taking her will.
 
   She had never given her body easily, and had rebuffed his advances. He had tried again to convince her that night, but she had refused, again, not quite certain her heart would be safe in his care. In gentlemanly fashion, he had accepted her answer. So she had not expected that leaving her wine untended while she went to the ladies room would have put her at risk. 
 
   Later, by the time she had emptied the goblet, she was sure that her lightheadedness and growing stupor was not attributable to the merlot. He studied her for long moments, before renewing his advances. Within minutes, she was under him, aware that he was tearing her clothes away, and bewildered by his aggression. An aggression that soon turned to violence. He had rammed himself inside her, his hand around her throat, squeezing the breath from her lungs, pounding the choice from her body.
 
   Afterward, she remembered the nausea, and throwing up on the carpet beside the sofa. 
 
   A cold breeze brought her back to herself, to the patio, as the French doors opened and Jobeth moved up beside her. "Are you okay, baby?"
 
   She looked at one still-trembling hand. Was she?
 
   "Would you like me to ask everyone to leave?"
 
   "No…I just needed a moment." She took a deep breath. "Amazing how just seeing him can dredge up all the emotion. I haven't thought much about it for years. But as soon as he walked in, it was like I was back in that horrible moment with him."
 
   "Well, you got triggered. I'm sure it's natural. But I can't tell you how bad I want to remove a certain part of his anatomy."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 22 ~
 
   Lunacy Factor: Make My Day
 
    
 
   Ginger had stepped outside to make sure that Payne Hollister left the premises. She wished she could have arrested him, but the crime had been so long ago, and there was no case to prosecute. Date rape, sadly, was a commonplace occurrence, and more often than not, left unreported.
 
   Checking on Phoebe again before she had to leave for her late-shift, Ginger went down to the apartment to change, Izzy joining her. 
 
   Officer Appreciation Day was not what it sounded like. No parades, no award ceremonies. Just Detectives in the department taking shifts like a beat cop. Captain Campbell thought this was a good way to remind the plainclothes cops of what it was like to be a regular cop in uniform. It seemed to increase the working relationships at the station, but it was still not something Ginger Grant looked forward to.
 
   "I can't believe that dick showed up tonight."
 
   "I know."
 
   Izzy pulled out the coffee carafe, and paused to look at Ginger. "What are you doing?"
 
   Ginger had been standing, immobile, by the door. "I'm trying to remember where I put my keys." 
 
   "They're not in the basket?"
 
   "No."
 
   Izzy poured coffee in the waiting cup Ginger had provided. "Not in your pocket?"
 
   "No, I've already looked in all the obvious places." She came back into the room and scanned it, as if hoping the keys would jump up in the air so she could catch them. 
 
   "Don't worry. Maybe you're just getting senile."
 
   Ginger turned slowly, one eyebrow cocked, and probably loaded. "That might be humorous coming from someone my own age, but from you, it's just a sharp stick."
 
   "Don't hate me for being younger," she said, putting the lid on the tumbler and handing it to Ginger.
 
   In the living room area, Ginger began accosting the sofa cushions. "Most people are visual. And those images attach to something. With me, it just goes in, floats around, then when a stiff wind comes along, whooooosh--it's gone."
 
   "Well, maybe you should plug the leaks. Wear earplugs...I mean, that's a 99 cent fixer-upper." She chuckled. "Or you could just put two marbles in your ears."
 
   "Oh I can't do that, they'll fall in and then that noise of them rolling around would keep me up at night."
 
   "You're up at night anyway. You're like a vampire.'
 
   "A non-visual, marble-headed vampire."
 
   Izzy righted the askew cushion and plopped onto the sofa. "I'm sure some bleeding heart liberal group will take you on, don't worry about it."
 
   "Ah!" The keys had fallen off the by the door hook and landed in one of Izzy's shoes. "I'm late. I'll call you later." She scooted over and kissed the top of Izzy's head.
 
   As Ginger left through the rear exit stairs, and pulled out of the drive, she wondered if her decision to skip the afternoon nap and her delay was really self-sabotage. Like a petulant school girl, she didn't want to go to work tonight. It was Officer Awareness Day. She was aware of being an officer, and didn't need to be reminded, thank you very much. But Captain Campbell's pet project demanded detectives spend one day of the month patrolling, like they did when they were beat cops. No matter what, this day was always bizarre. For some reason, it was like the universe knew she was out of her comfort zone, and it wanted to make the most of the torture session.
 
   Today, Ginger was to join Sergeant Chloe Eckert on patrol in a neighborhood that was largely a retirement village. She could only imagine the heyday the universe was going to have with that one. Senile old people. There but for the grace of whomever, go I, she thought. The prophesy awaited fulfillment.
 
   At the Windsor Meadows Security Office parking lot, Ginger locked up the Cherryot and slid into Sergeant Eckert's black and white. She was greeted with a box of Krispy Kreme donuts. "Oh, you shouldn't have."
 
   "Blatant attempt at being your toady." She buckled her seat belt.
 
   Ginger sunk her teeth into the donut and made a sound not unlike sexual pleasure. "What is it you think I can do for you?" 
 
   "You can't say things like that while making those sounds. It could be construed as sexual harassment."
 
   "So arrest me. You're the one who brought the evil donuts."
 
   Chloe smiled, shook back her colorful hair; brown, with blonde and red highlights. It had been the first thing Ginger noticed about the officer when they met a few months ago on a domestic violence call. Her hair. She was pretty sure Chloe was gay, too, but didn't feel it was appropriate to bring it up. Ginger would certainly have asked her out, if there was no Izzy in the picture. But she had no complaints in that department. "Still. Not sure why you'd toady me. I'm just a detective."
 
   "Just a detective?" Chloe almost squeaked. "You're like a fucking rock star, and I'm like your groupie."
 
   Ginger lowered a brow at her. "Seriously?"
 
   "I'm not the only one, either. I don't think you realize how much some of the female cops admire you. You're inspiring to us. And…" She pushed the visor back in place, clipped a pen in the elastic. "I just took the detective's exam."
 
   "Really? Good for you, Chloe. We need more female D's. I'm sure you'll pass with high marks. But tonight, I'm on your turf. I'm just a beat cop like you. So, you're in charge. What do beat cops do these days?"
 
   Chloe pointed to the last bite of glazed donut in Ginger's hand. "You're off to a damn good start." She punched up the GPS on the unit laptop. "Have you ever worked this area?"
 
   "Nope. Anything I should know up front? Give me the four-one-one on Windsor Meadows."
 
   Chloe put the cruiser in gear and pulled out onto the main street. "It's a fucking asylum." 
 
   "OAD shift, a full moon, and an asylum. This should be interesting."
 
   "It will be. You're aware this is a retirement village. But it also seems to have an inordinate concentration of senility, mixed with some weird lunacy factor that must be emanating from the ground. Maybe they have radon gas underneath this place."
 
   "So, boredom, probably not a concern tonight."
 
   Chloe glanced at her. "Um…no." Chloe grabbed the handset from the dash and notified dispatch. "Eckert and Grant in the saddle at Windsor Meadows."
 
   "Ten-four," the dispatcher said.
 
   Ginger pulled a second donut out of the box. "Can we just eat all of these now, so I can focus?"
 
   Chloe laughed. "You have to pace yourself, Ginger-Bear."
 
   Their first call was to a high rise apartment building where the AARP crowd thrived. Two 70 year old women were involved in a domestic dispute, according to a giggling dispatcher. 
 
   It seemed that one woman was trying to ram the other woman with her Hoveround. The recipient of this scooter-attack had called Denver PD. Ginger said into her shoulder-mic, derisively, "Really."
 
   "Yes. REALLY. I promise," the dispatcher giggled.
 
   "It has begun," Chloe said solemnly. "This is the same address I was called to last month, only that time, Miss Rita-of-the-Hoveround had blown herself up when she smoked too close to her oxygen tank. There was a small fire on the carpet that looked like the long fuse of a detonation device, and Miss Rita was found on the floor with burns on her right arm."
 
   "Lovely."
 
   "And, while I was trying to interview her around the ministrations of the paramedic, she had the cheek to ask for a cigarette. Apparently, she needed one because blowing herself up had caused her some stress."
 
   Ginger laughed under her breath. "Jesus."
 
   At this current call, Ginger and Chloe took the key to the scooter until Miss Rita calmed down, and then went on their way. Ginger jotted notes for the report.
 
   No sooner had the two paid for their first cup of coffee at the local Starbucks, than another call came through about an accident at a private garage only a few blocks away. The old woman had hit the garage door remote button twice accidentally, so it closed and she didn't realize, and backed right through it. "My foot slipped off the brake," the woman said defensively.
 
   "So you hit the gas?" Ginger asked her.
 
   Chloe just smiled knowingly though the whole thing, and offered, as they walked back to the cruiser, "It's day-backward and I have too much hands on my time."
 
   Ginger left the scene with a caveat emptor: senior citizens should never be allowed to operate motorized vehicles.
 
   At the next call, they were summoned to another high rise apartment building a few miles away. An old man had dropped his cell phone down the elevator shaft. This particular elevator was notorious for stopping between floors, and that's how it was when they found it. Chloe said she'd have to jump down under it to get the phone. Good thing it was on the first floor, so that the only way it could go when someone pushed the button, was up. She considered just calling the fire department, but the old geezer was beside himself, since his phone was his lifeline--by the looks of him, a lifeline he sorely needed. The man said, "I'll hold the door for you." 
 
   Chloe said, "No, Officer Grant will take care of it, because you'll get distracted and wander off and I'll be trapped under the elevator and get squished." 
 
   Ginger held the doors open with her own body, as Chloe made quick work of hopping down and grabbing the phone, and climbing back out. When she handed the old guy his cell, he said, "What are you doing with my phone?"
 
   Rolling her eyes, Chloe just bid him a good day and Ginger followed her back out to the car to write it up. The full moon was doing its job. The lunacy factor was alive and well.
 
   They cruised by the other cop on that beat, waved to him cordially. It was a rookie named Josh, who rode with Chloe on one of these Awareness patrols, while he was still in training. He used to be an Army scout; those are the guys who trudge along in front of everyone else and watch for danger. They're, unfortunately, the first to take a bullet or trip a wire. Chloe soon learned why he was an Army scout. His platoon-mates wanted him dead.
 
   "I got his number a few months ago," Chloe told Ginger. "when he drew down one night on a plastic coyote that the residents had placed outside to scare the geese away." She took the roundabout back into Windsor. "Somehow, he saw the thing and was startled, so dropped to the ground with his gun out. The coyote wasn't moving, so he crawled over and poked it with his gun. He told me later he thought it was a chupacabra."
 
   You're making this up," Ginger laughed.
 
   "If I'm lyin' I'm dyin'. I asked him another night where his weapon was, and he found it slid around to his back, because he wasn't wearing keeper tabs on his belt, and had pulled his coat over his weapon, too, leaving the access zipper closed. That boy was one shift shy of having his own placard on the Line of Duty death wall."
 
   As Chloe guided the unit through the serene streets of Windsor Meadows, they passed a man with a pot belly, who looked oddly like he was with-child. "That's Pregnant Don, on his way to the community center." She honked and waved at him as she went by.
 
   As darkness shrouded the streets, the winter chill swelling the air, Ginger turned the heater up.
 
   Chloe gave her a look.
 
   "What? My arms are cold."
 
   "Not on the inside."
 
   Ginger rolled her eyes. "That's like: 'it's hot today' -- 'not in Canada'. Kinda not the point."
 
   Chloe laughed, as a new call came through. There were people moving around in an old woman's attic. Chloe lifted a knowing eyebrow at Ginger.
 
   When they investigated, they discovered there were no people in the attic, and indeed, no attic. Chloe told the woman she had scared them away and they wouldn't be bothering her anymore, and hoped she remembered to take her medication. This was the same woman that used to keep her important papers hidden in the oven, but got hungry and preheated it, causing a fire that burned all those papers up. Chloe said that once, the same woman reported that "hoodlums" were rattling the doors as they went down the hall of the floor she lived on. The lady called dispatch frequently with the same report. 
 
   Officer Eckert responded to this complaint by traversing the hall in question, rattling knobs. 
 
   Ginger laughed. "What are you doing?" 
 
   "Terrorizing a crazy lady." 
 
   When they went in to talk to the lady, giving her the obligatory I ran-the-hoodlums-off-and-they-won't-be-bothering-you-anymore spiel, she noticed the refrigerator in the middle of the kitchen. "Why is your 'fridge in the middle of kitchen?" Ginger asked her.
 
   "How else are you supposed to clean behind it?"
 
   Heavy sighs shared. It was obvious, the fridge was kept right there in the middle of the floor and the woman just walked around it. Ginger was afraid to ask how she actually got it there.
 
   A man named Barry had summoned them to say there was voodoo in his apartment.
 
   "Where?" Ginger asked.
 
   He showed her. It was in his chair, on his carpet.
 
   It was dirt. The path through his apartment was thick with dirt. Voodoo dirt. He said the woman upstairs, a Miss Beecher, was putting voodoo on him, among other things. She assured him she would go up there and talk to her. When she knocked, the woman saw her and sighed. "What now?"
 
   Ginger had trouble concentrating because Miss Beecher had one of those egg vibrators on the table next to her chair. She almost forgot why they were there. Chloe's eyes went to the egg and back to Ginger, and the desire to laugh was almost overwhelming. Chloe did a good job of maintaining her composure, but Ginger felt a case of screaming meemies coming on. 
 
   Chloe cleared her throat. "Um…Mr. Barry says you're putting voodoo on him, and he wants you to please stop." 
 
   Ginger was smiling as Miss Beecher commenced with the eye-rolling.
 
   Readjusting her duty belt, Chloe added, "He said you were after him and tried to kiss him, and so if you would just stop trying to kiss him, that would really help me out."
 
   The old woman giggled. "He tried to kiss ME one day and I said you do it again I'll punch you in the mouth. Maybe that's what is really bothering him."
 
   "Well, now, it's voodoo."
 
   Ginger and Chloe went back down to Mr. Barry's apartment and gave him the update. "I yelled at Miss Beecher and she's agreed to stop the voodoo." Chloe told him. She wasn't lying. She really had asked her to stop.
 
   Mr. Barry was not convinced. "You said that last time! They always say that, but it keeps happening!" He then informed Chloe that she needed to be arrested for murder because she wasn't doing anything about it. "Nobody's dead! How can I be arrested for murder when no one's dead?"
 
   There was indeed a reason why they called it lunacy. It was from the word, lunar, meaning moon. As that full shining orb hung in the night sky, their evening was further entertained by an old guy who drove his car up on the sidewalk and hit a fire hydrant. They did have to call the fire department for that one. Water was spewing everywhere. While returning to their patrol car, Ginger said, "Yah, if you can't see, it's best to drive really fast and buy a really big car."
 
   Before they'd even reached the vehicle, dispatch notified them of a suspect fleeing a suspected drug deal, and Ginger perked up. "Finally. A normal call."
 
   They caught sight of him running across the roundabout, fenced him in between a couple of houses, and they both just stood there watching him running around a tree, in an effort to find a way out. "If you run around a tree enough times," Ginger intoned, "you become invisible."
 
   "Oh, to be 17 again," Chloe added.
 
   "I know, right?" Ginger reached for her cuffs in at the back of her belt and they moved toward him.
 
   "You don't grow brains until about 30."
 
   "And sometimes not even then." Ginger circled her finger at him as a signal to turn around. He assumed the position when he realized he wasn’t going anywhere. After cuffing him, she began the pat-down. "Got anything that's gonna poke me, stick me or piss me off?"
 
   He did, of course, have all three.
 
    
 
    
 
   There were downtimes, and Chloe would periodically park at certain vantage points while they waited for the next call. Chloe regaled Ginger with stories about  previous calls at Windsor Meadows, while they polished off the rest of the donuts.
 
   "Now I'll have to actually go to the gym to work these off." Ginger closed the lid of the donut box and tossed it in the back seat.
 
   Chloe patted her stomach. "I prefer sexercise."
 
   Ginger smiled. "Sounds like a better idea. Now the donuts don't seem so evil anymore." 
 
   "It's not so bad, really. I enjoy pulling Windsor every so often. It's a nice break from the usual fare, and always good for a laugh."
 
   "I've actually had a good time tonight," Ginger admitted. "Probably the least dangerous patrol in Denver."
 
   "Yeah, they stick lots of rooks in Windsor. You can see why. It's usually pretty innocuous here. But there are a few gangbangers over in Pine Village across the main drag. And where there's gangs, there's drugs. So every now and then we'll get one of those…tree-orbitals."
 
   The last call was about a complaint that a Mrs. Gentry reported, saying that not only were the neighbors stealing her electricity, but now they were trying to steal her brains. In the report, Ginger added, It is this officer's opinion that this has already occurred.
 
   Before clocking out back at the station, Ginger would also have to stop at the security office for the village, charged with the unenviable task of looking over the reports of the other officers on that shift. She dreaded reading the Box-O-Rocks collection. That was the moniker Chloe had given to rookie Josh, because he was as dumb as a box of rocks. The boy had no acquaintance with commas and periods, and it sometimes completely changed the meaning of his reports. He couldn't spell either. And it always took him two hours to write his reports out. Probably why he waited until the end of shift to do it. Once, Chloe had told him, "Learn to use commas and periods. Don't worry about the semicolons and stuff, but jeez." She made the mistake of saying, "Every time you take a breath, use a comma." She then read through his next report and said, "Do you have COPD?"
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~23~
 
   Step Out
 
    
 
   With the morning sunrise blazing above the horizon, Ginger made her way back to the Denver P.D. to officially clock-out. She spotted the black Lexus making a turn, and the vehicle was weaving a bit. At pre-dawn, that usually meant only one thing: someone had been out all night drinking and they were making their way home, risking DUI.
 
   And it wasn't just any black Lexus. She ran the plates, and was shocked and just a little delighted to find that the car was registered to Payne Hollister. Ginger had left last night's party early to go do her OAD graveyard shift, but she had seen the confrontation between Hollister and Jobeth. And Izzy had told her who he was and what he had done to Phoebe. Apparently, he had left the alumni party and gone elsewhere to get trashed after that humiliating ball busting knee of Jobeth O'Brien.
 
   Ginger hit the lights, and whooped the siren once, pulling up close behind the Lexus.
 
   She had always maintained her professional demeanor, never misused her authority, and Ginger Grant was at least legally justified to pull him over. No one said you couldn't actually enjoy wielding your authority sometimes. She took her time, sitting in the car for a few moments, just to make him wait. She could tell by his petulant glances in the side mirror, that he was losing his patience. Finally, she got out and strolled to his window, which whirred down to reveal his arrogant little frat-boy face.
 
   "Driver's license and registration, please."
 
   "Is there a problem, officer?"
 
   "No problem, I just wanted to waste some of your time." He took it as sarcasm, but it was the truth.
 
   "Why did you pull me over?" he said with more impatience.
 
   "License and registration," she said again.
 
   He mumbled goddamn it, and leaned to his glove box, pulling his license from his wallet, and handing her the documents.
 
   She looked them over at her leisure, as he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. Finally out of patience, he said, "Can you just give me the ticket so I can go? I'm late for a meeting."
 
   Like a singing telegram, she detected the scent of alcohol. "Have you been drinking, Mr. Hollister?"
 
   "I had one. One drink."
 
   "It's barely sunrise, Mr. Hollister. You mean you were out all night and only had one drink?"
 
   "That's what I said," he blurted rudely.
 
   She checked for traffic and said, "Please step out of the car, sir."
 
   "What?"
 
   "I said step out of the car."
 
   "Why? I told you I only had one drink."
 
   "And I should believe you because--?"
 
   "This is harassment!"
 
   "No, Mr. Hollister, this is a traffic stop, and I noticed you weaving, so I want to perform a field sobriety test. Step out."
 
   Angrily, he released the seat belt and got out, and she took his elbow and said, "Please step over to the curb…"
 
   Hollister wrenched his arm free, and lost his balance, taking a few staggering steps to right himself. Just in time to face the oncoming SUV.
 
   Ginger reflexively pasted herself to the side of the Lexus as the Tahoe caught him somewhere near the right hip and spun him over his own car hood and onto the pavement in front of it.
 
   The Tahoe had screeched to a stop at the side of the road ahead, and other traffic slowed to avoid hitting it, and to get a glimpse of the drama unfolding. No stopping the rubberneckers. Ginger moved closer so she could see him. His right wrist was bent in an unnatural position, his hip bleeding, and the side of his face looked like hamburger. He was screaming. She hurried to him. "Lie still, Mr. Hollister!" she shouted. "I'm calling an ambulance." She leaned to speak into her shoulder mic, "Four-oh-three to dispatch."
 
   "Four-oh-three, go," the dispatcher voice crackled.
 
   Over Hollister's screaming, she said, "I need EMS at Fairmount and Alameda. Traffic stop, subject struck by vehicle. Code 10. Need a bus."
 
   "Ten-four, four-oh-three, unit on the way."
 
   She knelt down and pressed a hand to his chest. "I know you're in pain, Mr. Hollister, but please lie still. Help is on the way." He screamed again, the sound blending into the wail of the ambulance headed their direction. He was lucky there was one so nearby.
 
   The woman from the Tahoe appeared beside Ginger. "Oh my God! I'm so sorry! I didn't have time to stop!"
 
   Ginger looked up at her. 
 
   She was twisting her hands together. "He was just suddenly right there in front of me!"
 
   "I know, Ma'am. It wasn't your fault. Please, stand over on the curb, I don't want anyone else getting hurt. An officer will interview you in a few minutes, okay?"
 
   Officer Chloe Eckert pulled up, using her car to block traffic, her lights twirling. In a moment, she was there, touching Detective Grant's shoulder. Ginger looked up at Chloe and sighed.
 
   When the paramedics arrived, they went to work on him, and he began screaming, "She pushed me! She pushed me in front of that car!"
 
   Eyebrows high on her forehead, Chloe looked over at Ginger. 
 
   Ginger shook her head. "He's DUI. He pulled away from me when I was guiding him to the side, and staggered into the road."
 
   Officer Eckert nodded, apparently satisfied with her explanation. But was Ginger, herself, satisfied with it? Had she done anything to cause this? She thought back, and realized that although she was pleased to pull him over, he had still jerked away from her defiantly, and staggered into the path of that Tahoe, just like she said. She had done nothing wrong. She thought of the woman in the Tahoe, and the dash cam in her car, and felt relieved. The woman might be able to corroborate her story, and the video would also support her innocence. 
 
   Medics stabilized Hollister, and he was loaded onto the ambulance, still screaming that she had pushed him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~24~
 
   Quantum Bungee & Teetering
 
    
 
    
 
   I had just elongated Mik Mak's name, after realizing she had huge clumps of fur matted on her back. It made her look like an armadillo. The matting of hair was so bad, I knew it would have to be cut out, but she was not so ready to have someone being that familiar with her. I started calling her Fatty Matty. And then it came out Fatty Matty Mik Mak. She seemed to approve. I could swear she grinned at me.
 
   After contemplating her hair, I had to contemplate my own. It was always in the way when I  tried to apply the Kinesio tape to my neck. So I'm standing in the middle of the room, my T-shirt pulled over my head from the back, to bunch in the front, while I'm gathering my hair up to the top of my head, so that I can put the hair Bungee around it, so that I can then apply the tape...and just like that, the Bungee was gone.
 
   I continued to hold my bunched up hair atop my head, and looked around on the carpet. No Bungee. I made another thorough check to no avail; I even checked my clothes and pockets, doing a little shimmy shake in case it just dropped onto a wrinkle, snagged on a protruding piece of fabric. Still no Bungee. And because I think nothing of talking to myself, I said aloud, "What the hell? Did it just slip into a parallel universe?" The cats (who now insist I don't talk to myself, but to THEM) shrugged and were content to just watch the mystery unfold and to see how I would solve it. It couldn't have been hiding in Fatty Matty Mik Mak's fur—there was absolutely no room for it there. Maybe one of them saw it fall, and did that cat-thing where they just reach out and zing it across the room. But Mik Mak was incapable of moving that fast, and none of the other fur-family members were nearby. Biscuit was on top of the armoire again, and Monkey was asleep in the little trench of my memory foam neck pillow. 
 
   I could not come up with an answer. Knowing when it was prudent to just let something go, I started to search for another Bungee. I dropped the hold on my gathered hair, and then I saw it. It was around my wrist, like a tiny black elastic bracelet. Now, how did I NOT feel it roll onto my wrist? And yet, I have frequently looked all over for my pen, or my car keys and later found them. IN MY HAND.
 
   I regathered and Bungeed my hair, and chalked it up to more evidence that just because I didn't have the education to figure something out, it didn't mean there was no explanation; and just because it did not go into a parallel universe, it didn't mean there wasn't one. Or two, or three. Or an infinite number. Regardless, I just hoped that if I fell into one of those universes during my meanderings, they would have plenty of Bungees.
 
   I thought about this concept of alternate universes, string theory. I only understood a tiny portion of it. It might be fun to take a course in it, and then I could have that type of discussion with Phoebe. For now, I had borrowed a book from Phoebe's shelf. The Universe in a Nutshell, by Stephen Hawking. I may not have time to take all the classes I should have taken by now, but I could certainly read the most popular books on the subject.
 
   I crossed to the far side of the room, positioned myself in the Teeter Table, locking my ankles on the mechanism and leaning back until the platform tilted to a forty-five degree angle. All the blood began to move to my head. That was supposed to be good for you too. Yoga enthusiasts touted its benefits all the time. More oxygen to the brain. My brain could use it. I had noticed that Yoga enthusiasts also seemed to be a little batty. Maybe they were getting too much oxygen. Can too much of a good thing be true for oxygen? Maybe I'd know the answer to that if I had gone to college. I was beginning to believe this niggling concern about my education was going to reappear in my thoughts frequently until I did something about it. 
 
   I took a deep breath and concentrated on relaxing the muscles in my back. I felt my spine elongate, and a couple of vertebrae popped. Hanging upside down increased the spaces between vertebrae and that would allow my disc to suck back into position, apparently. Since the nerve pain came from that disk pressing too far outside my spine, it was a good thing. 
 
   Monkey jumped up to my chest and I had to hold her to keep her from slipping. She had discovered that she liked Teeter Table rides. Eventually, she would move above my head and weight the platform, so that I wound up completely upside down, and she would jump off and watch me dangling there. She seemed fascinated by this behavior. It was probably fortunate that it wasn't Fatty Matty Mik Mak who liked to jump on the Teeter. That kind of weight would slam me upside down and probably reinjure me. She felt like a bowling ball the last time I picked her up to move her off my side of the bed. She sort of looks like a bowling ball, too, come to think of it. A matted, whiskered, toothy, gray bowling ball. With a tail.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    ~25~
 
   Suspension System
 
    
 
    
 
   Closing the Captain's door behind her, Ginger made the trip down the hall and out of the station, a thrumming in her ears. The walls seemed undulant as she went by, as if a mirage. Her reality had shifted, and the cop-brain she had spent so long developing could not fathom the loss of her badge.
 
   It's temporary, she told herself sternly. I'll get it back.
 
   She didn't blame Captain Campbell. He had to put her on suspension because the Hollister family was pressuring him and the department. Once Internal Affairs finished the investigation, her position would be restored, and she could forget all about this.
 
   On her way out to the parking lot, Izzy called and Ginger had to tell her about the suspension. By the time she got home, all she wanted was a shower. She needed to think, to process what had happened; and for that, she had to be alone. The shower was one of her favorite ways to escape. 
 
   When she emerged from the bathroom, Jobeth was in the kitchen with Izzy. Obviously, Izzy had told her what happened, because Jobeth was there with an offer: run AKA Investigations until Jobeth was back on her feet. Ginger wasn't sure if it was the business equivalent of a mercy-fuck, but it felt that way. Still, Jobeth made some good points. Certain things could get done as a P.I. that the department couldn't justify using resources on. The woman, Mallory Beals, who had been raped by a masked man; Jackie Leek, the woman who had been date-raped. Maybe she could investigate those, properly, now, without department regs getting in the way.
 
   She accepted the offer, knowing that Jobeth was right. She didn't function well unless she had something to get done. Sitting around at home on suspension was a recipe for crazy-town-soup.
 
   After avoiding soup for lunch, the first order of business was a call to Ponzi Bonnet. Phoebe's old college chum seemed convinced that her husband was up to no good. Ginger wanted to know why Ponzi didn't contact the police about her suspicions. As soon as she had that thought, she realized it was probably for the same reasons other women didn't report things. They felt the police couldn't or wouldn't do anything. Sometimes that was true. But Ginger's hands weren't tied by procedure, now. When Ginger asked Ponzi why she hadn't called the police, her response was, she didn't think the police would believe her. Her guess hadn't been too far off track. Strangely similar to the domestic abuse cases Ginger worked with every day. There was the added reasoning, too, that since Dr. Bishop often consulted with the police department, she was afraid they would be even less likely to take her suspicions seriously. Ginger knew that wasn't too far from the truth, either.
 
   After ending the call with Ponzi, Ginger thought about all those domestic battery cases she never could do much about as a cop. Now, she could actually contact those women in the context of now working independently, and see if she could make some progress. This temporary stint at the helm of AKA Investigations just might be a good thing after all.
 
   Cases were often solved by the tiny details. If Ginger knew more about Dr. Bishop, she'd have a better idea how to approach the Ponzi-case. The only way she could think of to do that was to send Izzy on an appointment with Dr. Bishop. Izzy woke in a cold sweat from another of her nightmares last night, so they could kill three birds with one stone; Izzy could get some counseling for her PTSD, get a feel for Dr. Bishop and what he's about, and gain some undercover experience, as well. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~ 26 ~
 
   Two Secrets
 
    
 
    
 
   Moving toward of the AKA office, Ginger glanced into the front window, and then stopped. Reversing her steps, she frowned through the window again. Izzy was sitting at the computer, tapping away with a good deal of enthusiasm. What was she doing? A field report? She stood at the window and watched a few beats longer. Izzy looked like she was enjoying whatever it was she was typing. A slight grin played at the corners of her mouth.
 
   Ginger pushed through the door. "Hey. Whatcha doing?"
 
   Izzy looked up briefly, then hit a key so that by the time Ginger came round the desk to give her a quick kiss, all that was on screen was the Windows wallpaper.
 
   "Just notes."
 
   Ginger went to the kitchenette at the rear of the cottage, and Izzy watched as she figured out there was no fresh coffee. See how she likes it, Izzy smirked. As Izzy watched, Ginger removed the old filter, put in a fresh one, and spooned in the coffee. Adding water, she switched on the coffeemaker and then stood with her arms crossed. Waiting. Izzy knew from experience that it was a slow coffeemaker. Maybe Ginger would appreciate her recent torture, if she, too, had to wait. Reaching for a fresh mug, Ginger stared at the slowly dripping coffee, and sighed. Then she growled. There it is, Izzy thought smugly. Now it's getting to you.
 
   Satisfied, Izzy turned back to the computer, pulled up the Word doc, and began typing,
 
    
 
   It's a true sign of the times--the impatience that has us standing in front of the countdown of a microwave, shouting "Hurry up!"
 
    
 
   Another version of this is jerking the coffee carafe out before brewing is complete, so you can just get some in a cup.
 
    
 
   I've had lots of time to read lately, and have spent far too much of that time surfing the web. But it seems that for a while now, this societal impatience has been recognized by java Research and Development teams worldwide. One feature we enjoy in modern life is a coffeemaker with a stop-flow gadget so the coffee won't drip down onto the warming plate, like little hissing H-bombs in a very tropical Lilliputian village. It bakes in a coffee stain. Unsightly. (The Lilliputians, for those of you who missed that Lit class, were miniature people who lived in a village called Lilliput. I recommend A Modest Proposal, by Jonathan Swift highly, which is a satirical solution to Ireland's famine in the 18th Century). 
 
    
 
   As lifestyles have changed to reflect the ever-growing age of technology and convenience, we have ironically become more and more inconvenienced by more and more things. We, as a species, are "running out of time." Or at least that's how it feels, even to me. I'm always saying "There isn't enough time" though we all enjoy the same 24 hours, and they all still last 60 minutes each. But that's why being out of commission had been such a challenge for Jobeth. Jobe probably knew I could handle some of the business, she just don't like being forced to let go of that control. One would think that her history with Phoebe would have taught her that letting go of control can be a good thing.
 
    
 
   So time. And not enough of it: The only exception to this might be M-Theory which postulates that there are other membranes next to us that we can't see, but are nonetheless there, and include variations on the existence we experience in our own time-space continuum.
 
    
 
   I am fascinated by the idea that there could be other realities we are not privy to, nor have the capacity to comprehend. As Shakespeare, my favorite bard, said, "There are more things in Heaven and Earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy." 
 
    
 
   Thus, in the only reality we know, our time-space continuum is for all intents and purposes, fixed, and so anytime a solution for time-wasting is developed, everyone has to have it. This is so that we can go about the business of living our lives with a self-serving delusion in place that will keep us from spiraling into the nihilistic abyss.
 
    
 
   "You looked like you were enjoying those notes." Ginger was a little too close, so Izzy minimized the page.
 
   Ginger noticed that Izzy seemed uncomfortable, so she changed the subject. "Was it about your meeting with Dr. Bishop?"
 
   "Sort of."
 
   "Sort of?" Ginger was finally having a sip of coffee. "How did that go? What can you tell me about this guy?"
 
   "He's kind of creepy."
 
   "How so?"
 
   "He seems…detached."
 
   "Well isn't that how shrinks are? Aren't they supposed to keep a professional distance?"
 
   "It was more than that. I can't quite put my finger on it."
 
   "Tell me about the session."
 
   Izzy hesitated. "I haven't transcribed the recording yet."
 
   "You recorded it?"
 
   Izzy's brows shot up. "Wasn't I supposed to?"
 
   "Um…yes, that was a good idea. Just give me the recording and I'll listen to it. It'll be faster."
 
   Izzy pressed her lips together and averted her eyes.
 
   "What? You don't want me to hear it?"
 
   "Well it was a personal therapy session."
 
   "It was also part of an investigation. So you were going to only transcribe what you wanted? That's not—" She frowned. "You have some kind of dark secret?"
 
   Izzy sighed.
 
   "Babe—" Ginger sat down in the extra chair. "Is there something in particular you don't want me to hear?"
 
   "Sort of."
 
   Ginger huffed. "I don't know what to make of that one. I thought we didn't have any secrets from each other."
 
   "Not secrets." She shoved a hand through her hair and turned her head to and fro, until her neck popped. "Just…I just know it will open a can of worms I don't want to deal with right now."
 
   "If it does, you can just tell me so, and I'll respect your wishes."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Really."
 
   Izzy looked down at her boots. She had splurged on them when she got her first paycheck from AKA Investigations. Black leather, lace-up, but a zipper on the side. The style was called Fierce. She wanted to be fierce. 
 
   But she was stalling. Was she going to let Ginger listen to the session with Dr. Bishop or not? She looked up at her partner. She really never had trusted anyone as much as she trusted Ginger Grant. "Okay then." Izzy pulled a digital recorder from her pocket and handed it over.
 
   Izzy rubbed her eyes and sighed and Ginger wondered what the big deal was. What was this alleged can of worms? Now, the recording was a bit like getting a present, but not knowing if it was going to be one you liked. Yet, how bad could it be?
 
   At the working desk near the rear of the cottage, Ginger sat with her coffee and attached earbuds to the recorder. She reversed the recording to the beginning and hit play, tossing a glance at Izzy, who was now pouring over a case file and drinking a Coke, and oddly, glancing frequently at her boots.
 
   Ginger opened the steno pad to a new page and clicked out the ballpoint pen as she listened to Izzy on the recording, exchanging pleasantries with the doctor and following him in the office.
 
   "I see by your paperwork, you were referred by someone at the DPD?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Are you an officer?"
 
   "No, I work for my sister's investigations firm."
 
   "Ah. And you're concerned that you might be suffering from PTSD?"
 
   The man cut right to the chase. Ginger jotted 'no-nonsense' on her pad.
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "What makes you think that?"
 
   "I keep having nightmares. I shot and killed a man a few months ago, and I was shot myself."
 
   "Well that's certainly a traumatic event…tell me about these nightmares."
 
   As the session continued, Ginger looked across the desk at Izzy in profile, as she turned pages in the file and drank her Coke. That incident had indeed been traumatic. Izzy could have died. They all could have. She recalled one of the numerous awful moments in the Megan & Franklin case, when they were in the mountains and Izzy had escaped, only to be recaptured. Franklin drove the butt of his pistol into Izzy's head when she tried to defend Jobeth. Then he dumped her, unconscious, into their laps in the back of that van, and that's when Jobeth discovered the bullet hole in Izzy's shoulder. She had cleverly plugged it with mud and moss to stop the bleeding. Izzy had been eaten alive by guilt that she had failed them, but ultimately, Izzy's bravery saved them all. And Franklin, the psycho she killed, would not be missed in any civilized society.
 
   The office phone rang and Ginger watched Izzy answer it, frown, and then hang up abruptly. She paused the recording and pulled out an ear bud. "Who was that?"
 
   Izzy didn't turn around. "Wrong number."
 
   Ginger put the earbud back in and pressed play again. A few seconds later, the phone rang again and Izzy answered, and again abruptly hung up. Ginger stopped the recording again. "What's up over there? You have a new girl on the side?"
 
   Izzy gave her a hard look and shook her head, going to the 'fridge for a Coke, and sitting back at the desk.
 
   Something was amiss and Ginger knew she wouldn't be able to concentrate on the recording until she found out what it was. She pulled the buds from her ears and refilled her coffee, settling against the edge of Izzy's desk. 
 
   Izzy looked up. "What?"
 
   "That's what I want to know."
 
   "It was just a wrong number."
 
   "Twice?"
 
   "Yes, twice."
 
   The phone rang. "Now three times?" Ginger asked.
 
   Izzy stared at the phone.
 
   "You have to answer it, Iz, it's a business line."
 
   Izzy continued to stare as it trilled through the third ring.
 
   Finally, on the fourth ring, Ginger leaned over and snatched up the receiver. "AKA Investigations."
 
   The woman on the other end of the line wanted to speak to Isabelle. "Isabelle? You mean Izzy?" Ginger asked.
 
   Izzy shook her head almost violently, eyes wide with warning.
 
   "Izzy is out of the office, maybe I can take a message?"
 
   "Yes, tell her I'm not going to stop calling until she talks to me," the woman said.
 
   "And what is your name?"
 
   The woman hung up.
 
   Replacing the receiver, Ginger folded her arms and regarded Izzy, who was half out of her chair in the next instant, though stilled by Ginger's fingers in her chest, pushing her back to her seat. "Spill. Who was that?"
 
   "Someone I don't want to talk to."
 
   "You have to do better than that. It was a woman, and I'm getting all kinds of unpleasant thoughts."
 
   "Don’t worry. It's not like that." Izzy reached for the Coke can.
 
   "Iz, who was that?"
 
   Having a drink of Coke, Izzy spun around once in her chair.
 
   "Izzy. Come on. If it's some old flame, you can tell me—"
 
   "It's not." She met her eyes. "I swear."
 
   "Okay then. Who?"
 
   The phone rang again.
 
   "Goddammit!" Izzy stood and headed for the door, grabbing her coat and stepping out.
 
   Ginger plopped in the chair and answered it.
 
   "I need to speak to Izzy."
 
   "I already told you, she's not available right now."
 
   "I know she's avoiding me. Just put her on the phone."
 
   "Ma'am, I don't know who you are, but I'm telling you, she's not here. Also, this is a business line. So if you want to leave your name and number I'd be happy to—"
 
   "She already has my name and number."
 
   "Well I don't have your name and number, and I can't give her a message unless I do."
 
   "I'll call back."
 
   The woman disconnected. Ginger dropped the receiver in the cradle and looked toward the door. She hadn't heard the Miata or the Rebel so she assumed Izzy went into the house. Following that hunch, she entered through the rear French doors and checked the kitchen and livingroom before going downstairs to their apartment.
 
   Izzy was lying on the bed, one arm flung over her eyes.
 
   "Hey." She sat down next to her and placed a hand on her leg. "You know you can talk to me."
 
   Izzy did know that. And it was probably time to start doing it. She looked down at her shiny new boots. Boots she would never have been able to afford without this job. Without Jobeth and Ginger and this new life. She couldn’t protect that life without their help. "It was my mother."
 
   Ginger's brows went up. "Oh…"
 
   "I've already talked to her once, and she's left my father. But I don't want anything to do with her, or her plan."
 
   "What plan might that be?"
 
   "She hasn't come right out and said it. But I know she's hoping for me to go back there and take care of her."
 
   "Is she ill?"
 
   "Not how you mean it."
 
   Ginger smiled. "You don't have to do anything you don't want to do. You left Missouri to come here and start a new life, and that's what you've done. You don’t owe her a thing."
 
   "I know…but good to hear someone else say that."
 
   Ginger leaned down and kissed her softly. "You know, we can just put a block on her number."
 
   "Can we? That would be awesome."
 
   "Yep, I can go back to the office and do that in a couple of seconds. Problem solved."
 
   "Somehow I don't think that will be the end of it."
 
   "It's a start."
 
   Izzy sighed.
 
   "Now," Ginger drew her back to practicalities. "don't you have work to do?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "I'll block that number and then we can both get back to it."
 
   Moments later, the number was blocked, Izzy returned to studying cases, and Ginger started the playback of the recording again. Ironically, Dr. Bishop was asking how Izzy's relationship was with her family.
 
    
 
   "Which family?" Izzy asked.
 
   "How many do you have?"
 
   "I have the rejected ones and the chosen ones."
 
   "Let's talk about the rejected ones. Why did you reject them?"
 
   "Because they rejected me. I was sick of their crap. I left them behind to start a new life."
 
   "Sounds like a positive step."
 
   "More than you can imagine."
 
    
 
   Ginger remembered when they all found out that Izzy's parents were also Jobeth's parents. Jobeth had been adopted and never knew her biological family before Izzy appeared and brought that information along. Both women had suffered at the hands of their families in many of the same ways, even though they never knew each other and had two different sets of parents. Now, Izzy was saying, 
 
    
 
   "I'd rather not talk about my parents. I want to get rid of these nightmares about the shooting." 
 
    
 
   The doctor asked her if there was anything she liked to do that made her feel better. In her usual sarcastic flair, Izzy responded
 
    
 
   "Not talking about my parents makes me feel better."
 
    
 
   Ginger expected to hear the doctor chuckle, just as she had, but he seemed humorless. She was beginning to see what Izzy meant about the creep-factor. He persisted.
 
    
 
   "Do you have a hobby that might be cathartic for you?"
 
    
 
   Izzy was silent for a moment and then offered,
 
    
 
   "Yes. I used to write a lot."
 
   "What sort of writing?"
 
   "Fiction."
 
    
 
   The doctor was encouraging her to start doing that again, as Ginger pressed pause on the recording.
 
   Ginger's question darted across the room to Izzy. "You write fiction?"
 
   Izzy looked up from the text document on the computer, where she had been taking notes on the case in front of her. Her expression revealed that this was the big secret. "So?"
 
   "What kind of fiction?"
 
   "I've been writing novels for years. I like creating the lives of other people and controlling what happens. It's cathartic."
 
   "Why didn't you ever tell me this?"
 
   "It never came up." Izzy looked down at the scrape on the toe of one boot. How did she get that? On the desk chair? She reached down to rub at it.
 
   "I don't buy it. Are you ashamed?"
 
   "No, I just figured it's for me, and no one else would be interested."
 
   "I'm interested. How many books have you written?"
 
   "Five."
 
   "Really? Are you going to let me read them?"
 
   "No." She turned back to the monitor.
 
   "Why not?" Ginger spoke to her back.
 
   Izzy fell silent, staring at the screen, the blinking cursor after the word significant. The last word she'd typed before Ginger interrupted her.
 
   Ginger persisted, as Ginger often did. "Is there a compelling reason why you seem hesitant to let me read them?"
 
   "I have a deep-seated fear of rejection."
 
   "I'm not going to reject you."
 
   "How do you know? You don't even know if I'm any good."
 
   "I know you're good at everything else you do…" Flattery wasn't going to work, she could tell. "Okay, just let me see and then I'll know."
 
   "And then you might hate them. And that would be uber-awkward."
 
   "I'm sure I won't."
 
   "How do you know that?"
 
   "Come on, Iz…"
 
   Izzy sighed, still studying the screen. "See? That's why I didn't want to give you that recording. I'm just not okay with it…let it go. You promised."
 
   She had promised. "Okay, okay. Sorry."
 
   Dutifully, Ginger returned to the recording, but remained distracted by the idea that Izzy had actually authored five books. She managed to make it to the end of the session recording, but her eyes kept wandering to the computer monitor. As much as Ginger enjoyed hearing Izzy's voice, she could not focus, and repeatedly had to pause and rewind. All she could think about was that her girlfriend had written five novels, and she didn't want to share them. Were they erotic? Maybe she wrote BDSM to make some money, and that's why she didn’t' want to share. Though Ginger wasn’t into that sort of thing, it was still titillating to think that maybe Izzy had penned some steamy encounters with a dominatrix in a dungeon. Ginger pulled her mind's eye away from that image. A beet-red face would give her away fairly quickly if Izzy turned around.
 
   She glanced at her laptop, then turned it so that Izzy couldn't see the screen. Opening Firefox, she clicked into the Google search bar and typed Izzy's name, realizing that although she had done a thorough background check on her before they got involved, she never thought to simply Google her name. IT was the sort of thing Jobeth would have done first. There were obvious differences in methodology between being a cop and being a P.I. 
 
   The search page gave little information, especially not in relation to Izzy as an author of fiction. She found an Isabelle Walker on Facebook who lived in England; one who was a 17 year old model and photographer in Myrtle Beach, and an actress who played small roles in TV movies in the 80's. None of them, of course, her Izzy. She didn't know what she expected. As close-lipped as Izzy had been about the writing, she'd obviously avoided publishing these books in her own name. And it wasn't like Ginger could just go through Izzy's bookshelves. She brought little with her when she appeared those months ago. She only brought…
 
   Wait. Ginger recalled seeing several books in Izzy's saddlebags when they first met. The night Izzy drop-kicked her through the goalposts of shame. And those saddlebags were on her bike, still…but the contents…Ginger realized Izzy had few belongings and she'd only seen one box of hers in the bedroom closet. She must have put the books in there. Feeling more sure of herself, now, Ginger thought it strange to pack away some favorite books. She could have just added them to the bookshelf next to Ginger's. So maybe those books really were her own.
 
   Ginger closed the browser, placed the laptop in its bag and attempted a nonchalant exit from the office.
 
   "Where are you going?"
 
   "Investigation. It's what we do."
 
   Izzy smirked. "Need help?"
 
   "Not right now. I'll call you."
 
   In through the back door and down to the basement, Ginger was soon sliding the closet door open.
 
   The books were indeed in the solitary box, along with the adoption papers she had shown them that night when she announced her relation to Jobeth. There were also a few cards and notes Ginger had given her. She thought that was sweet. She'd saved them. Ginger spread the volumes on the floor. Five novels. All written by Cassie Nova.
 
   Cassie Nova? Of course. It figured that the erstwhile female lothario, Izzy, would give herself a pen name like that.
 
   She picked up the first one, examining the cover image of an undead woman, cartoony in nature, with the title Lesbian Zombies from Hell. Ginger snickered, covering her mouth and checking behind her, lest Izzy surprise her. Ginger turned the book over to read the back cover blurb, but heard footsteps on the stairs. Swiftly, she crammed the books in the box and shoved it back into place in the closet, closed the door and hurried into the bathroom. 
 
   "Ginger?"
 
   Izzy.
 
   Ginger stepped out of the bathroom.
 
   "I thought you were off on an investigation."
 
   "Had to pee first." 
 
   "Oh." Izzy moved into the small kitchen and pulled out deli meat, cheese, and Miracle Whip and opened the bread sack.
 
   Ginger stared at the now-closed closet door. The books seemed to be emitting a pulse that pushed at Ginger's patience. Of course she wanted to read them. But that would be an invasion of Izzy's privacy. And she promised to leave it alone. She should just go do some real investigations. Check out Ponzi's detached, shrink-husband. The Incredible Shrinking Husband, Ginger mused. 
 
   Grabbing her laptop bag, she paused in the kitchen to kiss Izzy and headed up the basement stairs, glancing back at Izzy, who sucked wayward Miracle Whip from a finger.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~27~
 
   We're Not Twins
 
    
 
   Izzy felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. Text message. Probably Jobeth or Phoebe, since these days, she had no other women contacting her.
 
   What are you doing?
 
    
 
   Making a sandwich. Why?
 
    
 
   I think we should go get a class schedule.
 
    
 
   Were you serious about this?
 
    
 
   Weren't you?
 
    
 
   Izzy stared at it a moment before she pressed send. 
 
    
 
   Yes.
 
    
 
   The swish sound revealed the next message.
 
    
 
    meet me outside in 15. You can drive us.
 
    
 
   She replied,
 
    
 
   K.
 
    
 
   Standing next to the Miata, Izzy retracted the hard top, just for the fun of watching it do its thing. Then she put it back up. The sound of a revving motorcycle pierced the silence and Izzy pulled her iPhone from the front pocket of her jeans. That ringtone. She was over it. It needed to be switched to something else. The screen was blank except for the phone number, with a Missouri area code. Her stupid mother. Well she wasn’t going to answer it. She thumbed the ignore button and shoved it back in her pocket. How many more times would she have to do that before that infernal woman got the message? Izzy wanted nothing to do with her. It didn't matter what she wanted. It didn't matter who died.
 
   She paused. Did it? What if someone had died? The only family she had any concern for was the one she shared her life with now. So if someone was dying or dead, would it matter? Would Izzy feel the need to return and pay respects or help?
 
   Only a smidgen of guilt for her mental answer. No.
 
   Damned if she would let anyone or anything screw up the life she had finally built for herself. Nor would she allow her mother to screw up the lives of those she cared about. That reality was past tense. And that past definitely made her tense. So really, I'm dealing with present tense, she ruminated.
 
   Jobeth emerged from the house in an identical black leather jacket. Izzy and Jobeth had gone shopping for them, and both had wanted the same style. They even both wanted black. Finally, their affection for the jackets won out over some tedious copy-cat fear. So Izzy said they'd have to think of them as the official jackets of AKA Investigations. They even joked about getting an embossed logo on the front pocket.
 
   "Love the jacket," Izzy cracked.
 
   "No, yours is cooler."
 
   "You bet it is, because I'm IN it." Izzy smirked. "You seem to be feeling so much better."
 
   "I think it's the drugs. Which is why you're driving. Says right on the prescription bottle that I'm not supposed to operate heavy machinery."
 
   "I didn't know that was because of the drugs," she cracked.
 
   Jobeth smacked her sister on the shoulder and buckled her seat belt, as Izzy pulled on her leather driving gloves. Jobeth frowned. "I really wanted those gloves too, but that would have just been creepy."
 
   Izzy started the engine and put the car in reverse. "Twins can get away with it. Why can't we?" 
 
   "We're not twins."
 
   The motorcycle ringtone again. "Dammit." She slammed her foot on the brake.
 
   "What?"
 
   "I'm tired of that ringtone." She glanced at the screen. Her again. Hitting ignore, she tapped her settings icon and went into her sound files, selecting instead Sherwood Forest. The tone played when she selected it.
 
   Jobeth chuckled. "That always makes me want to say Release the hounds!"
 
   Backing out of the drive, Izzy shoved the phone in the breast pocket of her jacket. As she made the K-turn and slid the shift into first, a tri-tone sound chirped from her pocket, signifying a voicemail.
 
   "Who was that?" Jobeth asked.
 
   "No one important." Izzy avoided her sister's suspicious gaze, as she jetted around the corner toward the University. 
 
   "Okay…" 
 
   No one important to me, Izzy thought. But was it important for Jobe? They did, after all, share the same parents, even though Jobeth never knew them. Lucky for her. 
 
   Jobeth took a deep breath of outside air. It felt good to be out of that room. Out of that bed. "So what sort of course did you have in mind?" After a long silence, Jobeth prodded, "Hello? Iz?"
 
   "Sorry. What?"
 
   "What courses did you want to take?"
 
   "Well, Dr. Bishop suggested I write to help the PTSD. So maybe I could take a writing class."
 
   Jobeth sucked on her eCig and considered the passing scenery. She had mixed apple flavor with her usual chocolate and mint and it was pretty good. "Take sixth Avenue, it's safer…"
 
   "Safer? What? Like there are Apaches the other way?"
 
   "Less traffic."
 
   "I know how to drive in traffic."
 
   "Trust me, take sixth."
 
   "Okay, okay." Izzy eased onto the ramp. "So are you taking a writing class too?"
 
   "I don't think I'm any good at writing, but I'd like to take a criminology class. Are we going to take just one class?"
 
   "I think we could start with that, and see how it goes. We can always take more if we decide we really want to do this thing. And you don't have to take a writing class. You can take something else. As you pointed out—" she eased to a stop at the light. "We're not twins."
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~28~
 
   The Incredible Shrinking Husband
 
    
 
   Dr. Garrison Bishop lived a mundane life. In toto, there was no way to make investigations more interesting when you were tailing a guy who liked to read and drink tea and feed ducks. The most interesting thing about him was the odd theme emerging. Grey. Dr. Bishop had a pattern of grey in his life, and it was, as metaphors go, a fitting color. Ginger wondered if he noticed the pattern. 
 
   She had followed him from his office to the park where he perused a copy of Fifty Shades of Grey, a book Ginger tried to read because of the hype, but found the writing on the amateur side, even though the concept was intriguing. Ultimately she was too aggravated by the book's obvious need for an editor, and dismissed it as a waste of time. She failed to understand the allure of it for so many women. Perhaps because it was aimed at straight women, and she was most notably not in that category. 
 
   Through the binocs she saw the tag hanging from the Starbucks cup, and watched as Bishop also sipped (no kidding) Earl Grey tea, and tossed stale bread crumbs to the (still not kidding) grey Gadwells that waddled up from the lake. 
 
   He was also wearing a grey jacket. Perhaps his damn underwear was grey too. So what she discovered about him, aside from his abject mediocrity, was that his stature seemed a fictional construct, perhaps perpetuated by the prestige of being a high-dollar psychiatrist who often worked for the police department, who lived in an upscale house on an upscale street in an upscale neighborhood, and drove a decidedly upscale vehicle—a Mercedes Benz C250—in an upscale shade of—ferfucksake—grey. It had to be intentional. Grey had to simply be his favorite color and maybe he levitated toward all things of that shade. Or maybe he had his own quirks and obsessions. Physician, heal thyself.
 
   No surprise, her mind wandered. Sitting in her Cherryot with binocs, peering at Bishop periodically, it was a simple task to boot up her laptop, under the pretense of looking up the species of a duck. And it was equally easy to Google the name Cassie Nova.
 
   She found her work on Amazon, under Lesbian Horror, with the added tag, humor. She wasn't even aware it was a fiction genre until that moment, though she had known a few lesbian horrors in her day. She smirked. With what Ginger already knew of Izzy's penchant for sarcasm and witty retorts, she could imagine they were hugely entertaining. 
 
   The novels were listed along with copious reader reviews, garnering four and five stars on all of them. That had to mean she was seriously a good writer, right? Ginger felt a swelling of pride. Reviewers called the books "exciting and scary" and "delicious" and "hysterical macabre", spewed about how the "page-turner" kept them up all night, biting fingernails and waking their partners with silent laughter that shook the bed. The first of her books was titled, Lesbian Zombies From Hell. How could anyone with any degree of curiosity turn away from something like that?
 
   Ginger had held those books in her hands only an hour ago, but could not read one of them. She considered the ethical dilemma of it again. As a detective, it was an acquired skill to look at things from all angles. That's all she was doing, really. Why couldn't she read them? What had she actually promised Izzy? Not to nag her about her books or her writing in general. She never said she wouldn't read the books. Besides, why did a whole slew of strangers get to read them, while Ginger did not? That hardly seemed fair. Izzy would let Ginger bury her face in intimate areas, but not let her read books she had written? Ridiculous, really.
 
   Distracted by movement, Ginger looked up from the screen. Bishop was standing, now, shrugging back into his suit jacket, tucking the book under his arm. He was heading back to the office. She thought he looked like one of those guys who smoked a pipe. But only if it came in the color grey. 
 
   What he didn't look like, was a murderer. 
 
   As she watched Bishop leave the park, a text message sounded. She picked up her phone and looked. Izzy was going to the University to get class schedule information, expand her horizons, she called it. Good. Horizon-expanding was a positive step. So was being out of the apartment so Ginger could finally grab that copy of Lesbian Zombies from Hell.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~29~
 
   Three Days
 
    
 
   She used the last of her savings to pay the investigator, but it had been worth every penny. Not only had she found her daughter, but it seemed the little pixie had done quite well for herself. Maybe it was time for a visit. It's not as if it would be a burden, if her digs were any sign. Her daughter had a good idea when she left this place. Getting away from her father. Now, Linda could finally have the life she deserved. Fifty-five. Not a bad age to start retirement. Isabelle would see that the problems were all her father's doing. They could become close. Be best friends.
 
   Linda handed the ticket to the bus driver and took a seat in the back. Three days, and her new life would begin. She smiled and opened the bag of 'Nilla Wafers, popping one in her mouth and crunching, as she pulled her knitting from her bag. She should have the gloves done by the time she arrived in Denver. Isabelle's favorite color—blue.
 
   She would find an AA meeting there, and show Isabelle that those days of being lit all the time were over. She'd even attended one meeting in Missouri, just to get her feet wet. Many of the attendees there were far worse off than she was. Linda had always been able to function when she drank. These people were one drink way from a gutter. But it would make a good impression for Isabelle to see her in AA. If she could bear to be around those losers, that is.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~30~
 
   From Whom All Blessings Flow
 
    
 
   After pilfering Izzy's novel, Ginger shoved it in her satchel and returned to the AKA office, made coffee, and settled in an armchair at the back wall, near the kitchenette. She had a case file in her lap, just in case someone came in and caught her. Propping her feet on the ottoman and opening the book, she turned to the first chapter, hoping to get most of it read before Izzy returned with Jobeth from the university. When you had to go through so many reports and case files, it paid to develop speed-reading abilities. She'd take advantage of that skill now, while enjoying a cup of coffee. She had turned down a vacation, after all. Nothing wrong with a little light reading.
 
   A few hours later, Ginger had sucked down three cups of coffee and consumed all but the last few chapters. It was a quick read. The book was absurd, of course, but the kind of absurd that had you laughing until your stomach hurt, thumbing tears from your eyes. Ginger thought she had probably never read anything so entertaining. And within the ludicrous story, the relentlessly lampooned stereotypes of both lesbian convention and zombie pop-culture, it was clear that Izzy had a command of the writing craft. Her descriptions were vivid, her plotting relentless, her humor scathing, creative and intelligent. Ginger was impressed. And proud. She'd been proud of Izzy for her courage in the Evil-Twin case, but this was pride of a different sort. She was proud of Izzy's talent. It was a new feeling to have. She had been impressed many times with Jobeth and Phoebe, but this was a variant of that. Izzy was her partner, and her skills, successes and accomplishments hit closer to home. Closer to the heart. Izzy had managed to reveal a level of herself in the pages of this book, that could not have been shared any other way.
 
   The Miata pulled up outside, and Ginger reluctantly closed the book and sequestered it back in her satchel, refilled her coffee, then fed her guilty conscience by calling Alisha Harmon. The woman had come into the station only a few days ago, seeking help. Ginger had been forced to give the woman Jobeth's card, because she didn’t have much legal recourse. Now, Ginger found her number in information and called. She explained that she was on vacation and helping her ailing friend with her private investigations business, and she remembered Mrs. Harmon's situation and thought maybe she could help her. It would take Mrs. Harmon an hour or so to get to the AKA office.
 
   In the meantime, Ginger would organize a few new case files. She had stored backup copies of cases she could not explore as a cop—it would have been considered a waste of resources. Those, she had referred to AKA, telling the victims that if they could gather enough evidence using a private investigator, the P.D. would then be able to open a case. Downloading those reports from her secure cloud server, she printed them off, placing them in separate files labeled by the complainant's name. Jacki Leek. Mallory Beals. 
 
   Ginger was fielding a call from another rich socialite who wanted to gather grounds for divorce, when Izzy breezed in with her school materials and saw that she was on the phone, and stood in front of Ginger's desk, sending her a text. As she listened to the woman on the phone complain about her husband, the text came through. Izzy was on her way into the house with Jobeth, to go over the information they'd brought back from DU. Ginger thought taking classes at the University was a positive step for both of them. She nodded her approval at Izzy and continued the call.
 
   Finally, Alisha Harmon knocked on the door.
 
   Historically, Mrs. Harmon had always lied to the cops to keep her husband, Walter, from being arrested, because she was in her early 50's and had no skills other than secretarial to support herself. Alisha Harmon had tried to find a job secretly, but Walter caught her coming home from an interview once when he left work early, and beat her for it. His anger had stemmed from a childhood wherein his father disappeared, and his mother didn't have time for him, as she was working all the time. Walter had this pervasive idea that he would only feel better if he had a child of his own, and became the father his never was. The problem was, his character lacked the necessary muscle to be a good father, and that meant he was also unable to be a good husband. 
 
   When Alisha had been physiologically incapable of giving him a child, this anger festered into abuse. Alisha had also wanted children, even more so after Walter turned his anger on her. If only to have the comfort of another human being near her. But she feared that any child she brought into this world would have been victimized by Walter, as well. So even if she could have had children, she wouldn't have. Not with Walter.
 
   Matters were further complicated by the fact that Alisha's mother was in a nursing home and Walter was paying the bill on that. That would have been enough to keep her from leaving him, but he had also used veiled threats that old women in nursing homes die of natural causes all the time. 
 
   Clicking off the recorder, Ginger gave Mrs. Harmon a reassuring smile. "I'll do everything I can to get him out of the house. First, I will need some evidence, of course, and that might take a little time."
 
   The door of the office opened and Phoebe came in, holding a painting. "Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't know you had a client."
 
   "No problem, we were just finishing up." 
 
   "Oh, what a lovely painting," Alisha said. The Carmen Guedez abstract titled Solo Piano featured pale colors of salmon and blue and yellow behind drizzled circles of black, ending in a piano-shaped puddle. "Yes it is a beautiful piece. I'm just redecorating."
 
   Ginger stood. "Phoebe, this is Alisha Harmon. Alisha, Phoebe McMasters, CFO and co-owner of AKA Investigations."
 
   Phoebe set the painting down to take her hand. "Pleasure to meet you, Alisha. You're in good hands with Ginger."
 
   "I believe you're right about that," Alisha agreed. "But there might be nothing she can really do. Solving the two big problems creates two more."
 
   "Oh?" 
 
   Mrs. Harmon glanced at Ginger, who nodded for her to speak freely, and sat down to listen. 
 
   "Well, of course I'd like nothing more than to get out of my situation." Alisha pulled her big purse close to her body, and tried to smile.
 
   Phoebe's eyes went to Ginger, who clarified, "Abusive husband."
 
   Alisha nodded, continuing. "But I made certain choices, and that meant not having a career of my own, a way to support myself, and now the job market is hard enough without competing with the youngsters fresh out of college."
 
   Phoebe nodded. "Sure…yes, that's a tough situation."
 
   "My mother is also in a nursing home, and Walter is the one paying for it, so I'd have to really be sure I could take care of her, too."
 
   "More than that," Ginger added, "Her husband has been making veiled threats that something might happen to her mother if Alisha left him."
 
   "That's terrible." Phoebe took the woman's hand. "Anything I can do?"
 
   "Not unless you know someone who needs a 50-something secretary who's been out of the job market for twenty years," Alisha said. 
 
   "How much experience have you had?"
 
   "Before Walter, I was the admin assistant for five mangers at the power company. I tried to keep up with the new software, and computer environments over the years, but it was impossible, since Walter won't let me have a computer. I can't go to the library, either. He won't let me drive."
 
   "How do you grocery shop?"
 
   "Oh, he drives me to do that. He also drives me to visit my mother. I'm only here today because he's away on business until tomorrow morning and I took the bus. I've got old letters of reference. But still. No one wants to hire someone my age." She touched the back of her hand sadly, pushing at the wrinkles there. "I tried. Even got caught coming back from a job interview once, and Walter beat the living daylights out of me. I wasn't keen to give that another shot."
 
   Phoebe held the woman's eyes, patting her hand. "I'm so sorry…" She looked at Ginger, then scanned the office. "Well, Ginger, we could use a secretary here, right?"
 
   Ginger's brows lifted. "Um…that would be your call."
 
   "Well wouldn't it give you and Izzy way more autonomy if you didn't have to do paperwork and answer the phone?"
 
   Ginger nodded. "If my experience at the precinct is any indication, then yes. I spend half my time with the paperwork and phone calls and politics, when I could have been out getting something done."
 
   "Great. So, even if it's just temporary, we can get her out of that situation right away."
 
   Within a few minutes, Phoebe had addressed the ensuing obstacles. Alisha was afraid that if Walter came back early, as he often did, there would be a confrontation when she went home to pack—Ginger would go with her. The car was in Walter's name—Ginger would give her a ride to a family-owned motel a few blocks away, and she could walk to work, and eventually get her own car. Alisha had no money yet—Phoebe would sign off on an advance for her first check. Her mother would still be in danger—Ginger would arrange to have her moved to another facility under a different name, and Ginger would handle all the ways in which the woman could be protected from Walter. Walter could come looking for her and figure out where she was and where her mother was—Ginger would help her with a name change, and continue to do everything she could to make the Walter-problem go away.
 
   Alisha Harmon was stunned to silence for a moment. "I don't know what to say, Phoebe."
 
   "Say thank you for the painting." Phoebe handed Alisha the framed canvas that had been on her wall for years. It was not a cheap piece, but it still reminded her of Steve, and she was cleansing. "If you want it, that is."
 
   "Oh, I think it's beautiful…"
 
   "Then…happy separation. And welcome to a new chapter in your life."
 
   Alisha stood suddenly and wrapped her arms around Phoebe, dripping tears on Phoebe's shoulder.
 
   Ginger shook her head almost imperceptibly. "Phoebe. From whom all blessings flow," she said quietly. 
 
   Phoebe smiled back at her a moment, not allowing the slight discomfort to manifest on her features. 
 
    
 
    
 
   As Phoebe stepped out of the office, an odd emptiness fluttered in her chest. She had just offered solutions to a woman; a way to escape a lifelong abusive husband and start a new life. Why didn't she feel better about that? The stab of discomfort had come after Ginger's remark. Phoebe. From whom all blessing flow. Was she worried about becoming just the checkbook to everyone? They had always been appreciative and she had always done exactly what she wanted to do. But had she become a caricature of herself? Was there little else to her except Jobeth's partner, the CFO of Jobeth's business, and the person who could solve every problem by throwing money at it?
 
   She had never known what it was like to be poor. Her grandmother had always made sure she was well-cared for, all her needs met, financial and otherwise. When her grandmother died, she inherited a fortune. So Phoebe had never really earned any of that money. What was the exchange with her psycho sister, Megan, during that last case?
 
   “I don’t care about the money.”
 
   “Funny, rich people always say shit like that.” 
 
   As evil as Megan had been, she could also have been right about that. Money had always been a means of problem solving, but had it also caused the problems to begin with? Her history of wealth was now becoming a source of stress.
 
    She couldn't talk to Ginger or Izzy or even Jobeth about it. It might make them all feel uncomfortable about the gifts she had given them. Anna. She could talk to Anna.
 
   Phoebe dialed her friend's number and invited her to lunch the next day.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~31~
 
   Time for a Nap
 
    
 
    
 
   Right about the time my neck went numb from the ice pack, and my mind was going numb from boredom, Ginger knocked.
 
   "How are you feeling, JB?"
 
   "I'm getting cabin fever. Please tell me you want to take me somewhere."
 
   "Your psychic gifts are showing. Yes, as a matter of fact I do."
 
   Ginger parked herself on the bed and began to fill me in about Alisha Harmon. She wanted me to go with her to take Mrs. Harmon back to her house and get her things. She would need some help inside, but Ginger wanted to remain outside to watch for the husband to come home early, just in case. She didn't want him to be able to cause a scene or prevent Mrs. Harmon from finally escaping his clutches. I was almost panting like a dog, ready to get started. Ginger suggested I get dressed first, just in case I wanted to be taken seriously.
 
   I donned my favorite jeans, and the wool-lined Converse sneaker-boots I'd found on eBay just before my unfortunate trip down the stairs. Now was my chance to wear them. I was psyched.
 
   "Cool boots," Ginger said, watching me lace them up.
 
   "My first time wearing them," I said wistfully, standing to admire them on my feet. "I'm verklempt." I waved my hand at my face dramatically and pretended to block tears.
 
   Ginger chuckled and started for the door. "Come along, Yentl. We have good deeds to do."
 
   On the way out, I grabbed my trusty .25 automatic, and slipped it into my coat pocket, just in case. I also suggested we take the Essy, since it was more nondescript than the obvious red Blazer. A quick introduction was made with Mrs. Harmon, and we piled into the Escalade and headed toward Wheat Ridge.
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, we pulled up in front of a white, nondescript ranch house, putting the SUV in park. Ginger asked if I wanted to stand sentry outside, or go in, citing concern for my neck, should Alisha need help lifting. Alisha assured us that there were only a few things she cared about, and they weren't heavy. 
 
   "I'll go in with her," I told Ginger. "You have more experience subduing suspects."
 
   "He's on a business trip until tomorrow," Alisha reassured me. 
 
   I huffed my derision. "I've heard that before. Twice in the last year or so, and both times, the person came home early."
 
   "Oh. Well…I don't think he will, but he has been known to give me the wrong return times. Like he's trying to catch me at something."
 
   "He probably is trying to catch you at something," Ginger offered. "It's a common method of controlling a victim."
 
   Alisha's face smoothed in distress. "You see me as a victim?"
 
   Ginger touched her arm. "He's been victimizing you. But it's up to you, whether or not you see yourself as a victim."
 
   She took a long breath and looked toward her house for a moment before I coaxed her out of the Essy. I let Mrs. Harmon lead me inside.
 
   We opened the door to an imposing entertainment center with a formidably-sized flat screen which dominated the living room. The place was decorated simply, even minimalist, but immaculate. Mostly white and yellow shades of painted furniture, curtains, a large area rug; everything seemed to have a place to go, and was put there. I wondered if this was Alisha Harmon's preference, or more about the demands of her husband. "So, please bring everything you value most with you. We may not be able to get you back here for a while, if at all."
 
   Mrs. Harmon scanned the living room, almost sadly, and then nodded, heading into the bedroom. While she packed, I intended to have a look out back, since Ginger had an eye on the front. I paused in the living room and fingered back the curtain. I could see Ginger in the cab of the Essy, her head down. What was she doing? Pulling out my iPhone, I swept the screen to the camera app and held it up toward my car across the street, pinching the screen wide to magnify it. She was reading a book. I frowned. It wasn't like Ginger to let her attention be drawn to anything except her job. What's up with that? As I continued to watch her, she glanced up once but then redirected her attention to the book again. I would be having words with Ginger about taking her job seriously. Oddly. For the first time, ever. 
 
   I decided against watching the rear of the house, at that point. More likely, if the evil Walter Harmon came home, he'd pull right into his own drive, anyway. I heard Alisha behind me and turned. She had one large suitcase packed and set her purse and another shoulder bag full next to it. She removed a picture of an older woman from the wall, and shoved it in the shoulder bag. Her mother, probably. Now, she was headed for the kitchen with a plastic, lidded tub. To the sound of pulled out drawers, rifling through utensils, and stacking pans, I redirected my attention outside. All quiet on the Western front. In a large wicker basket near a recliner, I saw knitting needles and yarn, and atop that, perched a knitted teddy bear. I strolled over and picked it up. She had obviously made it herself. The white sweater it wore gave it an endearing quality and I smiled, squeezing it.
 
   The sound of a car door closing sent me back to the window. Maybe Ginger had gotten out to patrol the area on foot. There was a car in the drive. I hadn't even heard it pull in. A big, beer-bellied man circled the front of the car and was starting up the walk to the front door. "It never fails," I grumbled. My eyes went to the Essy. Ginger was still sitting there, her head down, reading that book. There was no time to send her a text. I sequestered the bear under an arm, whirled and caught Alisha Harmon by the elbow as she emerged from the kitchen with the crate. Grabbing her suitcase, I ordered, "Get those two," pointing at her shoulder bag and purse. "He's here, we're going out the back."
 
   All the blood drained from her face, as she grabbed the bags and followed me to the back door. She fumbled with the thumb lock as we heard the key in the front door. Jerking the door open, I herded her out ahead of me, and closed the door behind us quietly. I led her around the side of the patio until I found the gate, and lifted the lever, urging her out. At the front corner of the house, I peeked around. He was in the house. Checking for traffic, I pointed at the Escalade. "Go!"
 
   She hurried across the yard, and I heard the front door. Casting a glance over my shoulder, I saw him back on the front porch, the door open behind him. Even in the dim light of dusk, I could see how red his face was. He lurched toward us, stumbling on the last step, his eyes locked on us, his fists clenched at his sides.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Ginger heard Jobeth's shout, saw Mrs. Harmon running across the street with her purse and a shoulder bag, with Jobeth behind her, lugging a large suitcase. Walter Harmon was descending the front steps, a murderous expression on his face. Shooting out of the Escalade, Ginger rounded the front of the vehicle, pausing in front of the headlights, and pulled out her personal sidearm. She couldn't shout Stop! Police! Or Freeze, Denver P.D.! as usual. It wouldn't be accurate, considering her suspended status. How much did that suck? What could she shout? She opted for "Stop!" and hoped he'd see her and make the right assumptions. It would be the wrong assumption, but it would serve the purpose. The only thing he needed to see, perhaps, was a gun between himself and his wife.
 
   He halted at the curb, watched Alisha get into the back seat of the Escalade, and Jobeth toss the suitcase in beside her. A volcanic realization seemed to envelop him, and clenching his fists tighter, he ignored Ginger and marched toward the vehicle.
 
   The squeal of brakes, a nanosecond of surreal disbelief, and Walter lay near the curb behind the Escalade, face-down. The last few seconds were only understood when Ginger replayed it in her mind. A black sedan had seemed to materialize from thin air, as these things often do, and struck Walter Harmon. He was jettisoned like a human tumbleweed to the other side of the street.
 
   The sedan's brake lights brightened as it stopped fifty yards beyond the impact site. Ginger holstered her weapon, an image of Payne Hollister flashing through her mind. You've got to be kidding. Again? Did she have some kind of magical power that summoned motor vehicles from the ether to run down bad guys? Scrambling over to him, he groaned and pushed himself to his hands and knees. "Don't move, Mr. Harmon. I'm calling an ambulance."
 
   He got to his feet, swaying. "I don't need a goddamn ambulance."
 
   Ginger didn't see any bones sticking out of his skin, didn't even see any noticeable abrasions. Was the man made of rubber? He recovered his balance and took steps toward the Essy again, reminding Ginger of a relentless insect that you smack over and over, only to see it resurrect and continue walking. Surely a firearm would be more effective than a flyswatter. Ginger drew her sidearm again. "Stop!"
 
   The sedan's driver must have seen her pull the gun, seen Walter get up and walk toward her, and decided against hanging around. It sped off into the night. Against her years of training, Ginger didn't even try to get the license plate. The driver would likely live in paranoia for some time, and maybe that was enough. Besides, she wasn't sure she wanted any witnesses to the evening's events.
 
   Walter paused near the rear hatch of the Essy, turning to scowl at her, like she was the insect, a minor irritant he wanted to swat and forget. She stood her ground at the left tail light. His eyes fell on the gun she aimed center-mass. There was a house behind him. Normally, it would be dangerous to take a shot, if it came to that, but not with a target this close. The hollow-points in her Glock, insured controlled penetration. The only question now was whether or not she'd have to pull the trigger.
 
   A thunk sound, as Walter's knees buckled and he went down, leaving the visage of Jobeth behind him, holding the slapjack. Ginger had seen the flat, lead-weighted billy club in her glove box, once, when she was looking for a salt packet for her burger.  
 
   The Glock lowered as Ginger met Jobeth's eyes. Like synchronized swimmers, they both looked down at the unconscious Walter Harmon, both peered around the area to see if anyone was watching, looked at each other again, and then both got in the Escalade. Jobeth drove away, leaving the unconscious form of Walter Harmon by the curb across from his own house.
 
   "Where is he?" Alisha said, twisting to peer out at the gathering darkness through the rear window.
 
   "Taking a nap," Jobeth said.
 
   In the rearview mirror, Jobeth saw Alisha frown from her place in the backseat.
 
   Ginger expounded, "He's unconscious, but he should wake up in a few minutes. He’ll be fine, don't worry. " 
 
   "Especially since a three ton sedan didn't faze him," Jobeth murmured.
 
   "Oh I'm not worried about him. I was hoping that car killed him."
 
   Ginger and Jobeth both looked at Alisha's steadfast eyes in the mirror.
 
   "I'm sick to death of being scared," Alisha said. "I'm sick of feeling powerless. I don't care what happens to him, I only care what happens to me." She leaned forward. "Thank you, both of you."
 
   We accepted her appreciation and in a few moments, Alisha sat forward again. "What about my mother?"
 
   Jobeth's foot came off the gas. The plan had been to sneak Alisha out before Walter got home from his trip, and then have time to fetch her mother, but that plan had been foiled. 
 
   "That's a good point," Ginger said. 
 
   "Walter is pretty pissed right now," Jobeth added. "We should go get her, too."
 
   Alisha gave us directions to the nursing home, and a couple of hours later, we had Alisha and her mother, and all her mother's belongings in the back of the Escalade.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~32~
 
   Sneaking Around is my Forte
 
    
 
    
 
   We got Alisha and her mother, Trudy, settled at the small, family-owned lodge. The room had its own kitchenette and was relatively spacious for a motel room. They'd be fine there for now. Ginger told Alisha all she had to do was call if they needed anything. We ordered them both some Chinese food to be delivered, and gave Alisha all the cash we had on hand, letting her know there was a King Soopers, Dollar Store and Big Lots at the corner of Jewell and Wadsworth, if she wanted to pick up some things. Until she got a car, I told her I'd be happy to give her a ride. She said if she needed anything she could take a bus or a cab. We'd be in touch about the name-change paperwork, and Alisha could start work at AKA after we got her mother placed somewhere she could get round-the-clock care, as she was teetering on the edge of Alzheimer's. 
 
   Satisfied we had properly rescued these women, Ginger and I headed back to the AKA office. The knitted teddy bear Alisha had given to me dangled from the rearview mirror. 
 
   Ginger said softly, "I don't recognize myself." 
 
   "I don’t recognize you either."
 
   She glanced over at me, and then back at the road.
 
   Time for some clarification. "You want to tell me why you were acting like you were at the library back there?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "At Alisha's house. When I looked out her front window, you were reading a book."
 
   Ginger sighed laboriously. "Walter wasn't supposed to be back until tomorrow. I just got…distracted…"
 
   "Must be a really good book," I said smartly.
 
   "I don't know what's going on with me, JB. I was reading that damn thing when I should have been watching for him; and I didn't get the plate of the sedan that hit him, and I left an unconscious man on the street."
 
   "Welcome to my world."
 
   "It was unprofessional."
 
   Ginger would obviously flagellate herself for tonight's events, so I had lost my desire to do it for her. "It was uncoplike. But not necessarily unprofessional. The rules aren't quite the same for a P.I., in case you haven't noticed."
 
   "Oh, I noticed."
 
   "We got Alisha and her mother to safety, and the bad guy got knocked around and left to his own devices. A good day's P.I. work, I'd say."
 
   As we pulled into the garage on Manor Lane, I put the Essy in park. I looked at her satchel. "So what's this book that so mesmerized you?"
 
   She sighed, her eyes surveying the far wall of the garage, the pegboard with tools. "Dammit. I can't stand it, anymore." 
 
   She reached into the satchel and pulled the book out, handing it to me. I turned it over to read the title. "Lesbian Zombies From Hell? For real? This is what held you so rapt? I thought your literary tastes would be a little more--"
 
   "Sophisticated?"
 
   "Well—"
 
   "Izzy wrote it."
 
   Surely, I didn't hear her right. "Say who-what, now?"
 
   "Izzy is a writer. She's published five novels like this…"
 
   Izzy. My sister. A novelist. Penning books about lesbian zombies. I wouldn't have guessed that in a million years. I pulled out my eCig and puffed on the apple-chocolate-mint vapor.
 
   "But I'm not supposed to be reading them," Ginger continued. "She doesn’t know. I've been hiding it. I guess it's made me a little obsessive. I feel like I'm doing something bad…just like tonight." Ginger pressed her fingers into her eyes. "I'm not sure what's wrong with me."
 
   "Why…why aren't you supposed to be reading them?"
 
   "I found out about it, and she acted like she was ashamed or something. Didn't want me to read them."
 
   "Well maybe she is ashamed. I mean—" I looked at the goofy, cartoony visage of an undead lesbian on the cover. 
 
   "They're funny as hell!" Ginger blurted, stifling a laugh.
 
   We both started giggling then, sitting there in the garage.
 
   "I don't know why she doesn't want me to read them. She said it would be awkward or some such nonsense." 
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Maybe she's afraid I wouldn't like them."
 
   "But you do like them."
 
   "Right. As strange as that is."
 
   I unbuckled my seatbelt. "So why not just confess?"
 
   "Because I violated her privacy."
 
   I sucked on the eCig, filling the cab of the Essy with fragrant vapor. "Well, now, violated is a strong word. I mean…she published them for other people to read."
 
   "Yes, but not under her own name."
 
   I lifted the book from the seat again. "Cassie Nova?" A chuckle took over my throat. "That's hysterical."
 
   "So is the book. You'd have to read it to understand what I mean."
 
   I leafed through the pages. "You done?"
 
   "Yeah," she said sheepishly. "I finished tonight, when I was supposed to be watching for Walter Harmon."
 
   I stuffed the book under my arm and reached for the door handle, as Ginger's hand on my arm halted me.
 
   "You can't tell. You can't let her see you reading it."
 
   "I'm a P.I. Sneaking around is my forté."
 
   No way I was not going to read a book about lesbian zombies, penned by my sister.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~33~
 
   The Truth About Cats & Dogs…and Horse. And Mooses. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Downstairs, Izzy plopped on the bed and opened her laptop, as Monkey jumped up to her and lay down in the channel created by Izzy's outstretched legs. "Oh, I see you've figured out how to get down to the basement." Izzy scratched the cat's head.
 
   Pulling the laptop closer, her fingers began moving across the keys in a familiar ritual that had had gone too long unpracticed.
 
    
 
   So now we have cats. Last time I had pets, was when I was seeing a chick named Sally. This was during the time I shared a little apartment in Joplin with two cats and a dog. A chick named Sally and I had been having a torrid sexfest for a few weeks when she called and said she was recuperating from being run over by a horse. I thought she was joking, but her grandparents had some horses, and apparently, she went to visit them, and got trampled.
 
   We began discussing all things horse-related, and she wondered how a horse can just run over you, like they don't know you're there...
 
   I had a dog, Fido (Yes, I really did name him that) and two cats at the time, and I told Sally it was like when I opened the door to let Fido out-if the cats were in his line of trajectory, he just ran right over them...cats know how to tuck and roll, so they never get hurt by it, and he didn't do it on purpose, he was just oblivious...he had his eye on that door, and nothing else existed for him in that moment.
 
   But imagine if it was a HORSE and a human... quite different...kind of a "dog of a different color" you might say...you might say that, but I doubt it. (That was some kind of metaphor mixing I don't think they've named yet).
 
   Anyway, Sally wanted to know if horses rear up and try to pound you with their hooves. I told her not usually, unless the horse was just crazy. That was more like what Moose do. (I was tempted to use Mooses, or Meeses. You know, plural for Moose. But it really is "Moose" in both forms, plural or singular...grammar lesson, over).
 
   Anyway, (again) A moose is very mean, and they will jump up and pummel you with their hooves. And they'll try to gore you with their antlers too.
 
   It's a good thing dogs don't have hooves. Or antlers for that matter. (Except at Christmas, when we defile their dogness with reindeer head gear). But if dogs did have hooves and antlers, I'm sure no amount of tucking and rolling by cats in the line of trajectory will keep them from getting hurt. I did like to watch this happen, though. Once my cats had been trampled by the dog, and were upright again, they usually had one ear cocked back and were frowning a little. Then they would go to the window to watch him watering the tree outside, and they would think bad thoughts about him. It's probably why they waited at the door to swat him on the rump when he came in. He ignored them. Once he even ran over one of them again, on his way in. That particular feline spent the rest of the night on top of the television, plotting his demise.
 
   So...back to horses-I have had my experiences with horses and know that you have to be mindful. They can be dangerous if you don't know what you're doing. As a kid I was bitten in the neck and between the shoulder blades; I was kicked several times, dragged, bucked off countless other times, trampled, and even had a close call with one falling on me. A bee stung the mare I was riding once and she reared up and lost her balance, and then stumbled. I had to kick away, tuck and roll, (just like a cat) and then bear crawl so I wouldn't get squished. Sometimes it's helpful to imitate cats and bears.
 
   My life in the country as a child consisted of things like motorcycles, horses, chickens, ducks, cats, dogs, donkeys, coyotes, snakes...I was one with nature, and sometimes that wasn't such good thing, but I was a kid, so I wasn't aware of it being unusual. That was my reality.
 
   My favorite horse was "Chico" a brown and white pinto gelding. (I also had a Pinto station wagon, but the two were not related. And the car didn't have a name). I always told people that Chico was very polite; when we'd come to a fence, he'd stop and let me go over first.
 
   He did like to buck a lot. He was just ornery. Like me. Often I would wind up on his neck, flailing at his ears while he tried to dethrone me. My mother, (or "Maternal Parental Unit" as I call her now-not because she was ever maternal, but because it sounds distant-which is where I like to keep her) she used to tell people that she'd look out the window into the pasture and see me riding Chico like a banshee, standing up on the saddle. Or I'd be doing that trick riding stuff: running alongside, picking up speed, and then flipping myself up into the saddle. I was usually dressed like an Indian. She was surprised I didn't go shirtless and wear a loincloth. Had there been any stage coaches, I would have robbed them, I'm sure.
 
   My uncle made the newspapers as a young man, by being the first person in a hundred years to be run over by a stagecoach. He and one of his other brothers were in the music business, and they built this stagecoach with their names painted on the side, and took it cross-country pulled by two big horses, and sold their 45 records from it. One time, my uncle was holding the bridle of one of the horses and he got spooked, (not my uncle, the horse--I think his name was Old Baldy...not my uncle, the horse) and he wound up being run over by the whole thing. It made the newspaper, a picture of him in the hospital bed with a broken bone in his neck. I wish I had a copy of that. The headline was "Man gets run over by a stagecoach for the first time in 100 years."
 
   He was probably lucky it wasn't Mooses. Moose. Meese. A Moose.
 
    
 
   Izzy smiled at the screen. She had missed it. It wasn't a novel, but it felt good to let her fingers fly over the keys again. Free associate. She even missed the sound of the keyboard clicking. It was comforting in some way. Dr. Bishop might be creepy, but maybe he was right about the writing. Izzy felt the pull growing inside her. She wondered if it was time to write another book. 
 
   Was there another Lesbians from Hell in the offing? Or would she try to write something serious this time?
 
   Izzy heard Ginger coming down the stairs. She had her satchel draped over a shoulder and was holding Mik Mak, like a furry sack of potatoes. She entered the bedroom and dumped the corpulent cat on the bed with a grunt. "God, I think I slipped a disc." Mik Mak rolled to her back and displayed her rotund stomach proudly. 
 
   "Why are you carrying Fatty Matty Mik Mak down the stairs?"
 
   "She was sitting at the top by the door, and she informed me that she wanted to go down, but was too fat to make the trip."
 
   "You're so soft-hearted. Where's Biscuit?"
 
   "Probably with Phoebe. She's still a touch-me-not, but she seems attached to Phoebe. She follows her from room to room like a dog."
 
   Ginger took her jacket off, looked at Izzy's laptop. "Whatcha doin'?"
 
   Izzy lowered the screen. "Nothing…just noodling around. Where were you?"
 
   "Oh, JB and I went to fetch Alisha's things. We took her and her mother to a hotel. I'll write it up in a report for the file."
 
   "So all that went smoothly."
 
   "Well, I wouldn't say smoothly."
 
   Izzy frowned. "What happened?"
 
   "Walter came back early and caught us and we had to get out of there pretty fast."
 
   "Did he chase you?"
 
   "Um…no, he was unable to do that, since he was unconscious."
 
   "Holy crap, what did you do?"
 
   "It wasn't me, it was your sister and her flapjack. She's been dying to use that thing."
 
   Izzy closed her eyes and sighed. "So you think he might report it?"
 
   "He could, I guess. We'll see."
 
   Ginger carried her jacket to the closet and kept peering back at Izzy, who was convinced that she was thinking about sneaking a peek at her laptop. Izzy had a password in place to access it, so even if Ginger wanted to snoop, she wouldn't be able to get in. She got a little charge out of that knowledge. Maybe she'd torture her a little by giving her a chance to try it. Izzy closed it down and hit the power button on the TV remote. The History Channel was broadcasting a program called Cave of Forgotten Dreams. Izzy didn't miss the coincidental nature of it. She had forgotten her dream of writing, but now felt as though she was moving out of that darkness and back into the light. Plato's Allegory of the Cave presented itself to deepen the significance. She was not quite herself unless she was writing, and if she ever wanted to fully settle back into her personal identity, it would have to include putting words on a page.
 
   She watched Ginger hovering by the closet and was sure her lover was thinking about the laptop. The laptop she wouldn't be able to access. Izzy smiled, and pushed up to move toward the bathroom. "I'm gonna take a shower."
 
   Ginger watched the bathroom door close, heard Izzy turn on the shower. She made herself wait until she heard Izzy slide the door and get in before she whirled and dragged the box out of the closet.
 
   Book 2 of the Lesbians from Hell series: Lesbian Vampires from Hell. Finally. She shoved it on her satchel and headed toward the door as Mik Mak bid her adieu from her supine napping position on the bed. "Don't tell," she said to the cat as she mounted the stairs. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~34~
 
   Giggling Lesbians in Bed
 
    
 
   In the guestroom, with the paperback resting on the pillow over her lap, Jobeth's suppressed laughter jostled Phoebe's Kindle, and she cut her eyes to her amused lover.
 
   "Sorry," Jobeth said.
 
   Even in the guestroom, it was part of their evening ritual, interrupted, followed or delayed only by lovemaking. They'd both bring out their ebook devices—Jobeth, her Nook Color, and Phoebe, her Kindle Fire--and read until sleepy, then cuddle up and drift off together. But tonight, Jobeth was holding a physical book. Something with Hell in the Title by someone-Nova. 
 
   Phoebe stared at her. "Better be careful with that, you might get a paper cut."
 
   "It wasn't available electronically." Jobeth just smiled and said nothing more.
 
   Phoebe peered over her reading glasses at her. "It's good, then?"
 
   "Yes, it is."
 
   A knock at the door interrupted Phoebe's inquiries. "Yes?" she called.
 
   "Are you decent?" came Izzy's voice.
 
   Jobeth closed the book and quickly shoved it under the bedspread, while Phoebe eyed her suspiciously. Jobeth glanced over and pretended nonchalance, then answered her sister. "No, but we have clothes on."
 
   The door opened a crack. "Sorry to invade the inner sanctum. But have you heard from Ginger?"
 
   Biscuit darted through the open door and jumped on the bed at Phoebe's feet, satisfied to be near her, but not too near. Phoebe wriggled her toes under the blanket, and Biscuit grabbed them with both paws, flopping over on her side. Phoebe smiled and redirected her attention to Izzy. "She's not with you?"
 
   "No...I called and texted her and—" her blinging phone interrupted. She looked down at the screen. "Oh…there she is…sorry…" Izzy backed out of the room and closed the door, and Jobeth swept the book out again, looking for the spot where she'd left off.
 
   Phoebe stared at Jobeth, until the attention drew her eyes away from the page. "What?"
 
   "Are you going to tell me why you're hiding that book from Izzy?"
 
   "I wasn't…I was—"
 
   "Did you steal it from her or something?"
 
   "No. Ginger gave it to me." Jobeth reached for the water bottle on the nightstand and took a sip from the pop-up nipple-top thingy.
 
   "Well why are you hiding it? Is it Izzy's book?"
 
   "Yes, it is."
 
   Jobeth seemed proud of her answer, but Phoebe knew her well enough to know there was more to the story. "Well why didn't you just ask her? I'm sure she would have let you borrow it."
 
   "No, she wouldn't have."
 
   Phoebe removed her glasses. "I'm confused. Remember our no secrets rule."
 
   "It's not like that…it's…okay…it is Izzy's book. For real. She wrote it."
 
   "What?" Phoebe thought it must be a joke.
 
   "She has four more, according to Ginger."
 
   Phoebe grabbed the book out of Jobeth's hands and examined the cover, featuring a cartoon image of a walking-dead woman, but standing next to a U-Haul. "Lesbian Zombies from Hell?"
 
   "I know," Jobeth grinned. "Isn't that great?"
 
   "By Cassie Nova? Ah…I see…pen name. Cute." She flipped the book over to look at the back cover blurb. 
 
   Jobeth snatched the book back. "Listen to this…" She paged back a chapter and read aloud: 
 
   "She would have been quite fetching once upon a time. Now, unfortunately, she was merely lurching. Something was wrong with her neck, and it likely wasn't a sex injury. Her head tipped over to the left; she looked permanently confused, and weighted to one side like that, was stumbling around in a large, uneven circle. Once upon a time I would have been happy to let her circle me, licking her lips, but her days of being delicious enough to date were well and truly over.
 
   "It was obvious however, that she found me more than appetizing and planned, just as soon as she could figure out how to stagger in a straight line, to mosey on over and sample the delights of my flesh."
 
    
 
   Phoebe burst out laughing. "I might pee on myself."
 
   "I know, right?"
 
   "Since when has Izzy been a novelist?" 
 
   "I guess for quite some time." Jobeth looked at the other works page. "She does have five books published."
 
   "All the same genre?"
 
   Jobeth read the list. "Lesbian Vampires from Hell, Lesbian Werewolves From Hell, Lesbian Mermaids from Hell, and Lesbian Succubi From Hell….I bet that last one has some hot sex…"
 
   Phoebe smacked her with the back of a hand. "Why wouldn't she tell us all this?"
 
   "I don’t know. There's all this weirdness and Ginger has been hiding this one while she read it and just gave it to me, and now she's reading the Vampire one. She promised Izzy she wouldn't bother her about reading her books. Ginger had to even figure out her pen name and then she realized that the books Izzy brought with her from Missouri were all by the same author, and realized those were Izzy's books."
 
   Phoebe sighed, looking at the paperback. "Wow. So…we're supposed to keep this secret?"
 
   "For now. I hope Ginger will just tell her we're reading them and get it over with."
 
   "I wonder if she's writing any others?"
 
   Jobeth shrugged. "If she is, we can probably find out by watching listings on Amazon under Cassie Nova."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~35~
 
   Prodigal Author
 
    
 
   Setting the phone down on the table, Izzy pulled cold water from the 'fridge and drank deeply. The Elavil had her parched. She needed her lip balm. Probably, Ginger had taken it with her, even though the Juicy Fruit lip balm was considered off-limits. Dry-lipped, Izzy sat down and looked at the University materials strewn on the table. Her eyes flirted with Creative Writing 101 and Novelwriting, and though she had been self-taught, she was no beginner. Most people who took these classes, she guessed, aspired to write a book, but never had. Still, it was daunting to think that perhaps she had taught herself all the wrong things. While her pulpy humorous-horror books sold well, she didn't know if that was because they were good, or because there were a lot of weird people out there with bad taste in literature. And it hadn't been her intention to write absurdities. The original plan to be a serious novelist had been dashed years ago, but like a Prodigal Author, she wanted to return.
 
   Ginger's solid footsteps echoed in the stairwell, and she entered the kitchen, kissed Izzy on the head and hung her coat on the back of the chair. 
 
   Izzy looked up from the school papers. "Where were you so late?"
 
   "Oh…the Bishop case…I thought of something I had to check out…"
 
   "You didn't even leave a note," Izzy almost pouted.
 
   "I'm sorry, I got distracted."
 
   "Why didn't you answer my calls and texts?"
 
   "I answered the last one…" She tried to be flippant, but saw it wasn't being received well. "I had my phone turned off…I was watching Bishop and didn't want to give myself away."
 
   "You can text on silent. I was worried."
 
   "I'm sorry." She had to find a better way to steal reading-time. Izzy wasn't going to put up with the incommunicado technique. She watched Izzy digging in the nightstand. "What are you looking for?"
 
   "Did you take my Juicy Fruit lip balm?"
 
   Now, Izzy was eyeing Ginger's satchel. Ginger held the handle tighter. She didn't need Izzy digging around in there; she'd find the book. "No." Ginger wished she'd had the patience to just order the books from Amazon, but then there was a chance Izzy would see the packages. She could have had them sent to the precinct in care of herself, but what if one of the officers saw them? They were already having too much fun with the apocalypse jokes. Lesbian Zombies From Hell would have been fodder for an endless amount of ribbing that would have eventually made Ginger wish for a real apocalypse.
 
   Resurfacing from her dive into distraction, Ginger found Izzy scowling at her over the laptop screen. "I don’t have your lip balm, I swear." Ginger moved to the bedroom and set her satchel beside her nightstand. Pulling the bedcovers down, she stuck a hand under Izzy's pillow and her fingers found the small tube. She pulled it out and looked at it. Juicy Fruit lip balm. Izzy often shoved it under the pillow when she was half asleep, because she wanted it to be nearby, but then she forgot it was there. Back in the kitchen, Ginger handed Izzy the tube. 
 
   Izzy looked up, confused.
 
   "Under your pillow. As usual. Told you, always check there first before accusing me of taking it. There are penalties for filing a false report." 
 
   "Sorry." Izzy bent back to the school materials in front of her as Ginger went to the 'fridge and poured herself some orange juice. She sat down at the table with her glass. "Decided on classes, yet?"
 
   "Yes and no. Having some trouble with that."
 
   "What's the problem?"
 
   "I'm self-taught. It might make me feel even dumber to take a writing class."
 
   "That's silly, you're a great writer."
 
   Izzy squinted at her. "How do you know?"
 
   Ginger tried not to stutter. Just a little slip up. Maybe Izzy wouldn't know. As she saw the squinting and frowning increase, she knew she couldn't fool her. "Oh all right! I know because I've read one!"
 
   Izzy stared at her. "How the hell is that even possible?"
 
   "Your books were just sitting there in the closet, taunting me. What was I supposed to do?"
 
   "How did you know they were my books?"
 
   "I'm a detective; I figured it out!"
 
   Izzy's frown deepened, something intense flashed across her face before she shoved her chair back and marched up the stairs.
 
   "Izzy! What—where are you going?" Leaving her juice, she followed her up the stairs and stopped her in the master kitchen. "Izzy! Would you please talk to me? I don't understand what the big deal is. Why are you angry?"
 
   Izzy whirled. "I'm angry because I asked you to let it go, and you said you would, and you didn't. And to make it worse, you went behind my back and read one."
 
   "I'm on the second one, actually," Ginger murmured.
 
   "Ginger!" Izzy shouted.
 
   Jobeth appeared at the door. "What's going on in here?"
 
   Thinking it was a good idea to fudge on the topic of their argument, Ginger said, "Izzy is intimidated by the idea of taking a writing class."
 
   "Why?" Jobeth asked. "You're a really good writer."
 
   As Ginger closed her eyes with dread, Jobeth mumbled, "Oops."
 
   Izzy turned slowly toward Jobeth, regarding her suspiciously. Still scowling, Izzy studied each of them. "Are both of you reading my books?"
 
   Phoebe passed through the doorway behind Jobeth. "They're really good, Izzy."
 
   "Oh ferfucksake!" Izzy stomped toward the French doors, as if to leave the house entirely.
 
   Phoebe stepped in between her and the doors, grabbing her shoulders. "Wait, Iz. Hang on…just take a breath…we're all on your side, here. We just don't understand why this isn't something you want to share with us. We all love you. We're all so proud of you."
 
   Izzy's return expression revealed unadulterated confusion.
 
   Phoebe coaxed her toward the dining room table. "Just sit, just for a minute. Please." She pulled out a chair.
 
   Reluctantly, Izzy sat down, her elbows on the table, hands against her temples, and Phoebe sat down beside her, touching her arm.
 
   Ginger and Jobeth sat across from them.
 
   Phoebe pulled her robe tighter, cinched the belt, and started quietly, "It serves no purpose to be this upset when maybe we can help you feel better about it. We're your family, Izzy. We just don't understand what's happening with you."
 
   Izzy opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again, on a sigh.
 
   "Look, let's start with why you don't want us to read your books."
 
   "They're garbage!" Izzy blurted.
 
   All three other women erupted in protest. Ginger reached across the table, her hand flat on the wood toward Izzy. "They are not garbage, Izzy. I have never laughed so hard in my life. Laughter is a good thing. They're highly entertaining. What's wrong with that?"
 
   "They're not serious novels."
 
   "Do they have to be serious?" Jobeth asked.
 
   "I wanted…to be a serious writer…but that—it didn’t work out that way."
 
   "Well, then, just write a serious one," Phoebe suggested.
 
   "I did."
 
   "Where is it?" Jobeth asked.
 
   "In the wind."
 
   Phoebe frowned."What does that mean?" 
 
   Sitting back against the chair, Izzy said, "I wrote a lesbian romance, sort of. Years ago."
 
   "And?" Ginger prodded.
 
   "Long story." Izzy massaged a finger, her eyes cast downward.
 
   Silence reigned for a moment, then Phoebe got up. "I'm making us some tea. And then you can tell us that story."
 
   Phoebe put the kettle on the stove and took out tea cups and the teapot. When the water had boiled, she brought a tray over, and they all began preparing their cups, pouring tea. Once they were all settled with their steaming cups, Phoebe spoke. "So, tell us the story of the serious novel."
 
   Izzy stirred sugar into her cup, placing the spoon down on the table, resigned. "When I was eighteen, I wrote this book. On a typewriter. I finished it and left the whole manuscript on my desk. My mother found it while I was gone. She was in my room, waiting for me. She said what I'd written was trash. That it was full of unnatural acts, and she wouldn't have it in her house. My manuscript was gone. When I asked her where it was, she said it was in the barbeque grill on the back porch. She had burned it."
 
   Groans from the other three at the table.
 
   "It was the only copy I had, since it was written on a typewriter."
 
   "That's a terrible thing for her to do…" Phoebe rubbed Izzy's arm.
 
   "I got a job, and moved out right after that. Bought a computer so that I could always have a copy of what I'd written. I tried to rewrite the book, but it was…it just seemed overwhelming and I couldn't remember it all…it was just gone. It was like having my legs amputated."
 
   Ginger and Jobeth drank their tea, unsure of what to say, so they just waited for Izzy to continue.
 
   "I wanted to write, but I couldn't…so I started typing something stupid, just to write something. And then it sort of took on a life of its own. I self-published them, just out of curiosity, and after the first books started selling well, I kept writing that series. It felt good to just be writing and to have people buy my books. But I never could find the…headspace to do another serious one. I used a pseudonym because I was embarrassed by the ones I was writing."
 
   As they all absorbed the full impact of Izzy's emotional struggle, Ginger said, "You can write anything you want to write, and I'll want to read it. I had a blast reading the first one, and now I'm on the second and I really want to read the rest. And I want to read anything else you write too. The humorous ones are just a certain genre. That's all. They're not meant to be taken seriously as literary works. They're for fun. They serve their purpose. But if you want to write a serious one, you should do that. I'm sure it will be fantastic. No matter what the content is, you are a really talented writer, Iz."
 
   Jobeth nodded in agreement. "I was so proud when I started reading the first one, Izzy. My own sister had actually written a book—five books—and I couldn't wait to turn the pages. You should be proud of yourself for that. We are."
 
   Izzy looked at her sister and then Phoebe, and then Ginger. She seemed about to cry.
 
   "What your mother did was unforgivable," Ginger said. "And selfish, and cruel. Please don't let her win. Don't let her ruin this part of who you are." Ginger took Izzy's hand. "What you have is a phobic aversion. It's caused by the trauma of what your mother did. The only way to conquer a phobia like that is to face it head-on. You have to write again. Write whatever makes you happy. Because you will always have three people here who will love every word."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~36~
 
   Ogle-Worthy Help 
 
    
 
   I woke to the sound of snow blowers outside the guestroom window, realizing Phoebe had gotten bored and decided to do domestic things. She had been cleaning toilets yesterday. I asked her why she didn't hire a housekeeper since the place was so large, and truthfully, it just seems like such an incongruity to see her cleaning a toilet…she said it needed to be done, and made her feel purposeful. I suggested other purposes, but she shot me down.
 
   So, the first snow-blowers have arrived. 
 
   There are better uses for a snow blower. I think prisoners ought to be punished by being put on crews that blow snow, except don't give them a blower. Make them do it manually--or...mouthily. That'll teach 'em to be lawbreakers! They'll be so dizzy, they won't be able to commit another crime.
 
   So I'm up, now, ready to bitch-slap the Help. 
 
   I smelled coffee, and swung my feet over to the floor, where they landed on something soft. I hoped I hadn't just squished a cat. I looked down and saw the sinister slippers. No doubt, Izzy had crept in and placed them there just to aggravate me. Last night's upheaval about her writing hadn't quelled her penchant for torturing me. Good sign.
 
   I stepped over the slippers and went to the window, fingering back the curtain. I counted six of them. Like a posse. Six attractive women, though most a bit on the butch side. Phoebe had apparently taken her charity work with the Gay & Lesbian Community Center a bit too seriously. Or perhaps she was just trying to titillate me. In fairness, they weren't all operating snow-blowers. Five were bagging the fallen limbs and old crunky leaves near the driveway and loading them in a pickup. Per Phoebe's instruction, those limbs and leaves had to go, and they were armed and already at it, summarily disrupting my now-common daytime slumber. What happened to the good old days of waiting for spring, allowing the snow and ice to melt naturally, and then raking?
 
   My neck was feeling much better, and I was just about finished with this current trend of laziness. I would do some work today, even if it was only sitting at the desk in the cottage office. I wanted to be back in the master bedroom with Phoebe. I was not a guest, and had no business being in the guestroom.
 
   Padding down the hall, and around the foot of the evil staircase, I circled into the kitchen and found Phoebe at the table with fresh coffee and a book open in front of her. I kissed her on the neck. "You can deliver the one in the pink bandanna to my room in about twenty minutes."
 
   She frowned, and I nodded my head toward the racket outside.
 
   "Oh. What were you doing ogling the help?"
 
   I pulled a cup from the cabinet, noticing the freshly baked croissants on a serving dish by the coffeemaker. "What were you doing hiring ogle-worthy help?"
 
   "They needed the work."
 
   I poured coffee and mixed in Belgian Chocolate Toffee creamer. "You got them off another ad at the community center, didn't you?"
 
   "Charity is important."
 
   "Yeah." I joined her at the table. "Did you tell them to start under my window?"
 
   "Yes I did."
 
   "Brat."
 
   "You've been sleeping too late."
 
   "Well you'll be happy to know I'm ready to get back to work."
 
   "Nothing strenuous, though."
 
   "I'll man the desk. Or woman it."
 
   "Good."
 
   I sat down across from her with my coffee and a croissant. "Have you seen Izzy yet this morning?"
 
   She shook her head. "I guess she slept late. Probably needed it, as stressed out as she was last night."
 
   I chewed my first bite of the fluffy bread. "She was well-adjusted enough to leave those slippers by my side of the bed."
 
   Phoebe giggled.
 
   "I'm sure Ginger gave her some kind of stress reduction treatment." With a bite of croissant in my mouth, I looked up to see Phoebe staring at me. "I can't believe I just said that."
 
   "Yes, you do seem to have an ick-factor about seeing those two as sexual beings."
 
   "One's my best friend, the other is my sister. It's no different than being grossed out thinking about your parents doing it." Awfully prudish, for such a sexually-oriented person, I thought. I realized that so much of my identity was localized in my sexual prowess, and Phoebe was not one to dissuade me from its expression. But she knew it was only because she wanted her to heal properly. I looked over at her, and she had returned to her reading. 
 
   "Is that Izzy's book?"
 
   She nodded. "And you're right. It's hysterical." 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~37~
 
   Noblesse Oblige
 
    
 
   On her way to PF Chang's to meet Anna for lunch, Phoebe thought about the pseudo-intervention with Izzy in the kitchen. For years, Izzy had been struggling with her identity. She had allowed someone—her own mother, unfortunately—to decide who she was, and what was right and wrong. At least she'd had the courage to move out of her parent's house, and try to create a life of her own. And when, overall, things had become too unbearable even being in the same city with her parents, Izzy had searched for a surrogate for the family that failed miserably to show her the love she deserved. She had located her lost sister, hopped on her Honda Rebel, and trekked 800 miles to have what she knew on some level was rightfully hers. Phoebe admired the young woman's strength. 
 
   And Ginger, betrayed and abandoned by her family as well, made something of herself. Took her skills with deduction and attention to detail, and became a detective, so that she could make a meaningful contribution to this life, and have a sense of pride for what she had to offer.
 
   And Jobeth, who had dealt with the same type of abandonment and abuse from her own adoptive parents, also escaped and pursued her dream, amid challenges that would take down a lesser person. And she did it all while under an assumed identity that isolated her from the world and the people in it. She shielded her heart from more damage by never allowing anyone in. Phoebe felt flattered that Jobeth had seen her as worthy of the egress and now they had this wonderfully fun and joyous relationship with endless possibilities.
 
   But when Phoebe thought of herself, she could only see the one who had no purpose, other than to throw money at problems. Though Phoebe did charity work, and shared her wealth with those she cared for, it wasn't enough to make her feel purposeful. Each stage of her life had been about someone else, and not about herself. First, it had been pleasing her grandmother, doing well in school, and then when her grandmother died and left her a fortune, it was about charity work, and furnishing a big house, buying nice things for herself. 
 
   Then she married Steve, and when that left her hollow, she started nursing school, but lost her motivation quickly. She tried to focus on her marriage, even thought about having a baby, but Steve turned out to be a liar and a cheat, and he had been killed by the blackmailing madam he'd been screwing. Jobeth had overlapped that time period, the one good thing she'd felt in a very long time; beginning as just the paper-delivery person, she had become a love interest fairly quickly. Then their relationship deepened as Jobeth worked the case that included Phoebe's loser-husband, and Phoebe's life had become about Jobeth. 
 
   On the heels of that, they had all dealt with the surfacing of Phoebe's twin, Megan, who almost killed all of them. They survived, and now Megan and her cohort, Franklin, were dead. Emerging from the darkness, she and Jobeth had found more light, and the life they'd created on her old college stomping grounds in Colorado, with Izzy and Ginger as part of their new family, was not the problem. She felt blessed. But still, there was something missing, and it had to do with purpose. Phoebe had to be more than just the family bank. She needed her money to accomplish something more, needed something that was all her own.
 
   After catching up with Anna over her favorite Chinese food at PF Chang's, and visiting Anna's loft apartment for dessert, the two college friends took a short walk on the wooded trail nearby. There, Phoebe finally mustered the courage to admit her current turmoil and insecurities to her friend. 
 
   Having heard Phoebe's concerns, Anna reminded her of the concept of Noblesse Oblige: The obligation of honorable, generous, and responsible behavior associated with high rank or birth. She pointed out that Phoebe was honoring that concept when she helped Jobeth get her investigations business; she did it when she embraced Jobeth's sister, and when she bought vehicles and gifts for her chosen family, even though it was a sort of apology for the actions of her psycho sister. She did it just the other day, when she gave Alisha Harmon the job and the options or freeing herself from an abusive husband. 
 
   Anna stressed that it was not Phoebe's money that was bad, but that she was perhaps not doing something with it that would give her a sense of individuation …maybe the small gestures of noblesse oblige were not enough. Maybe she needed a project that embodied that essential spirit, which she apparently already carried within her.
 
   On the way home from her visit with Anna, Phoebe thought about Izzy—limited by a wound her mother inflicted. And Jobeth's agitation at being limited since her injury, in doing what she loved to do. Ginger, limited by the suspension – humans did not do well under limits, unless they were shrinking violets, wallflowers.
 
   Psychological flower analogies aside, Phoebe knew that choices and freedom and autonomy were crucial in making all good things happen. She needed her own purpose, though she wasn't sure what that was to be. Resurrecting some of her own creative interests, like pottery, would also be a good start. 
 
   When she pulled the Caddy into the garage, her feet took her to a far corner of the room, where she pulled out the pottery wheel and kiln. She would start creating things again. And maybe while she did that, the other ideas would culminate into a larger plan to address her angst, to honor what she had to give. Noblesse Oblige.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   ~38~
 
   Home Safe
 
    
 
   Warm Winter sunlight streamed in from the front bay window in the livingroom, landing squarely on Phoebe's reading chair, where she sat with a fleece blanket over her legs. Tired from her day of lively discussion, and a walk in the woods with Anna, she drifted into the dreamscape, as Izzy's book fell away from her hands, into her lap. 
 
    
 
   The woods were ominous, frigid, dark, as Phoebe huddled next to a tree. She didn't know where she was or what had happened, only that she was alone, and cold and frightened, as if everyone had evaporated. She was sore, and there were bruises all over her arms and legs. Her lip was split, the blood dried there, and she knew someone was looking for her. But not to save her. Someone wanted to kill her, and she had no weapons, no way of fighting back. A figure crunched toward her, emerging from the trees as moonlight spilled onto his form. His eyes were vacant, clothing torn, filthy, and his fists were clenched and bloody from hitting someone. Hitting her. He was looking for her. To finish what he'd started. She wanted to scream for help. For Jobeth. For Ginger and Izzy. But she knew somehow they would not come. They were gone. As the ghoulish man drew closer, she tried to crawl away, but could not. Her leg was broken. He was going to kill her.
 
    
 
   Her eyes snapped open, frantically searching. But she was home. The warm sunlight soothing, the chair plush and comforting. Jobeth was across the room, watering the plants under the stairway, her presence reassuring. Phoebe was safe. It was only a dream.
 
   Inhaling a renewal of breath, she pulled the blanket closer. Her thoughts went to Alisha Harmon. She knew how the woman must feel to be all alone, at the mercy of someone who would dictate her actions, control her choices, and violate her if she dared seek safety or happiness.
 
   Phoebe knew what she had to do. The clarity had come.
 
   Refocusing again, she saw that Jobeth was gone. She had to find her. She pushed out of the chair, letting the blanket and book fall onto the ottoman, and checked the kitchen. Crossing the livingroom to the guestroom, she palmed the door open. No Jobeth, only Mik Mak on the bed, having found a swath of sunlight to bathe in. Seeing the prescription bottle on the nightstand, she grabbed the bottle and took it with her. The second door to the garage was just outside and to the right of the guestroom. Phoebe stepped out, seeing the garage door was open, and cut across the drive to the AKA office.
 
   She found Jobeth behind the desk, her nose in Alisha Harmon's file. "I was looking for you. It's time for your pill." She waved the prescription bottle.
 
   "I don’t think I need it."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yeah I'm feeling better."
 
   "You're not just saying that—"
 
   "No it's true. I don't have any pain really."
 
   Frowning, Phoebe considered it. "Curious."
 
   "Why? It just means I'm healing, right?"
 
   "Well if you had a ruptured disc, you would not be healing this fast."
 
   "What are you saying?"
 
   Phoebe pocketed the prescription bottle. "I'm saying that I think the diagnosis was wrong. Not only was the doctor wrong about you needing surgery, he was wrong about the injury. I think you only had a bulging disc. Not a ruptured one. I'd have to have an independent specialist look at your MRI, but it wouldn't surprise me. Those fucking surgeons are always so cut-happy. They'll even lie about your condition."
 
   "Should…shouldn't I be…happy? I mean, isn't this good news?" A quick intake of breath as a new idea presented itself in her mind. "We can have sex!"
 
   "Not so fast. You can't re-injure yourself."
 
   "We've had this discussion, Phoebe. There are many things we can do without me injuring myself. Like," She pointed down. "you could crawl under this desk and—"
 
   "I would prefer it if we went inside to the bedroom…" She smiled.
 
   Jobeth was up and out the door before Phoebe had a chance to take her next breath.
 
   When Phoebe made it inside, she went to the guestroom, but Jobeth wasn't there. She called out to her and heard nothing. Then her cell buzzed and a text came through.
 
    
 
   I'm upstairs in OUR BEDROOM. Where our BED IS.
 
    
 
   Though worried and wanting to chastise Jobeth for climbing those stairs, she laughed in spite of herself, and turned on a heel to head for the staircase. Halfway up, another text came through.
 
    
 
   I'm naked.
 
    
 
   Phoebe laughed. She'd tell Jobeth about her dream, and what it revealed to her, later. For now, she needed to reconnect with the woman who had so enriched her life.
 
   Climbing the stairway, and locking the master bedroom door behind her, Phoebe turned and saw that Jobeth was indeed ensconced in the bed, in all her epidermal glory. Concerned about re-injury, Phoebe insisted that Jobeth lie back and enjoy her oral ministrations. 
 
   Afterward, Phoebe lay with her head on Jobeth's shoulder, one leg hooked over Jobeth's thigh. "I missed you."
 
   "Oh baby, I missed you too. We can't be doing that no-sex thing."
 
   "It was medically necessary."
 
   "Never again." Jobeth insisted emphatically.
 
   Phoebe smiled, thinking about how happy she was. How safe she felt. She remembered her dream. Her epiphany. "J-Bo…"
 
   "Mmm?" Jobeth took a drink of water from the bottle by the bed.
 
   "There's something I want to do. Something I feel I should do, have to do."
 
   Jobeth leaned back to focus on her. "Should I be worried?"
 
   "No…I want to start a women's shelter."
 
   Jobeth blinked at her. "A…what brought this on?"
 
   "I need to do something purposeful. Something of my own. And I have recently realized, especially through the cases you and Ginger work on, that there are far too many women out there who are trapped and have no place to go to feel safe. I want to give them that."
 
   Jobeth stroked a palm down her arm. "I think that's a great idea."
 
   "You do?"
 
   "Yes. I always wish there was more I could do for them. So does Ginger. It really bothers her when she has to turn a woman away because there's no legal recourse. And I always feel bad when I can't gather enough evidence to get them arrested. I know those women have to go back to that situation, and I'm always afraid I'll read about them in the paper the next day, as a murder victim. If you provide a place for them to be safe, it would be a huge act of compassion…"
 
   Phoebe knew for sure, then, her idea was sound. It was exactly what needed to be done. "I love you." Phoebe kissed Jobeth's cheek.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~39~
 
   Remote Control Yourself
 
    
 
   There was no one in the office. Ginger had sent Izzy to the hotel to give Alisha the name-change paperwork she'd printed off the Internet, along with some information on nursing homes for her mom, and Ginger was supposed to be following Bishop somewhere today.
 
   I looked over at the back seat of the Falcon, now rendered as a sort of sofa, with the glass top over the steering wheel as a coffee table in front of it. It had been a truly inspired gift from Phoebe after that beloved hunk of metal met its demise during the Megan and Franklin case. That back seat had seen lots of action in the early days of me and Phoebe. It wasn't a perfect vehicle by any means, but I loved that car, even though it was an antique and lacked all the bells and whistles of the Escalade that replaced it. 
 
   One thing I had disliked about driving an older car, was having no keyless entry. See if you can fathom it: you actually have to take a key out of your pocket, put it into a slot in the side of the door, turn it, turn it back, pull the key out of the slot, and lift the handle...all this, just so you can get into your car! Absurd.
 
   The only saving grace about keys is that they provide me still another crime-fighting weapon. I can carry those keys between my fingers, sticking out, so that in case I get mugged, I can gouge out the eyes of my assailant. That would be called "Keyful Entry" into the eyeballs. 
 
   I feel that almost everything ought to be remote controlled. I glanced back at the Falcon sofa. Except sex.
 
   Yet many times during my single years, I would have taken that, too. The sex shops have a wonderful toy. You have your girlfriend insert these little metal spheres inside herself, and you have a remote that turns on the vibration in them. 
 
   Then the two of you go to a bar and while she's across the room chatting with someone, just zap her really good. Hysterical. It's one of my favorite things to do. I would have to find an opportunity to do that with Phoebe. As soon as she allowed me to branch out again. 
 
   I stood still a moment, forgetting why I was there. Damn pain pills have probably killed brain cells. I couldn't get my mind to function right. It felt rusty. After my return-of-favors to Phoebe earlier, my neck started to hurt, and she insisted I take a pill. Along with ibuprofen. Now, I was feeling like Alisha's mother. A little doddering. What was I about to do? I saw the folder on the desk. Oh. The case files. 
 
   While Phoebe was dealing with the preliminaries of starting a women's shelter, maybe I'd just bring myself up to speed with the current files in the inbox, and start getting back to business. It's not like I had to do all the field work. I could place another ad for AKA services, answer the phones, catch up, get regular updates.
 
   Moving carefully over to the desk, I sat and opened the new file labeled Foster. Chelsea Foster was a 40-year-old nurse at St. Anthony's and feared the loss of her job due to frequent visits by her estranged 30-year-old boyfriend, Neal Owen, who couldn't take no for an answer. His drinking had gotten out of control, and he had beaten her a month ago. She wisely made sure it wouldn't happen again by moving out of their apartment. But he wouldn't leave her alone. Izzy had just begun this case, started by a phone call and a visit to the hospital to talk to Chelsea during one of her breaks. Izzy had jotted a note that she planned to take surveillance photos tomorrow, in order to show that he was still stalking her. 
 
   Under that file, was the Alisha Harmon file, in progress. After that, in the stack was the Bonnet/Bishop file. There wasn't a whole lot on the doctor. I wondered how that case was coming along. Whenever I heard about women being terrorized in any way, I had this overwhelming urge to rescue them. I knew I would not be able to stay out of the mix any more. 
 
   Ginger had written Bishop on the desk calendar for today. I decided to give her a call, and see what was up with that.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~40~
 
   Better Wrong Than Dead
 
    
 
   Ginger was startled by the music. The silly holiday song, Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer announced an incoming call. Izzy had again been fooling around with her ringtones when she wasn't looking. Ginger pulled the cell from her pocket. Jobeth. 
 
   "Hey chick. How are you feeling?"
 
   "I'm feeling just fine. I'm sitting in the office, looking at case files. According to the calendar, you're doing something with the Bishop case today? Where are you?"
 
   "I'm on my way to the deer-woods."
 
   "I didn't know you were a hunter."
 
   "Only in the law enforcement sense. I'm out here to pin the tail on the Bishop."
 
   "Say what?"
 
   Ginger laughed. "Remember Ponzi?"
 
   "Oh how could I forget? I've got the file in front of me….oh…something about a hunting trip? I just saw it…"
 
   "Yeah, Ponzi thinks he's trying to kill her…well, this little hunting trip seemed suspicious to her. And to me, too, frankly. So she gave me a map and I'm going out here to see if I can keep an eye on things." Ginger swerved slightly to avoid a fallen branch on the narrow dirt road.
 
   "Holy crap. Be careful. Lots of guns out there."
 
   Ginger huffed. " I'm used to guns being all around. I’m a cop."
 
   "Right now you're just a lowly private eye."
 
   "I still have a gun."
 
   "Yeah…but…"
 
   "What?"
 
   "I wish I was there with you."
 
   "You're missing it aren't you?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Ginger reassured Jobeth that she'd be back at it soon enough, and ended the call. She was almost at the location, indicated by the push pin icon on the iPhone's GPS map. Pulling over by the fork in the road near a particular sign also marked on the map, Ginger got out. She was all decked out in Battle Dress Uniform, proper attire for the deer-woods, as it was colloquially called. 
 
   Ponzi's map had clearly illustrated where the deer stand was, in the area they were to hunt, and around what time. She checked her watch. She should have just enough time to get there before they arrived. She shouldered the Axis Stainless XP, thirty-aught-six, she'd brought along. It had been a long time since she'd even fired it, and she hoped she wouldn't need to today, either.
 
   The walk to the location took her some time, and she was already feeling the chill. There was no sign of Ponzi or the doctor, yet. But that was to be expected. The aforementioned deer stand clung to the side of a massive Aspen tree, and Ginger figured it would be a good place to get a birds-eye view of things. Maybe she could spot them coming in from there.
 
   After shouldering her rifle and climbing the pegs, she settled in the seat and peered around. A dusting of snow on the ground and trees. Lots of cold wind. Dancing leaves. Still no Ponzi in sight.
 
   Her decision to take on this case was a hovering question. One she wasn’t prepared to address just yet. If Ponzi was right about her husband, this could be a case of life or death. If she was wrong…well, she was wrong. Better wrong than dead. 
 
   As the biting wind took her breath away for a moment, she realized she could sit out here in this deer stand for hours, with nothing to show for it but frost-bite and a full bladder. But this was where they were supposed to be. 
 
   As she pulled the zipper up higher on her camo jacket and repositioned the rifle over her knees, she was startled by a shot. Hopefully, it was just a hunter, aiming at ground level. The deer-woods always seemed like a dangerous place to be, and it was one reason she never went hunting. Regardless of what she had told Jobeth, there were too many idiots with guns running around out here. She had to deal with enough of that in her job. The difference was, out here, everyone had a gun this time of year. In the city, only some of them. That could have actually been the title of her memoir: Idiots with Guns. 
 
   Since the shot was nearby, she suddenly wondered if Ponzi's worst fear had just been realized. Should she have been on foot? Was she sitting here while Ponzi was dying at the hands of an evil, scheming husband? She had a flash-image in her mind of applying direct pressure on Ponzi's sucking chest wound. She shook that from her head.
 
   Ginger heard him before she saw him. Boots crunching in the snow, dry twigs snapping under his weight. Dr. Garrison Bishop emerged from the trees wearing  camo BDU's; the proper ones for the season, ferfucksake, grey, his favorite color. He did have an orange vest over his jacket, though. 
 
   Where was Ponzi? Ginger started to get a sick feeling.
 
   He paused, looked around. Ginger hoped he'd just pass her by without noticing, even though this was supposed to be his own deer stand, and she could then head toward the area the shot had come from, and make sure Ponzi wasn't lying somewhere bleeding in the snow.
 
   The doctor readjusted his cap and looked around again. She leaned back against the tree and waited. Then his gaze swept up the tree and found her. Dammit.
 
   Would he even recognize her? How could he? She was wearing a camo cap with the flaps down, and dark glasses.
 
   He smiled at her. "Good afternoon," he called.
 
   She just lifted a gloved hand and gave him a wave.
 
   He scanned the surrounding woods again before looking back up at her. "Is that your deer stand?"
 
   "No. I was just trying to get a better view of things. Have any luck?"
 
   He considered her a moment. "No, I'm actually on my way home for the day." He looked around again, surreptitiously. "You out here all alone?"
 
   Why does he need to know that? "No. Just alone in this stand."
 
   "Would you like some company?"
 
   She frowned. "It's a one-man stand."
 
   "I'm one man." He grinned.
 
   What sort of game is he playing? Did he just shoot his wife and then decide he was feeling frisky? "No thanks. I'll just get down," Ginger answered, making a move to get up.
 
   "No, no. That's okay…" Again, his eyes studied the woods around them and moved back up to her. "Not unless you just want to come down and be friendly."
 
   What the hell? She thought about it, and realized she would have to shoulder her rifle to climb down. That would put her at a disadvantage, because if he was on to her, he'd have an easy shot, while she was incapable of firing back. No way she was going to come down. "Suddenly, I'm not feeling social."
 
   "That's a shame."
 
   She thought for a moment. "Why do you want me to come down?"
 
   "I'm gonna take a little break anyway…" he said, moving to sit on a fallen tree nearby.
 
   "Well now, that's not going to do me any good," she countered, getting a better grip on her rifle. "You'll scare the deer away."
 
   "There aren't many in this area, anyway," he said.
 
   "I heard a shot. Did you see something?"
 
   "I missed," he said.
 
   Now what? Is he just going to hang around until I climb down? Sooner or later, she'd have to. It was nearing dark, and the temperature was dropping. And who comes out to hunt late in the afternoon? It wouldn't make sense unless someone was only planning to be there long enough to, say, to kill his wife and leave her there to freeze. The weather report told her it was going to drop to 7 degrees. Staying out very long, especially overnight, would mean frostbite and most probably freezing to death. But he had to be cold, too. Maybe he was just feeling her out to see if she suspected anything. 
 
   She wanted to look around for Ponzi but was afraid to take her eyes off him. He still had that rifle, resting in the crook of his arm.
 
   She pulled her cell phone out of her jacket pocket and flipped it open with a thumb, checking for reception. No bars. Great. She couldn't even call for backup. And her Cherryot was about a forty-minute walk from here. She hadn't seen any other hunters the whole time, either. Just him. She considered just shooting him, but knew there was little provocation. He had not directly made any threats. But he could pretty much do anything he wanted to her and no one would know. Especially if she shouldered her rifle to climb down. That would put her at a huge disadvantage. 
 
   She suddenly realized what most women feel when they are cornered by a man with less than friendly intentions. She thought about all those women who came into the station, asking for protection from abusive husbands and boyfriends. She thought of Phoebe and her history with Payne Hollister. The fear was palpable. In fact, Ginger had only felt this kind of fear when she was being held captive by Phoebe's evil twin. But during that debacle, she had Phoebe, Jobeth, and Izzy along, and it somehow didn't feel quite this hopeless. Strength in numbers, maybe. Anything that happened here in these woods, though, was entirely up to Ginger and the decisions she made. 
 
   "What about you?" he asked. "Have you got anything yet?"
 
   "Well, I haven't seen anything worth shooting until now."
 
   His laugh was dry and sudden. "What do you mean by that?"
 
   "I mean, you're making me nervous, and I'm hoping you'll just move on." 
 
   Now he was picking up twigs and small tree limbs, and piling them in one spot on the ground. Was he going to make a fire? That would mean he was going to wait her out. And if he had a fire, he could wait a lot longer than she could. The profound fear surfaced again, wrapping itself around her throat like the talons of some demon. She was not familiar with this type of helplessness. Most of the time she had the weight of the badge, and could wield some authority, but she didn't have her badge right now, so even if she mentioned she was a cop, he'd probably want proof, and she would not be able to show it. She was a suspended cop. No badge to flash. No authority to wield. She was just an investigator. Like Jobeth. She didn't like this situation one bit. One consolation was, Jobeth knew where she was, and if she didn't get back around dark, she knew that her friend would come looking for her, ruptured disc or not. But by that time, it might be too late. And there's no telling what Jobeth would be walking into.
 
   She remembered the last time she was caught in the woods after dark, in the Evil Twin case, as they had all started calling it. She and Jobeth were following Megan and Franklin, as they led Izzy and Phoebe into the mountains. They almost froze to death that night. She didn't care much for a repeat performance. Or the completion of that almost.
 
   Now, Bishop was using a lighter to set flame to the twigs.
 
   Again, she considered her options. Shoulder her weapon, climb down, and hope he didn't shoot her before she could walk out of these woods. If he did shoot her, he could wound her only enough to render her incapable of defending herself, and then he could do whatever he wanted to her. Or he could simply shoot her and leave her to die. Or shoot her dead the first time. There would be no witnesses, and it would likely be deemed an accidental shooting…although, when they found her body, Jobeth and Izzy and Phoebe would all know what had really happened and he might actually get arrested. But did it matter, if she was dead? The goal was not to get dead. If she told him others knew why she was here, would he leave her alone for fear of being arrested for both crimes? Was that enough leverage for a guy like him?
 
   He piled on more kindling and part of a limb, and the fire was blazing now, but she couldn't feel its warmth. He could. He had taken off his gloves and was holding his hands out to the fire, ignoring her. She couldn't help but flash back to early last month, when she and Jobeth watched Megan and Franklin warming their hands by a fire in the mountains, as Phoebe lay bound a few feet away. They had figured a way out of that one, but Ginger didn't have any help this time.
 
   She would have to think hard. What other options did she have? She could shoot Garrison Bishop in a non-lethal way. But then she'd have to deal with not only having shot a person who may or may not have been a real threat to her, but with the possibility he might bleed to death. She only wanted to get away from him safely. If she shot him, she'd have to get him help or otherwise get him out of the woods. And there was no guarantee that when she did wound him, he wouldn't shoot her back in self-defense. She was a sitting duck in her position in the deer stand. He could even attempt to dodge a bullet and hide behind trees--she couldn't. She was a great big target, fastened to a tree. Even if he didn't return fire, or couldn't, somehow, and she wounded him, and then got him help, he could say, "that crazy bitch shot me!" and then she'd be arrested for attempted murder. How would that go down while she was on suspension for the injury of Payne Hollister, who had accused her of hurting him, too?
 
      Next option: She could shoot with a kill shot. The only people who knew where she was wouldn't turn her in, except for maybe Ponzi. But not if Ponzi was dead. Other than that, the death of Dr. Bishop would probably be ruled accidental. But of course, not if Ponzi was also lying dead out there somewhere. Two accidental shots of a husband and wife would never be overlooked by the authorities. And she still didn't know if the doctor was anything more than an arrogant prick. The death penalty was a little severe for that crime.
 
   Then again, no one would be able to connect the bullet to her gun, because hunters don't check in and out of the deer-woods. There would be no record of her being here, other than Jobeth, Phoebe and Izzy knowing. Unless Ponzi, again, was really alive, and then turned on her, in defense of her husband. Stranger things have happened. Not to her, but she was sure stranger things had happened to someone else, somewhere.
 
   Next option: She could take a kill-shot, report it to the police immediately afterward, and even say that he threatened to rape her, or, as the case may be, she knew he had just killed Ponzi, and was about to do the same to her. But there was one very pertinent thing wrong with that decision: she had no proof of his violent intentions toward her, nor was she certain he had shot Ponzi. Just because she didn't see her anywhere around, didn't mean she was dead. What if it was all a mistake and Ponzi wasn't even out here with him? What if she was sitting around in the kitchen talking to Phoebe while they tried to reach her on her cell to tell her so? They wouldn't be able to reach her because she had no reception. And then she would have shot or killed an innocent man. Although, the fact that he was playing this little psychological game, meant that he was likely not someone she could consider innocent.
 
    The next option: She could stay in the tree stand all night long, watching him warm his hands by the fire, and she'd still take the chance of dropping her guard due to the cold and fatigue, and he could shoot her anyway. And she'd be risking frostbite or freezing to death. 
 
   As if Mother Nature was listening, a light snow began to fall.
 
    Ginger let her mind go to the next option: She could warn him to go away since she felt threatened by him, and that if he didn't, she'd be forced to shoot him. He might go away. But he could hide and get her later. Or just lift his gun and shoot her, before she could react. He could also decide HE was threatened by HER and shoot her without warning. She would not be able to do anything but try to shoot back before he killed her. Or he could escape into the woods and sniper-shoot her.
 
   Next option: she could suddenly pretend she recognizes him from the DPD Christmas party last year, and his occasional visits to see the Captain and hah hah, we met, remember? I'm detective Ginger Grant. I'm sorry, I didn't recognize you. And pretend there is no other suspicion afoot. Then, maybe he'd walk away. But would he believe her? What were the chances they would accidentally run into each other out here? And what were the chances she would be in his deer-stand out of all the other ones? And after identifying herself as a cop, would he feel safe walking away, if he did indeed leave his wife dead in the woods with a bullet from the rifle he carried? Did he even shoot Ponzi at all?
 
   The perfect solution, she thought, would be a remote concussive device, to render him unconscious from a distance, long enough for her to get away. She wondered if anyone had invented such a thing. Ginger took a cleansing breath and tasted snow. Now, she knew her brain was getting tired. She wanted a cup of coffee more than she wanted almost anything else at the moment. Except for him to go away. She wanted that a great deal.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~41~
 
   Unwelcome Surprise
 
    
 
   The next person she told was Anna. When she called her friend, Anna said she wanted to hear all about it. She was in town shopping and would come over.
 
   In the livingroom, Phoebe shared her vision of the shelter, all the ideas that had been churning in her head since it became clear what she wanted to do. When Anna realized that gaining a property for the shelter was first on the list, she remembered that the owners of the Warehouse lofts were planning to sell.
 
   "Not just that, though. There's an empty warehouse just like it on the same property. You could renovate that into the shelter."
 
   Phoebe was ecstatic, and Anna gave her the number for the owners. Phoebe called them right then, and made an appointment to view the property.
 
   She hugged Anna goodbye in the driveway and with Jobeth and Izzy at the bookstore, anticipating the classes they would be taking, Phoebe busied herself with holiday decorations, her spirits buoyed by the promise of a purpose, well-chosen.
 
   Atop the ladder, Phoebe tacked the last few fasteners to the outside of the AKA office fascia, and lifted the strand of lights into it. She had started holiday decorations later than usual, perhaps feeling the angst of her recent identity crisis. Now, the holiday's seemed exciting again. She wanted to keep brainstorming about her shelter idea, and found it easier to do while being physical.
 
   The sound of an engine tore her attention away from the lights, and she saw the taxi easing to a stop in the drive. Carefully climbing down the ladder, she stood with the hammer still in her hand as a middle-aged woman got out, paid the cabbie, and tipped him for dragging her bags out onto the ground in a heap.
 
   Smoothing back her two-tone, bottle-blond curls with one hand, she made eye contact with a frowning Phoebe. "Are you…Phoebe McMasters?"
 
   "Yes." Phoebe took a few steps toward the woman. "I'm sorry, I—" she looked down at the woman's luggage.
 
   The woman followed Phoebe's eyes and seemed to realize. "Oh. I'm Linda Walker."
 
   Phoebe's eyebrows lifted, letting the recognition of the name sink in. Izzy's mother. And more sobering, Jobeth's biological mother, too. This was not good. "I… didn't realize you were coming for a visit…"
 
   "Izzy doesn't know. It's a surprise.
 
   I'll bet it is, Phoebe thought.
 
   She could see a familial resemblance. The eyes, mostly. The cheekbones. But  she would not be warming to this woman who had so damaged her children. This insensitive, cruel person who had burned her own daughter's manuscript, calling her love scenes between women unnatural. In an uncharacteristic abruptness, Phoebe asked, "Where were you planning to stay?"
 
   "Well here, of course, with Izzy."
 
   "This is my house. Izzy lives in my basement apartment. It's a one-bedroom."
 
   "Oh I don't mind sleeping on the couch."
 
   Wow. She's oblivious. Phoebe knew that this surprise visit would infuriate Izzy. Jobeth probably wouldn't be so keen on the idea either. Now what do I do? "I'm sorry, Mrs. Walker…I wasn't expecting a guest." Did Linda Walker qualify as a guest? A nuisance. Salt for the wounds of her daughters. Not a guest. Dropping the hammer on the ground, Phoebe had to remind herself it wasn't necessary to be nice. This woman didn't deserve any social graces. But it was cold, and Phoebe had been hanging lights for a while, now; her hands were frozen. Perhaps she could just get her inside and sort it out after that. "It's cold. I suppose I should invite you in, for now."
 
   Linda Walker smiled, satisfied. Lap of luxury, she thought. Finally, I'm going to have the life I deserve, and get my daughter back, to boot.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~ 42 ~
 
   Do I Look Like I'm Joking?
 
    
 
   Her attention was brought back to him as he leaned his rifle on the log and moved a few steps away to pick up more sticks for the fire. Ginger held the scope to her eye in firing position, and heard herself chamber the round into the Axis Stainless XP, thirty-aught-six. When he heard the sound, he paused, half-bent over, a twig in his hand, and peered up at her.
 
   "Get down on the ground."
 
   He raised to his full six-two. "What are you doing, lady?"
 
   "I said get on the ground. You have three seconds to decide before I start shooting."
 
   He lifted his hands in the air, dropped to one knee, then the other, and eased himself cheek-down, watching her. "Turn your face the other way." She didn't want him to watch her climbing down, didn't want him to see an opportunity to get to his rifle.
 
   Thankfully, the person who installed the tree stand used screw-in tree steps spaced 12 inches apart, so it was fairly easy to climb down, Ginger reminded herself, as long as you didn't miss one, or the person lying on the ground didn't try to get up and shoot you. Ginger shouldered the rifle, and began to step down, keeping an eye on him. "You move and I'll blow your head apart…" Hopefully, that warning would be enough to dissuade him. She took another step down, and another. Seconds later, her feet touched the ground, and, relieved, she trained the rifle on him again. "Put your hands behind your head and interlock your fingers," she ordered.
 
   He obeyed, and she pulled her cuffs from her cargo pocket and secured his hands behind his back, shouldered his rifle. "Stand up."
 
   He stood, half-smiling at her. Any normal person would look at least a little scared. But with perfect calm, he asked, "Haven't I seen you at the Denver P.D.?"
 
   "Yes. Detective Grant. Now, where is your wife?"
 
   He smiled. "I assume she's making dinner at home. Couldn't say."
 
   "She didn't come out with you?"
 
   "No mystery there. My wife hates hunting."
 
   "So do I, but here I am."
 
   "Yes, I'm a little confused about that. What exactly is the problem, Detective?"
 
   "I heard a shot earlier, before you came out of the woods. What were you shooting at?"
 
   "This is hunting season. We're in the woods. Perhaps you could venture a guess, Detective."
 
   Ginger was going to feel pretty stupid if it turned out all of this was some delusion in the mind of  Ponzi Bonnet. But there was something not right about him. He had been playing that psych-game with her for the last hour. Once again, a normal person would not have done that. "Let's take a little walk back the way you came, Dr. Bishop."
 
   "And why would we do that when the way out is the other direction?"
 
   "I want to make sure your wife isn't bleeding to death out there."
 
   "You can't be serious."
 
   "Do I look like I'm joking?"
 
   He studied her face a few seconds before heaving a put-upon sigh and turning to walk back into the woods.
 
   Ginger stayed well behind him so he wouldn't have an opportunity to disarm her, and scanned the area for any form that looked like a body.
 
   "You know," he offered. "it's harder to find your way out after dark."
 
   "I have a compass," she said. "Keep walking." The shoulder strap served well to steady her rifle in her right hand, so she could pull her phone out with her left, and check for reception. Still nothing. In her mind, she timed the shot with how long it had taken him to appear afterward and realized they had probably gone far enough to verify Ponzi wasn't there. "Stop." 
 
   He stopped.
 
   She scanned the space thoroughly and saw nothing suspicious. "Ponzi!" she shouted. 
 
   Another brittle laugh. "She's not out here."
 
   "Shut up." She listened intently for any response, but heard nothing but the sound of sleet tinking on dry leaves. Her fingers were numb. Her toes were burning from the cold. It reminded her of the time when she and Jobeth and Phoebe were escaping through the mountains and about to freeze to death. This was enough. She couldn't do anything else until she knew where Ponzi was. And she couldn't do that until she could get reception on her phone. 
 
   She ordered him to turn around and walk back the way they had come.
 
   Pausing at the fire, she allowed a few seconds of warmth before she made him douse it with wet snow and leaves, and spread it out, so that there would be no fire danger later. Wouldn't that be par for the course, if she was not only wrong about him, but was also responsible for a forest fire? She shook away the insipid visage of Smokey the Bear saying Only you can prevent forest fires.
 
   Once they had traveled to the road where both their vehicles were parked, she checked for a phone signal again. Three bars. Finally!
 
   Ginger called Ponzi's cell. After three rings, Ponzi answered, and Ginger almost felt sorry the woman wasn't dead. "Where are you?" she asked evenly, but with veiled malice.
 
   "Oh! Detective Grant! I'm so sorry. I tried to call you but couldn't reach you. I forgot to tell you there isn't any reception way out there…."
 
   "Thanks for letting me know, now, when it's a moot point."
 
   "I'm sorry! I was supposed to meet Garrison there, but I got lost, and then I ran out of gas. I'm stranded out here…."
 
   "Out here? You mean in the woods?"
 
   "Well, near there somewhere I guess."
 
   "Don't you have GPS on your phone?"
 
   "Yes, but out here, it's not really helpful." She sniffed. "The roads aren't named and some of them aren't even on the map. I don't know where I am. I'm just sitting in my car, freezing. Are you out that way?"
 
   "Oh I was right where I was supposed to be."
 
   "I'm sorry…I'm not good with…did you see him?"
 
   "He's right here." She watched the doctor heave a put-upon sigh, and lean against his old hunting truck.
 
   "Did you…did he know why you're there?"
 
   "He does now."
 
   "Oh no…now he knows that I suspect him. What do I do now?"
 
   "Do you have any emergency flares in your car?"
 
   She thought a moment. "Maybe in the trunk with the first aid kit and such."
 
   "Well you look and then call me back." 
 
   "Okay."
 
   Ginger thumbed the end-button and shoved the phone back in her pocket. She unloaded his weapon, uncuffed him, and handed the rifle back to him, keeping hers loosely in the crook of her arm. "Big misunderstanding, Dr. Bishop. Your wife got lost and ran out of gas."
 
   "What a surprise. Where?" He tossed the rifle in the seat of the truck.
 
   "Out here somewhere. She's not sure where she is."
 
   "She's out here?"
 
   "You're sticking with your story that she wasn't planning to come with you at all?"
 
   "Oh she's planning things, but not a hunting trip with me."
 
   Ginger frowned. "What's that mean?"
 
   "It means, Detective Grant, that my wife has a vivid imagination. She's on medication. And she reads too many conspiracy novels."
 
   "Maybe you should go home and reassure your wife."
 
   Smirking, he opened the door and slid into the seat, intoning, "Be thankful I'm not a litigious man, Detective."
 
   Ginger stood her ground. "I am thankful for that, Dr. Bishop. But know this: if you are indeed planning your wife's demise, you should think twice, since I am now aware of the fears your wife has. And if anything happens to her, you'll be the first person I'll arrest. And make no mistake, I'll use all the resources at my disposal to see you get a needle in your arm, and it won't be to get high."
 
   The sneer appeared then. "I'm not concerned, Detective Grant, because I know this is all a misunderstanding. My wife often has delusions. I can show evidence for it, if necessary. I'm also fairly certain you have no authority since you're suspended from the force for shoving some poor guy in front of a speeding car."
 
   Ginger felt her face grow hot. Of course. Ginger knew there was some sort of gag order on the case, and the press had not yet picked up on it independently, but Dr.  Bishop would be the one the department assigned to the psych evaluations for both she and Hollister. He might have known who she was and why she was here the whole time. And, worse, she might have just screwed herself out of a job.
 
   He removed his gloves and coat, and tossed them in the seat over the rifle. "So I would suggest you stay out of my business before I have you charged with harassment."
 
   As he closed the door, and started the engine, Ginger sighed and tried not to feel like an utter fool as he backed out and drove away. 
 
   He may not be a killer, but Ginger was sure he wasn't innocent. And she did notice that he didn’t seem concerned that his wife was stranded out here. Her phone lit up and she opened it quickly, not in the mood for any pithy songs about reindeer and grandmothers, no matter how amusing. Ponzi told her she had no flares, so Ginger suggested she honk her horn every minute or so, and maybe she could locate her that way.
 
   In twenty minutes, Ginger's headlights came to rest on the Audi. She found Ponzi standing outside the car, shivering uncontrollably, even with the parka on. 
 
   They would arrange to get her car later, but for now, Ginger would give her a lift home. She jacked up the heater as the woman got in, turning on the wipers to fend off the renewed snowfall. 
 
   "If you know something about your husband that I should know, now would be the time to tell me."
 
   Ponzi's attention was out the window, contemplating the snowy  darkness, the trees, black against the whitening mountains. "I know he's doing something bad. I just don't have the proof."
 
   Ginger sighed. She had a feeling Ponzi was right about that. "Well, for what it's worth, I think he's a pompous ass." She looked at Ponzi. "Sometimes it takes time to get proof."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~43~
 
   Lesbian Mothers From Hell
 
    
 
   Jobeth and Izzy returned from their excursion to the bookstore, buying books for their classes early. As they rounded the corner into the kitchen, Phoebe looked up at them over the shoulder of a woman sitting across from her, and the expression on her face would have taken a code-breaker to decipher.
 
   The blondish woman turned in her chair and looked at Izzy, her face breaking into a smile. A second later, Izzy's hand found Jobeth's, and she gripped it like she was dangling from a cliff. Jobeth's eyes dropped to Izzy's clenching hand, then slid up to her sister's face. "What's—"
 
   Linda Walker blurted, "Isabelle! There you are! Surprise!"
 
   Jobeth whispered with one side of her mouth, "Who is this?"
 
   Almost inaudibly, Izzy answered, "Our mother."
 
   As Linda Walker launched out of her chair and came toward them, Jobeth felt the tug on her hand as Izzy took a sudden step back. Izzy let go of Jobeth's hand and raised both palms toward her approaching mother, as if she were erecting an invisible barrier, using some type of magic spell. "Stop!" she commanded.
 
   Linda halted, tilting her head with amused curiosity. "What's wrong, Isabelle? Aren't you glad to see your old mom?"
 
   "Why would I be glad to see you, when I ran away from you last year and haven't contacted you, and hung up on you when you called? Are you stubborn or just stupid?"
 
   Phoebe was standing by now, pressing her lips tight together, massaging her hands as if washing them under a faucet. 
 
   Jobeth could actually feel heat emanating from her sister as she stood there with her barricading arms thrust forward toward Linda Walker. Jobeth saw something familiar in Linda's features, and inanely, wanted to hug her once before punching her in the face. Maybe she didn’t want to hug her. Maybe she wanted to give her the Kiss of Death, like a Mafioso boss did in the movies. Il bacio della morte. The emotions in the room certainly needed sorting. 
 
   Phoebe had obviously been blindsided by this woman and was forced into social graces by letting her inside and offering her a seat. Jobeth was still trying to assimilate the idea that this was the woman who gave birth to her and then gave her up for adoption to parents who abused her, and Izzy—well, Izzy had, as she said, run away from this woman for a reason. They had all learned about another one of those reasons last night.
 
   Phoebe had always been the diplomat in the family, yet Jobeth noticed she was not guiding everyone to the table and smoothing any feathers.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The thought of Phoebe's toasty fireplace and a hot cup of coffee sounded more inviting than anything else she could imagine. Her fingers had finally stopped throbbing because of the heater in the Blazer, and the warm-up time taking Ponzi home, but Ginger had a chill that went straight to the bone. She felt like her marrow had frozen solid.
 
   Relieved to see the familiar house on Manor Lane, she pulled into the drive, avoiding the blue object lying to one side. She got out of the Blazer and leaned over to pick up the knitted glove. It wasn't familiar. Circling the house, she went in through the rear French doors, the stray knitted glove in her hand. "Hello!" she called. "Someone lose a glove? It was in the dri—" Her voice faded as she walked in on the family montage in the kitchen. A few seconds of studying the pile of luggage just inside the kitchen door, the expressions, body language, and distinct family resemblance in the face of the unknown woman, and Ginger knew exactly what had happened. Those calls Izzy didn't take were precursors to the visit Linda Walker, mother from hell, had planned. Regardless of Izzy's consummate rejection, she came here anyway. A fleeting thought of Izzy's next book, Lesbian Mothers from Hell, darted through her mind. 
 
   Absorbing the energy in the room, Ginger knew this promised to be some version of Armageddon. Even if only on a small, family scale. 
 
   When Izzy turned and stalked out the French doors of the kitchen, Ginger noted that she had never seen her lover's face so red. The anger enveloped Izzy like an aura that touched Ginger and made her flinch as she passed. She saw her headed around the deck to the backyard. Ginger thought to follow her, but Jobeth was already headed that direction. Ginger planted her feet, faced Linda Walker, preparing for the shoot-out. "What possessed you to think this was a good idea?"
 
   Linda seemed surprised by the reception. "Phoebe invited me in…"
 
   "Probably because she's too nice to leave you outside in the cold." Ginger heard the sound of the Miata's engine backing out of the drive. Izzy was escaping from her mother again.
 
   Linda said haughtily, "I'm sorry, who are you?"
 
   "Detective Ginger Grant."
 
   "Ohhh. Detective Ginger Grant." She mocked. "This isn't your house."
 
   "I live with Izzy in the downstairs apartment, yes." Ginger revealed that tidbit, just to see what this woman knew of the situation.
 
   "Oh you're her roommate then," she said dismissively.
 
   She knows very little. Perhaps Ginger would forgo the outing of her girlfriend to her estranged, rude, oblivious mother, for now. "Izzy wasn't expecting you, and I would think you'd understand why she's upset."
 
   Linda Walker actually jutted her chin forward. "Excuse me, but I don't think you're qualified to tell me anything about my daughter."
 
   Ginger's slow smile held no humor. "I'm qualified to tell you everything about your daughter. I'm also qualified to escort you to the door."
 
   Ginger glanced at Phoebe, who made no move to interrupt the proceedings, only gave her a cocked eyebrow as if intrigued.
 
   Linda Walker folded her arms, obstinate. "Oh you think just because you're a cop, you can boss me around? I have a right to be here, I'm her mother." 
 
   She had stressed the last word as if it was a trump card in a game of Hearts. Ginger would be damned if she'd let Izzy's heart be trumped again. "You've never been her mother." Ginger stepped over and took Linda Walker by the arm, forcibly escorting her, amid squirming protest, to the door, and shoved her onto the stoop. She slammed the heavy door closed behind her. 
 
   Marching into the kitchen, Ginger gathered Linda's luggage, hauling it to the front foyer to drop it on the floor. She opened the door again, and tossed each bag out one by one at Linda's feet. "I hope you have a cell phone, because you're going to need to call a taxi." Then she slammed the door again, and headed for the kitchen doors, Phoebe right behind her. 
 
   As they rounded the rear of the house and stood in the empty driveway, the Miata was gone, and Phoebe saw the garage door open, with an empty space. Jobeth had taken the Escalade, and gone after her sister. "Jobeth will find her. She'll be okay."
 
   Ginger crooked a thumb toward the house. "Why did you even let her inside?"
 
   "I don't know…I was off-balance, I was cold, I thought it was better to sort it out inside. I didn't know what else to do…"
 
   Ginger took a calming breath. "This is…not good."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "Dammit." Jobeth stayed behind Izzy as she shot West on Jewell toward Wadsworth. Sliding her iPhone out of her left front pocket, where she always kept it, she thumbed up Izzy's number and sent the call.
 
   "I'm not coming back until she's gone," Izzy said, instead of hello.
 
   "Believe me, that can be arranged. Will you please just pull over?"
 
   "I drove my bike 850 miles through freezing rain and snow to get away from her! What the fuck makes her think I'd welcome her with open arms?" 
 
   Izzy made a right onto Wadsworth, narrowly missing a bright orange construction cone left there by road-workers.
 
   "Obviously, she's delusional. Iz, just pull over."
 
   "She's like an infection. A flesh eating bacteria. I want her gone."
 
   "Izzy, pull over so we can talk. You're upset. You should not be driving."
 
   "Driving calms me down," she said.
 
   "Yeah I can see that by the way you nearly pulverized that road cone. Just pull over, Iz. Please. Right up there by Office Depot…"
 
   Izzy made a right into the lot and Jobeth pulled the Escalade alongside the Miata. She got out and went to Izzy's window. "I'm going into Continental Liquor right over there, and get us some beer. I'll be right back."
 
   When Jobeth emerged from the liquor store, Izzy was pacing the parking lot in front of their vehicles. Jobeth opened the driver's side of the Escalade and motioned Izzy to get in. She did, and Jobeth got in the driver's side, opened a Rolling Rock for each of them. 
 
   Izzy took a deep drink and leaned back against the leather. Jobeth had heated seats. It was soothing.
 
   "Look. She showed up. She was wrong to do that. She was…crazy to do that. We'll figure it out."
 
   "I'm not living in the same house with her."
 
   "Who says you have to?"
 
   "Phoebe invited her in!"
 
   "I'm sure she didn't know what else to do at that point. I promise you, she'd not staying." Jobeth grasped her sister's forearm. "You are not obligated to welcome her. We can just tell her to go back where she came from."
 
   Izzy's phone rang. She looked at the visage of Ginger on the screen.
 
   "She just wants to know you're okay. Answer it."
 
   Izzy tapped the screen and held the phone to her ear. "Not really….yes, we're sitting in the Escalade in a parking lot having beer…you what?..." Izzy cast a rather pleased look at Jobeth. "Well…good…yes I will…I just need a few minutes…okay…I love you too."
 
   "So?" Jobeth took a sip of beer.
 
   "She threw her out."
 
   "Really?"
 
   Izzy smiled faintly. "Yeah."
 
   "Probably best. Otherwise, you'd have to use that swinging back kick on her."
 
   Izzy smiled.
 
   "But see? Ginger understands. So does Phoebe, and so do I." 
 
   Izzy sighed. "God. I'm sorry, Jobe. I'm not even thinking about it from your point of view…I mean, you just met your bio-mother for the first time. Lucky you."
 
   Jobeth sniffed casually. "I was not impressed."
 
   Izzy laughed.
 
   With her sister's defenses lowering, Jobeth forged ahead. "I don't know what the evil momster wants, but she's barking up the wrong tree, here. Everyone is on your side, Iz. You don't want her, she goes, and that's the end of it."
 
   They clinked their bottles together and had another drink.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Ginger ended the call with Izzy and watched Phoebe rub her arms. They had both come outside without coats. "Let's go in." They headed in the back door again, avoiding the front of the house where Linda was hopefully waiting for a cab.
 
   Phoebe swerved into the livingroom and tossed another log on the fire. "What did she say?"
 
   Ginger stood close to the fire, still unable to shake the chill. "She's sitting in the Essy with JB. They are having beer."
 
   Phoebe chuckled. "Sounds like a fine idea. You want one?"
 
   "Yes I do."
 
   Phoebe went to the kitchen and came back with Sam Adams Light, handing one to Ginger, as she stood in front of the warmth of the resurrected flames. The cats had heard the sound of another log, and scampered into the livingroom. They seemed to adore the fireplace. Mik Mak settled on her back in the chair next to the hearth, a fat blob of fur, one lip stuck on the top of a fang, making her seem dangerous even while snoring. Biscuit threaded herself in the legs of another chair near the sofa, still coy about being touched, but apparently wanting the company, and Monkey parked herself directly in front of the spark-guard screen, unabashedly purring at the warm glow against her furry face. Ginger reached down and scratched Monkey's head.
 
   The sound of a car engine sent Phoebe to the front window to part the curtain. "Oh look, a taxi." A minute later, the taxi was gone and so was Linda Walker. 
 
   Ginger released a calming breath. "I'm glad she won't be out there on the front step when Izzy comes back."
 
   Phoebe rubbed a hand over Ginger's shoulders. "Thanks for…handling all that."
 
   "Well you looked a little like a deer in the headlights. And I knew Iz and JB would just be too stunned to do anything."
 
   "You're right about that. I'm glad you came home when you did." She sat down on the hearth, and Monkey climbed into her lap, kneading at Phoebe's stomach, and gazing up at her adoringly.
 
   "I am too."
 
   Phoebe had another drink of Sam Adams, absently stroking Monkey. "You know, that was the first time Jobeth ever laid eyes on the woman who gave birth to her."
 
   Ginger's considering gaze rested on Phoebe. "Wasn't thinking about that, but…had to be weird for JB." 
 
   Phoebe stared into the flickering flames. "I'm not sure what we should do."
 
   "Just be supportive, that's all. They both just need us to be on their side."
 
   Phoebe picked Monkey up and kissed her head. "When I saw her, all I could think about was that manuscript, burning in the barbeque grill. What a horrible thing to do to your own daughter."
 
   They heard the girls returning, the sound of the garage door closing. Shortly the two sisters came in the front door and joined them, Jobeth taking out two more beers and handing them to Izzy while she put the remaining two in the 'fridge.
 
   Ginger hugged Izzy. "You okay?"
 
   "I guess."
 
   Jobeth came back in and Izzy screwed open the tops on the Rolling Rocks, and handed her sister one of them. 
 
   Sufficiently warmed by the fire, Ginger took a seat on the sofa. "Did you know she intended to visit?"
 
   "I didn't talk to her all those times she called. I just kept hanging up. There's no reasoning with her when she gets an idea in her head. It's better to save your breath."
 
   "How bad is it that she's here?"
 
   Izzy wanted to peel the label on the beer, but it was the embossed lettering variety. "I was hoping to save you all the next 20 years of discovering she's not worth knowing."
 
   Phoebe gave Jobeth a hug, saying, "Well, she's bound to give up eventually, when no one is cooperating with her plans."
 
   Izzy rolled her eyes. "Oh you don't know my mother."
 
   "There's such a thing as a restraining order, you know," Ginger said. "I can arrest her for harassment or stalking if she continues."
 
   Izzy's phone rang. She held the screen toward all of them. "See? Break out the restraining order. It's her."
 
   It rang again.
 
   "Are you going to answer it?" Phoebe asked.
 
   "Let it go to voicemail," Jobeth suggested.
 
   The ringing stopped and Izzy sighed heavily. "She's not going to give up. Getting rid of her is like trying to herd cats." Mik Mak made a mewling sound, as if offended, and Izzy reached over to rub her wide stomach. A bling from her phone notified Izzy of the voicemail; she lifted her eyebrows meaningfully at the other women, and put it on speaker, playing the message.
 
   "Isabelle, it's your mother. I'm sorry I just showed up uninvited, but you wouldn't answer my calls. There's no reason why we can't fix this. I didn't get a chance to tell you this, but I've stopped drinking and I go to AA meetings regularly. With the help of those people and God giving me strength, I know I can be your mother again. Maybe you could help by keeping your little friends out of family business. That cop threw me out of the house…My arm hurts…I think she was a little rough…I understand why you left Missouri. I had to get away from him too. But family is supposed to stick together and I'm not giving up. Those people are not your family. I am. And I'm not giving up on you. I'm at the Best Western on South Vance. Call me when you're ready to talk."
 
    
 
   "See?" Izzy said. She turned to Ginger, her tone loaded with droll sarcasm. "And you bruised my mother's arm, you animal."
 
   "I'm going to bruise more than her arm if she doesn't stay away from you."
 
   "Have at it." Izzy guzzled beer.
 
   "Look," Ginger said. "If you're absolutely sure you want nothing to do with her, I can make her go away."
 
   Jobeth smirked. "You gonna have her shanked?"
 
   Ginger gave Jobeth a fake snarl. "You know what I mean, Iz. We can file a complaint and get that restraining order. If she breaks it, she goes to jail."
 
   Sitting on the hearth, Izzy pressed the side of the beer bottle against her forehead, closing her eyes. "Bring me the paperwork. I'll fill it out."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~44~
 
   Defiling of M'Lady
 
    
 
   Phoebe lay on the bed, her Kindle in front of her face, swiping through the digital pages of the newest issue of Reader's Digest. The mid-day sunlight beamed through the window, illuminating the green sundress-smock she liked to wear around the house. The material was bunched up around her hips, inviting amorous delights.
 
   From the doorway, I said. "M'Lady, I have come to defile you."
 
   She lowered the Kindle and cocked an eyebrow. "Have you, now?"
 
   Advancing to the bed, I crawled toward the bunching of green sunsmock, bulldozing it higher with my hands. 
 
   "Well now, I'm really preoccupied with this article, A Day in the Life of a Fat Cell. You won't mind if I keep reading?"
 
   I made a derisive sound. "Yeah, you go ahead and try that."
 
   I began by stroking her thighs lightly with my fingers, kissing the velvety skin there, moving my mouth across, my breath teasing her. A small moan escaped her throat. She was already re-reading the last paragraph by now. I kissed the crevasses where legs met body, ran my tongue up one side of the Majora, and down the other, as another moan set my heart to pounding. Glancing up, I saw the hands holding the Kindle start to lower. Now, her muscles were giving way. Flicking the apex over her clitoris, and then licking it with the flat of my tongue, I felt the Kindle rap me on the head. She giggled, and dropped it on the bed beside us as I dug in and took command of her tender place, and the swelling bulb adorning it. Her hands slid through the hair on the back of my head, as her hips thrust upward toward my seeking mouth. 
 
   "Holy Mother. I love you so much," she cooed, one arm lifting to cover her eyes as if she couldn't bear to watch what came next.
 
   I slid two fingers inside her, pausing to massage her G-spot, and her moans grew louder. With a come-hither gesture against the sponginess, I felt her open up, hungry, seeking. She writhed beneath my hand and I increased the friction and speed of my tongue and fingers until her voice crescendoed into an exclamation of sharp, undulant pleasure. 
 
   Slithering up her body, I pressed my lips to hers, still wet from her pleasure, and she held me tight as her breathing slowed, a whisper of a smile smoothing her features into that angelic countenance I loved so much.
 
   I left her to the nap I knew was on its way. Phoebe always dozed off after sex. I took it as a sign of my expertise, rather than a lack of interest in post-coital pillow-talk. I was too rejuvenated to remain, though holding her as she slept was tempting. I had too much energy, now. I had to get something done.
 
   Izzy had returned from her surveillance on the Chelsea Foster case, and I joined her in the AKA office to look at the pictures. Plenty of evidence to show that Neal Owen was a stalker. In addition to the continued visits to Chelsea's job at St. Anthony's, Owen had tried to engage her in conversation, interrupting her workday, and the second time, security had been forced to escort him to the door. He returned for her next shift, however, and hung out in the waiting room by the nurse's station, watching her come and go and even asking other nurses about her, if they thought she had been seeing anyone romantically. He further informed two other nurses that if they knew of any guy dating Chelsea, to tell him she was taken, and to stay away from her. All these actions were considered stalking, according to Colorado law, and enough to at least get a restraining order. I'd talk to Ginger about what the police could do in addition to that, if anything.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~45~
 
   Savior
 
    
 
   The spot beside me in bed was not supposed to be empty. The vacancy forced me out of my satisfied slumber. The door to the bathroom was open, the light off. She wasn't up here. I waited, listening, thinking she may have just gone down to the kitchen for a snack. The house was still except for the faint, distant Doppler of the occasional semi on Sixth Avenue Freeway. Phoebe didn't usually get up and wander around at night. Maybe I'd disturbed her sleep with my periodic hamster-snoring. I smiled to myself. Or…maybe something is wrong. Investigator muscles engaged, my smile receded.
 
   Sitting up carefully, mindful of any re-emerging of pain in my neck, I shoved my feet into the house-socks Phoebe had bought for me. They had rubber treads on the bottom. Much more helpful than Izzy's solution, which was to torture me by leaving those sinister slippers on my chest to wake up to. Brat. I'd have to plan some pay-back on that score. For now, I needed to know why my beloved was not in bed next to me where she belonged.
 
    I padded out of the bedroom to the top of the staircase, traversing the steps while holding the rail and trying not to think about my recent trip to the bottom, caused by the evil house slippers. Reaching the last step safely, I checked the livingroom. No Phoebe. Across the foyer to the kitchen, the room was dark, only the green glow of the digital clock on the microwave. Flicking on a small light, I saw the mug. Checking it, I found just a hint of milk and nutmeg in the bottom. Warm milk. Phoebe only drank warm milk with nutmeg when she couldn't sleep. Since she wasn’t in the livingroom watching TV, and not in the kitchen, there was only one other place she could be. Well, two, if you count going for a midnight drive. But she would have left a note before doing that, I was pretty sure.
 
   Through the French doors to the deck and circling the house to the back yard, my footsteps were frozen by the shattering sound from the AKA office. I accelerated into a sprint, wishing I'd brought my .25. 
 
   Peeking in the window as I reached for the doorknob, I saw the dark figure lunging toward Phoebe as she made for the door. I burst in, stepping into his trajectory, one hand jabbing forward, my fingers around his throat, my other arm landing hard against his chest, as I lifted a knee and made purchase with the family jewels, bending him over in pain. 
 
   Angry, he seemed to redirect his pain toward me, grabbing my hair and twisting me, shoving me backward onto the desk, his fingers gripping my throat, cutting off my air. As the blood pulsed in my temples, I could see over his shoulder to Phoebe, moving closer, her muscles tense with an intention of attack. She was about to jump on him, or something, and I didn't want her to get hurt. I had to think of something to get him off me.
 
   Straining my head to the right beneath his grip, I saw my savior. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~46~
 
   Swingline Sortie 
 
    
 
   The call woke them, Phoebe's voice in Ginger's ear agitated and shaken. A man had broken into the office and attacked her. Izzy and Ginger wasted no time, only pausing to pull on jeans and sneakers, before bounding up the basement stairs to the rear exit, and rushing through the back yard. As they exploded into the office, breathless, they saw Phoebe sitting in the desk chair, frazzled. 
 
   Ginger blinked the final remnants of sleep away. "Are you okay?"
 
   She nodded. "Fine. But Jobeth is chasing the guy."
 
   Ginger was out the door in seconds. She ran to the end of the driveway and looked both ways. There. She saw a figure that looked like Jobeth racing down the street a few blocks away, and 
 
   Ginger sprinted after her, following as Jobeth cut through a neighbor's yard. In the alley behind the houses, she caught up to her favorite sleuth just as she was falling off a back fence into a garbage bin, scattering the contents. Ginger could just make out the dark figure continuing over the fence and into the darkness. It wasn't worth the chase, they were hemmed in behind the house and she'd have to circle and try to find him. By then, the guy would be long gone.
 
   Ginger helped Jobeth up. "Nice try," she smiled, huffing clouds in the frigid air.
 
   "I almost had him."
 
   They walked back home, and Phoebe met them at the door, her fleece robe hanging loose. "Jobeth? Are you hurt?"
 
   "I should be asking you that." Jobeth pulled her into a hug.
 
   "I think I'm okay. He only had time to jump over the desk and knock over the candy dish before you came bursting through the door." 
 
   Jobeth had a hand on the back of her neck, grimacing. "Thinking we might need to pull out the fencing foils again. It would have been so much easier to run him through, instead of run after him." She gyrated her neck back and forth a few times, carefully.
 
   Ginger took a calming breath after her recent dash through the neighborhood after Jobeth."That would mean sleeping with a sword."
 
   "Don’t tempt me."
 
   "Maybe you should work on your track and field skills." 
 
   "I almost caught him!" she defended.
 
   "He kicked you into someone's trash cans."
 
   Jobeth stuck her tongue out at Ginger. "You're just jealous."
 
   Phoebe cupped Jobeth's face. "You reinjured yourself, didn't you?"
 
   "I had to save my girl."
 
   Phoebe kissed her, guided her around the desk, pulling a chair over next to the one Jobeth eased herself into.
 
   Ginger rubbed at her cold arms. She hadn't had time to grab a coat before dashing out after Jobeth.
 
   "What the hell happened?" Izzy asked, shoving fingers through sleep-disheveled hair. "What are you guys doing out here?"
 
   "I couldn't sleep." Phoebe omitted the details about the women's shelter plans unfurling in her mind. "I was looking over some accounting paperwork."
 
   Jobeth embellished with her own portion. "I woke up and noticed she was gone and came looking for her. Heard a crash from the office, just as I stepped out the back door. Then I heard Phoebe scream your name."
 
   "My name?" Ginger asked, with a slight upturn of the corner of her mouth.
 
   Izzy pounced on that one. "Phoebe was screaming Ginger's name and not yours?"
 
   Phoebe pre-empted the trajectory of that exchange. "I was thinking about Jobeth being hurt, and…well, Ginger is a cop. With a gun."
 
   "I have a gun," Jobeth whined.
 
   "Yeah, a teeny .25," Ginger chided.
 
   "That's it, I'm getting a Glock."
 
   Izzy and Ginger were both snickering by this time, and Jobeth was glowering at both of them.
 
   Back to business, clearing her throat, Ginger said, "Okay, the crash…you heard a crash…"
 
   Phoebe pointed at the candy dish, which now lay broken, festive Christmas candy canes littering the floor. 
 
   "Yes," Jobeth explained. "I assume I heard that dish hitting the floor."
 
   Unable to resist, Ginger asked, "Was this before or after your girlfriend screamed my name?"
 
   Jobeth threw an ink pen at Ginger. "Oh, will you can it, please?"
 
   Now all three of the other women were laughing.
 
   Phoebe rubbed a hand along Jobeth's leg, as she sat next to her in another chair. "Izzy, would you grab the ice pack from the freezer?"
 
   Izzy headed for the kitchenette at the back of the large room. 
 
   Swiping a notepad from the blotter, Ginger leaned against the desk. "Okay," Ginger continued. "what happened after---"
 
   Jobeth cleared her throat rudely. "Don't say it."
 
   Ginger mashed her lips together and waited for Phoebe to continue on her own.
 
   "I'm assuming this has something to do with a case you're working on? Anything new?"
 
   "No, the only active cases are the ones you know about. It occurred to me it might have been Neal Owen. Chelsea Foster's ex."
 
   Izzy handed the gel ice pack to Phoebe, who placed it on Jobeth's neck. Sucking a quick breath through her teeth at the shock of the cold, Jobeth leaned forward in the chair, her elbows on her knees. 
 
   Phoebe looked up at Ginger. "I was only in here maybe ten minutes, when I heard the door knob turning. I thought it was one of you, so I just sat there like an idiot. He saw me and stood there for a few seconds. He was silhouetted in the night lamp from outside. I couldn't see him very well…then, he just shot toward me, jumped right over the desk, and I slipped out of the chair. He landed in the chair and fell over. I went for the door, and Jobeth darted in about that time."
 
   Ginger shifted her attention to Jobeth, eyebrows lifted.
 
   She cleared her throat and continued Phoebe's story. "He was headed toward Phoebe, and I blocked him, and we wrestled a bit. I racked him one good time and bent him over for a second, but it just made him angry."
 
   "That's the second time in as many weeks that you've racked a guy on Phoebe's behalf," Izzy pointed out.
 
   "And I will continue to do so, as long as there are guys who need racking." Jobeth continue her story. "So…he shoved me back on the desk, and I grabbed the only thing nearby—the stapler—and just started hitting him in the face with it. He gave up and ran out."
 
   Izzy made a slightly amused huff. "Wait. You stapled him in the face?"
 
   Jobeth grinned. "Punched his ticket several times. He's in a world of hurt right about now."
 
   Ginger gave a knowing shake of her head. "Description?" 
 
   "It's a Swingline, about 20 years old, gray, with—"
 
   "Not the stapler, dufus. The perp."
 
   Jobeth grinned. "Six feet or so, trim but strong…couldn't see his face. He was wearing a ski mask. But I saw the coloring around his eyes and a bit on a revealed wrist—pretty sure it was a black guy."
 
   Ginger stopped jotting notes. "Wait. A black guy in a ski mask?"
 
   Jobeth nodded. "Why? Is that really unusual in your line of work?"
 
   "No…but I have another case with a similar suspect…" Ginger thought about Mallory Beals. Odd coincidence that Ginger's friend would be a victim of the same perp, unless there was a connection somehow. "You know Mallory Beals?" The question went to both Jobeth and Phoebe.
 
   Neither of them did.
 
   "One more thing…" Jobeth said. "There was something solid on his right arm."
 
   "Solid?"
 
   "Some…cuff or…I don't know, but it was just something hard. I felt it when he shoved me back on the desk."
 
   Ginger made a note of that. "Good detail, there. Hey," Ginger said to Izzy. "Would you go grab some zippy bags from the kitchen?"
 
   Izzy grumbled on her way. "I'm apparently the getter-of-kitchen-things…" When she returned with the plastic bags, Ginger pulled one out, turned it inside out and used it as a glove to grab the stapler, then folded the bag back over it, sealing it. When she set it down on the desk in the baggie, Ginger noticed the expression on Jobeth's face; as if Ginger were removing her dead kitten. "It's just a stapler, Jobeth…"
 
   "I've had that stapler for 15 years. They don't make them like that anymore. I love that thing. But I never thought of it as a weapon."
 
   Izzy smirked. "Staplers have been underestimated and getting a bad rap for years." 
 
   "Well now they're GIVING bad raps," Jobeth quipped. "That guy is going to remember it every time he makes a face."
 
   Izzy folded her arms. "He might remember it every time YOU make a face."
 
   "One can hope." Jobeth pushed out of her chair, while Phoebe held the ice pack in place. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~47~
 
   So Many Women
 
    
 
   Bitch wasn't fast enough. He made her eat garbage. But that wasn’t enough to make up for the pain and spoiled fun. When he first got to the house, he'd intended to find a way in and figure out where Ginger Grant was sleeping. But he'd noticed the light on in the cottage at the end of the drive, and peeked through the windows. He had been, to some degree, delighted to see Phoebe there, all alone, and soon forgot his revenge on the cop. This is better, he thought. But the little dyke detective showed up and ruined the whole thing. This was the second time she had kneed him in the nads. A frown pulled at the staples in his face and his answering grimace of pain only made it worse. Who uses a stapler as a weapon? Have to get these damn things out. 
 
   Finally reaching his Lexus, Payne Hollister pressed the remote unlock on his key fob and slid into the seat, starting the engine and turning on the heat.
 
   Pulling down the visor and opening the lighted mirror, he saw what he expected. The ski mask was stapled to his face. He snarled. "Bitch!' Pinching the fabric by one of the staples, he pulled, growling in pain as it slipped out of its  embedded place in his skin. It took a few minutes to get the mask off, as he had to tug out each staple in turn, the action punctuated each time by profanity and a renewed desire for revenge. 
 
   Pulling the mask free of his blond head, he ignored the raccoon-eyed circles around his eyes from the face-paint; a method intended to deflect any victim testimony about the race of her attacker. Examining the damage in the mirror, the punctures were bleeding, swelling, and bruising was beginning to form around them in a square shape, open on one end. Now he had two bitches to give payback to. Well, three, if you count Phoebe. And he counted Phoebe.
 
   Hollister propped his wrist cast on the steering wheel, thinking about the traffic stop that caused the injury. At least something good had come of that. The Internal Affairs investigation required Hollister get an evaluation from Dr. Bishop, and tomorrow, Hollister would console himself with the "blind date" Bishop had arranged, and he'd at least get his needs met that way. The arrangement fell into place when he returned to the doc's office after his appointment to retrieve his forgotten wallet. Hollister caught Bishop red-handed. The good doctor was porking a patient who was limp as a dishcloth, and now Hollister had the doc by the short hairs. To avoid being exposed, losing his license, and going to jail, Bishop had agreed to let Hollister enjoy the perks of instant access to his favorite hobby. He preferred to refer to it that way, even though another shrink had called him a sex addict. He had been only 22, when that diagnosis was made, and he promptly stopped going to those judgmental bastards. Now, here was one with the same affliction. Things had a way of balancing out. And with this arrangement, there was no chance of being identified when the women were unconscious; this he knew too well. And much easier than having to wear a mask and face paint. 
 
   Payne Hollister looked in the lighted mirror again, touching the punctures on his face. This time tomorrow night, if all went well, Hollister would have a crack at some agoraphobic patient of Bishop's who lived out on Bear Creek Road. And then he'd start thinking about a proper punishment for the detective, her she-dick friend, and his former college girlfriend, Phoebe. So many women, so little time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~48~
 
   Rosemary Free
 
    
 
   At 9 AM, Jobeth found Izzy in the AKA office, sweeping up the shards from the broken candy dish. "I was coming out here to do that."
 
   "Already done," Izzy said, dumping the contents of the dustpan in the trash. She dropped into the desk chair and started typing.
 
   "I hope that's another new book," Jobeth said.
 
   "I was up late working on that. I haven't decided yet what I'm going to write. I have decided though, that I need to invent an automatic coffeemaker with a remote so I can turn on coffee whenever I decide I'm ready to get up and let it brew and the smell wake me. So much better than an alarm."
 
   "See how creative you are?"
 
   "Yes," she said, still typing. "I'm about to solve Pi in a minute."
 
   "I don't need an alarm anymore. I have cats. Monkey likes to put her paws on my eyes. I think she's chasing my eyeballs when I'm in REM."
 
   "What do the cats usually do during the day?"
 
   "They sleep."
 
   "What do they do at night?"
 
   "Sleep."
 
   Izzy smirked. "You don't have cats, you have cushions."
 
   "Yes, cushions with paws that pounce on my eyeballs."
 
   Saving the file, Izzy picked up the mug Ginger brought home to her yesterday. The cartoon of a yellow baby chicken had the caption Writer Chick below it, and on the other side of the mug, the words, Piss me off and I'll kill you and in small print below that, in my next novel. Izzy smiled as she took a drink. She loved the mug, and knew it was Ginger's way of coaxing her to write. 
 
   Glancing at the post-it on the desk with Alisha's phone number, she asked, "Is Alisha starting work today?"
 
   "No, we still have to get her mom in a care facility. And then there's the name-change. If she does it the normal way, there will be an announcement published in the paper, and we don’t want that. Walter will be able to find her. So, we'll probably do some sort of witness-protection version. I managed to disappear myself with a new identity. I'll find out from Ginger if we can do something like that for Alisha. Ginger went to check on her today, and Alisha has already chosen her new name: Rosemary Free."
 
   "How'd she choose that?"
 
   "Well, Rosemary, because she likes to cook and that's her favorite spice, and Free, because it's symbolic."
 
   "Cool. And appropriate." Izzy sat down at the computer. "How do you think Alisha—I mean, Rosemary—is going to be able to help, if she doesn't know computers?" 
 
   Jobeth shrugged. "I'm sure she'll learn."
 
   "If you don't know computers--you may as well--"
 
   "Shoot yourself," Jobeth finished.
 
   "Or settle for digging ditches maybe."
 
   "I'd rather shoot myself—" Jobeth said. "then I wouldn't have all that digging to do."
 
   Izzy moused over to the Firefox icon and opened the browser. "No, but then someone else would have to dig your grave."
 
   "That's why it's good that some people don't know computers, I guess… someone has to dig the ditches." 
 
   "And the graves."
 
   Jobeth considered their interaction. "I'm not fond of this discussion."
 
   "Me either. Let's talk about sharp sticks in the eye instead."
 
   "Good plan."
 
   The door to the office opened and speak-of-the-devil Rosemary née Alisha bustled in. "Hey girls, what are you two talking about?"
 
   It was like mom had caught the kids doing something bad.
 
   "Oh, nothing…just work…" Izzy said.
 
   Alisha-Rosemary set her things down and headed for the kitchen to make coffee. "I was hoping you two could teach me some stuff about software today…" she called.
 
   Jobeth and Izzy met eyes and each mashed their lips together.
 
   "We're not so hot at teaching," Jobeth said. "But I could get Phoebe to send you to some classes. You'd want to learn from experts, anyway, right?"
 
   Rosemary nodded, holding the coffee bag.
 
   "And I thought you weren't coming in today?"
 
   Alisha-Rosemary dipped coffee grounds into the filter. "We found a care facility for my mother. Ginger took us over there this morning and we got her all checked in, and Ginger let them know the situation, so she's listed under another name for now. Trudy Free."
 
   The two women laughed. 
 
   Alisha-Rosemary cast a smile at them. "I know. It sounds like a joke. She actually liked it. And her first name is Trudy. She won't remember it tomorrow, probably, but we just kept calling her Trudy Free, hoping it would stick." Coffee made, Rosemary began to pull out the items in her reusable grocery bag.
 
   Pulled by the smell of fresh coffee brewing, Jobeth and Izzy wandered into the kitchen.
 
   Jobeth asked, "What's all this?" 
 
   "I'm making you girls some muffins."
 
   Izzy pressed her lips together as her eyes lit up. "She can learn computers. But a muffin-mom? We have to have that."
 
   They lingered near the counter as Rosemary mixed up the pumpkin muffins and put them in the oven. Within a few minutes, the aroma was filling the AKA office.
 
   Ginger came in. "Oh my god, it smells like a bakery in here!" she enthused.
 
   "I know. It's killing us," Izzy said, kissing her.
 
   "You realize they're never going to let you leave, now," Ginger told Rosemary.
 
   "I may not want to. It's delightful to be appreciated." Her smile dominated her entire face. She poured a cup of coffee. "Ginger, what do you take in it?"
 
   "Oh—" she hadn't been expecting such service. "That vanilla creamer is fine."
 
   Rosemary stirred the creamer in and handed the cup to Ginger.
 
   "Thank you, Alish---I mean, Rosemary." 
 
   The woman grinned. "You'll get it."
 
   Sipping her coffee and making a yummy noise, Ginger sat at the bar. "I got hold of new birth certificates for you and your mother. We can file for social security cards and you can get a driver's license as soon as all that goes through."
 
   Rosemary checked the muffins through the oven door, and stood upright again, wiping her hands on a towel. "I don’t know how to thank you. You all have saved my life."
 
   Ginger nodded. "Every woman deserves a chance at happiness." She leaned to the side to see around Rosemary. Jobeth and Izzy were hovering around the oven like hungry dingoes. "You guys get out of the kitchen. I think it now belongs to Rosemary."
 
   The two reluctantly returned to the desk, and Ginger motioned Rosemary to join her at the extra desk to fill out the birth certificate information. "Oh, I helped Chelsea file the restraining order against—I keep wanting to call him Owen Meany—Neal Owen. Hopefully, that will dissuade him from the stalking behavior."
 
   "Does that generally work?" Izzy asked, taking a seat in front of the main desk.
 
   "Sometimes not. But there's not much more we can do at this point unless she wants to quit her job and move somewhere else."
 
   "There's always a hotel," Rosemary said.
 
   Ginger nodded. "I'll suggest that, but most women don’t want to uproot themselves like that if they can avoid it." Ginger sat at the extra desk and Rosemary pulled a chair up and took the pen to fill out the birth certificate. "I told Chelsea to call the police if she sees him hanging around. And she has all our cell numbers, too, so, she's got some choices."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~49~
 
   On the Case
 
    
 
   Ginger Grant had worked in the Major Crimes Unit since first becoming a detective. Economic downturns and budget cuts had her serving in several divisions as needed, though this was generally frowned upon. In Oklahoma, she started out in the Special Victims Unit, which was mostly domestic violence cases. Then she moved to Sex Crimes, and those two departments eventually merged, so she performed the duties of both. Five years ago, she was promoted to Homicide, and her lateral move to Denver placed her in Robbery/Homicide, where she enjoyed her status as the only female detective in that division. She had a feeling that soon there would be more like her. Political pressure and the increasing role of women in law enforcement made it inevitable. She was looking forward to working with other female detectives. At least they wouldn't be misogynistic pigs. Her sexual orientation had rarely been an issue, but periodically she would come up against generalized sexism. Most officers were friendly and welcoming, but there were still some old-school cops who thought women had no place in law enforcement, nor deserved any type of authority, especially over them.
 
   Fortunately, her captain at DPD, Rudy Campbell, had little tolerance for that sort of thing. There had been some confusion with her transfer at first. She thought Phoebe's friend was married to the Chief of Police, but really, her friend was dating him, and he wasn't the chief, he was the captain of the Investigations Division. Just as well. Captain Campbell had the power to hire, and he immediately liked Ginger—her record, her personality, her conscientiousness on the job. Their initial interview had gone so well that he offered her the position that day. He made sure she knew this wasn't about quota for him; he would have hired her regardless of gender. But he was up-front with her: the department needed more females, and especially needed a female detective. She appreciated his candor. 
 
   The politics of running a police department that dealt with influential citizens like the Hollister family, was fraught with necessary evils having little to do with good sense or fairness. Detective Grant knew that Campbell was on her side, and would do what he could to expedite the Hollister investigation with Internal Affairs. Though she had used networking through Phoebe's friend, Anna, to get on at DPD, keeping the job had been up to her. She was appreciative that Captain Campbell had always respected and supported her. This was why she held no animosity toward him for his recent order for her suspension. It was also why it wasn't a complete surprise to get his call.
 
   "Look, we're short-handed," Captain Campbell said. "The cutbacks have really screwed us with the caseload issue. Fuck the Hollisters, I'll deal with the fallout later. But I'm reinstating you. I need you on a crime scene."
 
   Ginger pushed the blankets down and sat up in bed. "Of course, sir. Where?"
 
   "Bear Creek Road. Car fire. Patrol just got there."
 
   Izzy flopped an arm over her, sleepily, and she patted it, then gently moved it aside. "Car fire, sir? Theft or robbery?" She flung the coverings back and stood up.
 
   "Well. Maybe both…but officer on scene contacted me about who was on-call and I didn’t have anyone available, except you…"
 
   She wasn’t sure that was a compliment. 
 
   He realized. "Don't take that the wrong way…this case is about to develop into more and I want you there when it does."
 
   "Whatever you need, Cap. What's the development you're anticipating?" Ginger was already in front of the closet, sliding the door open, looking for the right clothes.
 
   "They just notified me that they found a victim. He was at the bottom of the cliff by the burning car."
 
   "Oh. Homicide?"
 
   "If he dies, possibly, yes. But they found the guy's wallet on the ground. It's Garrison Bishop."
 
   Ginger didn't see that one coming. "Cap…you sure you want me on this one? What will the Chief think about it?"
 
   "Like I said, I'll deal with fallout later. We're short-handed. I want you on this. Come in and get your badge and gun and get started."
 
   "I'm on my way, sir."
 
   Ginger pressed end on her phone and dragged heavy cotton slacks, a T-shirt, and a long sleeved flannel shirt from hangars. Shedding her sleepwear, tossing it on the bed, she began to get dressed as Izzy looked on, confused. "That was Captain Campbell. He's reinstating me. Needs me on a case. Sorry babe, I gotta go." She shoved her feet into her boots and got shrugged into her fur-lined leather coat. Ginger knew she'd be at an outdoor crime scene for while, and had learned long ago that a warm coat and boots were lifesavers. She stuffed her leather gloves in the pockets, and gathered up a collection of other things, poking them in a leather Gladstone kit bag.
 
   Izzy would not give her sudden departure a moment's thought. She would be happy for Ginger to have her job back. And the late-night phone calls had happened before. Ginger often jumped out of bed and dashed into the night. It was the nature of being a police detective, and Izzy knew it. 
 
   Leaning down, she kissed her girlfriend goodbye.
 
   "Wait…" Izzy said sleepily. "I need to put my socks back on my tootsies are cold."
 
   "Where are they?"
 
   "At the end of my legs." 
 
   Ginger gave a blurted laugh, and reached under the covers at the foot of the bed, drawing the socks out and dropping them on Izzy's chest. "Here. I'd like nothing more than to put them on for you, but gotta go."
 
   "Why would you put my socks on your feet?"
 
   Ginger kissed her forehead. "Freakfest." She darted out toward the stairwell to the back drive, as Izzy sighed, dragging Ginger's pillow over, and drifting back to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~50~
 
   Warm Milk & Criminal Justice
 
    
 
   My sleep no longer affected by pain pills, I heard the Blazer engine. Why would Ginger be leaving at this hour? She wasn't off suspension with the P.D. Did she and Izzy have a fight or something? Thinking it over, I slipped out of bed and went into the master bath, closing the door, so I could give Ginger a call.
 
   "Everything okay?" I asked when Ginger answered.
 
   "Yeah. Sorry I woke you."
 
   "That's okay. Where are you going?"
 
   "To the station. Cap' called me in. Needs me on a case."
 
   "So…you're off suspension?"
 
   "Looks that way. Get this. The case is Garrison Bishop."
 
   "Oh no, what happened? Is Ponzi okay?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess so. They found him at the bottom of a cliff on Bear Creek Road. His car was torched."
 
   "What the fuck?"
 
   "I won't know anything else until I get there. But they air-lifted him to St. A."
 
   After hanging up, I wondered if Ponzi had anything to do with it. Ginger didn't mention anything about her being at the scene. She probably didn't have those details yet. I went back to bed, cuddled with Phoebe, and tried to stop thinking long enough to go back to sleep. That went on for another hour, before I realized I was sufficiently roused from sleep, and would have to get up for a while. I decided to go down to the livingroom to check the late-night news. Carefully traversing the treacherous stairway, I headed into the kitchen and warmed some milk in the microwave, adding a dash of nutmeg to the top. I hoped it would help me get back to sleep soon. Carrying my cup into the livingroom, I clicked the TV on with the remote and sat on the sofa, tuning to Nine-News. A well-known journalist, Meagan Fitzgerald was standing by the road with a smoldering vehicle behind her, as I increased the volume.
 
    
 
   "…the possibility of a carjacking, the second one in the area tonight. The victim was then air-lifted to St. Anthony's. Dr. Garrison Bishop works frequently for the Denver Police Department, counseling officers, and assisting with evaluations, and investigations by Internal Affairs…No word yet on Dr.  Bishop's prognosis, but we'll be following the story closely in the hours to come. Reporting live from Bear Creek Road in Morrison, Meagan Fitzgerald, Nine-News."
 
    
 
   I sipped my warm milk. Carjacking? Probably not Ponzi then. Seeing the Criminal Justice textbook I'd left on the table, I opened it up on my lap, thumbing to the contents. 
 
    
 
   PART I: CRIME IN AMERICA 
 
   1. What is Criminal Justice?
 
   2. The Crime Picture
 
   3. Criminal Law
 
    
 
   PART II: POLICING 
 
   4. Policing: Purpose and Organizations
 
   5. Policing: Legal Aspects
 
   6. Policing: Issues and Challenges
 
    
 
   PART III: ADJUDICATION 
 
   7. The Courts
 
   8. The Courtroom Work Group and the Criminal Trial
 
   9. Sentencing
 
    
 
   PART IV: CORRECTIONS 
 
   10. Probation, Parole, and Community Corrections
 
   11. Prisons and Jails
 
   12. Prison Life
 
    
 
   PART V: THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM 
 
   13. Juvenile Justice
 
    
 
   I started to get excited. All that information I could use in my business. And I might finally understand some of what Ginger was talking about. Why didn't I think of schooling myself properly before?
 
   I started reading.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I woke to Phoebe's hand, touching my head, stroking my hair. When I opened my eyes, she was hovering over me, her features indistinct from the reflected light changes coming from the muted television. The logs in the fireplace had been reduced to embers. I was still holding the empty cup of milk, and the textbook was in my lap, still open to the last page I recall reading.
 
   "It's two in the morning, baby. What are you doing down here?" She closed the book and set it on the table.
 
   I pulled myself upright as she dropped down beside me, taking the cup from my hand, placing it on the table next to the book. 
 
   "I woke up and couldn't go back to sleep."
 
   "Probably still getting used to not having those pills."
 
   "That's what I was thinking." I scrubbed my hand over my face. 
 
   "What woke you up?"
 
   "Oh…Ginger left…" I referenced the wall clock. "Must have been three or four hours ago, now. She got called in on a case." I told her about Bishop, and pointed to the television when I saw the report being aired again. 
 
   Phoebe turned up the volume and watched. "Oh poor Ponzi…I should call her."
 
   "Well I imagine she's at the hospital. Maybe wait until morning."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ~51~
 
   Scene of the Crime
 
    
 
   Downtown at the District 6 station on Washington, Ginger stood in the Captain's office, clipping her badge back on her belt, and attaching her sidearm. 
 
   "Right now it's a carjack-robbery," Captain Campbell said. "but it appears it will soon be homicide. They don't think he's going to make it."
 
   "I'm on my way out there." She paused at the door. "Thanks, Cap."
 
   He gave her a two finger salute and sat back down at his desk. She often found him working late, as well.
 
   Twenty minutes later, she pulled over on the wide shoulder. Fire was out and the Denver Fire Department was packing up, the Mercedes sodden and smoldering. The uniformed officer on the scene, thankfully, was Sergeant Chloe Eckert. Since their bonding experience at Windsor Meadows, and Ginger's subsequent suspension, Chloe had called to check on her once a day. "Hey, Chloe."
 
   "Hey Ginger-Bear," she said. "Fancy meeting you here. Does that mean you're back on the job?"
 
   "Yep. Captain said we were short-handed."
 
   Chloe gave her a supportive pat. "Fuckin'-A."
 
   Eyes sweeping over the scene, Ginger pulled out her Maglite. "So…Bishop?"
 
   "FFL already took him to Saint A." 
 
   Flight for Life held the distinction of being the first hospital-based air ambulance program in the United States, and it had saved many lives since its inception in 1972. But some rescues were destined to end in failure. Bishop's rescue only meant he didn't die while lying at the bottom of the cliff, according to the impression the flight medic gave Officer Eckert.  
 
   "Walk me through it," Ginger said, clicking on the flashlight.
 
   "We arrived, and the car was still hot, called DFD. I put cones out, walked a spiral, placed the markers on what I found—" She pointed the beam of her flashlight to the plastic tent-style markers already on the ground. She headed toward the ledge, Ginger's flashlight beam following Eckert's to the marker by the leather wallet on the ground. "Found a wallet. Got his ID. Since it was so near the ledge, I looked over and saw him down there. Put in the call to FFL, and found a route down over there." The officer swept her light to a sloping area 50 yards back. "Got down there and saw he was still breathing. Stayed until FFL arrived and air-lifted him. Had the DFD park in the road, and try not to get water anywhere except on the car. No witnesses. That's about it."
 
   Ginger nodded. "Okay. Keep a log of anyone on scene. I'm going to go get my kit and take some pictures before this snow piles up. Where's CSI?"
 
   "They're on the way."
 
   In the back of the Trailblazer, Ginger kept a plastic tub containing a field evidence kit, and other tools of her trade. From it, she took out the digital camera, exchanged her leather gloves for Latex ones. Generally, she liked to view the whole scene, imagine what happened, but it was always difficult to do that at night with visibility so low. She'd have to come back tomorrow to see if she missed anything. For now, she took photos of all the markers, and any footprints and markings on the ground she could find. 
 
   Chloe was by the ledge and called out in a sing-song voice, "Look what IIIII found...bloooooood spatterrrrrrr…"
 
   Ginger went over. "You sure?"
 
   "If I'm wrong, roast me in hell and make dinner for the devil."
 
   Ginger grinned and squatted down with her light. "Looks like it. Good job, Eckert." Near some of the gouges in the ground, droplets of blood. By the tight spatter pattern, someone had dripped blood from within a foot or two above the ground. Which generally meant someone on their knees, or crawling. Usually this occurred when the vic was being beaten. Near other ground markings, she found additional blood, and placed a ruler and a marker, took more photos. Then she sprayed Luminol to find other blood evidence, and took more photos of that.
 
   At the very edge of the cliff, she noticed striations that resembled claw marks. She imagined they were made by Bishop as he was falling. Which meant he slid off the edge in some fashion, rather than being thrown. He could have been pushed, fell, and tried to cling to the edge before falling. She'd examined the point of impact after she finished processing the scene up-top.
 
   The snow was getting heavier. She checked the wind direction, and headed West along the road, looking for any evidence that might have been wind-borne, but didn't find anything. Again, it was difficult to do after dark. Hopefully tomorrow would reveal something more to work with.
 
   Ginger directed her light to the ground by the rear of the Mercedes. A spritz of Luminol revealed more blood. Small amounts, but enough to tell a story. Someone was in this trunk. Maybe Bishop. So…the perps put him in here, drove to this spot, beat him, and shoved him over the ledge? Why? Did he have some information they wanted? After they got what they wanted out of him, they didn't need him anymore and chucked him over the edge? Since Bishop worked for the DPD, there were all kinds of possibilities for a suspect list.
 
   In the corner of the trunk, her light found another evidence marker next to the charred remains of a book. She photographed it, and then picked it up by the corner. She could make out the word Grey in the title on the spine. Fifty Shades of Grey. The book he had been reading when he was feeding ducks that day. It looked like it had been used to ignite the gasoline. Which meant the perp probably used a lighter. Matches were easy to throw on an accelerant. If you had a lighter you didn’t want to leave behind, you needed something else to hold a flame while you ignited the gas. Perhaps not useful information, but every bit of evidence was important. You could never tell what would become crucial to a case later.
 
   Examining the inside of the car—what was left of it—she saw remnants of a man's coat. Probably Bishop's. During the hunting fiasco, she recalled he took his coat off before he got into his car and drove away. That would imply that he had been driving the Mercedes. But he could have been driving, then got jacked and thrown in the trunk without his coat. She placed photographed it, along with the marker Chloe had placed nearby. 
 
   Checking the driver's side visor, she saw that Eckert had hooked one side of the marker over it. Next to the marker was a smudge. Maybe a partial print? Eckert had a good eye. She'd have the CSI guys look at it. The forensics guys at the garage would have to process the vehicle in more detail, and away from the weather. Most evidence was destroyed by the fire, which was what she imagined the perps were intending. 
 
   Now, what was the doctor doing way out here? she wondered.
 
   Eckert came back from her patrol car. "Looking good for carjacking," she said. "Just got a report of one near Bear Creek Park. Could be same perp who did this."
 
   "Could be. Same M.O.?"
 
   "Well, no, they didn't torch the car, just stole it and beat up the driver. He called it in from home. I think they said he walked to a payphone and got a cab home and then called."
 
   "Strange. Why didn't he just call cops from that phone?"
 
   Eckert shrugged.
 
   "Oh—before I forget. Who called this one in?"
 
   "Anonymous female, said she saw this car pulled over, and slowed down to see if she could help, but heard something in the trunk. Sounded like someone was in there. So she kept going and called us."
 
   "So there was someone in the trunk. Did she say anything about the driver?"
 
   Eckert pulled out her notebook and turned pages. "Just referred to him as well-to-do, professional guy." 
 
   "A 'well-to-do, professional guy'? Does that sound like any carjacker you know?"
 
   "Nope. Sounds more like Bishop."
 
   "That's what I'm thinking. So maybe Bishop wasn't the one in the trunk."
 
   Chloe moved a wayward, multicolored lock away from her eyes with her pen. "So who was?"
 
   "Elementary, my Dear Watson," Ginger joked. "It was…someone other than Bishop."
 
   "See? That's why I want to be a detective. You are so brilliant."
 
   Ginger snatched Chloe's pen. "I dub thee—" She tapped the officer's badge with it. "Best Detective Candidate in the Mile High City."
 
   Eckert grinned and went back to her duties, as a 9News van arrived. Ginger groaned, "Great, just what I need."
 
   The reporter got out and spotted her, started in her direction. Ginger met her beyond the perimeter. Relieved, Ginger recognized her as one of the better reporters in Denver. Megan Fitzgerald. She didn't go around contaminating the crime scenes. She knew to stay outside the cones or tape.
 
   "Detective Grant."
 
   "Hi, Megan."
 
   "What have we got?"
 
   "So far, this is a WYSIWYG. Torched car, looks like a robbery, vic found at the foot of the cliff and airlifted to St. Anthony's. We won't know more until morning."
 
   "Fair enough. I can just do a teaser until we know more. Yes?" 
 
   Ginger liked that Megan didn't push. "Sure."
 
   "What's the vic's name?"
 
   "Dr. Garrison Bishop."
 
   Megan jotted the name on her notepad. "Any bio?"
 
   "He's a psychiatrist. Does some work with the DPD, counseling officers. That's all I know." Well, it isn't all I know, but it's all I'm telling you.
 
   "Mmm. Maybe someone didn't like his bedside manner. Thanks." Megan hesitated. "Oh, Detective Grant?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "Do you think this is related to the other carjacking? Heard it on the scanner on the way over. Guy reported it just a few minutes ago. He said he was at Bear Creek Park."
 
   Ginger shrugged. "Not sure yet. I just heard about that myself." 
 
   As she watched the reporter find a spot with the smoldering Mercedes in the background, and her camera guy positioned himself for the shot, Ginger called dispatch, asked about the other carjacking, and the dispatcher verified it. "Who's the vic?" she asked.
 
   There was a short silence, then the crackle of her voice came back. "Payne Hollister."
 
   Ginger froze. No fucking way.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When CSI finally arrived, Ginger supervised the collection of all evidence, and delegated everything she could, then she headed down the path Eckert had shown her earlier. She wanted to see the area where Bishop had landed. 
 
   Carefully traversing the steep declivity, sliding precariously here and there, she reached the bottom and stood over the spot where Chloe had placed several additional markers.
 
   A crunching sound behind her sent her hand to her sidearm, before Eckert clicked on her Maglite, shining upward into her own face like some scene out of one of those slasher movies.
 
   "Jeez, Chloe…" Ginger breathed, relaxing again. "You need to put a bell around your neck."
 
   Eckert laughed. "Practicing my Ninja skills. How'm I doing?"
 
   "Excellent." 
 
   "I had to follow you. I believe you stole my pen," she said. "You know I'm a cop, right? And that stealing is frowned upon?"
 
   Ginger smirked and withdrew the pen from her pocket, handed it over as she  squatted down with her Maglite to examine the ground where Bishop had landed. It was unfortunate that he had to be conscious for that impact. "Did he say anything to you when you got here?"
 
   "No. He was unconscious by then." Chloe hooked her thumbs on her duty belt.
 
   "What's this?" She had her light on some grooves in the dirt next to a marker Chloe had placed.
 
   "Yeah…" Eckert said, squatting down next to Ginger. "I'm not sure if it's important, but it looks deliberate, don't you think?"
 
   "Where was Bishop in relation to this mark?"
 
   Eckert pulled out her personal cell phone, almost apologetically. "I took a shot of him before FFL got here." 
 
   "Hey, I'm all about photographs, no matter how they're taken."
 
   Ginger examined the photo, inhaled a steadying breath. She never got used to seeing bodies. Especially the ones that had fallen from some height. The macabre configuration of their limbs, and sometimes the body fluids or internal organs or the fact that their skull shattered like a dropped melon in the produce aisle. Ginger was always so frustrated by TV detectives who looked at bodies without flinching. She wondered why she ended up a homicide detective. Had to be the mystery-solving and bringing bad guys to justice aspect. Couldn't be the actual dead people.
 
   Her attention back on the image, she thought Bishop had been lucky to fall a short enough distance to keep his body largely intact, if horribly broken. It was more disturbing in this photo, because Bishop was still alive, but must have known when he lost consciousness, that his minutes were numbered. 
 
   Refocusing on the prevailing task, she referenced the ground according to the photo. She thought back to how Bishop had carried his rifle in the woods that day. He was right-handed. "So those were near his right hand."
 
   "Yep."
 
   Ginger handed the phone back."You think he was trying to tell us something?" 
 
   Eckert leaned closer to the marks. "It could be he was trying to write a word…"
 
   Ginger squinted at it. "Sort of looks like a hash mark." Ginger put the ruler down next to the grooves and lifted the digital camera from around her neck for a few shots. "Send that photo to my phone, too." 
 
   "I just did, while you were doing that."
 
   Finally, Ginger wrapped it up until morning. Most of the evidence wouldn't be processed until tomorrow. Some of it would only be processed after it waited its turn behind other evidence at the lab. 
 
   Carjacking carried that moniker for a reason. It was usually about the car. Most of the time the theft was to provide transportation to another crime, like drug-trafficking. The other reason was to take it to a chop shop. Since they torched Bishop's Mercedes, it was more likely a people-jacking. It seemed a little too personal to be random. Carjacking was not part of the mix. Maybe it was someone with a personal bone to pick. And how did the perp get away after flinging Bishop over the ledge? 
 
   But this report about Hollister. Since Morrison Road, where Hollister claimed he was, became Bear Creek Road as it extended West, the two events essentially happened along the same roadway and within an hour or two of each other. Police hadn't found Hollister's car yet, and considering the fact that Hollister had an appointment with the doctor only a few days ago, Ginger's gut told her there had to be some connection. She'd need to gather more evidence and more information before she could put those pieces together. 
 
   Thinking back to the evidence collected, now with forensics, she wondered where Bishop's cell phone was. A person's phone could tell you a lot. Most people these days relied on them for just about everything. Smart phones, in particular, held schedules, notes, lists, contact info, photos and video. She wanted to have a look at Bishop's phone. It wasn't found at the scene, so she hoped it might be at the hospital with his personal effects. It was time she went over there anyway. Ginger checked her watch. After one AM. 
 
   St. Anthony's was only a few minutes away. She had left her cell number with the charge nurse, asking her to let her know about any change in Bishop's condition. As she was climbing back up to the road where the Mercedes was finally being towed to the police forensics garage, that call came.
 
   Bishop was dead.
 
   At the ER, Ginger approached the nurse and flashed her badge, happy to have the comforting weight and authority of it on her belt again. "Detective Grant, DPD. I'm here to see the physician who treated Garrison Bishop." The nurse told Ginger she could have a seat in the trauma waiting room and she'd have the doctor meet her there. Ginger thanked her and heard the page go out over the hospital address-system. 
 
   Five minutes later, Dr.  Tammy Van Pelt entered the waiting room to greet her. She said that Bishop had died an hour before. According to her, all his injuries were consistent with the fall, except that he had obviously been beaten beforehand. His death, though, was caused by inflammation of cranial nerves in his spine, which caused cardiac arrest. Not uncommon when the spine is broken, she said. She would send Ginger her report in the morning. 
 
   Ginger asked the charge nurse about Bishop's personal effects, and was told that Bishop's wife had just left with them, but that the bag had only clothing in it.  There was no wallet, no jewelry, and no, there was no cell phone. Not unusual in a robbery, Ginger knew. But she certainly hoped to track that down.
 
   It was nearing 2 AM as Detective Grant got into her Trailblazer. Time to get some sleep. She'd have to be back at her desk at the butt-crack of dawn. And she'd have to talk to Ponzi.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~52~
 
   For Whom the Bell Tolls
 
    
 
   At 6 AM, Ginger was sitting down at her desk at the detective's squad room, with a fleeting moment of relief that led to only a slight sensation of guilt that it wasn't at the AKA office. She was so happy to be back at her regular job. She refreshed her memory on the case file, and by 7, Ginger was back at the crime scene. 
 
   In the light of day, things always made more sense. She walked the scene again, thought about the details. It still bothered her that the suspect had to have some kind of transportation to leave the scene...unless he didn't…what if the perp walked away? It was a long way into Denver. That would have taken three hours. Would be worth it not to get caught, though. The burning of the car was intentional. So if the perp did hoof it back to Denver, or even the other direction, maybe there were some footprints somewhere near the road East or West of the crime scene. 
 
   She searched West first, and found a shoe print across the road only a few yards down. The imprint was odd. It had a swath through it, like a winding road…just like the winding road she found it on. It was under the melted snow, in the mud. Using her field kit, she made a mold of it, took photos. It might come in handy later, if they found any suspects. She sequestered the shoe print in an clear plastic evidence case and headed back down the slope of the cliff.
 
   Standing near the landing site, she began to go over the details in her head again. A smattering of rocks swept down the hillside, and startled, Ginger turned to look up at the source. Chloe Eckert. She slid down the rest of the way, as Ginger touched her chest and took a calming breath. Eckert had startled her a second time.
 
   "Me, again." She grinned.
 
   "What did I tell you about wearing a bell?"
 
   "I left it at home, sorry."
 
   "What the hell are you doing out here?"
 
   "I was on my way to work."
 
   "On your way?"
 
   "Yes, I live just up the road." She crooked a thumb behind her.
 
   "You do?"
 
   "Yep. I went home in my uniform last night, since I was right here. Didn't clock out. Now I have to go make an appearance at the station."
 
   "No, actually, you don't."
 
   "I don't."
 
   "No, I asked the Captain to assign you to me."
 
   "You did?"
 
   "Yes I did. I need help and you've been helping and it…made sense. Plus, you need some more field experience if you want to make detective." Most detectives had partners, but if there were an odd number of them employed, sometimes a few worked solo. Since Ginger was the most recent hire in the division, she wound up one of those odd, solo officers. Considering her new caseload, after her reinstatement and assignment to the Bishop case, Ginger had requested the assistance of Chloe Eckert, citing Chloe's interest in becoming a detective. The captain had agreed to assign the sergeant to her as needed. It would be good training for her, and Ginger would have the help she needed.
 
   "I just had this great night of very little sleep, and now this." Chloe said. "Nothing is gonna kill my buzz."
 
   "Since when does a great night include no sleep?"
 
   Chloe lifted her eyebrows meaningfully.
 
   "Oh. That," Ginger said. 
 
   "I think I had an NDE last night."
 
   "Did you see a bright light?"
 
   "Yes I did."
 
   "Did you go towards it?"
 
   "No. I put on my sunglasses and said Goddamn that light is bright. By the way Carol Ann says hi."
 
   Ginger laughed. "So…this near-death sex person…do I know her?"
 
   "Her?"
 
   With complete confidence, Ginger reaffirmed. "Her."
 
   "Oh, you know about me, then."
 
   "Uh. Yeah. Come to think of it, you're already wearing that bell. The bell announcing your lust for the softer sex."
 
   "For whom the bell tolls…and who said I like it soft?" Chloe closed her eyes on a rapturous sigh. "I'm so happy right now."
 
   "Do tell?"
 
   "I am dating a beautiful woman, getting to work with you on this case, and I no longer have to hide my orientation."
 
   "You weren't hiding it very well."
 
   "What? Yes I was."
 
   "No."
 
   "You only say that because you're a detective with keen insights."
 
   "Also known as gaydar."
 
   "Yeah. Semantics." Chloe eyed her. "Does that mean we belong to the same tribe?"
 
   Ginger considered Chloe for a moment. "You're training to be a detective now. What do you think?"
 
   Chloe grinned. "You are, aren't you?"
 
   Ginger ignored the question. "I was about to go interview Ponzi Bonnet. You're going with me, now."
 
   "Yea!" Chloe followed Ginger back up to the top.
 
   If Chloe had been alone, Ginger was sure she'd be doing a happy dance right about now. They headed for the station, where Chloe could park and join Ginger in her department vehicle. "You have some street clothes at the station?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Well you can change into them. No need for the uniform today. You're in training."
 
   "I'm loving you, right now."
 
   Chloe came bouncing out in her slacks and suede shirt, pulling on her black leather jacket. She got into the white Crown Vic next to Ginger.
 
   "Sorry I made you ditch the uniform." Ginger smirked. 
 
   I know.  That was traumatic." Chloe pulled the seat belt strap out, snapped it into place.
 
   "Here." Ginger handed her a wallet. "Clip your badge in this and hook it on your belt."
 
   "Rock!" Chloe grinned, digging her shield out of her zippered front pocket.
 
   It was only a bit after eight, and Ginger was happy that Ponzi had agreed to see her first thing. She backed out of the space and the two headed for Ponzi's house.
 
   When they turned on University, Chloe asked, "Can we stop right quick at Wardle's?"
 
   "Wardle's? What's that?"
 
   "It's a feed store."
 
   "You have some hungry cattle?"
 
   Chloe made vocal sighing noise. "I have a pet chicken."
 
   Checking for sincerity Ginger looked over at her twice. "For real?"
 
   "For real. Her name is Miss Demeanor—"
 
   Ginger snorted.
 
   "I rescued her from a farm truck accident on the way home one night."
 
   "Of course you did."
 
   Chloe just smiled. "I know it's weird."
 
   "Can't wait for Bring-Your-Pet-to-Work Day."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~53~
 
   Briefing & the Purse-Of-All-Things
 
    
 
   Izzy and I popped in the AKA office to find Rosemary looking over the notes we'd left for her on the desk. 
 
   She looked up. "This Linda-person…why don't you want me to tell her anything about Izzy?"
 
   Izzy's smile faded. "She's my mother."
 
   "You're hiding from your mother?"
 
   I'm sure it sounded bad, without context, and I knew Izzy didn't want to belabor the subject. "We might have to start doing regular briefings, so you'll know what's going on around here." I spent the next few minutes bringing Rosemary up to speed on Ginger, the masked man who broke in, and finally, Linda Walker, how she'd burned Izzy's manuscript, and then appeared uninvited, stalked Izzy, until we had to get a restraining order. 
 
   "That woman had to have a restraining order, to get the picture?"
 
   "We're not so sure she got the picture, yet. Just a heads-up in case she calls or comes by. We had to get a restraining order on her, so…"
 
   Rosemary sank into the chair. "You two are…half-sisters, then?"
 
   "No," I said. Linda Walker gave me up for adoption before Izzy was born. So, regrettably, she's my biological mother, too."
 
   "Good Lord," Rosemary breathed. "Are things always this crazy around here?"
 
   Izzy looked at me and then answered, "Pretty much."
 
   "Well," Rosemary said. "I'll run interference on your mother, and let you know if she reappears." 
 
   Rosemary began rummaging around in her mammoth purse, as if on an archaeological dig. 
 
   I had to say it. "That's the biggest purse I've ever seen."
 
   Rosemary giggled. "It comes in handy. I've got everything I need in here. And some things you might need too."
 
   "Tissue?" I tested.
 
   Rosemary nodded.
 
   Izzy tried for something more unlikely. "Nasal spray?" 
 
   Rosemary nodded.
 
   Izzy kept at it. "Gum, lip balm, pens, a notepad, Band-Aids?"
 
   "Yes to all of the above. Oh!" Rosemary said, snatching out a cell phone. "I just got my Blueberry."
 
   "Your what?" Izzy frowned.
 
   "Blueberry...you know. Cell phone with all the gadgets." She wiggled the phone at us.
 
   I suppressed a grin. "Um, that would be a BLACKberry."
 
   "Oh, yeah. That's what I meant." Rosemary ran a finger over the tiny buttons, affectionately. "Well, anyway, it's really neat."
 
   I flipped my keys around on my finger by the ring. "You're just not a techno-geek, huh?" 
 
   Rosemary sequestered the phone back in her huge purse. "No, but that doesn't mean I can't appreciate all the newfangled modern technologies. I wish I'd had a Blueberry years ago."
 
   Izzy interjected, "You know they make a cell phone for people like you. It's called a Huckleberry."
 
   The delighted cackle told me that Rosemary not only had a sense of humor, but didn't take herself too seriously. This was a good thing. Especially since she made heavenly muffins. "We came to invite you to lunch with us," I said.
 
   She looked up from zipping her purse. "Really?"
 
   "Sure. You haven't had lunch, yet, right?"
 
   "No…"
 
   "We'll put it on the company tab. Grab your coat."
 
    
 
   We were seated at a booth near the door, beneath the fronds of a sheltering palm tree and a giant wooden giraffe.
 
   Izzy hesitated after Rosemary and I sat down, seemingly stumped by the dilemma of which side to sit on. Rosemary patted the seat next to her. "You sit right here next to me, sweetheart," she said.
 
   Izzy pretended discomfort, but I could tell she secretly enjoyed the affectionate display. Rosemary had started to feel like a surrogate mother to all of us. 
 
   At the moment, Rosemary seemed preoccupied by her own cleavage, adjusting her blouse, so that it formed a perfect V.
 
   "Your chest looks fine," I joked.
 
   She grinned. "Ponzi came by and brought me one of those bras that made her so much money. I love it. It's so comfortable, and it makes me look…" she cupped her breasts, just as the waitress appeared, then dropped her hands to her lap with embarrassment.
 
   The waitress saw, and suppressed a grin. "What can I get you ladies?"
 
    
 
   After stuffing ourselves on Chinese Five-Spice Shrimp & Chicken, Wood-Fired Ribeye with Jumbo Prawns and Blackened Ahi Tuna, I signed the receipt and we all took last sips of our drinks. Behind Rosemary and Izzy, I was stunned to see Linda Walker coming toward us. "Crap."
 
   Izzy and Rosemary turned to see what I was looking at, and Izzy whipped her head back around and closed her eyes, taking a calming breath. 
 
   "Chill," I said, getting up to confront this infernal woman discreetly, hoping not to draw too much attention. "Are you following us?"
 
   "Of course not!" she snapped. 
 
   It was obvious she felt absolutely no familial obligation to me. And I was fine with that. "Then why are you here?"
 
   Linda looked around for a moment and then said, "I came to apply for a job. You can't keep me from doing that." 
 
   She seemed awfully proud of being able to think on her feet. This was to be the only way she would think in front of us, because I had no intention of letting her sit down. "If that's the case, then we won't be coming here anymore." She gave Izzy a slight nod toward the door and Izzy got up with Rosemary putting an arm around her.
 
   "Is this your new mother?" Linda blurted. "Have you replaced me already?"
 
   Rosemary turned around and locked eyes with Linda. "You don't deserve to be their mother." 
 
   Linda's expression was haughty. Even after every indication had been given that she was not welcome. "You don't have the right to judge me, bitch." 
 
   Izzy heard, and spun toward Linda, put a finger in her face, and growled, "Don’t you ever speak to my friends like that!" 
 
   Rosemary put an arm around Izzy, coaxing her toward the door. "It's okay Sweetheart, she's not worth it." 
 
   I added, "My sentiments exactly." And I just followed Rosemary.
 
   "You don't even know me," Linda said, too loudly, at my back. 
 
   I stopped and turned, noticing that patrons were wondering what the fuss was about. Linda Walker was making a scene. "I know all I need to know about you."
 
   We ignored her response and hurried to the Essy. In front of me, Rosemary walked beside Izzy, holding her hand. Izzy said, "I have a headache."
 
   I watched Rosemary dig in her purse-of-all-things and pull out some aspirin.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~54~
 
   Shelter
 
    
 
   It was all over the news. Since Garrison Bishop had succumbed to his injuries, follow-up reports revealed the darkness associated with the husband of Ponzi Bonnet. Video evidence had been found of him violating a patient, rendered unconscious by medications he had given her without her knowledge. The Denver P.D. was dealing with a public-relations nightmare, having employed Bishop to counsel officers with PTSD and other concerns, while the doctor also saw civilian patients. The name of the victim on the video had not been released, and Phoebe hoped it never would be. She wondered how many of the doctor's patients were now horrified, fearing that it had been them. She didn't envy Ginger's impending task of notifying the actual victim.
 
   Parking in front of the house near Grasmere Lake on Arizona, Phoebe got out of the Caddy and pulled her coat tighter as she traversed the sidewalk to the front door; reaching up, she rang the bell. In a moment, she saw Ponzi through the stained glass of the front door, her form distorted. The door opened to Ponzi's half-smile. "Phoebe. Hello…"
 
   "I'm sorry to just drop in, Ponzi, but I wanted to check on you."
 
   "Ginger was just here with another officer to interview me." She hugged Phoebe and invited her inside without hesitation and they sat at the oval Chateau de Touffou, 12th Century French dining table, Ponzi bringing them a serving tray of fresh coffee and scones.
 
   "I'm so sorry for what you've been through, Ponzi." Phoebe added Vanilla Bean creamer to her cup.
 
   Ponzi twisted at the top button of her Akris Long-Sleeve Notched-Collar Poplin Blouse. "I guess you've heard what he did."
 
   "I saw the news reports, yes. Ginger said she couldn’t discuss the details with me when I asked. But I suppose what the media is revealing is quite enough. I know you're mortified. Is there anything I can do?"
 
   "The damage has been done," Ponzi sighed.
 
   "Yes…it has." Phoebe touched her friend's arm supportively. "It must be so difficult to lose your husband, and then find out about all this other stuff. I'm sure the grieving process is confusing."
 
   "I'm not grieving." Ponzi looked up suddenly, as if realizing how it sounded. "I mean…after I found out what kind of man he really is, anything I felt for him was just…destroyed. So at least I'm not dealing with the grief. Just feeling so betrayed and horrified and so sorry for those women."
 
   "Those women? Was there more than one?"
 
   "Well, I imagine so. You think he only did something like that once, with one woman? Isn't it usually that men like that have always done those things, repeatedly?"
 
   "I'm not sure, but…I hope not."
 
   Ponzi spun her cup around slowly on the table top. "I can't believe I married a man capable of such things. And there's nothing I can do to make it right."
 
   "Maybe there is…" Phoebe laid a supportive hand on her friend's arm. "That's the other reason I came over. I've been feeling such a lack of purpose lately, and with all that has happened, it got me thinking. All those women Jobeth deals with. Ginger deals with. Women who have no support, no place to go. I want to start a women's shelter, and I want you to be part of that project."
 
   "A shelter…" Ponzi repeated thoughtfully.
 
   "Well, not just a shelter. A specialized shelter. I have some specific ideas. I want to provide a place for them to work and live and take care of their children and themselves. A place where they can rebuild the rubble that men have left them to deal with. More like a community, where they can feel safe and move on when they decide what sort of life they want, and can make that happen. Anna told me the owners of the warehouse lofts were planning to sell. There's an identical warehouse on the same property that's abandoned. It would be ideal for the shelter." Phoebe could feel her own enthusiasm in her animated elaboration on the idea. 
 
   Ponzi's features softened as she trailed her eyes over the scones, her cup of coffee, and back to Phoebe. "I think it's a fabulous idea. I'm in."
 
   The two women spent the next few hours discussing the possibilities—what would make women feel safe, what their needs would be, what resources they'd need access to. 
 
   "Thank you, Phoebe, this is exactly what I needed. A meaningful project that will help other women." 
 
   Phoebe left with a promise to get back to her after her meeting with the warehouse owners. In this real estate climate, she was sure there would be no problem acquiring the property.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~55~
 
   At Least One Shade of Grey
 
    
 
   The last time Ginger had spoken to the medical examiner, was that awful day she and Jobeth had come crashing into the room, hoping Izzy wasn't as dead as she appeared. They had just discovered the ramifications of catalepsy, and when dead Izzy sat up on the stainless steel gurney and said, "Fuck!" it was one of greatest feelings of relief Ginger had ever experienced. It was also when she realized how much she loved her.
 
   Ginger wasn't one of those cops who was comfortable being present during autopsy, so she had the M.E. call when he could verify cause of death. She spoke with him on the phone about it. The preliminary report was that he had indeed died of cardiac arrest, secondary to the injuries he received in the fall. 
 
   "Is it common for someone to die of cardiac arrest after those injuries?"
 
   "It is, if there was enough inflammation in the cranial nerves at the location of his spinal injuries, sure. Which he had plenty of. This guy was lucky to have even made it alive to the hospital."
 
   Same thing the doctor said. But there was this nagging coincidence between Bishop and Hollister. "Did you happen to get DNA samples from under his nails?"
 
   "Yes, but the results won't be back until later today at the earliest. Depends on the lab. Not sure how backed up they are."
 
   Ginger hung up and again studied the police report, the photos. A murder had been committed, that was for sure. Like Chloe pointed out, no one believes that the doc ran out of gas and was so distraught, he flung HIMSELF over a ledge.
 
   Commandeering a magnetic marker board from one of the squad rooms, Ginger rolled it on the portable easel to a spot between her desk and the one Chloe was using. With Sergeant Eckert's assistance, she started piecing the case together, putting things in order. They attached a photo of Bishop and Hollister to the whiteboard. Next to them she used a marker to begin writing the facts.
 
   One of the evidence bags held what was left of the spine of the book—the word Grey barely legible. Bishop had been reading it while feeding ducks that day she followed him around. This case was at least one shade of grey. The grey that represented that niggling connection between Hollister and Bishop. 
 
   Odds were against the two of them being carjacked the same night along the same stretch of road, especially since Hollister had just had his psych evaluation with Bishop a couple of days before. The psych eval related to Hollister's charges against Ginger for the accident at that DUI traffic stop. 
 
   Oddly, it could be said that Ginger was just as connected to Bishop as Hollister  was. In fact, had anyone known about her run-in with him in the woods, Ginger could have been accused of motive. He could have certainly destroyed her career with his evaluation of her, but he had died the day before her appointment. She felt a tingle of inward dread. Hopefully that wouldn't become public knowledge. It would not look good on her.
 
   They had little to work with but conjecture, until the labs started coming in. The only thing so far was from the forensic garage. The tech called to tell her that Bishop's tank was empty, he ran out of gas. 
 
   "Did the perp drain the tank in order to set the car on fire?" 
 
   "No," the tech said. "The gas that burned the car came from the gas can, which was the remnants of red metal found on scene." 
 
   Why would a guy run out of gas out there, especially if he had a gas can? Did he just not notice? And what was he doing out there on that road at night anyway? And then the tech said he discovered that the fuel line was detached. So Bishop's car had been tampered with, to ensure he ran out of gas. Curiouser and curiouser. 
 
   She hung up hoping the lab geeks would run the rest of the evidence soon, but it was waiting in line behind a stack of other items that each investigator in the department thought was of primary importance over everyone else's case. 
 
   Ginger stood to attach some extra crime scene photos to the whiteboard. She paused at the photo of the scratches near the ground where Bishop had landed. Could that scratching be the letter H? Hollister? Was Bishop trying to tell someone the identity of his killer?
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon, Chloe came into the detective squad room carrying a folder, and wearing a big smile.
 
   Ginger spun in her chair. "Oh tell me that's a smile that means something other than you having carnal thoughts."
 
   Chloe held the folder to her chest, protectively, like it was some announcement card for the Grammy awards. "I'm always having carnal thoughts, so you may never know. But did you know that the Colorado Department of Education does fingerprints on teachers?"
 
   "Um..yeah…so?"
 
   She dropped in the other desk chair and rolled closer. "Well, U of Boulder has a skiing class, and some years ago, a certain someone taught one of those classes."
 
   "Do you have a fingerprint analysis in that folder?"
 
   "Yes I do. Charmed a print-techie."
 
   "Oh do not tease me."
 
   "Wait for it. Who do we know that was an Olympic skiing champion some years ago?"
 
   Ginger's frown stretched exponentially into shock, as she remembered what Phoebe had told her about her college days. "Hollister?"
 
   Chloe slapped the folder down on Ginger's desk. "Hollister was employed for a semester as an instructor for a skiing class."
 
   Ginger examined the document. "This is a match."
 
   "Right."
 
   "Which prints?"
 
   "The ones from the wallet."
 
   Ginger's smile began slowly, then widened to encompass most of her face. "Now, how is he going to explain his prints on Bishop's wallet? Let's get the little prick down here and ask him."
 
   "On it." Chloe rolled to the adjacent desk phone and started punching in the number.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~56~
 
   Probable Cause
 
    
 
   The interrogation room was about the size of a single-car garage. A rectangular folding table sat close to the far wall with one chair behind it. Four bottles of water in a clump to the side of it, against the wall. In front of that table, placed sideways with its back against another wall, was a metal folding chair, a padded chair facing it. The chair behind the table was also cushioned. The arrangement was psychological; a way to make the suspect feel trapped and uncomfortable. Which was exactly what Ginger Grant wanted Hollister to feel.
 
   From the two-way glass in the observation room, which they had begun calling the Peek-a-Booth, they watched Hollister as he stood with his hands folded behind his back looking around the room and glancing at the mirror, checking his reflection, and primping his hair. In body language parlance, this meant he was not feeling very threatened, and was just a little bored. But he knew someone was watching. That was what the hair-primping was about.
 
   She didn't want him to know, yet, that she was involved in his case, so she sent Chloe in first. Hollister had not met her, so it would help establish a baseline for his behavior when she asked him some simple questions. It was also helpful that Chloe was attractive.
 
   Officer Eckert stepped into the interrogation room. "Hello, Mr. Hollister, I'm Sergeant Eckert. Have a seat, and we'll get started." She indicated the folding chair by the wall.
 
   She took her place behind the table, and opened the file folder. "Just need to follow-up on a few things about your carjacking ordeal."
 
   Good, Ginger thought from the other side of the glass. She's establishing a sympathetic rapport by acknowledging that he's had an ordeal. She had paid attention during her training. Hollister sat down a bit sideways, one arm cocked onto the back of the chair. He met her eyes directly, and then his gaze dropped to her chest, and  flickered over her hands, and he smiled slightly, as she shuffled the papers. Good. He's attracted to her. 
 
   "Were you able to get treatment for your injuries?" She made eye contact with him expectantly.
 
   "Yes, thank you. I'm fine. Head wound, mostly a bump. Not a concussion, and some scrapes and bruises."
 
   "Good. Sounds like you'll be fine then." She turned a page in the file. 
 
   "I don’t suppose you've found my car yet?"
 
   "Not yet. But I'm sure it will turn up. They often do within a few days."
 
   He nodded, crossed one ankle over his knee. She noticed and looked at his shoe, her eyebrows going up.
 
   He looked down at the shoe and back at her. "What?"
 
   She seemed to catch herself, shaking her head. "Nothing. Probably unprofessional of me. I'm new at this. But have to say I love those shoes."
 
   He smiled appreciatively. "Oh, these? Trekkers. They're pricey, but I like them too."
 
   Ginger chuckled under her breath. Go, Chloe.
 
   "Okay, back to business." She bent toward the file again. "You said you didn't know your attackers. Is there anyone you can think of who might want to harm you, personally?"
 
   He shook his head. "No, not really."
 
   "You haven't had any recent altercations or arguments with anyone," she delivered the sentence like a statement, as if she already knew that he probably hadn't.
 
   "No." 
 
   Ginger noticed he smiled, but only with his mouth. A suspect who doesn't smile with his whole face, is usually lying.
 
   Chloe kept her attention on the file, and absently reached for one of the water bottles, twisting off the top. She looked up. "Help yourself if you're thirsty." Then sent her attention back to the file, taking a drink of the water.
 
   Hollister took a bottle and twisted off the lid, taking a long drink, setting it aside. He had his finger in the upturned bottle cap and was twirling it slowly on the table, regarding her boldly. Ginger was sure he was having very sexual thoughts at that point.
 
   Having established enough of a baseline for his body language, Ginger started toward the room.
 
   When she opened the door and walked in, he turned and saw her and his face looked like a toddler confronted by an evil nanny. He still thought she was on suspension. He didn't care very much for seeing her on his case, literally.
 
   Hollister sat up straight and folded his arms. "Detective Grant.  I thought you were on suspension."
 
   She nodded. "I was, but with the investigation expenses at Internal Affairs, all the budget cuts, they were short-handed."
 
   "You're on my…on this case?"
 
   "No, I'm investigating another case, with some similarities. We think that your attackers might have attacked someone else. So I'm here to ask you a few questions, that's all."
 
   He leaned back in his chair and seemed to relax a little. 
 
   Ginger took the chair facing him. Now, he was essentially cornered between the two officers. "You said earlier that you didn't know your attackers."
 
   "That's correct."
 
   "Well, we'd like to take some forensic samples from your cast, so that we might be able to identify them."
 
   His face went slack. "Samples?"
 
   "A swab or two. Could be there's DNA evidence on it, and if we have that in our database, we might be able to identify who attacked you and make an arrest."
 
   He frowned, lifted a palm toward her. "I don't know about that…"
 
   Ginger lifted her eyebrows. "I'm sorry?"
 
   "I don't know if I'm comfortable with that." 
 
   She saw by the muscles in his jaw, that he was grinding his teeth.
 
   "Why wouldn't you be comfortable with us collecting evidence that could find your attackers?"
 
   He licked his lips and looked at Chloe, who smiled innocently. "I don't know much about police procedure…but isn't that some kind of civil rights violation?"
 
   Ginger laughed. "It's the police, doing their jobs and trying to solve your case. Are you refusing to let us collect that evidence from your cast?"
 
   He rubbed his palms on the thighs of his jeans. "For now, yes. I should probably get some advice from an attorney…you know, to see if that's something I should do…"
 
   "Okay," Ginger answered agreeably, looking back down at the file. "Let's talk about December 3rd. As I mentioned, there was another suspected carjacking that night. You might have heard about it."
 
   "Can't say that I have."
 
   Ginger met his dead-calm eyes firmly. "Can't say, or won't say?"
 
   "Can't say." 
 
   He had crossed his arms again. He was not going to be very cooperative, now.
 
   "Let me just fill you in, then." She opened the file folder she was holding. "Someone torched the car of Dr. Garrison Bishop. You know Bishop, don't you?"
 
   "I don't know him. I just had an appointment with him. It was mandated by the Internal Affairs investigation into your—"
 
   "Mr. Hollister, you are aware that Bishop died, aren't you?"
 
   "If I didn't hear about his carjacking, how could I have heard he was dead?"
 
   "Maybe you just forgot. It's been all over the news. You don’t watch the news?"
 
   "Not much, no." Arms still crossed, he extended his legs in front of him, crossing the ankles.
 
   "Did you speak to or see Dr. Bishop on December 3rd?"
 
   "No I did not."
 
   "But you were on or near Bear Creek Road on December 3rd and so was he and both of you had an incident with your cars within an hour of each other. But you say you had no contact with Dr. Bishop?"
 
   "I already answered your question, Grant."
 
   Ginger leaned toward him with her elbows on her knees. "You see my confusion, here, don't you?"
 
   "Shouldn't be any confusion, Detective. There was a carjacker in the area. Bishop and I were obviously both victims of him."
 
   "Then you didn’t have any contact with Bishop on the 3rd?"
 
   The muscles in his jaw went to work again. "No, I did not have any contact with him."
 
   She leafed through the file methodically, and finally asked, "Just for the record, were you able to describe the carjackers?"
 
   "It was dark."
 
   "I know it was dark, but my question was, can you describe them?"
 
   "I don't know." He scratched his nose and looked up and to the left. "They were average height. They had on dark coats and masks."
 
   "In the report," She looked down at the file. "you told police that they knocked you out and you didn't see them at all."
 
   "I must have seen them when I was…before I passed out."
 
   "Where were you when you passed out?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "I mean, were you in the car, or--?"
 
   "Uh…no, I was outside the car."
 
   "How exactly were you knocked out?"
 
   "They came up behind me and hit me in the head." He pointed to the location of the head injury at his left temple. 
 
   "What was the location of this attack?"
 
   "At the lake."
 
   "Bear Creek Park Lake?"
 
   "Right."
 
   "How did you get to the payphone at the convenience store?"
 
   He snorted derisively. "They took my car. How do you think I got there?"
 
   "Don’t ask me, maybe you sprouted wings."
 
   "I walked," he said harshly, not at all appreciative of her tone.
 
   "And how long did it take you?"
 
   He froze. "I'm not sure."
 
   "Ballpark," she coaxed.
 
   He shrugged. "A couple hours."
 
   "I mapped the distance from Bear Creek Lake to the Circle K, and it would only have taken you about 45 minutes."
 
   "Well, I don't know. I was injured." He picked up his water bottle and held it in front of him with both hands. "I had a head injury. I didn't sprint there. I figured it took a couple hours. It seemed like a couple of hours." He took a drink.
 
   "Mmm-hm. About those injuries…" Ginger slipped out two photos; one of Hollister's knuckles, the other of the top of his shoulder. "Officers who responded to your carjacking report took these. This one is the condition of the knuckles on your left hand. This one of your shoulder." She slid the photos closer to him, across the table. "Can you tell me how you received each of them?"
 
   "I told you, I fought them off."
 
   "Yes, you did say that, but you also said you were knocked unconscious when they came up behind you. At what point did you hit them, causing the knuckle injury, and at what point did they strike you on the shoulder with something sharp enough to make this gouge in your skin?"
 
   Hollister's eyes flickered over the photos. "I'm not sure I can explain it. It was traumatic…maybe I'm blocking some details."
 
   "That's my guess, too," Ginger responded.
 
   He gave her another hard look. 
 
   "Mr. Hollister," She turned a page in the file and looked at the officer's written statement. "Why didn't you call the police from that payphone? Why did you call a cab instead?"
 
   He turned a bit to the side and crossed one leg over the other. "I…was exhausted from walking, in pain from my injuries." He lifted the cast as illustration.
 
   "You received that injury in the traffic stop, not in the carjacking."
 
   "Yes, the traffic stop by YOU," he accused.
 
   "The point is, you insinuate that you injured your wrist in the carjacking."
 
   "I did injure it. I had to use it to defend myself. Now look at it."
 
   There were indentations, discolorations, and even a chunk out of the cast. "I am looking at it. It's in awful shape."
 
   "Right. Doc says I need to get this replaced with a new one, now. I have an appointment in an hour to do that."
 
   She jotted a note at that. "That's a great deal of damage."
 
   "I just wanted to go home," he added. "I was going to report it the next day, but decided I should file the report that night, anyway, so maybe they'd have a better chance of catching the guy."
 
   Chloe noticed that one, interjecting, "Guy, singular? I thought you said there were two of them? So you fought two assailants, or one?"
 
   "I think there were two, but I only fought with one."
 
   Ginger took over again. "How did you fight with one, if they walked up and knocked you out from behind?"
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. Ginger suppressed a grin. He was lying. He was hiding something. He had shown all the classic signs of deceit, among them, repeating a question back to her, using her own words, but leaving out the contraction: "Then you didn't have any contact with Bishop on the 3rd? "No, I did not have any contact with him." He also used distancing language (If I didn't hear about his carjacking, how could I have heard he was dead? And How do you think I got there?) rather than answering directly the first time. He also scratched his nose when he answered a question, moved his water bottle between them after a question, turned to the side, hesitated too often, contradicted himself, looked up and to the left to answer the question about his attackers, forgot the details of his story, created new details, and then backtracked or became defensive. And he was defensive overall. Of course, one could say that would be expected, after their traffic stop incident, but Ginger knew in her gut that he was involved. She just had to prove it.
 
   "Okay." Ginger said. "Help me understand…You have damage to the cast, contusions and bruising and inflammation on your knuckles, a grazing wound across your shoulder. That's quite a list of injuries for an encounter you can't recall. Can you remember exactly at what point this battle took place? Was it before they knocked you out, or after you woke up?"
 
   "Maybe it was after I woke up…while they were stealing my car…maybe my brain just doesn't want to remember yet…"
 
   "Sounds like you would benefit from hypnosis. I'd send you to Dr. Bishop, but of course, he's dead."
 
   He seemed angry. "Look, this is absurd. You're just trying to trip me up."
 
   "Why would I be trying to trip you up? I'm asking about the details of a crime committed against you. If you're telling the truth, it should all add up. It doesn't."
 
   "Why would I lie about being carjacked?"
 
   "That's what I want to know, Mr. Hollister."
 
   He set the water bottle down, leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. "I am not answering any more questions without my attorney present."
 
   "That's certainly your right, Mr. Hollister, although I fail to see why you would need an attorney. You're not under arrest, and we are investigating a crime against you. I was under the impression that you were the victim."
 
   He glared at her with unfettered disdain. "I know that you can't keep me here. I can leave whenever I want."
 
   "Normally, that would be true, Mr. Hollister, but see, we have probable cause to hold you."
 
   "Oh? What probable cause might that be? That I can't recall all the details of a traumatic event?"
 
   "No." She slid out a sheet of paper and turned it so he could see. "We have your fingerprints on Dr.  Bishop's wallet, which was found at the scene of the crime."
 
   His eyes darted back and forth like a cornered rat seeking an escape route.
 
   "How is it that your fingerprints were found on a dead man's wallet? That puts you at the scene of the crime."
 
   His eyes suddenly brightened. "No, that puts the wallet at the scene of the crime. The wallet travelled around with my fingerprints on it, because I had an appointment with him a few days ago."
 
   "And you stole his wallet?"
 
   "No!"
 
   "Well then explain the fingerprints."
 
   "I took out my wallet and showed him pictures of my nephew. He showed me pictures of his. I took his wallet to look at them."
 
   "First of all, psychiatrists are trained professionals, and they keep their personal lives out of their interactions with patients. And second of all, you don't have any nephews…" She paused for emphasis. "and more to the point, neither does Bishop."
 
   "Maybe he was lying."
 
   "Maybe you're lying," she countered. She pulled her chair forward, to invade his personal space. "So you lied several times right there, in order to concoct another reason for your fingerprints on a dead man's wallet…this means I have to assume that you're lying about any number of other things."
 
   The folded arms again. "You're railroading me. I said I'm not saying anything else without my attorney."
 
   "No need." Ginger stood and headed for the door, giving Chloe a head motion to tell her to follow. She turned back to Hollister. "You're free to go."
 
   They headed for the two desks in the corner of the squad room. "Okay, here's the deal," she told Chloe. "Have the uniform cut him loose."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "We're going to follow him to his doctor's appointment."
 
   Chloe thought that over for a moment and then smiled. "To get the cast?"
 
   Ginger smiled. 
 
   When Hollister followed the officer out of the interrogation room and down the hall, Ginger swept back into the interrogation room, pulled out a Latex glove and used it to pick up Hollister's water bottle from the table. She handed it to Chloe. "The prints on this will double-down on verification of those in the Department of Education database. Run this to the lab, won't you, Sergeant?"
 
   "With pleasure." Chloe took the bottle, careful to touch only the rubber glove, and swerved out of the room.
 
    
 
   An hour later, they were waiting outside the orthopedics lab of St. Anthony's, as Hollister strutted toward the exit sporting a new cast. They slipped into the room and spoke with the nurse who'd done the honors, procuring the cast before it was thrown away. No need for a warrant. It was being trashed in a medical waste bin. Trash was considered public property, just like those bags police often searched through when they were looking for evidence not properly disposed of. 
 
   The nurse said she was happy to help, that Hollister gave her the creeps. He'd even given her his phone number.
 
   "Did you keep it?"  Chloe asked her.
 
   "It's in the trash with the cast," she grinned.
 
   Back at the station, Ginger updated Captain Campbell and got him to call down to the lab to put a rush on processing the tests on the cast. Ginger gave instructions to do comparative DNA, and then they waited, perusing the other facts in the case, comparing notes. 
 
   When the call came through, Chloe nodded to Ginger, before dashing down the hall to the fax machine. In a few moments she returned. "Two for the price of one," she said, breathless.
 
   "How's that?" 
 
   "One, the DNA samples from the cast did indeed match blood samples of Bishop. And two, the results also came in on that shoe print you found a few yards down the road."
 
   Ginger pulled her chair closer to her desk, as Chloe handed her the faxed pages. She scanned the material, and looked up suddenly. "Trekker?"
 
   "Yep. Just like Hollister's shoes. Pretty distinctive pattern on the sole. Which places him near the scene of the crime." She sat in the other chair, adding smartly, "Much better than the wallet…which merely traveled around with his fingerprints after he looked at non-existent nephew-pictures."    
 
   Ginger grinned at her.
 
   "So that's enough, right?"
 
   "Enough for now." Ginger put her jacket back on. "If you'll get him back down here, I'll call the judge for the warrant to search his house." She lifted the phone receiver on her desk and punched numbers.
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, a burly uniformed officer opened the interrogation room door, let Chloe and Ginger pass through, and posted himself between the jambs, ominously. The phone lay on the table. Hollister was leaned back, looking smug again, his chair tilted off the front legs. 
 
   That won't last long. Ginger dropped the file on the table, in front of him. "You don't have to say a word, but I thought you might want to know that this is the lab report on your old cast. Blood samples from it are a match to Garrison Bishop."
 
   "My c..cast?" he stuttered. "I had that removed, this is a new one—" 
 
   He was not getting the picture, here. "We confiscated your old cast at the hospital a few hours ago."
 
   He was not looking so smug, now. He returned the front legs of his chair to the floor 
 
   "A shoe print was also found at the crime scene. And the other printout is the lab report on that. It's a size 11 Napoli Trekker, which you are wearing right now. A search warrant for your house is being delivered to me as we speak." 
 
   His eyes widened as he stared at the pages with the blood analysis and the casting of the shoe print.
 
   "You may use that phone to call your attorney."
 
   What a crock! "Damn straight I will." He picked up the phone and punched in the digits, demanding the barrister come down to the station. Clicking the phone off, he tossed it roughly on the table.
 
   Ginger motioned for the officer to come over. "Mr. Hollister, please remove your shoes."
 
   The officer had produced an evidence bag and shook it out, waiting for Hollister to follow instructions.
 
   Payne Hollister looked up at the officer, who would give him nothing but a scowl, and methodically removed his shoes. The officer dropped them in the evidence bag and took a few steps back, waiting.
 
   "Please stand up, Mr. Hollister, and put your hands behind your back."
 
   "What the fuck?" 
 
   His back was as rigid as a ski pole.
 
   "Stand up, and turn around," she commanded again. 
 
   His gaze fell to the cuffs in her hand, and back up to her eyes. He stared at her, all imperious conceit gone, as the import of his situation suffused his mind. Numbly, he complied with her command, and Chloe suppressed a grin, tried to look stern, as Detective Grant snapped one cuff on his left wrist, the other higher up on the right, above his pristine new cast. "You're under arrest in connection to the death of Garrison Bishop. We'll send your attorney to your cell when he arrives." She turned to the brawny officer at the door. "Mirandize and transport Mr. Hollister to booking."
 
   The officer stepped over, handed the evidence bag with the trekkers to Ginger, then took Hollister's arm. 
 
   Ginger looked down at Hollister's socked feet. "And get him some really ugly, uncomfortable shoes."
 
   The officer lifted one corner of his mouth in amusement before he guided the stunned Hollister out.
 
   As Ginger left the room, she crossed paths with Captain Campbell, who had been in the Peek-a-Booth. He'd been watching through the glass. He slapped a hand on her shoulder as he went by with a grin. "Good job, Detective."
 
    
 
   After Ginger got a fresh cup of o coffee and sat down at her desk, Chloe came back into the squad room carrying Hollister's personal effects in an evidence bag. "The thlot plickens." 
 
   Ginger pulled on Latex gloves and opened the bag holding his cell phone. As Chloe watched over her shoulder, Ginger looked over the contents until finally coming across the video—Dr. Bishop, raping a woman who appeared to be unconscious. 
 
   Chloe and Ginger both covered their mouths in shock. The fact that the video was on Hollister's phone was certainly motive for Bishop to kill Hollister, but somehow the reverse had happened. 
 
   She spun in her chair. "Work on getting a list of Bishop's patients. We need to identify this woman."
 
   Chloe nodded and docked herself at the other desk, snatching the black receiver from the cradle with a click.
 
   Studying the whiteboard data, Ginger coalesced the simple version of her theory. Hollister had an incriminating video of Bishop. (Poor Ponzi, Ginger thought). It was only a matter of time before Bishop found out; and maybe he did, and that's why he was apparently trying to kill Hollister. On December 3rd, the 911 call told her that someone saw a man matching Bishop's description in or near his Mercedes, pulled over on Bear Creek Road, and that witness heard something from the trunk. When police arrived on scene, Bishop's Mercedes was parked by the edge of that dark, cliff-trimmed road, with its trunk lid open. It seemed, then, that Bishop was trying to kill Hollister, had him in the trunk, and Hollister got the drop on him, somehow. 
 
   Amid the existing parallelism of Ginger's own potential as a suspect, was the other odd similarity: she also knew what it was like to be stuffed in a car trunk, and then flung over a cliff. Last year's AKA Investigations misadventure with Megan and Franklin—what they all now called the Evil Twin Case—had been the scenario in which she gained this particular bit of knowledge. 
 
   However Hollister escaped, there was a struggle and Bishop ended up falling or being pushed over that cliff, and Hollister likely torched the car to cover up evidence of his presence at the crime scene, and walked back to call that cab and go home, concocting a story about being carjacked to explain his injuries.
 
   But Hollister wasn't thorough enough. The shoe print, the DNA evidence on the cast, the fingerprints on the wallet, the video on Hollister's phone—all these, and no doubt more to be found at Hollister's house, would provide more evidence of means, motive and opportunity than some winning cases ever had. The prosecuting attorney would probably be happy with what they had so far. But Ginger didn't like loose ends. There were still many unanswered questions. Like, who tampered with Bishop's fuel line? And where was Hollister's car? Or Bishop's phone?
 
   Ginger refilled her coffee and stared at the whiteboard dossier. Ponzi had been right, when she said she knew her husband was doing something wrong. She hadn't taken the woman seriously enough. Now, she had the unenviable task of having to tell her about the video. Let her know her husband was a rapist. With a double-edged sword like that, it wasn't clear whether it would allow Ponzi closure, or merely inflict new wounds.
 
   Chloe finished with her calls to obtain the patient list, and Ginger briefed her as they left the station. She had already had Bishop's office sealed as a crime scene. It was time to go over there and see what they could find.
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   All Atwitter
 
    
 
   At her desk facing Chloe's, Ginger studied the two thin case files, nothing much more than a single report. Mallory Beals, Jacki Leek. Two different M.O.'s but still about rape. Jacki Leek had apparently been a victim of date-rape. Her description of the event made Ginger believe she had been dosed, but because she was muscular, a fitness trainer, and her frame larger than most women, the drug had not been strong enough, and she was lucid for part of it. 
 
   During Ginger's brief tenure at AKA, she'd sent Izzy with Ms. Leek to the bar where she met the man who dosed her, hoping to see him again, point him out. They had no luck, though Izzy was to continue accompanying her there each weekend. Without more to go on, there was little Ginger could do in her capacity as a Denver detective. She hoped AKA would find something, or, she thought with tragic irony, another case came over the desk with the same M.O.
 
   The Mallory Beals case also seemed a dead-end. Since the perp made her shower afterward, and took the bedding with him, a rape kit was useless. Ginger's search of nearby Dumpsters the day after the attack didn’t turn up the bedding, and there wasn't much chance the perp would be caught any time soon. Unless he screwed up and left some forensic evidence.
 
   Chloe saw Ginger frowning over the Jacki Leek file. "So... The Leek file…I have an idea…"
 
   "Do tell."
 
   Chloe came over to lean on Ginger's desk. "What we need is more evidence, but in order to get that, we'll have to find another victim."
 
   "Just what I was thinking. Although I hate the thought of that."
 
   "Social networking, like Twitter, might provide some information."
 
   Ginger was intrigued. "What do you propose?"
 
   Chloe leaned over and navigated Ginger's browser to Twitter. "We could sent a tweet using a hashtag directed at the party circuit. Ask for responses. Do you have a twitter account?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Chloe leaned back in surprise. "You do?"
 
   "Well, when I was doing some online dating, I created an account."
 
   She glanced at Chloe's upraised brows. "Before I met Izzy." She explained. 
 
   Ginger logged on to her account, and Chloe typed the message.
 
    
 
   #DenverNightLife Did you wake with wine all over u & last night's blond Adonis GONE? Contact DM @GingerAle #Denver #BadDate
 
   Ginger smiled. "that's a good idea." She hit the enter key and saw the message post to the feed. "Now what?"
 
   "Now, we wait."
 
   The two of them did paperwork, and refilled coffee, and Ginger glanced at her direct messages. There was one there from @JazzE.
 
   @GingerAle wine, blond guy gone. YES. Who are you?
 
   "Now we're cookin' with fire." Chloe pointed. "Answer her." With Chloe's coaching, Ginger she replied in another direct message.
 
    
 
   @JazzE there's another like you. I am investigating. 
 
   @GingerAle u a cop?
 
   @JazzE female detective, yes. DPD. Can you come in & answer some questions? Maybe help find this guy?
 
   @GingerAle to DPD??? 
 
   @JazzE I can meet you somewhere else if you prefer. 
 
    
 
   Ginger sent her personal cell number and continued to wait. Fifteen minutes passed with no message, and it seemed they might have spooked her like a rabbit, but then the phone rang. The woman identified herself as Jasmine, and she was happy to provide everything she could recall about the incident. When Ginger hung up, she briefed Chloe. 
 
   "Another detail that might be useful. Jasmine said the guy left a note behind with a weird symbol on it."
 
   "What sort of weird symbol?"
 
   "Don't know." Ginger's phone buzzed and blinged, and she thumbed open the picture of the note.
 
   Had fun. Sorry you couldn't hold your liquor. Hope you slept well. [image: ]
 
    
 
   "Jacki Leek didn't find a note like that, did she?"
 
   "No, but maybe since she was awake for some of it, the perp got skittish and didn’t think it was safe to leave one. Still might be the same guy. Jacki Leek and Jasmine Edis both woke up after a date with wine all over them, and they both mentioned it was a blond guy."
 
   Soon, the details of this case would be part of public record, including the fact that when Ginger examined Bishop's office, she also found Hollister's Lexus. It was parked right there in front, as if he had gone to his appointment, but never made it back to his car. Further evidence that Bishop had probably knocked him out and got him into the trunk somehow. It didn't explain why Bishop's Mercedes was pointed toward Bishop's office in Denver instead of away, but it did suggest the actions of someone trying to neutralize a threat. The details of that had yet to be determined, and Hollister was saying nothing, allowing his attorney to speak for him. But he was going to have a hard time explaining why GHB and Bishop's watch and rings were found at his house during the search.
 
   Inside the doctor's office, they had found Rohypnol and alcohol and juice, among other concoctions, which suggested that Dr. Bishop was using drugs to take advantage of his patients. How many patients, it was unclear. That would require navigating the doctor-patient privacy terrain, on the basis of the victim's right to know what had happened to them. Hopefully, it could be kept out of the press, or at least the victim's names withheld.
 
   Ginger transferred the image of the note to her computer and sent the file to the printer. She slipped the printouts into the date-rapist case file, and checked the clock on the wall. "Time for us to get going." 
 
   Chloe and Ginger donned their jackets and headed for the courthouse, where they would be meeting the van that brought Hollister from lockup to his arraignment at the courthouse.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~58~
 
   Perp Walk
 
    
 
   Dr. Garrison Bishop was not a well-known public figure. He was neither a celebrity nor a person of renown in any form or fashion. But he had been murdered, and the fundamental righteous indignation always seemed to produce a crowd of sign-carrying activists who saw fit to line up along the sidewalk and shout pejorative statements at anyone accused of crimes against persons. She understood the inclination. It was always a clear form of satisfaction, when Detective Ginger Grant could see a criminal marched into the courthouse for arraignment or trial, in full view of public eyes and the press. It was a way of shining a light in a dark place. This person is not the man he pretends to be. His admiration is unwarranted. He has been exposed for the vermin he is. Hollister was on his way to face his fate. At least the first portion of it, which would consist only of being told in open court what charges the DA had filed against him, entering his plea, and dealing with whether or not he would be allowed bail. 
 
   On this day of arraignment, an entourage ascended the courthouse steps; Hollister's attorney led the way, followed by a uniformed officer, then Hollister, as Ginger and Chloe walked behind the cuffed former-Olympian in his unbecoming orange scrubs, dark jacket, and slip-on deck shoes. She imagined his feet cringing for lack of the expensive Trekkers, and hoped he was sufficiently humiliated by the perp-walk he was taking. He had a head injury, according to his attorney, and the black eye was obvious. Someone had roughed him up while he was awaiting arraignment. Ginger resisted the urge to quote the Percy character in The Green Mile; that irritating dead-man-walking chant. Though the death penalty was reinstated in Colorado in 1975, after previously being declared unconstitutional, only one execution had taken place and that was way back in 1997. And there were only three men on death row currently. Hollister's defense attorney would probably plea bargain it all down to manslaughter anyway. But at least Hollister would be locked up where he belonged. For a very long time. And that was as close to death as some people get, even when they deserve to be chewed by it relentlessly, like a toothless dingo with a bad steak.
 
   As the entourage continued up the concrete steps, a reporter shouted, "How does it feel to lose your status in the privileged few, Mr. Hollister?"
 
   Hollister looked down at the steps and kept going, having been instructed by his attorney not to react at all to anything anyone said.
 
   "Hey, you look like one-percent for real, now, Hollister," a too-close protester shouted. "Here's 99% of my contribution to your defense!" The protestor spit on him.
 
   Ginger didn't care that Hollister was spat upon, but she had a job to do. She and Chloe moved outward to herd the protestor and the abrasive reporter farther away from the prisoner. They needed more uniforms here, today, apparently.
 
   A voice rose above the others from just ahead and to the opposite side; a woman, shouting at Hollister. "You're a bad duck, Payne. A Payneful duck!" She threw a yellow rubber duck at Hollister.
 
   Still instructing protestors and reporters to move back, Ginger and Chloe both turned to look at the woman a few feet away from Hollister. Something disturbing about her. She was wearing a yellow coat. And what was with the duck-toss?
 
   "I don't need a duck blind, I just need this!" She lurched toward him, produced a handgun and pushed it under his chin, pulling the trigger before anyone could stop her, including Hollister. 
 
   At the sound of the shot, everyone hit the deck, some stumbling and rolling down the concrete steps, as Hollister fell backward on top of the officer in front of him. The officer was busy drawing down on the woman with the gun, but unable to accomplish the task because of the dead weight of Hollister and the blood that had splattered him, making his hands too slick to get a grip on his sidearm. 
 
   Ginger and Chloe simultaneously tackled the duck-woman, trying to secure the weapon. The duck-woman bashed Ginger in the head with the pistol, and then skittered away and rolled over. Eckert tackled the woman, grabbed her leg, while reaching for the woman's gun-hand. Ginger had only enough time to draw her own nine-millimeter and aim center-mass at the yellow chest, before the woman put the gun under her own chin and fired again, a spray of red drops making a macabre halo around her head on the concrete.
 
   Chloe rolled off her, popping onto her feet, and drew her sidearm; she held it in both hands, pointed slightly down, and swept the area for any other threats.
 
    The remaining onlookers screamed and scattered. A cacophony of sound and chaos erupted as uniformed officers descended and ascended the steps, closing ranks to ensure all danger was over, moving the gawkers and the stunned farther away from the grisly tableau on the courthouse steps.
 
   Ginger and Chloe maintained position, guns still drawn as they surveyed the scene. The immediate threat obviously gone, Ginger holstered her weapon and allowed herself a moment to regulate her breathing, let the events of the last few seconds sink in.
 
   Hollister, dead. The yellow-clad woman, a few concrete steps below him, dead. Blood on the officer under Hollister. Hollister's attorney on his knees a few yards away, staring wide-eyed at his dead client and the dead woman nearby. A circle of uniforms all around, guns drawn.
 
   Her heart still pounding away at her ribcage, Ginger took another deep breath and stepped forward to search the woman's pockets. The adrenaline surge at times like these never dissipated. It was part of the fight or flight response, and Ginger appreciated its ability to engage her muscle memory. The one that had her drawing her weapon and searching for danger. Chloe's reaction had been precisely the same. And Ginger noticed that Sergeant Eckert had, without hesitation, jumped in to back her up, and had done everything according to procedure. The stuff partners are made of.
 
   In the large breast pocket of the yellow coat, Detective Grant found an expired driver's license and an envelope. The license identified the shooter as Regina Belle Hollister. Ginger tilted the plastic card to a still-huffing, crimson-faced Chloe, who read it, her eyes going wider, if that was possible.
 
   As a cordon of blue uniforms began to relax and holster their weapons, Ginger looked down at the two splatter patterns of blood and brain matter. Two pools of blood. One coming from Payne Hollister, the other, from his sister, only a few feet below him on the steps. It took only a few numb seconds for the stream of blood from Payne Hollister to travel over a step to merge with its sibling.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~59~
 
   Secrets of Siblings
 
    
 
   Pressing a palm to her left temple, Ginger's hand came away bloody. A thrumming headache pushed at the side of her head, but there was no time to think about that. Finally convinced the danger was over, she surveyed the macabre display. Spectators had scattered when they heard the first shot, and now uniformed officers circled the scene, on alert for another attack that never came. This one had accomplished the goal. 
 
   The blond man in orange jumpsuit and deck shoes, hands manacled, lay on his back, a hole under his chin, the back of his head blown apart by the exit wound of the bullet delivered by the woman in a yellow coat. Payne Hollister's perp walk toward his arraignment that day had been interrupted in a very final way. Beside the incongruous presence of a rubber duck, which seemed to be swimming in the pool of blood, Regina Belle Hollister lay supine as well, a few steps below her brother, her own skull blasted away by the self-inflicted gunshot wound under her own chin. 
 
   Events had transpired so quickly, that these few moments afterward were reserved for assimilation.
 
   Chloe holstered her own sidearm, and moved up beside Ginger. She had seen the blood on Ginger's hand. "Are you okay, Ginger-bear? You need to go to the ER?" 
 
   "I'm okay for now. I'll get checked after we get this secured. Are you hurt?"
 
   "No, I'm good."
 
   Ginger and Chloe's efforts to subdue the woman had failed. Now all that was left was processing a crime scene, dealing with aftermath.
 
   Ginger now looked down at the driver's license and letter she'd found in Regina Belle Hollister's coat pocket.
 
   Chloe read the name on the license. "Sister?"
 
   "I assume so. She's a few years younger than him, and looks like him."
 
   "Did you know he even had a sister?" Chloe asked.
 
   "No."
 
   A temporary tent was erected over the tableau consisting of the two bodies, and CSI was on the way. Soon, myriad personnel would be collecting evidence.
 
   The crime scene could not be taped off, properly. There was nothing to attach the yellow banners to, except across the bottom of the steps, strung along the hand rails. As with the Bishop crime scene, cones were used, but it was difficult to keep onlookers and lurkers at bay that way, so Ginger ordered a large perimeter of uniforms, and completely cleared the main entrance to the courthouse steps. All those with business inside the imposing concrete building would have to go through the rear West door. The last thing they needed was civilian interference, when the live news crews were already there, and had filmed the even live. Ginger imagined local news producers rubbing their hands together in anticipation of the elevated ratings.
 
   Accused murderer, Payne Hollister killed by his sister on the courthouse steps. Stay tuned.
 
   Ginger had hoped Izzy wasn't watching the live broadcast, but her hopes were dashed when the call from Izzy came through on her personal cell. She assured Izzy she was okay, just a bump on the head, and told her she had a crime scene to manage, and would call back in after things calmed down.
 
   Against suggestions from paramedics and fellow officers, Ginger insisted on securing the scene and processing it before she went to the ER. She had narrowly avoided a concussion when Regina Belle Hollister clocked her with the pistol. When she returned to the station with her headache and her resolve, Sergeant Chloe Eckert had prepared a thorough report and placed it on Ginger's desk. They were still waiting for the CSI reports, as she sifted through the bagged evidence.
 
   On the television mounted high on a side wall of the detective's division, Captain Campbell was delivering a live press conference from a different section of the courthouse steps. Ginger and Chloe watched as Rudy Campbell did his best to keep it simple and implore everyone to be patient while everything was sorted out, but verified that the shooter was Hollister's sister, who had psychiatric issues, and that both she and her brother were dead.
 
   Ginger sat at her desk, ragged from the events of the afternoon. Wearing Latex gloves, she opened the evidence bag and dumped it on her desk. The contents of Regina Belle Hollister's pocket begged for attention. Aside from a duck key ring, there was a handwritten letter, and a cell phone belonging to Garrison Bishop. Ginger had finally found his phone. But what was Hollister's bat-shit sister doing with it? She had to find the answer to that questions, as well as any other questions lingering in this case; not just because it was Detective Grant's nature, but because the world was watching. 
 
   News bureaus nationwide had picked up the footage of the events on the courthouse steps. The public spectacle of this case caused it to be jettisoned forward, and all the evidence was being processed as if lives depended on it. There were three different latent fingerprints lifted from the phone: Payne Hollister, Regina Hollister and Garrison Bishop. Now Ginger could examine what was on it. 
 
   Thumbing open the photos app, Ginger found a video of Hollister raping a drugged patient over a sofa. The location appeared to be Bishop's office, just as the video of Hollister had been. The two men were obviously confederates in a war on women. She handed the phone to Chloe, so she'd be apprised of this sinister amplification of an already Stygian case.
 
   Ginger unfolded the letter found in Regina's pocket. The rambling, often confusing missive mentioned stealing the phone from her brother's coat pocket when he came to visit her the night of December 3rd. She said the video made her remember. She described the years of abuse she suffered at the hands of her brother. From the ages of 6 to 16, Payne had drugged his sister, and molested her. Apparently, his penchant for violating unconscious women had begun with his little sister. 
 
   More information trickled in. Regina Belle Hollister was a diagnosed schizophrenic. Likely the reason no one knew about her. A powerful, high-profile family like the Hollisters would not want anyone to know about the mentally ill young woman. Never mind that their Golden Boy, Payne, was an accused murderer, and now, a rapist with multiple modes of operation. Any celebrity enjoyed by Payne Hollister's Olympic history was gone forever. Reporters had tried to get an interview with Mr. and Mrs. Hollister, but were turned down. The Internal Affairs investigation into Payne Hollister's charges against Ginger had been summarily dropped as well, after his arrest. In a phone consult with the new department psychologist, Dr. Veronica Polk, more clarity; according to Dr. Polk, finding the video on the phone had triggered Regina's repressed memories, and in a psychotic break of epic proportions, she had gone after her abuser in the most histrionic and conclusive way. The consulting doctor also believed it was the reason she had become schizophrenic in the first place.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~60~
 
   It All Happened So Fast
 
    
 
   Retellings of dramatic events often include the phrase, it all happened so fast. That's because it's often true. 
 
   Izzy was watching a muted television in the office, a file folder in her hand, and turned to me as I walked in. 
 
   "Hollister arraignment today…." I huffed, the cold air wafting in around me. "I hope they throw him under the jail…" I noticed the odd preemptive expression on my sibling's face. "What?"
 
   Izzy indicated the television, where the Breaking News banner perched, hastily-edited footage of the event on the courthouse steps, playing in a loop as reporters narrated. 
 
   "Holy fuck. Ginger okay?"
 
   "I called her right afterward. She couldn't talk, of course, but said she was fine. Just a bump on head. Said she would go to the ER after she secured the crime scene."
 
   I watched the looping video again, though the graphic parts had been censored by black boxes, it was easy to tell what was happening. I saw the crazy woman in the yellow jacket put the gun under Hollister's chin and fire, saw him fall back, saw Ginger and Chloe struggling to subdue her, and watched the woman place the gun under her own chin and fire. "I can't believe what I'm seeing. Who's the chick with the gun?"
 
   "They say it's Hollister's crazy sister."
 
   "His own sister killed him? Why?"
 
   "No one knows for sure right now. I'll try to get that out of Ginger as soon as I can."
 
   I picked up the remote from the desk and turned up the volume so I could hear what the reporters were saying. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~61~
 
   Loose Ends
 
    
 
   Over the next few days, Ginger began tying up the loose ends, aided by Jobeth and Izzy. Jobeth called Ginger to inform her that Jacki Leek had come by the AKA office and told them that when she saw the news reports with Hollister's picture plastered on the screen, she recognized him. He was the blond man who had drugged and raped her. She was certain of it. Ginger told Jobeth to have Jacki come in to the station to file another report, and faxed a copy of the date-rapist's note to the AKA office, so that Jobeth could add it to the Leek file, there. When Jobeth retrieved that fax, Phoebe recognized the symbol as a tattoo Payne Hollister had in college. Ginger showed it to Chloe, who went to her computer to look up the symbol and called Ginger over to her desk with what she found.
 
   "It looked like a Greek symbol, so I Googled it." Chloe pointed at the monitor. "Get this. It's the Greek symbol known as PHI. It's also used to represent pH, as in the activity of a hydrogen ion; pH measurements are used in all kinds of sciences. Some sources say that the p in pH stands for power."
 
   "And it's also Payne Hollister's initials."
 
   "Right," Chloe nodded. 
 
   Chloe came across some evidence taken from the warrant on Payne Hollister's house, and dropped the bags on Ginger's desk. "From Hollister's house. Ring any bells?"
 
   Ginger looked down at the black ski mask, the face paint, the colored contact lenses. She thought of the masked shower rapist, and of the night Phoebe had been attacked by a masked man in the AKA office. Jobeth had said she felt something solid on the masked attacker's right wrist. A cast. The truth sunk in quickly. "Oh my god. Hollister was the date-rapist and the masked shower rapist, too."
 
   One M.O. was plying women with wine and dosing them with GHB, having his way with them and then leaving a cryptic note. Another was a blatant breaking and entering attack of women in their beds. Add to that, the arrangement he seemed to have with Dr. Bishop, and his subsequent murder of the doctor, and Payne Hollister flirted with being one of the worst criminals in Denver history. Money and status does not erase evil. No matter how much of it you had.
 
   Hollister had been clever about concealing his identity, but that cleverness also was his undoing. The evidence from the search warrant on Hollister's house now had a context, and context was everything. The GHB, the black face paint, ski-mask, the pair of brown contacts, was more than enough to convince Captain Campbell. A high degree of certainty was all that the scientific method espoused, so it was good enough for police work as well. He signed off on Ginger's request to close all those open cases. Hollister had been a busy boy. And now, he had paid the ultimate price for his treachery. Had there been any doubt about the poetic justice of his death, that doubt was now completely erased.
 
   Detective Grant sat in the captain's office, as he leafed through the case file. "Ms. Bonnet isn't pressing for those loose ends to be tied up," Campbell said, having a sip of coffee that made him wince. From the bottom of the pot again, no doubt.
 
   "No, she's not. It doesn’t seem to matter at this point. We know who did what, and why, and all three are dead. I mean, I'd like to know, just for my own edification, but I'm sure there are more pressing concerns and plenty of other active cases that need my attention." Additionally, Ginger felt, though she didn't say, that Ponzi Bonnet had been through enough and it was an act of mercy not to grind salt in those wounds. She deserved to get on with her life.
 
   "I couldn't have said it better myself, Detective Grant." Rudy Campbell closed the file and slid it toward her, sitting back in his chair. "The Hollisters might pursue it, but I imagine they will be occupied by the grief process, and probably avoiding the public eye."
 
   The Hollister/Bishop folder under her arm, Ginger returned to her desk in the squad room. Chloe was there, making a stack of folders. "Do you realize that you now have the highest solve-rate in the department?"
 
   Taking her seat, Ginger rolled closer to her desk, accepting the stack of folders Chloe handed her across their facing-desks. "And you were instrumental in that, Chloe. You do realize that means you're about to be promoted?"
 
   Her face lit up. "Really?"
 
   "Cap notices things like that. I talked to him earlier about it. There will be some official ceremony, he said, but right now, you can consider yourself a detective-in-training. As my partner."
 
   Chloe stood up so fast, with her fists in the air, that her chair rolled out from under her and spun to the middle of the room. Other detectives peered over at her curiously, as she sheepishly retrieved her chair and sat back down, sheer joy commanding her features. "My life is so perfect."
 
   Ginger smiled at her, then her eyes fell to a spot just over Chloe's shoulder, to the man entering the squad room. "It's about to be a little complicated…follow me." Ginger spun in her own chair and hurried around the corner, and Chloe jumped up after her. Once hidden by the wall to the corridor, Ginger took her by the shoulders and turned her to face the pot-bellied man who stood looking around in confusion. "See that guy?'
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "That's Walter Harmon. Jobeth and I rescued his wife from him. Alisha—who is now going by Rosemary Free. He's probably here to file a missing persons report. You're going to have to handle it."
 
   "Why?" Chloe turned back to face her.
 
   "Because things sort of…went awry, and he ended up unconscious in the street. Jobeth clocked him on the head with a flapjack. And we just left him there. He'll recognize me."
 
   "Ah." Chloe chuckled. She started toward him before Ginger caught her arm. "We want his case to get lost in the shuffle. Capiche?"
 
   "Got it," she nodded.
 
   Chloe went over to greet him while Ginger made herself scarce.
 
   After Walter Harmon was gone, Ginger was able to safely return to her desk. "I'm glad I saw him before he saw me. He's the type that might blow my head off."
 
   "Not gonna happen. He couldn't have gotten a gun through the metal detector."
 
   "It's a police station." Ginger sat down at her desk. "Guns are easier to find than a working stapler." She took a drink of her coffee and winced. It was cold. "So, what's the scoop on him?"
 
   "Just had him fill out the form for a missing person, and told him we'd do what we could."
 
   "Which is precisely nothing."
 
   "Right."
 
   Approaching from the hall, was Officer Pederson, leading Jacki Leek into the squad room, delivering her to Ginger's desk. He hovered a few feet away, his eyes appraising Jacki in the way a schoolboy might admire the little girl in pigtails. Ginger thought it was cute. It occurred to Ginger that since Wendell "Wen" Pederson enjoyed weight-lifting, and Jacki was a fitness trainer with formidable muscles of her own, the two might be ripe for a match-making. She looked across the desk to Chloe and saw that she was probably thinking the same thing.
 
   After Jacki filled out the supplemental report, Chloe suggested Officer Pederson walk her to her car. He seemed anxious to do so, and Jacki smiled and accepted.
 
   Ginger looked over her reading glasses at Chloe.
 
   She smiled without shame. "Just call me Cupid."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~62~
 
   Veronica Polk
 
    
 
   After grabbing a burger, Ginger sat on a bench in Cheesman Park, having lunch over another chapter of Izzy's third book. Her girl had talent, and Ginger couldn't help but feel a swelling of pride. She was glad she was finally able to tell her so. Though she hadn't heard a peep about whether or not Izzy had started writing another one.  
 
   Finishing her burger, she checked her watch. It was time for her appointment. She wadded up the trash from her meal, tucked the book under her arm and deposited the Burger King sack in the trash receptacle on her way to the Cherryot.
 
   Because of the heinous crimes against women perpetrated by Bishop, the Denver Police Department was in the hot seat. There was no room for error in the hiring of a new department psychologist. Recognizing the import of such a hiring decision, Captain Rudy Campbell not only went with a psychologist, deciding against a psychiatrist, who would have access to medications, but he selected a woman. Veronica Polk. 
 
   In the office on York, the receptionist welcomed Ginger and had her take a seat. Leafing through last month's Reader's Digest, thinking about how Humor in Uniform should have included cops, Ginger thought of how she was originally supposed to meet with Bishop for a psych eval regarding the traffic accident and Hollister's injuries. But his sudden death at the hands of Payne Hollister rendered that appointment moot. The subsequent IA investigation was dropped. Still, there was the murder-suicide carried out by Regina Belle Hollister, and even though Ginger hadn't shot anyone that day on the courthouse steps, the event was enough to warrant at least a cursory visit to a shrink. Captain Campbell was covering his bases, and Ginger understood completely.
 
   After only a few minutes of waiting, the door to Dr. Bishop's previous office opened, and a whirring sound brought Detective Grant's attention to the doorway. Her eyes fell to the electric wheelchair, and a smiling woman with blonde tresses in her early forties, hand on the switch that controlled locomotion.
 
   Dr. Polk waved Ginger over. "Detective Grant?"
 
   Taken off-guard, Ginger stood, the Reader's Digest falling to the floor. She picked it up and dropped it on the chair seat, moved over to take the doctor's proffered hand. She certainly had not imagined her this way when they spoke on the phone about Regina Belle Hollister. "Dr. Polk."
 
   "Pleasure to meet you in person." She indicated the motorized chair beneath her. "Pretty snazzy, huh?"
 
   Ginger smiled.
 
   "Come on in," the doctor said, maneuvering the chair around and rolling back inside. Ginger followed the whirring device into the office, now cleared of crime scene tape, and redecorated. Grant took a seat on the poofy suede chair, opposite the doctor, who parked a few feet across from her, near the low end-table holding a legal pad and pen, and what Ginger surmised must be her police personnel file. 
 
   Knowing eyes met Ginger's. "I'm a bit of a quota just like you, I imagine. But however we climb the ladder, the ladder still gets climbed." She chuckled. "Although I use the term climbed rather loosely, as you can see."
 
   Ginger offered her an amused but respectful smile. "I'm sure they felt it was wise to have a female, this time, yes."
 
   "And a disabled one, at that. Not likely I'll be overpowering my patients."
 
   In spite of propriety, Ginger laughed.
 
   "Good. A sense of humor. That's helpful." Dr. Polk placed the notepad in her lap, turned a few pages in the file. "There's coffee or juice over on the cart if you'd like some. You'll have to fetch it yourself, my finger's sore." She pushed at the locomotion switch on the arm of her chair by way of illustration.
 
   Ginger couldn't help the laugh that again escaped her throat. She shook her head. "I'm good, thanks."
 
   "So, you've been through quite a bit recently, detective."
 
   Ginger nodded. "Nothing I haven't been through before."
 
   "I can see that. You get glowing recommendations from Captain Campbell. Before we get started, let me just address the elephant in the room. I was a cop. Took a bullet in the spine while serving a drug-related search warrant eight years ago. Been in this little gadget ever since. I decided that my love for law enforcement wasn't going away, so I went back to school for my psychology degree. I've consulted with numerous departments, and this will be my first full-time position." She lifted the coffee cup from the table and had a sip. "I understand cops, what the job entails. Been there. I know what it's like to work in a male-dominated career that often doesn’t take women seriously. I also understand, obviously, what it's like to lose it all. So there's nothing you can tell me that I won't either understand or try to understand."
 
   Ginger could tell that this one was a keeper.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~63~
 
   Restraint
 
    
 
   Days later, as the buzz continued in the media, Detective Grant and Sergeant Eckert stood in dress-blues, before a collection of city officials and high-ranking police personnel, to each accept a Medal of Valor from the Chief of Police, based on their work on the Hollister-Bishop case, and their actions on the courthouse steps the day the Hollister siblings died. Izzy, Jobeth and Phoebe were on the front row, beaming, as Grant was had the medal pinned to her jacket, and was promoted to Detective Sergeant.
 
   Chloe tossed an appreciative smile toward Anna, who had attended the event as well. The two had been dating. Anna was the near-death-sex woman. Apparently, Anna had stopped dating Captain Campbell, and was now involved with Chloe. Captain Campbell seemed unabashed by the change. Ginger thought Anna was either a bisexual, or very confused. Phoebe was good friends with Anna, and seemed happy for her, and Ginger could tell that Chloe was thrilled about it, flying high between that, and earning her own promotion that day to detective. She was permanently assigned as Grant's new partner-in-training. 
 
   As they exited the ceremony, the two detectives compared their medals.
 
   "Mine's shinier," Chloe insisted.
 
   Ginger hit the bar to open the outside door. "Is not."
 
    
 
   After a celebratory dinner at the Elephant Bar, the Escalade and Blazer pulled into the drive at Manor Lane. The figure leaning against the front of the AKA office was a familiar one. Both vehicles braked, both sets of headlights illuminating the squinting woman who was pulling her coat tighter.
 
   Ginger watched Izzy lean forward and lightly bang her head against the dash of the Cherryot.
 
   "We'll handle it, Iz. Don't worry." Ginger put the Blazer in park, and Izzy abruptly sat up, pushed the door open and marched toward the woman.
 
   "What the hell are you doing here?"
 
   Ginger moved up beside Izzy as Linda Walker gave her a once-over, frowning at the dress-blues police uniform Ginger still wore from the ceremony. 
 
   The woman switched her attention back to Izzy.  "Why won't you talk to me, Isabelle? I'm doing my best here, but you have to meet me half way."
 
   "I don't want to meet you half way!" Izzy shouted hoarsely. "Don't you get it? I've said it in every way except interpretive dance!"
 
   Phoebe and Jobeth came closer, the four women forming a semi-circle that seemed to trap Linda against the wall.
 
   "Mending fences is always hard. It will take some time for us to get over the hump. But I believe we can do it, if you'll just give us a chance."
 
   "Why are you telling me all this, when there are perfectly good statues in the park?"
 
   Blankly, she stared at Izzy. "What's that mean?"
 
   "It means I'm not listening any more. You're not going to get what you want from me. Ever."
 
   "You don't mean that, Isabelle. I think you're just being influenced by these people—" she waved a dismissive hand toward Ginger, Phoebe and Jobeth.
 
   "These people are the only family I've ever known."
 
   "Nonsense. I'm your family."
 
   "You're nothing!" Izzy growled.
 
   Linda shook her head defiantly. "I think you just—"
 
   "What you don't seem to understand, Linda," Izzy interrupted. "is that I no longer care what you think."
 
   "Isabelle…"
 
   "Stop calling me that! My name is Izzy!"
 
   With forced tolerance, she responded, "I know very well what your name is, I named you."
 
   Izzy pressed her hands to her head and growled.
 
   "Look," Jobeth said. "When are you going to get it? Izzy doesn't want you here. None of us want you here."
 
   Linda Walker turned on Jobeth. "Who do you think you are? You can't speak for my daughter. It's none of your business!"
 
   Izzy blurted, "Do you even know who you're talking to?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Jobeth. Do you know who she is?"
 
   Linda shook her head, exasperated. "I don't care who she is."
 
   "You should care."
 
   "What do you mean? Who she is?"
 
   Jobeth made eye contact with this oblivious woman. "I'm the first one you abandoned."
 
   Linda Walker's brows furrowed in confusion, then the light dawned, and her eyes widened with understanding. She studied Jobeth as if seeing her for the first time.
 
   Izzy added, "Why do you think I came here? Yes, I left to get away from you and Dad. But everything isn't about you. You think I chose Colorado at random? I came here to find my sister."
 
   A parade of emotions marched across Linda's face, and she settled in her default emotion. Indignation. "So that's it," she said to Jobeth. "You're punishing me for giving you up for adoption? You're turning Isabelle against me to get back at me?"
 
   "It's not about you!" Izzy screamed.
 
   "All right, that's enough," Ginger said. "Mrs. Walker, you are in violation of a restraining order. If you don't leave right now, I will be forced to arrest you."
 
   Linda Walker glared at Ginger. "You wouldn't dare."
 
   "Try me."
 
   "You can't arrest me, I have a right to be with my daughter."
 
   "Not if she doesn’t want you to be here. That's what the restraining order was supposed to communicate. There is the brink of insanity and then there is the abyss, which you have obviously fallen into."
 
   Linda stepped closer, one finger shaking at Ginger. "Now you listen here, you damn dyke. I should press charges against you, for corrupting my Isabelle—"
 
   Ginger grabbed the finger that was shaking at her, and spun her around, bending that wrist behind her back, and reaching for her cuffs. "She was corrupted when we met." She snapped a cuff on her wrist. "Now you're under arrest for violation of a restraining order." 
 
   Linda struggled, tried to break away, but Ginger would have none of that. She expertly restrained her, and attached the other cuff, taking her by the arm and guiding her to the Blazer, where she placed her in the back seat and slammed the door. Then she leaned in the front to use her radio to call dispatch for a cruiser to come to her location. That done, Ginger went back to Izzy, who was leaning against the front of the AKA office, Phoebe and Jobeth on either side of her. Ginger did not like seeing those tears streaming down Izzy's face. She wiped the tears away gently and took Izzy's hands. "Cops are on their way. They'll transport her downtown for booking…" She lifted Izzy's chin to make eye contact. "This really sucks, I know. But maybe it's the only way to finally get the message through."
 
   Izzy nodded, trying to calm her breathing.
 
   Ginger looked at Jobeth. "Are you okay?"
 
   Jobeth nodded. "I don't have any history with this woman. I'm just worried about Izzy."
 
   Ginger nodded, whispering to Jobeth, "Take her inside. She doesn’t need to be here for the rest."
 
   Phoebe and Jobeth walked with Izzy along the back path to the French doors, as Ginger returned to the Blazer and slid into the driver's seat to wait, Linda Walker's tirade growing stronger every minute she sat there handcuffed. She hoped she wouldn't have to Taser the woman. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ~64~
 
   Ascension
 
   21 December 2012
 
    
 
   At the podium, Phoebe leaned toward the microphone. "Today is the twenty-first of December, and some people believe it is the Day of Ascension…."
 
   Tittering swept through the crowd that had jammed into the Warehouse Restaurant, decorated to look very much like an awards dinner, with white table cloths, and colorful flower arrangements in the center of each. Every seat was filled, and many other guests were standing near the back and around the sides. 
 
   "So, good evening everyone and welcome to the first annual Ascension party."
 
   Light laughter and applause. 
 
   An unusual number of female police officers were in the mix, as were local politicos, members of gay and lesbian and women's organizations, and those who regularly volunteered in the community. Along with the other founding volunteers behind Phoebe on the stage, Ginger and Chloe stood in their dress-blues, recent commendation medals on their uniform jackets. Phoebe thought it might be a nice touch to have a police presence visible, but she hadn't realized so many female officers would show up in uniform to support the event. The room looked like an official law enforcement ceremony.
 
   "Today was the perfect day to hold this event. As you all know by now, Ponzi Bonnet and I have acquired this property and the one across the lot from here, and we will begin the renovations on that in the next few days. Tonight, we are here, not to seek the usual donations of money, but to encourage volunteers to offer their time and talents to this worthy cause. It's an ascension recruitment party."
 
   Waiting for the applause to die down, Phoebe smiled for the reporter snapping pictures. She continued, "Through my partner Jobeth's investigations business, and my friend Detective Ginger Grant's work with the Denver P.D., I am constantly reminded that there are far too many women out there who need help, but have no place to go, no one to turn to. Tonight we address at least a portion of that problem. Women should have to opportunity to escape their abusers, and rise above the obstacles in their lives."
 
   Polite, but heartfelt applause.
 
   Catering personnel moved stealthily through the crowd with drink and hors d'oeuvre trays.
 
   "Now, we present to you the masthead that will be affixed to the front of the completed building—" She swept a hand behind her toward the cloaked object dangling from chains in the ceiling. Jobeth and Izzy pulled the cords they were holding and the covering fell away to reveal the bold letters Ascension House, with smaller script below reading, "Rising Above."
 
   An appreciative group ahhhh, and the room swelled with more applause, cheers, and happy shouts, as camera flashes flickered through the space like giant fireflies. 
 
   As the announcements continued, the guests learned the initial volunteers, and what they would be contributing. Kenda Harper and Izzy Walker, both black belts in martial arts, would head up the self-defense classes, aided by Ginger and Chloe. Ginger, Chloe and Jobeth would act as consultants on police and investigative matters. Anna Dew agreed to teach painting classes, and again, Chloe would teach sculpture. 
 
   "Chloe is the overachiever among us, apparently," Phoebe joked. "Don't let the fact that she has a pet chicken scare you. She passed her psych eval with the Denver P.D."
 
   Everyone laughed, as Chloe saluted good-naturedly, as Chelsea patted Chloe's arm.
 
   A young man made his way down the aisle toward the podium, stopped in front, and bellowed Chelsea's name. Waving an official document in his hand, he shouted, "What's this, Chelsea?! Huh? What the fuck is this?!"
 
   Through force of habit, the female officers in the room moved quickly toward him, but Ginger and Chloe were off the stage, and on him before he could get to the steps. Ginger grabbed the arm holding the form, and twisted it behind his back, placing cuffs on first one wrist, and then the other. He was still shouting "What the fuck is this, Chelsea?!"
 
   "It's a restraining order," Ginger said, loud enough so that most heard her. "And you're in violation of it." Ginger and Chloe led Neal Owen out of the restaurant, between a reception line of applauding guests. Several uniformed female police officers took Owen outside as Ginger and Chloe re-entered the room to renewed applause accompanied the two detectives. They took their places on stage behind Phoebe again.
 
   Phoebe grinned. "See? That was a fine example of what this place will be about. Women will be protected here. The law will be enforced."
 
   Clapping, shouts, and whistling. 
 
   "This would be a good time to mention," Phoebe added. "that the Ascension House property will be fenced, and there will be a security booth at the entrance." Phoebe waited for the crowd to settle again, glancing at Jobeth, who cocked her head in confusion. Phoebe had not mentioned the fence and security booth. Phoebe gave her a look that communicated that this was a new idea that had only now come to mind. They exchanged smiles. Phoebe turned back to the microphone and eased back into her speech. "We are determined to make Ascension House a place of refuge and rebirth for all women who are in crisis and need a helping hand. But we will help them by empowering them with the tools and resources to take control of their lives and pursue their goals and dreams. To that end, there will be educational opportunities, financial assistance and mentoring, and daycare will be available for those women with children. To help insure the safety and health of all residents, we will have a full-time, on-site nurse—coincidentally, Chelsea Foster." Phoebe extended a hand toward her and she nodded to applause that was perhaps more supportive than normal, considering the earlier interruption by Chelsea's ex. 
 
   Phoebe also announced that Ponzi Bonnet would act as advisor for those women who wanted to start their own businesses, and also teach knitting and crochet classes, just for fun. Rosemary Free offered to teach gardening, and cook meals several nights a week, and Jacki Leek would offer fitness training, while Mallory Beals would be the go-to gal for educational matters. Dr. Veronica Polk would be providing free counseling on a regular basis to all residents of Ascension House. 
 
   Phoebe took a breath and then said, "Anyone who'd like to help out please sign up on the forms provided. And please give our founding volunteers a round of applause for their generosity."
 
   The room erupted in praise, as Phoebe and those on the stage joined in. 
 
   Smiling out at the gathering, Phoebe turned to look at the volunteers behind her, their faces hopeful and proud, and her eyes went to Jobeth, who blew her a kiss. 
 
   Phoebe indulged in the warmth that washed over her. She finally felt real. Finally had found her purpose.
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Summary
 
   Jobeth and Phoebe go back to basics in more ways than one. 
 
   With the Ascension House up and running, and Jobeth busier than ever with her investigations, Phoebe thinks it's time for a vacation. Especially since they have lost track of their intimate time together. She suggests a unique mountain getaway called Sleepy Cat Peak Lofty Cabins--a retreat for the gay community where the cabins are treehouses.
 
   And although Phoebe made Jobeth promise to leave her gun and her investigative obsession at home, she can't help but get involved in the life and drama of the old lesbian couple who run the place.
 
   But neither of them expected their getaway to turn into something so pivotal to their relationship, nor to have to explore boundaries so profoundly. 
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~ 1 ~
 
   Haven't You Noticed? 
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   "We haven't made love in two weeks."
 
   I turned from my place by the dresser, holding the sleep shirt in my hand. "Really?"
 
   Phoebe nodded. "Really."
 
   She was ensconced in the bed, a book on her lap that she wasn't reading.
 
   "You keeping a calendar now?"
 
   "Come on, Jobeth, you mean you haven't noticed?"
 
   "Well…yeah, of course I noticed…but we've been so busy. You, with the Ascension House and me with AKA…"
 
   She folded her arms in a manner I would have characterized as petulant, but Phoebe has never been the petulant sort. Although, looking at her, I noticed her lips were pursed.  
 
   "Other people have jobs and businesses and they still manage to find time to be together," she said.
 
   It was her tone that bothered me. Not bothered me as in watch your tone, but bothered me like I didn't ever want to neglect her, and didn't ever want her to be disappointed in me. I'm generally quite a confident person, but when it came to Phoebe, I was dangerously close to being a simpering coward. Especially if I thought she was peeved at me.
 
   I pulled the shirt on and climbed in the bed next to her. "I miss it, too, sweetheart. Let's just promise to make time from now on."
 
   She set the book on the nightstand. "Baby, even when we do make love, I feel like you're just not there anymore…not in the moment."
 
   I folded the covers down and stared at the clock on the wall. It was already midnight. When was the last time I'd come to bed earlier than that? "I'm sorry, Phoeb'. I know you're right. I've been working too much."
 
   "Well, so have I, but sometimes only because I know you won't be here when I come back to the house."
 
   My usual sharp tongue was lying dead in my mouth. She was right, of course. We had not grown apart, per se, but certainly didn't enjoy the close and frequent consummation of our relationship, like we used to. How had I let all this other stuff get in the way? "We need to spend some time together, don't we?" I took her hand. Her delicate, yet strong hand, which hadn't touched me in an amorous fashion in 14 days.
 
   "Yes we do, and to that end--" She leaned over and opened the drawer on her nightstand, and pulled out a folder.
 
   "Uh-oh," I said.
 
   "I think we ought to have a vacation, and I think I've found the perfect spot."
 
   "A beach in the Cayman Islands?"
 
   "No. You'd just bitch about the heat." She opened the folder and took out the brochure, handing it to me. "This."
 
   The front of the brochure depicted a wooded area, with what I swear was a mountain lion moving through a clearing, and in the background, in the treeline, was a treehouse. Sleepy Cat Peak Lofty Cabins: A Retreat for the Gay & Lesbian Community the title announced. "What the hell?" 
 
   While I studied over the brochure, she continued, "I found the place in the Queer Press. I called. The woman I spoke to said they stay pretty booked up in the warmer months, so I think it was lucky I wanted to do this now."
 
   "It's certainly unique."
 
   "Hattie and Ethel Sweet run it. Hattie's the one I spoke with on the phone. She seems like a real character."
 
   "Are they sisters?"
 
   "Better. They're an old lesbian couple. Been together for forty years."
 
   "Forty years?" 
 
   "Yep. It's precious. Hattie said they were together when Stonewall was still just one brick."
 
   We laughed. I tried to wrap my mind around being with one person romantically for decades. Could I see myself growing that old with Phoebe? Frankly, I'd never thought that far ahead. And any attempt to do so, sort of shut things down in my head. Jobeth O'Brien was forever young.
 
   According to the brochure, East of Meeker, in Rio Blanco County, perched themountain summit called Sleepy Cat Peak. A one hundred acre tract there was grandfathered in, amid the White River National Forest, and belonged to the Sweet family. This land was passed down through the generations. Hattie Sweet, along with her partner, Ethel, kept the land in its natural state, adapting it only to accommodate the treehouse cabins. There, visitors could rent the tree-bound residences for unique getaways that allowed them to view the scenery and wildlife from high above in the safety of the trees. 
 
   "Oh it will be so pretty, Jobeth," Phoebe enthused. "Staying in a treehouse, with all the nature and mountains and snow…"
 
   I thought she might fold her hands together against her face and blink her eyelashes at me any moment. But her zeal was contagious. I actually liked the  idea. A treehouse cabin, how cool was that?  A great view. Nature all around. Snow. Some wine. A quiet, private room or cabin, with a fireplace. And Phoebe in front of it. On a bear skin rug. Naked. Yeah. 
 
   I was sure I could suffer through that.
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   The next day, when Phoebe told Ginger of our intention to take a little sabbatical, Ginger said she had also arranged to take Izzy to Maine, for a getaway their young relationship needed. She wanted to spend some significant quality time with her. Apparently, our romantic relationships suffer when we let life get in the way. I had little experience with longterm relationships, so I was willing to defer to Phoebe on this one. It wasn't like I wouldn't get anything out of it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~2~ 
 
   It's None of Our Business
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   Phoebe and I pulled up in the driveway. The property was skirted with the evergreen vibrancy of holly bushes, a layer of snow festooning the rich green leaves and plentiful red berries.
 
   In the side yard of the lodge that served as both residence and office for the Lofty Cabins, an old woman was sweeping snow off the sidewalk with a stiff push broom, the goofy, daisy-covered pattern of her coat, a stark contrast to the otherwise dormant condition of everything except the holly bushes.
 
   She looked up and waved as we parked. 
 
   When we got out and came up the steps, she paused, leaning on her broom. "Well, hello! Aren't you the McMasters party?"
 
   "There's a party?" I said smartly, looking back at Phoebe. 
 
   She clipped me on the arm as the old woman laughed.
 
   "I'm Ethel. How was your drive?"
 
   Simultaneously, I said "long" and Phoebe said "lovely." 
 
   Ethel squinted at me. "You're the one who really needs this little vacation then." She made a snicking noise from the side of her mouth and giggled.
 
   Phoebe touched Ethel's arm. "Yes, she does need it. You are very astute, Ethel."
 
   "Well, that's good because I hear the world needs more stutes." Another cackle from Ethel, and this time Phoebe and I joined her. I kind of wanted to hug the old girl. She seemed like the grandmother everyone always wanted.
 
   Ethel pointed to the door. "Hattie's inside." Then she bent back to her sweeping, like the quarter we'd put in her communication device just ran out of credit.
 
   A bell jingled above us as we opened the door and stepped inside, traversing the wood floor leading to the reception desk, worn by years of use, but perfectly suited to the retro charm of the place. All the furnishings were wood, and the splashes of colorful paintings gave the room a welcoming ambience.
 
   A silver-adorned head of hair swiveled to greet us. "Hello!"
 
   Phoebe paused at the counter. "Good afternoon! Are you Hattie?"
 
   "In the flesh," the woman said, her smile pushing wrinkles outward on her soft face.
 
   The roadmap of her skin made me wonder absently if I'd look like that at her age, which was somewhere in her 70's, I surmised.
 
   "We spoke on the phone. I'm Phoebe. This is Jobeth. We have a reservation? McMasters?"
 
   "Of course, of course. Welcome you two!" 
 
   She seemed sincere, which I found refreshing. These days, it was often hard to find anyone who was genuinely glad to see you. Hattie opened the spiral book on the desk, and flipped some pages. I noticed there was only one entry on that page. And it was ours. Winter-time must have been pretty slow around here.
 
   Over Hattie's head, I noticed the wooden sign. In small letters, Sleepy Cat Peak with a cartoony cat on top of a house-like object, and below that in larger script, Lofty Cabins. I wondered what made them think of such a place; but had to admit, it was a novel idea. One I intended to make full use of, as soon as I had Phoebe alone anywhere near a bed.
 
   On the counter in a holder, I noticed the business cards. One set of Sleepy Cat Peak Lofty Cabins cards, and another that asked, Relationship troubles? and the tagline Couples and Individual Counseling for Gay & Lesbian Community. Hattie's name was in one corner, followed by some letters, and a phone number.  I thought it was a good idea to blend counseling with a retreat for the gay community. Lucky for us, we wouldn't be needing any help with our relationship. We just needed, as I already pointed out, a room with a bed. Oh and toys. A bag full of toys. Okay, and food, I thought. We'd need food…to keep our strength up so we could use the toys…
 
   While Phoebe took care of the payment and cabin details, I wandered over to the long hallway leading into a parlor room. Along the mint green walls were perhaps hundreds of framed photos. Some of Hattie and Ethel and the places they'd been, moments they'd shared, but mostly of guests who had stayed there. Each picture had a little tag below it with their first names. Brad and Jessie. Charlie and Bill. Carol and Terri. Carrie and Sharon. All those gay couples, gathering together in the parlor room, laughing, playing games, holding hands, smiling into the sunshine, or throwing snowballs, or building very rude snowmen and women with well-placed vegetables for genitalia. In some of the photos, couples kissed or gazed lovingly into each other's eyes.  It looked so idyllic. Had I been the sentimental sort, I might have swooned. But I also knew that behind closed doors, maybe they fought. Or maybe they didn’t talk. Or maybe they had other troubles they were trying to work out by retreating into the mountains in a cabin. Otherwise, Hattie would probably not have that second set of business cards. Fortunately, Phoebe and I didn't need counseling. Our relationship was stellar.
 
   When I wandered back to the front desk, Phoebe and Hattie were laughing about something; but Hattie's mirth slid away from her features as the office door opened and a tall man entered, looking like he'd walked out of an L.L. Bean catalog; a Dakota jacket over a flannel shirt and cargo pants, with knobby hiking boots. He seemed to be trying too hard to appear rugged. As he approached the desk, Hattie turned and grabbed a stack of mail and began sorting it into the slots on the wall.
 
   "You're just going to ignore me, then?" he asked, standing at the reception desk.
 
   Hattie kept her back turned. "Got nothin' to say to you, Jefferson."
 
   Phoebe and I exchanged high-eyebrowed expressions.
 
   Jefferson sighed, shoving his hands in his pants pockets, glanced at me and Phoebe, frowned, as if confused, then looked back and forth at us again, and turned back to the counter. 
 
   Suspiciously, the reaction of a homophobe who had suddenly spotted a couple of lesbians. Did he not know that this was a gay and lesbian retreat? I couldn't resist. I held out my hand in greeting. "Hi, I'm Jobeth. This is Phoebe--"
 
   Reluctantly, he removed a hand to shake mine. "Jeff Sweet," he said. 
 
   Ah. Relative. Son, probably. Which meant some sort of family dispute. Like maybe he didn't like gay people. That's driven a wedge between families since recorded history began. Since Hattie was still sorting mail like he wasn't there, it was my best guess.
 
   Releasing my handshake, he sort of rubbed his palm against his pants on its way back into his pocket. 
 
   Yeah, be sure to wipe that off.
 
   Phoebe took a breath. "Well, Hattie, we're off to the cabin…or the treehouse, as it were--"
 
   Hattie whirled immediately and gave us both a bright smile. "You two enjoy your stay, read the orientation packet I gave you and call me if you need anything. Anything at all."
 
   We nodded, and started for the door, looking back to see Hattie turn around again, and Jefferson Sweet sigh and stare at her back.
 
   I paused at the door of the Escalade and glanced at the black Mercedes SUV in the parking space next to ours. Probably belongs to Jefferson, I thought, and looked back at the entrance to the office. 
 
   Phoebe was standing at the passenger door, looking over the roof of the Essy at me. "You can't stand it. You've just got to know, don't you?"
 
   I gave her a half-amused grin. "Don't you want to know what all that was about?"
 
   "It's none of our business, Jobeth. Unlock my door."
 
   I gave the entrance of the office another glance, before pressing the key fob so Phoebe could get in.
 
   The map Hattie had given us in the welcome folder was easy to follow, and five minutes later, we pulled up in front of our…tree. It was four trees, actually. Close together, forming support poles for the small square structure, not much bigger than a hotel suite, perched amid its limbs.
 
   Phoebe got out with the orientation folder open in her hands. "It says we have to climb the stairs, but can put our baggage in the basket and use the pulley to bring it up, if we prefer not to carry them."
 
   "That's really cool," I said, spotting the basket sitting by the base of the trees. I'd had this ongoing fantasy as a kid that I would one day live in a treehouse. I'm not sure if my love of Tarzan and Jane had anything to do with it, but still. Interestingly, in those days, I was always Tarzan, and each Jane and I spent a good deal of time in the treehouse. Doing treehousy things. And also other things, which advanced in complexity and turpitude, the older I got. Eventually, the Tarzan and Jane scenario no longer interested me, as I was now focused on being me, with all the other types of Janes I could find, in bars and backseats and darkened corners, instead of treehouses. That was, until Phoebe stopped me dead in my turpitudinal tracks, of course.
 
   At the top of the stairs, I used the pulley to haul up our luggage, wincing at the squeak of the pulley wheel, while Phoebe unlocked the door and went inside. 
 
   Carting in the bags, I set them down, hung my coat up next to Phoebe's on the hook by the door, and surveyed the room. To the right was a coat closet, to the left, a bed. Very important item for a room Phoebe and I would be in. I hoped it was not too lumpy or firm. At the foot of the bed against the wall, was a small fireplace, wood stacked neatly on the hearth with a canister of long matches, and a rack of fireplace tools. To the right, a sofa and small table in front of a generous picture window that looked out over a meadow flanked on all sides by forest. Beyond the sofa was a small café table and two chairs. Straight ahead through that small living area was the kitchen, and to the side of the kitchen, behind the fireplace wall, was the bathroom. Quite cozy and efficient. I was looking forward to taking advantage of all of it. Hopefully with Phoebe naked in every location.
 
   Phoebe, still unfortunately clothed, grabbed the suitcases and began to unzip them, always a much more domestic soul than me. I was drawn to the big picture window, and stood there looking out at the meadow and woods beyond. I could see other treehouses skirting the open expanse of ground. 
 
   I picked up the orientation packet that Hattie had given Phoebe, and looked at the layout of the property. It seemed there were four cabins in our Quadrant-A. Cabins one through four surrounded the meadow, and slightly north, was the lofty cabin that Cecil, the handyman, lived in, with a shed positioned underneath it, and to the other side of that, was the office. I could see them all clearly, if I used the binoculars. I'd almost left them behind, but then remembered we'd be in a treehouse, and I thought it might be fun to look around outside with them. I'd already been forced to leave my gun at home. The newly-licensed Glock that Ginger had given me for Christmas. I felt a little naked without my gun, but Phoebe was probably right: I wouldn't be needing it at a gay and lesbian retreat in the mountains. Gay boys didn't usually run around molesting women, and lesbians didn't generally plan elaborate kidnappings and push investigators off cliffs in old cars. All scenarios I had experienced, minus the gay perps.
 
   Fetching the binoculars from my bag, I went back to the window to scan the meadow. I saw no life, wild or otherwise, but was sure that the usual woodland creatures would wander past at some point. It would be cool to critter-watch. 
 
   With further perusal, I also noticed I could see each treehouse clearly. I could even see into the windows. In one, I could make out the bed, and part of the kitchen. Seemed no one was in that one.
 
   The afternoon sun was perched just over the treetops, and the ambience had a calming effect on me. It was gorgeous. The world, I decided, could be beautiful. Perhaps I had been too busy lately to notice. In my line of work I often saw the underbelly of humanity. Murderers, rapists, thieves, liars…here, I would have a break from all that. Get back to basics with Phoebe, and allow myself time, finally, to just do a bunch of nothing. Except Phoebe, of course, which was a whole lot of everything, but never felt like a chore.
 
   Here we were, in this mountain sanctuary, and the feeling it gave me was altogether serene. A wonderful little world away from our usual one. I heard the tune to that old Louis Armstrong song in my head.
 
    
 
   I see skies of blue...clouds of white 
 
   Bright blessed days...dark sacred nights 
 
   And I think to myself...what a wonderful world…
 
    
 
   Slightly embarrassed by my sentimentality, I turned to see if Phoebe was watching, as if she could have heard the song in my head.
 
   But she was picking up the leather satchel that looked like an old doctors bag and taking it over to the bed; she dropped it on the extra blanket at the foot of it. I was looking forward to digging some toys out of that and rekindling our amorous adventures.
 
   I went back to the orientation packet again, and skimmed through the information.  The name of her handyman (Cecil), instructions on how to work the woodstove (be careful that the vent is open when you light it), warnings that weather might affect the electricity (candles in the kitchen drawer), and a list of local flora and fauna, which I skimmed in surprise, since it seemed to be a manifest for the local zoo. 
 
   Under the heading TIDBITS, a mention that other guests had sworn that among the usual wildlife on the property they had seen a Bigfoot. Well isn't that cute. I could just see a flock of gay boys screaming as they ran out of the forest, while the lesbians stood their ground and took pictures, and offered to arm wrestle it.
 
   I looked over at Phoebe, who was hanging up our clothes on the portable clothes rack in the corner. "Did you see this about Bigfoot?"
 
   "What?" she said, holding one of my sweatshirts.
 
   "Bigfoot. It says right here, that several people have seen one out here."
 
   Phoebe laughed.
 
   "So I take it you don't believe in Bigfoot."
 
   "Do you?" she asked.
 
   "I don't know. Not really. But I guess anything's possible." 
 
   She said, hanging up my shirt, "It's probably just some titillating folklore."
 
   I loved it when she used words like titillating. 
 
   I turned to look out the large window into the field again, and the dense forest beyond. What would that be like, to see an actual Sasquatch-Yeti-Abominable-Snowman-type-creature? What would I do if I saw one, with its big monkey face and long dangly arms, walking through the forest? I wondered if they would smell like Billy goats do.
 
   Feeling a touch on my back, I jumped and turned around.
 
   Phoebe laughed at me. "Did you think I was Bigfoot?"
 
   "No," I said, dropping the orientation packet on the table in front of the sofa. 
 
   "You're probably going to have a nightmare tonight about being attacked by a Sasquatch."
 
   Crossing back to my suitcase on the bed, I laid one hand on the toy satchel. "You're gonna have nightmares about what I'm gonna do to you with what's in here…" I warned.
 
   She seemed less frightened, and more pleased, wiggling her eyebrows at me.
 
   It had been too long. Even after she pointed out that we'd been chaste for two weeks, we still hadn't made love before leaving on this little trip, which she managed to arrange quicker than a bullet. I think she intended to save up her unfulfilled needs so we could enjoy it all at once when we got here. And I suppose I had the same idea, though it might be dangerous for highly sexual creatures to wait that long. I decided not to think about things like spontaneous human combustion.
 
   I watched her putting the food away in cabinets and the 'fridge, my eyes trailing down her back to her round, womanly--
 
   "Are you looking at my ass?" she said.
 
   I bugged out my eyes. "I don't know how you do that."
 
   She turned to face me. "Your eyes have energy…I can always feel them caressing me."
 
   "Why don't you come over here and let me do that with my hands?"
 
   She grinned. "We haven't even finished unpacking."
 
   "Oh, I have some packing to do…"
 
   One eyebrow danced up on her brow, and she gave me that smile of hers that told me she was not only up to the challenge, but anxious to find ways to make it mind-numbing. 
 
   She strode over to the bed and pushed me back, lying on top of me, kissing my neck. I'd almost forgotten what that felt like, and now that I was duly reminded, I wanted to extend the sensation. It was like walking through a dark house, and flicking on all the lights, one by one. Red alert. All Systems, go.
 
   One thing that was rather irritating about being two women engaged in sexual activity, was that all things could not be done without some preparation. Phallic objects, for instance, had to be shimmied into or strapped on, and that had a way of spoiling the mood. So whenever we wanted to share enhanced erotic interludes, I had to be suited up and ready ahead of time. And sometimes that could lead to trouble, because if you climbed in bed every night wearing a strap-on, you could be accused of being presumptuous. And I didn't want to be presumptuous, even though I actually wanted to come to bed every night that way. For now, though, there were plenty of things we knew we could do to quench the burning.
 
   Phoebe had begun to do one of those things, in earnest. She'd removed my shirt and was trailing kisses down my torso, headed for the sweet spot, without much attention to negligible items like nipples. I  was certain she'd get back to those at some point, but I wasn't complaining about the leap forward, even though it was a little unusual for her to be so aggressive. She unbuttoned my jeans, and pulled them down forcefully, leaving them pooled around my boots, along with my beloved boxer briefs, as my legs dangled off the bed.
 
   Nestling her face directly in my tender folds, she began the process of devouring me, and tendrils of nerve signals shot to my feet, swooshed up to spread out and heat my chest like warm honey. I forgot all about the ideas I'd had for ways to pleasure her, and was engulfed in the sensation of her lips pulling at my private ones, her tongue making firm circles around my clit, and the bolts of lightning striking me somewhere very receptive in my pleasured brain, as she sucked my swollen bulb up into her mouth, pulling at it like she was trying to get a thick milkshake through a tiny straw.
 
   The clenching began. In my toes. My butt cheeks. My fingers, fisted in her silky blonde hair. A keening sound escaped my throat, like a sword being removed from a sheath, singing against the metal encasement, and threatening to defend against all invaders, foreign and domestic. But this invader was a welcomed guest, intent on delivering me into a fast release. 
 
   I pushed at her head, the pleasure suddenly too intense, but she refused to let go; her mouth was the business end of a high-tech vacuum, holding on as her hands clenched my hips toward her seeking mouth. 
 
   A blast of warm fireworks illuminated me from the inside out, and I bucked under her attached face as the sensation subsided.
 
   Gasping, I lay there on the bed, my feet still dangling off the edge, and she rocked back on her heels and stood, wiping her mouth unceremoniously on her sleeve, only to fall on top of me again, mashing enthusiastic kisses on my lips as I tried to learn to breathe again.
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   When the World Got Too Heavy
 
    
 
   Hattie Sweet had seen hundreds of couples like the two who had just checked in. Sometimes, she could feel the tension like it was some kind of lard hanging in the air, and sometimes they seemed solid, if a little anxious to get on with the festivities. Like Jobeth and Phoebe. Those two were so cute together. She was looking forward to getting to know them better.
 
   The smell of warm blueberries and cake batter wafted through the hall as Ethel emerged with a plate adorned with fresh muffins. She set the plate down on the reception desk. "Have a muffin, my dear."
 
   "Oh, Ethel, these look so good. I love the smell in this place when you're baking."
 
   "Probably not bad for business, either," she smiled, patting Hattie's hand, just before her hand shot out like a viper and captured a warm blueberry treat.
 
   "I'll tell you what is bad for business," Hattie said. "Jefferson coming in here and showing his rump to my guests."
 
   "Oh prunes! Is he here again?"
 
   "Yes he is. He's staying in his usual cabin again. He just left." She captured a straying blueberry and popped it in her mouth. "But not after embarrassing me in front of that McMasters couple."
 
   "That boy just never learns."
 
   "He's not even a boy anymore. I wish he'd act his age. He behaves like he's fresh out of high school and still wet behind the ears. I swear, if he keeps aggravating me like a bumblebee, I'm gonna have to turn him over my knee."
 
   "Well," Ethel said, dryly.  "Be careful of your bursitis, when you do."
 
   Hattie tittered and watched her partner disappear back down the hall to the kitchen for, hopefully, more baking.
 
   Aside from the periodic aggravation of Jefferson, it had been like this for the last twenty years. Hattie and Ethel, with generous help from Cecil, providing a place for young couples like Phoebe and Jobeth, when they needed a break from their hectic lives, or a rekindling of romance. Often, both.
 
   Lofty Cabins had been born of just that sensibility, when she and Ethel put Alabama in their rearview mirror and staked out a claim here at Sleepy Cat Peak. Hattie wanted to use her psychologist's license to help the gay and lesbian community become a healthier one. It was a history fraught with challenge and heartache. It was hard enough to be in this world without being considered an outcast. She'd be damned if she let any of them feel that way while they were on her property.
 
   Hattie wiped muffin crumbs into her wrinkled hand, and tossed the bits in the trash, her eyes gliding over to the picture of she and Ethel, the day they opened the place. Hattie, holding the giant pair of fake scissors, cutting the banner across the door. They'd been fifty-one then, the same age Jefferson was now.
 
   That old woman noodling around in the kitchen in back had been Hattie's constant companion most of her life. Best friends since grade school, Hattie only saw her as more, when things shifted in a heartbreaking way. 
 
   It had started with Hattie's search for satisfaction, her marriage a loveless one, Jefferson only ten, when Hattie's yearning landed her in the arms of another man. She had hoped it might help soothe the loneliness and depression, but it had only resulted in a pregnancy she could not explain to her husband, Clayton Fox, who had not so much as touched her in years. 
 
   When the morning sickness progressed, she'd gone to the doctor, and he'd delivered the joyous news. Except she had to pretend to be joyous. The doc had no way of knowing what that pregnancy entailed. She'd called Ethel right then from the doctor's office phone, and they met in the old treehouse that had been their sanctuary in younger years, and continued to be a safe place they could go to when the world got too heavy. 
 
   She told Ethel about the baby, and sobbed into her shoulder as she agonized over what to do. This was before Roe v. Wade, and in Alabama, abortion was illegal, even though many women still got them at shady back-alley clinics by doctors with questionable credentials. Hattie could not bring herself to do such a thing. So, she feared her only option would be to put the baby up for adoption; and she wouldn't be able to hide it from her husband. There was no way Clayton would have let her keep a child that wasn't his own, and no way for her to support the child herself. The father of the child was a married man, and he'd made it clear that their secret rendezvous would remain so.
 
   "Oh, what am I gonna do, Ethel?"
 
   "Well, you could leave Clayton and you and I could get a place and raise the baby."
 
   Hattie had been floored by her friend's suggestion, but moreover, worried about the prospects in regard to money. "How will we ever do that, Ethel? I got no skills. Where am I gonna find a job?"
 
   Ethel said she could get more hours at the wholesale bakery, and maybe she could get Hattie on part-time. After hours of discussion, it was decided that they would give the arrangement a try. Hattie already knew she could not go back to Clayton, and more than that, she understood on some level that even though the sex she'd had with the married Buck Hensley resulted in a child, it hadn't exactly appeased the needs Hattie had been seeking to quench. Relations with him hadn't been any more satisfying than with Clayton. That's when she wondered if men were just poor lovers in general, or if her preferences were more in line with those of her best friend, Ethel.
 
   It had never been a secret that Ethel preferred the fairer sex. She'd been quite bold about announcing it to everyone, and was always heavily involved in the efforts to make society accept that there were other ways to love. Hattie knew that her friendship with Ethel was colored with Ethel's desire to be with her in more than a friendly way. It had never bothered Hattie, because Ethel was also the best friend she'd ever had, and never tried to impose her other desires on Hattie. 
 
   But after they'd agreed to raise the baby together, she had to ask herself some niggling questions. Did she return the feelings that Ethel had for her? It wasn't like she didn't have some idea of what it would be like. As kids, they had rolled around in that old treehouse more than once, their lips locked together in desire. Hattie had to admit she enjoyed Ethel's kisses much more than she ever had Clayton's or Buck's, who always gave her a rash on her face, from the ever-present whiskers. But Ethel's face was smooth as silk. Hattie liked that.
 
   But as she cried on her friend's shoulder that afternoon in their safe box in the trees, Hattie had other things to deal with. Like the baby. And it looked as though her life was about to change. Best laid plans, and all that. 
 
   When Hattie made the announcement to Clayton that very day, he immediately stirred up a hornet's nest with his lawyer, and before Hattie knew what hit her, she was declared an unfit mother, and denied the right to see her ten year old son, Jefferson, at all. Clayton kept him from her. She consoled herself with the knowledge that she would raise the new baby with Ethel, but as soon as Buck Hensley caught wind of it all, he surprised her by bringing another legal action at her, and since it became clear that she was also a lesbian, the baby was taken into the Hensley family right after it was born, and before Hattie had even held him in her arms. Hattie was then left with the void of having lost both her sons.
 
   Beaten back by the grief and hopelessness, she and Ethel had moved in together anyway, and so began the repairs to Hattie's shambled life. Ethel talked her into going to school, and as the years passed, Hattie went on to college and finally graduated with a degree in psychology. She went to work for a women's clinic that Ethel worked with in her gay and lesbian activities, and eventually, they did just fine. The love between them blossomed into something only seen in the best botanical gardens. 
 
   When Birmingham became a hotbed of prejudice and hatred, they sought solutions, but there were none to be had until nature intervened. A hurricane took the house, and Hattie's father as well, and she inherited the land at Sleepy Cat Peak. With nothing left to lose, they packed up their worldly goods, and the two women made their way to Colorado. They'd been there, developing the Lofty Cabins business, ever since.
 
   But Jefferson never forgave her for abandoning him to an emotionally unavailable father, and his string of mistresses.  His father largely ignored him, and consequently, Jefferson never learned the things a young man should know about how to get on in the world. 
 
   Those lessons didn’t come until later, when he sought out his mother, and eventually found her. Hattie had done her best to provide a motherly love to Jefferson, but somehow they never quite moved past the resentment in the young man's heart. Since then, he'd only enjoyed a brief success with a screenplay, but his life had otherwise been a series of failures, as he struggled to find his own identity, constantly clanking away at a typewriter, writing all those words he hoped would bring him fame and fortune, and allow him to feel good about himself.
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   Spying on a Deadline
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   Pausing at the coat hook, he took off his Dakota jacket and at the bed, kicked off his Kangaroo boots, and flipped open his suitcase. The gray flannel shirt and black cargo pants would have to come off. Donning a yellow T-shirt and white lounge pants, he slipped into his sheepskin moccasins and put a frozen dinner in the microwave. 
 
   The comfort-factor and hunger addressed, he pulled the old typewriter out of its case and set it on the kitchen bar where he could see it from the table where his laptop would be. Making a cup of tea, Jefferson booted up the Gateway and opening a Word document, he settled at the small café table and began working. He had to get something on the page, even if it was just the gibberish that would lead to an actual story. 
 
   He probably should call his wife, Bonnie, but she was likely ensconced in the bed, watching, perhaps ironically, The Good Wife and eating chocolate. Bonnie and her bon-bons. She hated to be interrupted while watching her shows and noshing sweets. And besides, he had work to do, and he needed his alone-time. Bringing her here with him would be a waste of a cozy cabin. Never mind the expectations she would have. 
 
   No, better that she should remain at home, to avoid the inevitable rebuff he'd have to dish out.
 
   Maybe he could write about a man who was bored with his wife. His fingers began tapping at the keys, and several minutes later, he paused to read what he'd written. It was crap. Maybe he was too close to the subject matter.
 
   Staring at the half page of type on the screen, Jefferson Sweet wondered why the words had stopped coming. He'd had one big success followed by a few small ones, but the money and the achievements soon trickled to near-nothing. Selling a few stories and screenplays wasn't considered success in his business, but the market was glutted with other writers, and he found it hard to compete, especially when young college graduates proved fierce competition, along with the seasoned veterans. His purchase of the house from the movie rights was a dream come true, but now the bank was breathing down his neck to pay the three months of mortgage payments and taxes he owed, and here he sat, staring at the blinking cursor on the screen, unsure of where his prowess with words had gone off to.
 
   The Sleepy Cat Peak retreat had been a place he came to when he needed to shut out the world. But now, even this magical place failed him.
 
   He had writer's block. It happened to all the best writers, so he was in good company. But the affliction didn’t get the script written, and the deadline was fast approaching. Maybe he ought to go back to using the old Royal he'd started out on all those years ago. It was the very typewriter he'd written his first sold screenplay on. The screenplay that had changed everything; allowed him to buy a house and a Mercedes, and designer clothes and all the other trappings of Hollywood success.
 
   He glanced over at the black behemoth perched on the shelf by the kitchen. So different than today's lightweight laptops that had more computing power than the first rocket to the moon, and yet charming and visceral, somehow. He always brought the Royal with him, like some kind of inspirational totem. Now, he wondered if the manual machine was encouraging him or taunting him.
 
   But if he couldn't get the words down by clicking them into this modern laptop, he couldn't get them down by clacking them into the Royal. Besides, one of the keys was broken. The letter E. The most frequent letter in the alphabet, which made reading a script that rolled out of the thing more like reading Navajo code from World War II. Writing was writing, and no amount of easy editing born of technology could change that fact. You had to just write. And he couldn't.
 
   He yawned, and stretched, had a sip of Lemon Zinger tea and stared at the half-written page again, and then sniffed. It was getting cold in the treehouse. 
 
   Pushing out of the chair, Jefferson added another log to the fire before crossing to the window. He liked being able to look down into the meadow, and see the wildlife crossing back and forth. If only he had his Remington 798, with the Vortex Viper scope.
 
   Lifting his eyes across the expanse of frigid brown grass, he saw the light glowing from the window of tree-cabin number two. The women he had seen in the office earlier--they were in that one, probably. His mother always used cabins one through four in the winter months, as they were closest to the office, and she could scarcely fill the others until summer rolled around again.
 
    Grasping his binoculars, he focused the finger-wheel until he could see their picture window clearly. Empty sofa, luggage spread about on the floor by the bed. Easing the field of vision upward, he saw the blonde one kneeling beside the bed, her face buried in--
 
   He lowered the binoculars, knocking them against his hip, so they toppled to the floor. He looked down at them, and back up at the distant treehouse window. Fucking dykes. Though they didn't quite fit the usual stereotype. The blonde one looked like she'd stepped off a red carpet somewhere, and he thought she might even be a good choice for the character in the screenplay he was writing. Too bad she wasn't an actress. She looked an awful lot like Michelle Pfeiffer. The dark-haired one was not glamorous, but nonetheless attractive. Sort of a Nancy McKeon-type. Though she needed to wear a bit more makeup.
 
   Squatting, he picked up the binoculars again and focused through the window. The dark-haired one--what was it--Beth-something? She had her head thrown back while the blonde one--Phoebe, he recalled--boldly devoured her. 
 
   He had expected it to be the other way around. The Beth-one seemed to be the man in that relationship.  She had tried to ingratiate herself in the office, but he was having none of it. He didn't care to make friends with his mother's band of queers.
 
   He set the binoculars on the table, and cast a scowl at the glowing screen of the laptop. 
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   Just Be With Me
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   I was still lying in the bed and Phoebe had unceremoniously gone back to finish unpacking. I was a little surprised by the lack of cuddling, which usually ensued after our lovemaking. Instead, she had changed into a sweat suit, and was hanging up clothes, putting toiletries in the small bathroom. Maybe she's just focused on getting settled.
 
   As I kicked off my boots and removed my pants that Phoebe had so graciously left around my ankles, my thoughts went to the exchange we witnessed in the Lofty Cabins office earlier. "I wonder what's up with Hattie's son?"
 
   Phoebe leaned out the bathroom door. "You just got serviced--beautifully, I might add--and you're thinking about Hattie? Is there something I should know? You have some kind of geriatric fantasy?"
 
   "Um…no. I just…she was so cold to him." I slid into the sweatpants from my suitcase on the bed beside me. There had been no need to move it since Phoebe and I had only used a sliver of the bed in that previous encounter--the first of many, I hoped. Not slivers. I hope it would be all over the bed and in every other location in the cabin.
 
   "Jobeth O'Brien, we are here for a vacation, you will not be investigating a damn thing."
 
   I pulled my sweatshirt on. "Aren't you the least bit curious?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Come on, really?"
 
   "Families have squabbles."
 
   "But I want to know why she's so mad at him."
 
   "Don't you go nosing around in her business, Jobeth."
 
   "I won't." I said, knowing even as I said it, that I was already trying to find a clever way of bringing it up in casual conversation with Hattie. I had to start thinking of something else, though, or I was going to piss Phoebe off.
 
   "I wonder what Izzy and Ginger are doing?"
 
   Phoebe filled the doorway of the bathroom and put her hands on her hips.  
 
   "What?" I said, innocently, responding to her obvious disapproval.
 
   "Can you just be with me? Or have you forgotten how?"
 
   Was she mad? Oh crap. I'd already pissed her off, when I was trying to do something to keep from pissing her off.
 
   I got up and snagged her as she headed toward the kitchen area. "I'm sorry," I said. "I think I've had a certain set of habits since we got together, and you're right…I need to focus on us. I want to."
 
   She turned her head away slightly.
 
   "Come on, why don't you come back to bed and I'll apologize properly?"
 
   "I'm not in the mood right now."
 
   Okay, I'd really screwed it up already. And we'd only been here an hour.
 
   As she pushed away from me, I spun her back, like we were dancing, and pressed her against me, framing her face with both my hands. I kissed her, feeling her tugging away. I deepened the kiss and slid my hands under her shirt, smoothing the soft skin of her back. Unsnapping her bra, I shoved it out of the way and my hands came around to cup her breasts, my thumbs moving over her nipples. She made that little whimpering sound I like so much, and I knew I was making progress. 
 
   I'd rarely seen her in sweat pants and a sweatshirt. She always dressed to the nines. Even when she was only wearing jeans, she managed to make them look fabulous. But her more casual attire, I supposed, was because she wanted to be relaxed, get herself in the mood for our vacation. But it also made it easier for me to get her in the mood for something else.
 
   Slipping my hand down the front behind the elastic, I let my fingers slip between those soft recesses, kneading. She groaned and her head fell back. She reached for the waistband of my sweats and before she could get to me, I removed my hand, dropped to both knees in front of her and pulled down on the elastic waistband until her sweats were around her ankles and grabbed her ass with both hands, mashing my mouth onto her, reminding myself how much I enjoyed the taste of her. She leaned back, the heels of her hands braced on the edge of the kitchen counter, as I continued to tease her.
 
   Outside the picture window, I wondered if there was a gathering of woodland animals playing voyeur to our erotic encounter. Were the raccoons grinning at us? Was a white-tailed mother-doe looking away and shielding her fawns from the fornication taking place in the treehouse? But the angle was all wrong, I realized. More likely, we were being watched by birds and squirrels.
 
   Re-focusing on Phoebe, I felt her hips straining forward, and her hand went to the back of my head, coaxing me, mashing me harder against her with some undefined desperation.
 
   I rocked back on my haunches, thumbed the top of her clitoral apex upward tightly, and plunged two fingers inside her, massaging her clit with my other thumb while I  slipped my fingers in and out of her wetness.
 
   Her knees buckled and I pulled her down to the wood floor on top of me, my fingers still inside her, thrusting, as she panted and moaned, grinding herself against my hand. "Harder…harder…" she demanded.
 
   I did as she asked, forcefully pumping her, grazing her G-spot until she growled with satisfaction, a she-lion during a mating ritual.
 
   After her pleasure was complete, and her breathing normalized, she pushed off the floor, and went into the bathroom, closing the door. I thought it a little odd that she hadn't kissed me first.
 
   I heard the shower turn on. Maybe the long trip up here and the sex had her feeling a bit grubby. I lay on the floor for a moment, thinking about her undressing in there, and was tempted to join her, but instead forced myself to get up and start the flames going in the small fireplace, with the wood and matches provided on the hearth.
 
   In spite of the recent petulance from Phoebe, I found myself thinking of Hattie and her son again. I decided it might be a good idea to just keep those thoughts to myself. I didn't have to tell Phoebe everything in my head, did I? I could have some thoughts of my own, and I really was intrigued by what might be going on with that situation. I already knew I didn't like Jefferson Sweet, so I assumed he was doing something he shouldn't be, and that Hattie probably had every right to be angry with him. But what could the source of that anger be?
 
   When I heard the shower turn off, I hid my thoughts like a teenaged boy might hide porn when his mother opened the door.
 
   She came out wearing her fluffy pink robe, hair wet, her bare feet shuffling into the kitchen. Even with her makeup washed off, and her hair disheveled, and haphazardly towel-dried, she was beautiful. No matter what she was wearing, and how much she had done to beautify herself, she was always a gorgeous specimen. I had been lucky to find her. Luckier, still, that she had fallen in love with me.
 
   But as I watched her put a large skillet on the stove, and take out the ground beef, I sensed something not quite right. Maybe there was something on her mind she hadn't shared. Maybe I'd ask her. And as my eyes trailed down to her flexing calves, I thought maybe I wouldn't. No need to spoil the moment. I wanted to just look at her. Enjoy the view of the woman I had grown to love so much. She had been right. We needed this break. I needed to focus on her more.
 
   Phoebe kept herself busy in the kitchen, prepping the crock pot with the makings for pot roast, loading it all up and turning it on low so it would cook through the night. Tomorrow, we'd be having that delicious meal, but for now, it wasn't quite time for dinner.
 
   When Phoebe settled down on the bed with her Kindle, I knew she'd be reading for a while, so I grabbed the orientation packet again. 
 
   According to the layout sheet, there were 16 Lofty Cabins in all, each in their own quad. Bisecting the quad we were in, both directions, was a dirt road in the shape of a cross; it allowed guests to access their cabins.
 
   Picking up the binoculars again, I directed my view to the treehouses in our quad of Sleepy Cat Peak. It occurred to me then, that if I could look in those picture windows on the other treehouses, so could anyone else peek into ours. I recalled our earlier romp on the bed and decided it might be a good idea if I hung a curtain.
 
   I took out my phone and called over to the office. Hattie answered. I asked her if there was a curtain for the big picture window and she told me it was in the back closet. Cecil had taken it down in anticipation of hanging a new one.
 
   I assured her I could handle mounting the rod on the brackets that were already there. "No need to bother Cecil."
 
   When I climbed onto the kitchen chair and put the curtain up, Phoebe lowered her Kindle to peer over at me. "I thought you wanted to enjoy the view?"
 
   "I do, but I don't want anyone else to." I looked back over my shoulder at her. "Of us, I mean. Plus, it helps hold the heat in."
 
   She watched me for a moment and then went back to her book.
 
   Positioned between a few inches of space between those newly-hung curtains, I swept the binocs around, looking for more things of interest. I couldn't resist looking in on Jefferson Sweet. His earlier trying-too-hard rugged mode of dress had been replaced with white lounge pants and a pink shirt. And were those fluffy slippers?
 
   It was like he was two people. The Jeffersons. Then I couldn't help but hear the rather apt theme song for that TV show in my head.
 
    
 
   Well I'm movin' on up
 
   To the east side
 
   To a deluxe apartment 
 
   in the sky…
 
    
 
   I chuckled to myself.
 
   Phoebe said, "I didn’t know wildlife-watching could be so entertaining. What are you laughing at?"
 
   Via my peek through his window, I examined the white lounge pants and the pink shirt Jefferson was tooling around in and answered, "Squirrels."
 
   His transformation was astonishing. He seemed almost…oh my god, I thought. Jefferson is a closet-case. I turned, as if to share the information with Phoebe, and then realized that notion was ill-advised. She'd already made it clear she didn't want me snooping around, looking for something to investigate, and that I wasn’t paying enough attention to her. Was she reading because I wasn't? Or was she reading just because she wanted to? 
 
   Opting for the route with the biggest safety net, I put the binocs away. In an effort to honor my promise to myself, and in response to her request that I "just be with" her, I suggested we go for a stroll. I knew Phoebe loved to go for walks, but it seemed I was always too tired at the end of the day, and too busy each morning, to share that with her. She perked up when I made the suggestion, so I knew I was on the right track.
 
   Soon, we were shrugging into our Winterwear and headed out the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~6~
 
   Alabama Boy
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   The ring of his phone made him cuss, but it always did. At least he'd been able to use what they call a ringtone that he liked. It sounded like an old fashioned telephone.
 
   "Hattie," he answered, knowing it would be her, since he didn't think anyone else had his number.
 
   "Hi Cecil. How's your day going?"
 
   "No need for pleasantries, Hattie, just tell me what's broke that needs fixin'."
 
   She laughed, and the sound eased his gruff demeanor a bit. But not much.
 
   "Well okay, then. I suppose the only thing is you ought to make sure that generator is running well. There's supposed to be a storm coming in."
 
   "Hattie, I checked that generator every month for twenty years. What makes you think I didn't check it this month?"
 
   "I'm just sayin', Cecil."
 
   "It's fine."
 
   "And something else…Jefferson is here. In number four. And he's loaded for bear this time. Just thought you might want to know."
 
   "So I can gouge his tires, key his car, and cut his electrical wires?"
 
   She laughed again. "No. Just so you know, that's all. He's all duded up in his outdoor gear, so he might be trying to poach something while he's here."
 
   "He ain't poachin' nothin', Hattie. Not while I'm here. I'll shove that rifle right up his--"
 
   "Now, Cecil, don’t  go gettin' all hardcore on me. Jefferson might fight back and then I'd be takin' you both to the hospital."
 
   "I ain't afraid a' Sweet Jeffrey. That guy is a great big fag."
 
   "Cecil!"
 
   "Well, he is. He thinks he's foolin' everyone; hell he's probably foolin' hisself. But I guarantee you, he's a little limp in the wrist."
 
   "Cecil, Jefferson hates me for being gay, and hates all gay people in general."
 
   "All the more reason. You used to be a head-shrinker. You know how that goes. It's called overcompensation, I believe."
 
   "Well, maybe so, but still…keep an eye on him. I keep hoping he'll give up and go home."
 
   Cecil thought it was high time that Jefferson knew the facts, but then again, he also knew that he probably wouldn't be able to handle it. "Why don't you just give him the will and let him read it for hisself?"
 
   "Because he doesn't need to know my business, that's why."
 
   "It's up to you, Hattie, sure. But don't expect me to hold my tongue if he starts mouthin' off."
 
   "I wouldn't expect that at all, Cecil," she chuckled.
 
   He nodded as if she could see him, and then said, "Say hello to Ethel for me."
 
   Snapping the phone closed, he shoved it back in his pocket.
 
   Some would call his life lonely and boring, but he liked it just fine. The sanctuary kept him busy most of the time, and when he wasn't working, he watched a lot of TV and read a lot of books. Just because he was an Alabama boy, didn't mean he didn't know things. Or work at improving his mind. Cecil Reed could repair any appliance, mend any fence, and operate anything with a motor. He could build just about anything out of any kind of material, and make it pretty as you please. He'd even been the foreman on all the building projects for every treehouse on the place. 
 
   But just don't ask him to mingle with city folk, or any of their modern doo-dads. There was only so much a fella could take. Computers and cell phones--he had little use for them. He hated that Star-something gourmet coffee that was on every corner of every city; give him a good old pot of Folgers any day. He hated traffic, and loud stereos, and sirens going back and forth all night and all day, and in fact, hated any noise that wasn't coming from the natural world. It was no wonder so many of the people in this world was on some kind of medication. It weren't natural to deal with all that distraction and racket. If they'd all just go live in the woods, they wouldn't need no medication.
 
   He only gave in on one thing, and that was a cell phone, but only because Hattie insisted he have one so she could reach him at all times, and he had to admit them gadgets were pretty handy. But he wasn't gonna fall prey to one a' them smart phones. All he needed it for was to talk to Hattie, so the plain model did him just fine. Even though it did ring a little too often; always Hattie needing him to go do something. But she was gettin' on in years, and that was what he was there for. He'd been there, holdin' the place together for the last twenty years, and he liked that just fine, too. Honest work for honest pay. Hattie always gave him a Christmas bonus, and he knew that she'd give him more if he asked for it. But he'd never ask.
 
   That crazy old woman got under his skin sometimes, and quite often pissed him clean off, but he loved her. He loved her more than he loved the woman who raised him. No matter how vexatious she could be, he'd do anything in the world for Hattie. Ethel too. Them two ladies was the salt of the earth.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~7~
 
   Bears Don't Walk Like That
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   With no particular destination, we strolled toward the forest, and I took her hand. She seemed pleased, so I again congratulated myself on a job well-done. "It feels good to have nothing we have to do…and just to walk and hold hands with you again."
 
   Phoebe glanced at me. "I've missed this," she said.
 
   "Me too." 
 
   We continued walking, our feet crunching on dead leaves. Though it was chilly, the sun was shining, and its warmth on my face made me forget the cool breeze. 
 
   Suddenly, Phoebe stopped.
 
   "What?"
 
   She blinked. "I think I forgot to plug in the crock pot."
 
   It was one of those romantic comedy movie-moments, where the sound effect is a record player needle scratching across vinyl.
 
   Clinging to what was left of that idyllic moment, I suggested, "You can do it when we get back."
 
   "Yeah…but I also forgot to leave the chicken out to thaw for the Divan. We're going to be hungry by the time we get back and the pot roast won't be ready until tomorrow."
 
   I sighed and turned around. 
 
   "No, you wait, I'll just run back and take care of it."
 
   "Okay," I said, thankful for one less trip up the stairs. Mostly because the possibilities for a trip down were still a little fresh in my mind. I reached around to rub at my neck. It seemed to have healed perfectly fine. 
 
   Phoebe had skittered off, doing a half-jog with both hands in her coat pockets, which made her sort of look like she had no arms. Soon, she was out of sight, and I stood there, acknowledging the very real void her absence left. Even when she was only going to be gone a few minutes, I noticed I had this sort of yearning for her. It was disconcerting at times, and at other times, I enjoyed it. It was scary to need someone that much, but then, it was also pretty damn awesome to feel that way about someone. 
 
   Phoebe had changed me so much. I used to want my alone-time more than anything, except when I wanted my sex-time. I'm sure I pissed off more than a few women by abruptly leaving them once the dirty deed was over. No cuddling for me, no siree. But with Phoebe, I was rapt. I loved to just listen to her speak, and in fact, I often didn't hear what she was saying, because all I could do was listen to the cadence and silky tone of her voice and watch her lips move. I loved the feel of her skin, the taste of her kisses. Once I'd been with her a few times, I didn't want to be anywhere else, with any other woman. And that was a fact that defied logic, considering my history of lusty liaisons. But we'd gone way past that, now. We were a couple, and I was pleased it was so. I wouldn't want it any other way, in fact.
 
   I heard a fluffy sound and looked over into the brambles. A small white rabbit  hopped along, seemingly oblivious to my presence. I watched it for a few seconds, thinking about how its fur looked so soft. It reminded me of the adopted cats we left in the care of Phoebe's friend, Ponzi, back at home. I missed those cats--Monkey, Biscuit and Shoes. I didn't think I even wanted them at first, but they'd managed to endear themselves to me, each with their own distinct personality.
 
   I heard another movement, and expected to see a second bunny. Or a raccoon. But the movement was farther away. And as I located its source, I saw that the figure was quite a bit larger than Peter Cottontail. It wasn't fluffy and it wasn't white, either. I blinked to help my eyes focus. It was far enough away, that I had trouble defining it. It was like those paintings that seemed to be just a collection of dots, but when you relaxed your eyes, a form emerged. And it was something that gave me a chill unrelated to the weather. Tingles spread out on my skin, not unlike an oncoming orgasm, but these tingles were born of shock and fear. 
 
   In the hovering trees of the forest edge, a swath of sunshine glinted just right, and caused a flash of it; dark and imposing, moving between the trees beyond the field. It was black and seemed hairy. A bear. Oh crap, what was all that stuff about staying downwind? What if it caught my scent? Was I about to be one of those unfortunate people running from a bear? I could just see myself running up the stairs to the treehouse, my feet slipping out from under me and taking another fast trip to the bottom. Watching the dark, hairy form now, I tried to remember what it was I was supposed to do. Climb a tree? Run uphill? No, their front legs were short, which meant I should run downhill. My eyes rolled around me and I was fresh out of downhills. Did I wave my arms and yell at it? Or…wasn't there something about standing completely still? I liked that idea, mostly because it was the only thing I seemed capable of doing at the moment. I hadn't moved anything but eye muscles since I saw it. 
 
   The beast was rummaging, and then stretching, and now seemed too tall to be a bear. Unless it was a big bear. Great. I'd heard that bears mark their territory by scratching at trees. Maybe that's what it was doing.
 
   But as the beast moved away, its gait seemed too fluid, somehow. And besides, I knew enough about wild animals to know that bears only walked around on their back feet in a circus, and when trained to do so. That's when the realization hit me.
 
   Bigfoot.
 
   I could see it now. Humanoid, apelike, but upright. The image popped out, and defined itself like one of those dotted optical illusion paintings, coming to fruition. 
 
   Swallowing my heart which had somehow pumped its way into my throat and was now trying to crawl out of my mouth, I remained still. The beast turned and walked toward me. 
 
   Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck. 
 
   Was it looking at me? I think it's looking at me. Holy mother of---it's real. It's a Bigfoot. The stories were true. 
 
   I could see it's monkeyish face, long, dangly arms. And all that black fur. What do I do? What do I do?
 
   At that moment, the creature stopped, as if noticing me standing there. 
 
   Fuck me.
 
   But then it turned and strode back toward the trees, as my knees began to wobble like a marionette on a string. Tingles spread through me again, and the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood at attention, like that evil impending orgasm, but there was no pleasure in it. I thought I would collapse on the ground. I would have fared better if some guy had come out of the woods with an M-16 locked and loaded, and started spraying bullets. At least then I would know what to do. Guy with a gun. Okay. Dive to the ground and crawl until I got behind something. If this big monkey got close to me, I'd be forced into hand-to-hand combat. And I wasn't an idiot. He'd rip my hands off. Along with my arms. And then maybe eat my elbows right in front of me.
 
   As the dark figure disappeared back into the forest, I took a calming breath.
 
   I just saw Bigfoot. I just saw Bigfoot.
 
   I drew another breath, determined to ward off the fainting spell that was about to descend upon me. A dry swallow told me there was no moisture in my mouth. I totally needed a drink. Like whiskey or moonshine. Something with bite that would immediately make my nerve endings good and drunk.
 
   I took tentative steps around in a circle, shaking out my legs, until I learned to move my limbs again properly, and started watching for Phoebe to return. A buzzing in my pants pocket startled me, and I tripped on a branch that jutted out of the ground, aware that the vibration was my phone. I pulled it out of my pocket and saw that it was some kind of reminder alarm. What had I set that for? Don't forget to tell everyone you saw Bigfoot? Technology could be intuitive, but I knew it wasn't psychic.
 
   As I stared at the alarm, and minimized it to my home screen, where my camera app was, I realized that I could've taken a picture. No one would have believed me without evidence, and no one ever seemed to have enough of that, no matter how popular the idea was that this mysterious human-ape hybrid actually existed. Damn.
 
   Releasing a disgusted breath, I poked the phone back in my pocket and turned to look for Phoebe again, my muscles suddenly very fatigued; and we hadn't even had our walk yet.
 
   In a few more seconds, I saw her rounding the bend, headed my way. Did I tell her what I saw? She'd laugh at me. She'd say I was just paranoid, and imagining things. She could be irritatingly rational sometimes. She smiled as she approached, and took my hand, and we started walking again.
 
   "I didn't leave the stove on, but I was right about the crock pot, it wasn't plugged in." She glanced at me. "What's wrong?"
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "You look--" she studied me again. "You look a little spooked."
 
   "Oh...I saw--" Don't tell her, she'll laugh. "I saw another cougar. It gave me a  fright."
 
   "Should we be walking out here?" She stopped and looked around.
 
   "No, it's okay. It ran away. Hattie said they would run away when they see humans." Same is true, apparently, for Bigfeet. Bigfoots. Bigfoot.
 
   She clenched my hand again, and we started walking.
 
   "I also saw a bunny rabbit," I said, afraid my stunned silence would have her asking questions again.
 
   "Aw, I wish I'd seen that."
 
   "I'm sure there are packs of them out here, we'll see another one."
 
   "Do bunnies run in packs?" Phoebe asked. "I suddenly pictured them in leather jackets on tiny Harley's." She laughed.
 
   "I'm not sure what you call a bunch of bunnies. Herds?" I couldn't stop thinking about the Bigfoot. I had a sudden, disturbing image of it snatching a cute little bunny off the ground and taking a bite. I closed my eyes.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "Yeah. I'm fine."
 
   "That cougar really freaked you out, huh?"
 
   "Well, it's one thing to see pictures, another to see it in real life, that close." Of course, I wasn't thinking about a cougar at all, but she didn't need to know that.
 
   As I talked myself down into relative calm, I listened to our feet crunching leaves, and focused on her hand in mine. I noticed again, how we were walking together. Our hands seemed to fit together perfectly, and our steps were always in sync. A lover's march.
 
   "We should do this every year," Phoebe mused.
 
   "I think so, too." Except without the Bigfoot.
 
   After another half hour of walking, pointing out birds and even seeing a squirrel, another rabbit, and couple of Black-Capped Chickadees, we headed back to the treehouse. I had to resist the urge to look behind us the whole way back, fearing the mad-dash approach of a hairy monkey-man, intent on bashing our skulls in.
 
   
  
 

 
 
   ~8~
 
   Love is Over-Rated But Chocolates Are Divine
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   The wipers swept snow off the windshield of the Subaru Forester, as she stared out into the bright sunshine, glinting off the faded blacktop road. Was Colorado the only place that could have snow and sunshine at the same time?
 
   Maybe she should feel lucky she wasn't outside, walking in it, for lack of a vehicle. Or sleeping in it, for lack of a home. Bonnie Sweet did have a place to go, but the loss of the house was beyond infuriating. All because her stupid, starry-eyed husband took too many risks. At least she knew where to find him. It was the same place she was going; the only other place she could go, to keep a roof over her head.
 
   She'd used a little of the precious money she had left to rent the storage room and to hire two guys to move her valuables to it, ignoring his things. Let him deal with his own crap, she fumed. She'd saved her belongings not a minute too soon, as the bank had sent suited thugs over to take possession of the house the very next day.
 
   It was humiliating to know that all she had now was that storage room; and she didn't know how long before paying the rent on that would be a challenge. 
 
   One tiny blessing was that Jefferson had bought her the Forester, free and clear, so she didn't have to worry about them taking that from her, too. She'd always found a way to get by, mostly by making sure there was a man in her life to take care of things. Nothing wrong with that. If it ain't broke, don't fix it, as they said in Alabama.
 
   Keeping her eyes carefully on the road, her hand flailed around in the passenger seat for the bon-bon package. Her fingers pinching one, she popped it into her mouth. Chewing, she again appreciated the simple pleasure of the cloying sweetness on her tongue. Who invented chocolate? She'd have to make sure she sent them a thank-you. Maybe a box of chocolates. She smiled. Love is over-rated, but chocolates are divine. It was her mantra. 
 
   Not that a pithy maxim could save her now. But if she had to suffer through her circumstances, as least there should be something sweet to distract her.
 
   A road sign came into view.
 
    
 
   Sleepy Cat Peak 10 
 
    
 
   Not long now. Taking the next curve, she felt the wobble, and a mashing, side-traveling sensation. Was the road that slick already? Then she heard the flopping rubber and pressed harder on the brake, pulling the green Forester off onto the side of the road. 
 
   Stepping out of the compact SUV, she saw the flat. Damn. Although she could feel the heat of sunshine on her cheeks, the wind was chilly. She didn’t relish the idea of changing a flat. In fact, she wouldn't relish changing a flat at all, in any kind of weather. That just wasn't the sort of thing her well-manicured fingernails could withstand.
 
   Sliding back inside the vehicle, she dug around in her Guess Talina canvas coral handbag for her cell phone. At 190 dollars, Jefferson bitched and complained about that purse, but she had to point out that he paid more than that for his stupid antique typewriter. At least she used her purse every day. All he ever did was stare at the typewriter with the broken key that kept him from ever using it again. 
 
   Bonnie clicked over to her contacts list in the phone. She had road service, but that might even be cancelled by now. There was someone else, though. Someone she knew would come to help her, even if he grumbled about it. She punched up the number and put on her best damsel-in-distress voice. 
 
   When she hung up, she knew all she'd have to do was wait, and the man would be along to change the flat. Good old Cecil.
 
   Looking out the front window a moment, she notched up the heater and grabbed another bon-bon. She wouldn't even be in this situation if not for her no-good husband.
 
   Damn you, Jeffrey.
 
   
  
 



~9~
 
   I Misunderstood
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   I reanimated the fire while Phoebe headed for the kitchen. I guess we had settled into our roles. Tarzan make fire. Jane make food.
 
   After watching her move around the kitchen to start making Divan, laying out the broccoli, setting the cream of mushroom soup on the counter, and putting the rice in a skillet to boil, I found myself feeling restless again. I wanted to go in there and start something amorous with her, but I would have just been shooed away, so I added a bigger log to the well-caught fire to dispel the gathering chill, and remembered the book I'd brought with me. I grabbed it off the nightstand and settled on the sofa in front of the window, the afternoon sun hanging low in the sky like a glowing coal. 
 
   Almost the entire west wall of the treehouse was a sheet of glass. Like a viewing window at a museum. Looking out, I didn't spot any wild beasts milling about, not even of the ape-variety. Was I mistaken about that? Maybe it was just the power of suggestion, and I saw what I expected to see. But there was a flaw in that logic, already: I hadn't expected to see Bigfoot.
 
   I bent to the book in my hand. A swath of sunshine pierced through the window as I examined the depiction of the city bridge covered in rust and vegetation. Remnant, it was called. The author, Kate Genet, was a New Zealander. I'd never read a kiwi author before.
 
   This one was to be very different from the last comical romp I'd enjoyed from my sister. Izzy's apocalyptic parody, Lesbian Werewolves From Hell, the second in her series under the pen name Cassie Nova, had been loads of fun. The Kiwi novel wasn't high-comedy, but more brooding and dramatic, yet it had appealed to me immediately when I saw it online. The premise was interesting. A woman waking up in a world where everyone had disappeared, and the vegetation was taking over. Apocalyptic, one could say.
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   By the time Phoebe served dinner at the rustic wooden café table outside the kitchen, I was quite a few chapters into Remnant, and was experiencing that communal satisfaction you get with a good book and a comfortable location. I realized again that Phoebe had been right. I probably needed this break; needed to remember how to relax. There would still be enough errant husbands, rapists and murderers to be caught when we got back to Denver.
 
   After a relatively quiet meal, Phoebe changed into her robe again, which was a major distraction because she had nothing on under it. I was hoping it was because she had some ideas, and wanted to be able to get rid of those pesky fabrics in a quick fashion, soon.
 
   I returned to the sofa, facing the sunset, eyeing the binoculars on the table.
 
   Phoebe soon sat down beside me, handing me a glass of merlot, and sipped at hers. "That's gorgeous," she said, looking at the horizon out the window, the orange light bouncing off her eyes.
 
   "Yes, it really is." I scanned the small meadow in front of us, looking for wildlife. "I wonder where all these animals are?" Never mind, I had seen the animal to end all animals.
 
   "I was wondering that, too." She glanced over at my wine glass. "You want me to get some cheese to go with this?"
 
   "No thanks. I'm full." And I was. Phoebe's Chicken Divan was always so good, and I always ate too much of that stuff. Along with the melt-in-your-mouth cornbread muffins, it was a party on my palate. 
 
   My thoughts drifted to Hattie, and I immediately pulled myself back to Phoebe. I looked over at her sitting with her legs drawn up, the fluffy robe, open just enough to show one round breast. Stop it. In trying not to push my luck with Phoebe, I managed to arouse myself, so naturally, I tried to think of something else, even though I swore I'd try to think of Phoebe. I was caught in my own circular argument.
 
   My thoughts went to Izzy and Ginger, wondering how they were enjoying their vacation in Maine. They were probably walking along the beach right now, hand in hand. I remembered that Izzy had only been to the beach once, and was not impressed, although the beach she'd gone to was on the Mississippi Gulf Coast. She'd ridden her bike down there, and found the beach so restrictive--no dogs, no picking up shells, no swimming--and it was so dirty, she would never have considered swimming, anyway. Izzy, to say the least, had not enjoyed the experience at all. I was certain that the coast of Maine was going to change her mind about what beaches were like.
 
   Stilling my thoughts abruptly, I noticed I was again thinking about other people instead of me and Phoebe. So I guess that I had to think about her, since she said I wasn't focused enough on us. I switched the wine to my left hand, and laced my fingers through hers on the loveseat between us. 
 
   She smiled at me. "This is so nice," she whispered. "Just being here with you, relaxing, watching the sunset."
 
   "And the cougars," I said.
 
   "What?" Phoebe frowned.
 
   I nodded toward the window, and there on the expanse of ground, we saw the two big cats, trotting along like they had a sure destination.
 
   "Oh my god!" Phoebe stood up and went closer to the window, pulling the curtain wider. "Look at that! I've never seen those in person. Just pictures."
 
   I was thinking the same thing about Bigfoot, as the two cats paused to chase something in the grass and then continued across the field, their flanks shining and swaying in the remains of sunset. I couldn't say that I felt we'd seen the big cats in-person, unlike my earlier experience with Sasquatch. That had been close enough, thank you. But up here in the trees, looking down through a window, it did rather feel like watching a widescreen television. In-person, to me, would have meant petting them, giving them a box to cram themselves into. Having them chase my laser pointer. But who was I to rain on Phoebe's parade?
 
   Our pseudo-safari was usurped by the Sherwood Forest ringtone of Phoebe's phone. Regal horns, announcing, perhaps, the start of a foxhunt. At the nightstand, she looked at the image. "It's Ginger."
 
   Why would Ginger call Phoebe before she called me? I let go of the petulance and  turned, my arm over the sofa, to eavesdrop.
 
   "Hey!" Phoebe said happily into the phone. "How's it going? Is Izzy enjoying the beach?...great…oh, like what?...you WHAT?"
 
   I was making what-are-you-talking-about? faces at her. She held up a finger for me to be patient.
 
   "…What do you mean sorta?…You either did or you didn't…No wait, you're just jerking my chain, aren't you?"
 
   What the hell? Maybe Izzy met some publishing guru and got a book deal. Maybe they saw a shark. Or Stephen King. Or met some publishing guru who had been attacked by a shark while swimming with Stephen King.
 
   Phoebe continued, "Were you drunk?" she laughed. "No, that's exciting… Unexpected, maybe even shocking…" She was shaking her head, smiling. 
 
   Maybe it was a book deal.
 
   Phoebe kept talking into the phone. "Yes…it's great here. You’d like it. We'll have to swap stories when we get back. Maybe you two can come up here for your next vacation." She glanced at me. "No, I'll tell her. Okay. Have fun." She pressed the end call button and stared at her phone. Her smile had faded.
 
   "What?" I asked. "What's the scoop?"
 
   Phoebe crossed to the sofa and sat down hard. "They got married."
 
   I felt my muscles freeze. "Izzy and Ginger?"
 
   She smirked. "No, Snooky and Charlie Sheen."
 
   I lifted my eyebrows, still absorbing the information. "I think Snooky and Charlie Sheen would have been more likely."
 
   She reached for her wine glass. "You mean you never imagined them getting married?"
 
   "Snooky and Charlie?"
 
   She smacked my arm.
 
   I considered the idea of my little sister and my best friend enjoying wedded bliss. "Well, I guess it must have crossed my mind briefly, but I thought Izzy would be too afraid of it. Hell, I thought Ginger would be too afraid of it."
 
   She had a sip of merlot. "Ginger had apparently planned to do it, and that's why they went to Maine. It's legal up there. I guess she already had the ring and everything."
 
   Putting aside my own shock and awe, I noticed that Phoebe wasn't smiling like a giddy schoolgirl. I thought something like that would tickle her to death. "Aren't you happy for them?
 
   "Of course I am…" She stared at me. "I guess I'm just…shocked."
 
   "Well you and me both," I said. My sister, the Casanova--Cassie Nova--got married to my best friend, the stalwart cop. Truth really is stranger than fiction. 
 
   Phoebe set her wine down and leaned against my shoulder, her hand smoothing onto my thigh. "I love you. You know that, right?"
 
   "Of course," I smiled. "I love you too, baby."
 
   Her hand slid upward and nestled in the crease of my leg, her fingers fluttered over to tease me just a little. 
 
   "Oh, don't start something you won't let me finish," I said.
 
   "Then how about I start something and finish it myself?"
 
   I felt my eyebrows shoot up. "I could probably suffer through that."
 
   She smiled a big smile. The biggest since we arrived. The one I expected to see when she heard about Ginger and Izzy. Her fingers rubbed at me through the sweats, and I made a humming noise low in my throat. 
 
   She took my wine from me and set it on the table next to hers, then settled back down beside me, slipping her hand into my pants and caressing first, then pressing into me. The hot twinge pulsed through me and I twisted, pushing her down under me, my hand reaching for her sweatpants. I felt her stiffen, but soon realized it wasn't from anticipation. I met her eyes. "What's wrong?"
 
   She sighed.
 
   "Phoebe? What?"
 
   "You did it again."
 
   "What?" 
 
   She pushed at me and I sat up, and she gathered herself at her side of the sofa, her legs drawn up, facing me. "There are things I would like to experience with you."
 
   "Like what?"
 
   "Well, don't get me wrong, our lovemaking is to die for and I'm always satisfied. But--"
 
   What was this about? "But--"
 
   "But, in all this time, we…don't you want me to do things for you?"
 
   "What are you talking about? You do lots of things for me." What was she talking about? She did lots of things for me.
 
   "Not penetration."
 
   My face felt numb. So did my tongue. And that wasn't something I aspired to, since my tongue was one of my more useful things. "You've done that…"
 
   "Once, Jobeth. One time."
 
   "What? No…" Was that true?
 
   "I know exactly when. It was when I was mad at you and I sort of punished you and then made you watch me with that dildo on the coffee table--"
 
   I held up a preemptive hand. "Oh…yeah…god…I remember that…"
 
   "Well. That was it. The only time."
 
   This didn't sound right. Not right at all. I'd let Phoebe in. I'd let down my guard. Hadn't I? "How is…how is that possible?" 
 
   "That's what I want to know."
 
   I sat back, my mouth slack, thinking back, trying to remember another time she'd had her fingers inside me. It didn't make sense. It felt so good that once, why hadn't I insisted on it again?
 
   "Every time I've started to do that," she added. "you did that Top thing where you took over." She lowered her brows at me. "Like you just did."
 
   I sat there like a post. A dumbstruck, splintered post. With bird-poop on it. How had I not noticed such an important detail?
 
   "J-Bo," she said, more softly now. "I've been patient. But I feel like you're still holding back. Not a lot, but this is…it's meaningful that you've only let me be inside you one time."
 
   I shifted on the cushion, which suddenly felt like it was made of the business end of a giant hairbrush. "I'm just…I'm a little floored, here…I didn't realize…"
 
   "I know. And I'm not trying to pressure you. Maybe you don't like that sort of…sex. Maybe it doesn't feel good to you. But see, I don't even know the answer to those questions because not only have we not done it except that one time, but we've never even talked about it."
 
   What the fuck? "Phoebe…" I pressed a hand to the top of my head, as if that might keep it from popping. "Why haven't you said something before now?"
 
   "I figured that it was a taboo subject. You had that incident with the CID agent when you were in the Army. I marked it off to that. But I thought we'd gone past that. When I have tried to talk to you, you deflect. Just like you deflect and take over when I try to actually do it."
 
   "I did? I do?"
 
   "Yes, you did and you do." She examined my face, my eyes, and her expression softened again. "I want so much to do those things for you, that you do for me, J-Bo. So…can you…can you please just tell me, at least…do you hate penetration? Or…what?"
 
   I considered that. Had I ever let any woman inside me, literally? Oral delights aside, and except for that one time with Phoebe, had I ever let myself be that vulnerable? Honestly, I couldn't recall a single time. There had to be a time…didn't there? But deep down I knew that it wasn't true. I had never allowed it. Never, except that solitary encounter with Phoebe. And since it had never happened again, she must have thought I hated it. No wonder she didn't try too hard to do it again. The rejection she feared would have been too difficult. 
 
   Her eyes were clouded by something…disappointment? I never wanted Phoebe to be disappointed in me. "Oh, baby, I'm sorry…" I got to my feet and held my arms out to her. "Come on…let's go to the bed…"
 
   "Jobeth, I don't want you to do anything you don't want to do, but…"
 
   "I do want to, baby." I moved halfway to the bed, to show her I was serious. When she lingered in front of the sofa, I took off my sweatshirt, sloughed off my pants and even my underwear, and jumped into the bed, pulling the covers over me, and holding out a hand again. "See? Here I am. I'm all yours."
 
   She blinked at me a few times, moved to the bed and thoughtfully released the belt of her robe, letting it drop to the floor, gracing me with that view that always shot my body temperature up a few degrees. Then she was beside me, her warm skin at once inviting. I pulled her closer and took her hand, guiding it back between my thighs. 
 
   She smiled then. All better. She wasn't upset anymore. I was giving her what she wanted, even though I didn't know she wanted it, until now.
 
   Finding my tender places again, she caressed me and her breathing became more audible, along with my own. 
 
   Her lips fell to mine, and I basked in the sweetness of her kiss, tasting the wine there. As she stroked me with her fingers, I felt my body responding to her touch. Tingles. Warmth. Anticipation. This is good. Why hadn't I done this every time?
 
   She suddenly stopped breathing and pushed her fingers inside me, and I closed my eyes, feeling the fullness of her, wanting to concentrate on those sensations she invoked. 
 
   How many times had I had my fingers inside her? I remembered what it felt like, and now, she was inside me, stroking in and out, and I relaxed into it, glad that I had not allowed myself to think it to death. Just simply accepted that she wanted this, and that I knew it would feel good. 
 
   I was feeling rather proud of myself.
 
   Increasing her speed, now, I felt the rising burn, the slowly spreading heat on my skin. It was the edge of that cliff I had so often shrank from, for fear of falling. I wanted to fall into her. I wanted this bliss that she so often told me she felt when I made love to her this way. 
 
   Suddenly, I felt myself clamp tighter around her fingers. Not to keep her inside, but to push her out. I was having a strange denial of pleasure and her invading fingers. 
 
   The sensations plateaued then, singing on that middle place between nothing and everything. Yes, yes, my brain coaxed. More. Keep going. "You feel so good, baby…" I whispered, more for my own benefit than hers. She kissed me again, lingering, tasting my lips, teasing me with that delightful tongue, pumping her fingers inside me. I wanted it now. I wanted that release, and was aware that wanting it too much could guarantee it wouldn't happen. I tried to relax a little, but it seemed to be having the opposite effect. 
 
   "Just enjoy it, Jobeth," she said, again reading my mind. "Don't try too hard…we have time…we have all the time in the world…"
 
   Her breath warmed my ear, the vibration of her voice nudging the sensations just a bit further along the incline, nearer the precipice.
 
   Another fervent kiss and she whispered, "I am so fucking turned on, now, J-Bo…Oh, I want to make you come…"
 
   And then it was there. The clenching, searing signals that shot to my feet, caused my toes to curl, almost like muscle spasms coming on. The kind that wake you in the middle of the night and have you screaming and sitting up in bed. But this was a pleasurable spasm. I wanted to be woken by this, right now. I wanted to scream. I allowed the helpless growling to travel up my throat, and held tighter to her as she cooed, "Oh yes, baby, yes, oh god you're so beautiful.."
 
   And then the blast took over, bathing me in tingly pleasure, then ebbed away, dissipating just as quickly as it had started.
 
   I slumped back against the bed, and she withdrew her fingers, held to me so tight. "I love you, I love you, I love you…" she said.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~10~
 
   A Fine Mess
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Hattie was called a carpet-licker once and Ethel had to explain to her that it was just a crudism for oral sex. Ethel said she thought of that patch more like moss, and so they started calling it mossing. But Hattie didn't have much moss left. More bare ground, these days. They didn’t tell you that when you got old, all the moss started to fall out. And what was left over, faded into gray. It was enough to cause sleepless nights if you let it, but Hattie slept like a baby since she and Ethel started sharing the same bed.
 
   Hattie Sweet never quite lost her Alabama roots. She struggled to lose the drawl when she spoke, but it came out sometimes, especially when she was tired. And these days, she very often was. But being a lesbian in the deep south was a recipe for disaster. To hear Ethel tell it, We may as well have been Rosa Parks, sittin' in the front of the bus. 
 
   After she and Ethel decided they wanted to be together, they made that a reality for some time. When Hurricane Frederic took her father's life and also the little house she'd worked so hard to get, she took the insurance money, and her father's death benefit, and moved up to the piece of land that had been in her family for generations. It was smack in the middle of the White River National Forest, but grandfathered in since her family had owned it since God was a toddler, as her daddy always said. Pulling up stakes and heading to Colorado was fine with Hattie, because just like the heat of hatred in Birmingham, the heat of the sun in the Southern U.S. was just about worse than anything else. She'd always loved snow. Loved how pretty it made everything. Loved how it made things quiet. And she loved animals and nature in general, but never got to have much of either while in Birmingham. 
 
   So Rio Blanco county became their new home. And Hattie had some bright ideas about how to live the way they wanted, and still make enough money to have the things that mattered to them. Good food from the garden, lots of books to read, and a beautiful sunrise and sunset to look forward to every day.
 
   Now, Hattie wiped the smudge off the glass covering the framed photograph, and set it back on the hutch behind the reception desk. The bell sounded, and Hattie looked toward the door.
 
   Here we go again.
 
   Jefferson strode in, wearing still another flannel shirt under his Dakota jacket, this one dark blue, and paused in front of the desk. "Mother, I came to tell you I'm sorry."
 
   Hattie frowned. It wasn't like Jefferson to offer apologies.
 
   "I know I was…harsh to you, earlier…" 
 
   She softened just a bit. "Well, I was harsh right back."
 
   "Maybe we can start over."
 
   She pointed to the plate on the desk, which had been liberated of half its contents. "Have a muffin."
 
   His eyes latched onto the treat, and he reached out to pick one up, peeled the paper liner back, and then paused, looking at the muffin like he suddenly saw something crawling on it.
 
   "You think she spit on it, do ya?"
 
   He sighed and set the muffin back on the plate. 
 
   "Jefferson, when are you gonna get over your fear of gay people?"
 
   His eyebrows shot up. "I'm not afraid of gay people. I just don’t like them."
 
   "Why?"
 
   He opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
 
   "It's because of me, isn't it?"
 
   He shoved his hands in the jacket pockets, and screwed up his mouth.
 
   "I told you, Jefferson, I didn't leave you to be with Ethel. I left because I had no choice. Your daddy was the one who wouldn't let me see you."
 
   "That's because he didn't want your corrupting influence."
 
   "Being gay is not a corrupting influence."
 
   "It made my mother run off and leave her son, didn't it?"
 
   "That didn't have anything to do with it."
 
   "That's what Daddy said."
 
   "Your father was a hateful, emotionally unavailable man. And I'm just sorry to see that you learned how to be just like him."
 
   He dropped his hands to his sides. "I knew this was a waste of time."
 
   "So, just because you don't get what you want, you think it's a waste of time? Maybe if you tried a little harder to face reality, you wouldn't be in this mess."
 
   "I'm just fine, thank you."
 
   "A fine mess," she amended.
 
   "I'll have you know, I'm working on a new screenplay, and it's on spec, so I'll be getting another payday soon enough."
 
   "Well that's good, Jefferson, but you can't depend on something like that for regular income. I suspect that's why you came up here in the first place. You're hopin' I'll bail you out."
 
   "I don't need your money, old woman," he said, and then, almost as an afterthought, reached over and thumped the muffin so it rolled off the plate and into the floor. Then he headed out the door while Hattie sighed, pinching her fingers on the bridge of her nose.
 
   "Well that was a step in the right direction." Ethel had appeared from around the corner.
 
   "Not in the mood for jokes, Ethel," Hattie said.
 
   Ethel came up and kissed Hattie. "I'm not joking. Do you know what it musta took for him to say he was sorry?"
 
   Hattie considered this, and looked back at the door where he had gone. Turning back to Ethel, she said, "You just have to remind me every now and then why I married you, doncha?"
 
   Ethel grinned, and picked up the violated muffin and threw it in the trash.
 
   
  
 




 
   ~11~
 
   Slick Spots
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   Seeing the Forester, Cecil slowed the white panel van and made a U-turn just past her, easing to a stop behind the small SUV. Get it over with and get back home, he thought. He almost thought, in and out, but that conjured images he was best to ignore.
 
   Getting out of the van, he glanced at the logo on the side. Hattie had traded lodging for art, when she made a deal with one of those creative gay boy types to put the logo on the vehicle, as a way of advertising the Lofty Cabins. The boy had done a good job on the fanciful treehouse and the lettering, even though Cecil felt a little silly driving around in it. He thought maybe it was the goofy little squirrel the artist had included. He could have done without the squirrel. 
 
   He slid the side door open to get his gloves and glanced at the Forester. He could have done without this, too, but what was a fella to do when a woman needed help? He'd just have to swallow his pride and get it over with.
 
   As he tapped on the window on the driver's side, Bonnie whirred her window down. He knew she wouldn't get out. It was too cold. But that was probably best, because she might try to hug him or something and he didn't want to deal with the inevitable knot of passion that would appear in his pants. Some things were best left unknotted.
 
   He wasn't sure what it was about the woman that vexed him so. He didn't even like her much. But he sure as fire wanted to like her. The feelings she stirred up in him were the dangerous kind, and he wondered why it was that a man could desire a woman, but not like her. Maybe it was just biology, he thought. Maybe it was her big, round--
 
   No. He couldn't think about it. 
 
   He slipped the jack under the frame and started pumping, and damn if the action didn't recall that afternoon last month, when he'd stopped by to fix a leaky faucet, and found her in a skimpy robe, her legs all uncovered and her hair all mussed. She noticed him looking, even with his head under the sink, and she just kept standing there, advertising the fact that she weren't wearin' no panties. He tried not to look, but the tuft of hair just above her business stirred a longing in him, and he was suddenly aware of how long it had been since he had his hands on a woman.
 
   Watching for any oncoming traffic on the road, he took the tire iron end to the nuts, loosening them on their posts. Nuts. His own were awake, sure enough. Already tryin' to manufacture a heavy load. A load that had nowhere to go, he reminded himself. Best not to even think about it.
 
   He twirled the tool around on the second nut, and thought about tires and engines and gasoline, to try distractin' himself. Gasoline was flammable, and that's what she'd thrown on him. Doused him good, and then lit a match. 
 
   Damn it all to hell. 
 
   His attention back on the tire, he finished with the nuts and jacked the Forester up higher, using his fingers to remove the nuts from their posts, and pulling the wheel off. 
 
   Pushing off the frigid ground, he went to her window again, and told her to pop the hatch. From there, he pulled out the spare and mounted it on the axel.
 
   It wasn't like this thing with Bonnie was gonna go anywhere. Even if he wanted her, she didn't belong to him, and he was damn sure not gonna be one of them guys who diddled with another man's wife. Even though he had diddled with her. But to be fair, he didn't know she was married when the diddlin' took place. She waited until after the deed was done, before she gave him that little bit of information. While he felt sorry that her womanly needs had been ignored, he knew it wasn't right to act like a husband, when you weren't one. That was the job of the man who married her. 
 
   He glanced up into the side mirror and saw her looking at him. What a sad state of affairs when a man didn't know himself well enough to know he shouldn't be making promises he couldn't keep.
 
   Lowering the jack down, he tightened the nuts in the fresh tire, removed the jack, and then replaced it in his van. Back at her window, he tapped and she cranked it down a notch. "All done."
 
   "Thank you Cecil," she said sweetly. "I knew I could count on you."
 
   "You headin' up to join Jefferson?"
 
   "Hell no," she said. "I couldn't share a space with him if you paid me."
 
   He glanced up the road. "Seems a strange thing to say about your own husband."
 
   "Well, as I told you, he hasn't been my husband in a long time…"
 
   He licked his chapped lips. "Sorry to hear that. Well, I best be gettin' back to work."
 
   "I'll be in my own cabin if you want to come by for a drink," she said.
 
   "That's not a good idea, Bonnie, and you know it." He zipped up his coat. "Be careful of the road ahead. There's some slick spots a mile or two up yonder." 
 
   Cecil spun on his heel and went back to the van, getting in and starting the engine. Checking the side mirror, he steered out onto the road and gave her a quick wave as he went by.
 
   Reaching down, he tugged at his jeans. They were suddenly too tight. 
 
   Damn it all to hell.
 
   
  
 




 
   ~12~
 
   Maybe Not Enough
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   A shrouded light beamed from the kitchen across the foot of the bed, as I opened my eyes. The sun was already high in the sky, blocked by the roof of the treehouse, casting the room in darker tones. Phoebe was sleeping quietly beside me, her arm and leg still draped over me. We had fallen asleep.
 
   I stared up at the dark beams of the ceiling, remembering the sensations she had given me the night before, pleased with myself that I had not simply shut down as the old Jobeth would have. No, this was the new Jobeth. The one who finally let her guard down and let someone in. And I was okay with that. It felt right. It felt good. I knew that I would be able to let her do this to me--for me--now.
 
   She stirred, opening her eyes, and a satisfied smile quirked one corner of her mouth. "Mmmmm…." She stared at me, her hand stroking up my arm. "Thank you for last night..."
 
   "No, thank you," I quipped. "That was…delicious."
 
   We kissed lazily. 
 
   She cleared her throat and turned over to look at the picture window, now painted over by the faint glow of the kitchen lamps, the rest of the room cuddled in a duskiness that belied the middle of the day. "This is so wonderful. This feels so…wonderful."
 
   "Vocabulary center in your brain still a little out of it, huh?"
 
   She smacked me on the arm and pushed up out of the bed, padding, naked, toward the bathroom. I looked at her exquisitely round ass and felt a zinger. Oh the things we'll do. Yes, this was a fantastic idea. Fucking fantastic. I chuckled at my own double entendre. Reaching for the eCig on the nightstand, I sucked in a mouthful of chocolate mint, inhaling the vapor and blowing its cool caress out.
 
   When she emerged, silhouetted in the doorway, I was flooded with this feeling of love for her, satisfied by what we had shared. Which was why I was so shocked when I looked down and saw her wearing the strap-on. I couldn't speak. I'd never seen her in it, first of all, and second of all, its portent bloomed fully in my mind.
 
   "And now, for phase two," she said, I thought, rather ominously.
 
   She rounded the bed and climbed in, cuddling up to me. I could feel the soft rubber against my thigh.
 
   That old familiar trepidation seeped in. I hadn't felt it for some time and was surprised I was feeling it now. The involuntary sensation of clamping down took hold once more. My body was saying no. To Phoebe. What was I going to tell her? That I didn't want her? That the fingers were plenty, and I didn't realize she expected more? When she said she wanted to be inside me, I had made assumptions about the degree to which she intended to go. What did I do, now?
 
   "Oh my god, baby…relax…why are you so tense?"
 
   I made an effort to release the clenching muscles. "I'm sorry…it was just unexpected, but…" I could not put her off. Could not say no. I had to do this before I had too much time to think about it. I couldn't hurt her feelings by saying no. I had to just get past my dread. 
 
   "Come here…" I pulled her on top of me, and she settled in between my thighs. I took the phallus in my hand and guided it to the entrance of my fear. This is Phoebe. The woman I love. I have to just get this first part over with, I told myself. Then it will be fine. 
 
   Inhaling and releasing a full breath, I pressed my hands to her soft ass-cheeks, coaxing her closer. The tip of the dildo slipped inside, and a blazing pain shot through me, landing in a hot ring around the phallus. It felt like the dick had sharp edges; just as it had happened earlier with her fingers, only this time, those muscles had congregated at the gate, denying entry, through threat of force. 
 
   Without thinking, I pushed at her, and she rocked back onto her heels, staring down at me. I pinched my eyes closed, trying to breathe through the pain.
 
   "You can't do this, can you?"
 
   "I'm…it's just…"
 
   She studied my eyes, invading me with that knowing that only two intimate partners can share. "You've changed your mind."
 
   The disappointment in her tone was heart-wrenching. Things had been going so well. And now, as usual, I was fucking it up. "I didn't know you meant…"
 
   She verified my meaning by taking another inventory of my expression and then her face smoothed into an unreadable mask, and she pressed both hands onto the bed, closed her eyes for a second, and then got up, went into the bathroom, and closed the door.
 
   Fuck. Why did I have to be so….FUCK.
 
   I pictured her in there, perhaps sitting on the toilet lid, maybe crying, now. Tears tracking down that beautiful face. And I was to blame. She was probably feeling pretty humiliated, wearing the toy out into the room, and making assumptions, only to realize that I was again going to shut-down; reject her, when all she wanted was to love me and show me how much. How awful she must be feeling.
 
   I sat up and put my feet on the floor, still aware of the burning sensation that was not the variety to which I had become accustomed. After a moment, I stood and pulled my sweat pants and shirt back on. At the bathroom door, my knuckles paused a moment over the wood, then I knocked softly. "Phoeb'?"
 
   Quiet. What must she be thinking now?
 
   "Baby…I'm sorry…please come out…" What else could I say?
 
   A bird shrieked its way across the meadow outside as I stood there at the bathroom door, listening for her. "Baby?"
 
   The door burst open, and I stumbled back as she brushed past me in her robe again, padding to the sofa, and sitting down to add more wine to the glass on the little table. Inside the bathroom, I saw that the dildo was now in the sink. Discarded.
 
   I caught myself looking at the front door of the Lofty Cabin, aware that I was fighting an almost overwhelming desire to run away. No. Not this time. I can't. We'd been through this, hadn't we? I had faced it, dealt with it.
 
   I went over and sat down on the sofa, pouring more wine for myself and taking a large gulp. I looked at her, sitting there, staring out the window into the suffocating sky. "Baby--"
 
   "I don't want to talk right now."
 
   Sighing, I said, "I think…I think we have to…"
 
   She took a massive, cleansing breath and had another drink of wine.
 
   I cleared the hesitation from my throat. "I misunderstood…"
 
   "Really? I hadn't noticed."
 
   Cold. Too cold for the Phoebe I knew. "I thought when you said you wanted to be inside me, you meant--"
 
   "Just fingers. Yeah, I get it." She gulped down the rest of her wine and poured herself more. From her robe pocket, she drew out her own eCig and sucked on it, blowing out the apple vapor with force.
 
   I leaned forward, with one elbow on my knee, palming my forehead and rubbing the skin upward, as if trying to iron out the wrinkles in my brow. "So…this is really important to you--"
 
   She jerked her head toward me, an almost-scowl, like I'd said she was ugly, but she thought maybe she hadn't heard me correctly. 
 
   I needed a second to crawl out from under her accusing eyes, so I set my wine on the table and went to the fireplace, adding another few logs to chase away the chill that had gathered in the room. I wasn't sure if that was about the weather, or Phoebe's demeanor, but I needed to warm things up somehow. 
 
   At the nightstand, I picked up my eCig again, and sucked on it, watching the back of her head in the pulse of light that cast a glow in her direction from the reanimated flames in the fireplace. The crackle and sizzle from the hearth sounded like what my heart was doing. What her mind was probably doing.
 
   Finally, I returned to sit beside her. "I'm sorry…"
 
   "Do you know how this makes me feel?" she blurted, turning to face me.
 
   "I can imagine."
 
   "Can you?"
 
   "I can."
 
   "What are you gonna do about it?"
 
   I stared at her, wordless, those flashing eyes, the grim line of her lips. My mouth formed words that never came to fruition. My hand moved a few inches towards hers on the cushion between us, and she snatched her hand away. Body language options now lost, I found my voice. "I'm not sure…what…to say to you right now…" Oh that was brilliant. That ought to clear things right up.
 
   She put her wine down and folded her legs up again, knees bent, arms wrapped around her shins, facing me. "Why?" she asked. "Can you just tell me why?"
 
   My eyes cast about the room, my brain thinking back to my disastrous attempt at receiving. Some indefinable emotion was pushing moisture from my eyes and a tear escaped down my cheek. I looked up at her. "It hurt."
 
   Her hard mask faded, and with softer features, she regarded me, reached over to thumb away the tear. "I didn't do anything…I mean, you--"
 
   "I know, I did it, but…it still…it just hurt."
 
   "So that's why you've never wanted to let me." She thought a moment. "You said you'd never let anyone else do that."
 
   "I haven't," I said.
 
   "Then how did you know it would hurt?" she prodded.
 
   "I didn't. I just…" Goddammit.
 
   She sighed again. "Is there some issue…some medical issue that you haven't told me about?"
 
   Oh where's my boots? I need to…no…just answer. Just give her an answer. "I don't know…I clench up…I feel it just close up…"
 
   "Then you're just emotionally reacting to it, then?"
 
   "I don’t know. Maybe."
 
   "Then that means you don't want to do that with me. Or you don't trust me. If you love me, if we're together and it's real, then that makes no sense to me…unless you don't feel what you think you feel for me."
 
   I reached for her hand. "No, Phoebe, that's not it. I love you."
 
   "Maybe not enough."
 
   "That's not fair. And if this was something you wanted, why didn't you mention it a long time ago?"
 
   "I was afraid that if I made a big deal out of it, you might lose interest in doing anything at all with me."
 
   "Like that would ever happen."
 
   "It could."
 
   I really had to let it sink in--that Phoebe was saying she was for one minute insecure about my need for her. Like she didn't know that I could never lose interest in her, sexually. She was always so confident. But there it was. A little tiny bit of insecurity in an otherwise stalwart woman of confidence.
 
   The questions were now swirling in my head like an alphabet soup, and all the letters were getting mixed up into gibberish. I managed to say, "Maybe it's just something I never needed to think about until now."
 
   "Or maybe I'm just a constantly available fuck-buddy for you."
 
   The sting of her words were like a slap on my cheek. I shrank back against the sofa. "How can you say that?"
 
   "What else am I supposed to think, Jobeth?"
 
   I couldn't answer that. I didn't know. But what if she was right? What if I didn't feel enough for her? What if I couldn't? What if it was just more with her, but still not enough? I had to try to explain, make sense of it for her, even if I couldn’t make sense of it for myself. "If I understood, maybe I could do something about it…but I don't. Understand."
 
   After a long silence, she said, "What about the other things?"
 
   "What other things?"
 
   "There are all kinds of other things I would like to share with you…"
 
   In all our sexual discussions, nothing had ever been off-limits. I knew her well. But was it because it was always about her? It was easy to explore someone else's thoughts and feelings, not so easy to turn that on yourself. I had always been fine with anything, sexually, as long as I was the one doling it out. Where that was concerned, I had no boundaries at all. The only boundaries there, if any existed, was that I didn't want to do anything that could be considered degrading, painful, or dangerous.
 
   So we'd easily bantered about all our activities. Finding that we didn't like the often clinical and ugly jargon for sexual activity, we'd invented playful terminology. Like we called oral going to the Poconos, because it sounded like poke your nose, which was what we were doing in that regard. But we even talked about more daring things. And I knew that some people had their limits about what they placed in those categories. I also knew that the usual no-no things were not off limits as long as it was done properly, with precautions for safety and hygiene. I thought about one of those things now. We called it nethering sort of in jest, because it had to do with a lot of feathery movements in the nether-regions. We often joked about going to the Netherlands. Or even further, the more invasive version of that, which we called going to Greece. Or Greeking. We even had secret signals--like when Phoebe was available for and wanted something in the Netherlands, she'd wear this little elastic bracelet, and I knew that I had that option. It was a way of avoiding the awkward questions.
 
   Now, with her having said there were things she wanted to share with me, I ran through the list in my mind of the things she hadn't. All the things I had done to her, in bed, but had not let her do to me. And then I felt my chest tighten. Was she referring to all the round-the-world stuff I had visited on her? I realized that all that sex-talk we frequently did, was in relation to something being done to her. Not me. I'd done everything to her. But never returned the courtesy. Was it a courtesy? That implied I'd been unfair. Had I? All the cute neologisms aside, maybe I wasn’t quite as sexually open as I thought, since the physical reaction I was having seemed to indicate that the idea petrified me.
 
   My thoughts trickled away, and I met her eyes. "You want me to let you do everything to me, I do to you…"
 
   "You say that like you would be doing me a favor...and of course, yes, in a way, you would be...I'd love to be able to do all that with you…but this isn't about me, Jobeth. You just don't seem to get that. It's about you. It can be about you sometimes."
 
   "I just…I…" What did I feel?
 
   As if reading my mind, she asked, "What do you feel?" Again the words stuck in my throat, like I was some kind of fucking stroke victim, unable to access vocabulary. I tried to identify the feelings. The fear. "I worry that…that some of it is…it's too…" Too what? Too what? I just felt uneasy. It made me uneasy. Was that it?
 
   "It scares you? Being that vulnerable and open?"
 
   "Yes…and it makes me uneasy because…I would just be worried about whether you were liking it and…"
 
   "--that I won't enjoy it? You're worried that it's too much to ask? That it's a chore somehow? A sacrifice?"
 
   I stared at her. "I…guess so."
 
   She made a little humming noise. "I guarantee you I would enjoy it…it would be my pleasure to do those things to you, for you…I want to make you feel good. That makes ME feel good. What do I have to do to make you see that?"
 
   I shook my head, again, words failing me.
 
   She glanced out the window. "Do you feel like it's a chore to do any of those things for me?"
 
   Silly question. "No."
 
   "Oh, see, you sound perfectly confident about that. Why can't you flip that around and apply it to yourself?"
 
   I was being taken to school. Perhaps for the first time, I was feeling completely …what? Inadequate? Not in control? No. Revealed. I was feeling totally exposed. But this was Phoebe. If I couldn't be that way with her, who could I be that way with?
 
   She put her feet on the floor, reached for her wine and drank, sat holding the goblet, her elbows on her knees. Finally, she said, "I need to make dinner." She got up and moved into the kitchen, taking out a bag of spaghetti. 
 
   I followed her and stood just outside the kitchen area. Like a line had been drawn, and I was forbidden to cross it, hovering like a confused hummingbird, seeking her sweetness again.
 
   "I'm sorry," I said again.
 
   She placed the pasta pot on the stove with exaggerated gentleness. "Stop apologizing."
 
   She took down the jar of red sauce.
 
   I swallowed. There was some obstruction at the base of my throat, constricting around the words, also, as if they were phallic, and there was just no room for them in there. "Why can't we just go back to the way it was?"
 
   She considered me for a pregnant moment. "Because I want more."
 
   "What if I can't give you more?"
 
   "Then I guess it's fruitless for me to ask for anything else I might need or want."
 
   I could have seen that as a final curtain, but chose, in my foraging state, to see it as a pinprick of light in an otherwise dark room. "What else do you want? Maybe I can give you something else…"
 
   She was filling the pot with water in the sink. "It's not a flea market, Jobeth, you can't just trade these things out."
 
   "I'm trying to work with you, here." 
 
   She unscrewed the lid of the sauce and dumped its contents into the sauce pan. "Well, it would be nice to know where this is going." She reached out to turn the water off. 
 
   "Where what is going?"
 
   She sighed, shooting another disapproving stare at me. "Our relationship, Jobeth."
 
   I blinked. Did not compute. "Why does it have to go anywhere?"
 
   Her sharp expression almost made me cringe. Tracking that mysterious beast, I stood there hoping to identify what it was. What else was there? If I couldn't give her access to me in those myriad ways, what else could she want? We'd done everything else. 
 
   Then the light came on, not a minute too soon. "Is this about Ginger and Izzy?"
 
   "No, it's about us." She worried at the end of the spaghetti bag, having difficulty getting it to open.
 
   "But you mean, get married, right? Like they did?"
 
   She tugged at the seams of the bag. "And isn't that the next natural step in our relationship?"
 
   I could feel the wrinkles forming on my forehead again, growing there like kudzu. "Who says there has to be a next step?"
 
   She blurted, "Are you really that daft?" 
 
   I half-turned, taking in the contents of the cabin. Our luggage in the corner, the wine glasses, half-empty, the picture window. Turning back, I looked toward the bathroom, thinking about what was still in the sink. Why did she have to complicate everything? Why was she making this so hard? Was this what the vacation was all about? Phoebe trying to get me to let her fuck me with a dildo and then get married? "Look, we fell in love, and then we made the decision to be together."
 
   "Yeah, just not all the way."
 
   So I'm not good enough for her anymore. "Well, it's all the way enough for me," I said.
 
   She yanked at the edge of the bag and it popped open, sending dry spaghetti all over the floor like so many needles in a haystack, when all I was looking for was hay.
 
   I looked down at the pasta and back up at her. "Are you really serious? This is the other thing you feel is missing? That we have to get married--act like straight people?"
 
   "No, like two people who are committed to each other."
 
   This was just Phoebe being jealous of what Izzy and Ginger had done. They had taken the plunge first. Damn them. This wasn't about us, it was about some fairy tale in Phoebe's mind. But I knew better. There was no fairy tale. There were only degrees of good and bad, and I thought what we had was good. Very, very good. "I am committed to you, Phoebe. No piece of paper is going to define my relationship for me."
 
   Smacking the pasta package on the counter, she said, "Is that really it, or does it just make you feel trapped?"
 
   "I don't think that's fair," I mumbled.
 
   "Is Jobeth still the girl who can't ever be tamed?" she continued. "Is that what marriage is to you? Clipping those freebird wings a little too close to the quick?"
 
   "Phoebe, I don't want to be with anyone but you. Isn't that enough?"
 
   "No." She bent down and picked up a handful of spaghetti. "I need more than that. I need to know you're all-in. In all ways."
 
   "That feels a little like emotional blackmail."
 
   "Oh it does, does it?" She threw the pasta on the floor again, the long strands severing into pieces. "Well, then maybe we've just defined our relationship."
 
   She headed for the door, grabbing her jacket.
 
   "Where are you going?"
 
   "What do you care?" she said, slamming the door behind her.
 
   As the whoosh of cold air traveled past me, like the backdraft of a departing subway, I could hear her stomping down the stairs and could do nothing but stand there, stunned, amid the spaghetti.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~13~
 
   A Bit of a Pickle
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   The jangling bell over the door brought Hattie's eyes up from the reception desk. She heaved a weary sigh as the door groaned closed behind the brunette who strode toward her. Hattie watched her approach with something like dread in her mind. "Bonnie," she said in a monotone. "What a surprise."
 
   "Now, Hattie, that's no way to say hello."
 
   Then perhaps you'd better say goodbye. "You were just here a couple of weeks ago," Hattie said. "Why didn't you come up with Jefferson?"
 
   "I like it here, Hattie, you know that. That's why I keep coming back."
 
   "Well are you staying with Jefferson or do you want your own cabin--" And then Hattie paused, for effect. "Again?"
 
   Bonnie sighed while regarding the woman. "Hat, I understand why you're upset--"
 
   "Bonnie, I told you, don't call me Hat." 
 
   "You and I both know that Jeffrey wants to turn this place into a hunter's paradise. You know I don't want that. I would think you could be a little more cordial to me. I'm on your side, Hat."
 
   Hattie wished for a magic cloaking device so she could just disappear, and slip away, never having to deal with this woman who had married her son for no apparent reason. Her greedy, selfish son, who kept reminding her that he was just waiting for her to die.
 
   Ethel came in, then, holding a plate of sticky buns, saw Bonnie, and turned around to go back to the kitchen.
 
   "Hi, Ethel--" Bonnie called sweetly.
 
   Ethel turned around slowly, balancing the plate in her hands.
 
   "Oh, those look delicious. May I?"
 
   Ethel's shoulders slumped and she came forward, extending the plate to Bonnie, who took one of the warm, glazed delights and bit into it with relish. "Mmmm…" she sang, licking her lips. "You make the best cinnamon rolls."
 
   "They're sticky buns," Ethel said.
 
   "Isn't that the same thing?" Bonnie pulled the wheel of the bun, unraveling it partway, and pinching off a piece to pop in her mouth.
 
   "Depends on what part of the country you're from," Ethel said.
 
   "Well, whatever you call them, they're delicious."
 
   Ethel just took a deep breath and looked at Hattie, who shrugged like she had nothing to offer by way of escape or explanation.
 
   Bonnie turned to Hattie, sucking the goo off one finger. "Can I get cabin number three again? I like the shower in that one."
 
   "I suppose." Hattie opened the reservations book and jotted a note, then turned to get the key. "How long are you stayin' this time, Bonnie?"
 
   Bonnie placed the remainder of the bun on the empty plate with muffin crumbs. "About that…are you aware of what's happened? I mean, did Jeffrey tell you about the house?"
 
   Ethel's interest was reanimated, and she joined Hattie behind the desk. "What about the house?" Ethel asked her.
 
   "He got behind on the mortgage and yesterday, the bank took it."
 
   Both sets of gray eyebrows shot up.
 
   "So, as you can see, I'm in a bit of a pickle." She pulled the strap of her purse back onto her shoulder. "I'm not sure what I'm going to do. I tried to warn him about it, but he just got mad and packed his car and came up here. I was left to deal with moving my things to storage."
 
   "Lord a'mercy," Ethel muttered.
 
   Hattie looked at the sticky bun and remnants of the accosted muffin on the plate. "Well, you've got a place to stay here, until he figures it all out, I suppose."
 
   Bonnie smiled demurely. "Thank you, Hat. You're a sweetheart." She reached toward her purse. "How much do I owe you?"
 
   Hattie closed the logbook. "No charge."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~14~
 
   Services Rendered
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   Jefferson raised the binoculars and trained them on the cabin directly across the meadow. Surprisingly, there was now a curtain on that window. Oh well, I didn't want to see any more of that dyke action anyway.
 
   As he lowered the binoculars, he saw the young woman walking along the treeline. It was that blonde named Phoebe. What was she doing out there? It was freezing-ass cold.
 
   Dropping the binoculars on the sofa, he went into the bathroom. Appraising his reflection in the mirror, he applied Retinol to the blasted crow's feet that had developed in recent years. The gray was creeping back in his hair, as well. He'd have to get that re-colored when he got home. He could not embrace the idea of getting older, though that reality continued to unfold with each tick of the clock. Fifty-one. Before long, he'd be getting those AARP offers in the mail. The first one of those would likely be shredded with his bare hands and set on fire.
 
   Glancing at his watch, he saw that Mason was now officially late. The roads were likely slowing him down. Moving to the window, he peered out and up at the sky, watching the frigid snow add still more layers to the ground.
 
   In the kitchen, now, he took down the bottle of Bailey's Irish Cream, poured some into a rocks glass and took the glass to the table by the chair, placing it just-so. From his messenger bag, he withdrew a chocolate cigar from its tin, a gold lighter, and a glass ashtray, and set them on the table beside the Bailey's. Then he placed the small envelope under the ashtray.
 
   In the distance he heard the gurgling engine, growing louder as it approached. It sounded like a mechanical cougar.
 
   Finally, he thought, crossing to the door. He opened it and peeked out as the red Corvette slid to a stop near the stairs. 
 
   Jefferson pushed the door closed, took a seat in the camel-colored club chair and waited.
 
   When Mason finally rapped on the door, he said, "It's open."
 
   The door swung in, and Mason appeared, decked out in a parka and snow boots. He met Jefferson's eyes only briefly, and turned to hang his coat on the peg, ruffling his blonde hair, and removing his boots. Padding over in thick hunter's socks, he paused in front of the man in the chair. "Jefferson," he said, by way of greeting.
 
   Jefferson's only response was to utilize the two padded armrests of the club chair.
 
   Mason sank to his knees and reached into the fly of the lounge pants and freed Jefferson's penis. Bending forward, he drew the tube of flesh into his mouth and began his duties.
 
   Jefferson reached for the cigar, taking the gold lighter and setting fire to the end, lifting the glass of Bailey's to his lips for a taste. He leaned his head back on the chair and imagined Mason's mouth a sucking machine, soft and insistent, and plugged into the wall. The Mason-Machine was skilled, but Jefferson paid highly for the pleasure. He imagined the sound of the machine's engine, grinding, pumping.
 
   He had time to drink half the liqueur, and smoke half the cigar before his flesh was firm and pink with blood and ache. Mason looked up at him, and Jefferson closed his eyes and nodded.
 
   Mason got to his feet and circled to the back of the chair, and Jefferson put his cigar in the ashtray, following. 
 
   Shoving his pants down to his ankles, Mason bent over the chair, waiting, saying nothing. Jefferson moved up behind him, and took the square packet Mason handed back to him. He rolled the condom on his penis, and then stepped forward and pushed inside the young man, thrilling to the sound of his grunting discomfort.
 
     When the chair began to scoot along the floor with the force of Jefferson's thrusts, he grabbed the young man's hips, digging his fingers in the soft bare flesh, and holding him steady as he pounded at him like a pile driver, Mason groaning and wincing, his hands gripping the sides of the chair.
 
   When Jefferson had finished, Mason pulled his own pants up, took the envelope under the ashtray, shrugged into his parka, put his feet in his boots, and was out the door and on his way down the stairs.
 
   Jefferson picked up the glass of Bailey's, and stood at the front window, relighting the cigar, watching the Corvette steer out of the icy drive.
 
   He probably bought that car because of that fucking Prince song, Jefferson thought.
 
   
  
 




 
   ~15~
 
   Curiouser and Curiouser
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   Still staring at the door, I waited, resisting the urge to go after Phoebe. Even if I did what would I say? I'm sorry--for the hundredth time? Everything I had said thus far was a dismal failure.
 
   It was getting colder outside, and I knew she would eventually come back. She had to. Unless she went over to the office and got another room. Suddenly I was afraid that was exactly what she had done. To get away from me. To remove herself from all my bad answers. But they were true answers. I looked out the window. Weren't they true? Now, I was doubting everything I felt and thought. But I didn't need anyone telling me what mattered and what didn't. That was personal, and not even Phoebe could change what was simply true for me. 
 
   Lifting the binoculars, I focused them outside, searching the edge of the woods, and the paths in between. I didn't see Phoebe anywhere. But I knew she was on foot. 
 
   Panning my view to the office, I saw a 40-something woman emerging from the door, and getting into a Forester. Who was that? With the binoculars, I tracked her over to a cabin south of my location. She got out and lugged a couple bags up the stairs and disappeared inside. Refocusing the binocs through her picture window, I watched her dump her bags and take a wine bottle out of a sack. She used a fancy corkscrew contraption to open it, and had herself a drink. I watched her look around the cabin and then drop down into the sofa. 
 
   A tiny flake of snow parachuted past the lenses, and I lowered the binocs. Another flake flittered by, and then another. A flash of red took my attention farther beyond the snowflakes in front of the window. Sweet Corvette. I lifted the binoculars again and focused on the red sports car heading across the meadow toward…Jefferson's cabin? I watched the blonde young man get out of the car and head up the steps.
 
   Focusing in on the picture window, I watched the young man remove his coat and boots. Swinging my view  to the left, I noticed that Jefferson was sitting in a chair. Then the blonde guy knelt in front of Jefferson and started giving him a blowjob. I lowered the binocs. What the fuck? Jefferson was gay. I lifted the binocs again and watched as Jefferson drank something, had a cigar. All while the blonde dude was going to town on his lap.
 
   I giggled just a little. Not all stake-outs were this interesting. But old surveillance habits die hard.
 
   I looked at the clock. Phoebe had been gone long enough for me to wonder if she was coming back. I'd give her a few more minutes.
 
   Going into the kitchen, I grabbed a bottle of water and drank, then went back to look out the window again toward Jefferson's cabin. Unable to resist, I focused the binocs through the window. 
 
   Soon, the Corvette guy was bent over the chair and Jefferson was nailing him. Holy Christ. If I'd known there was going to be a floor-show, I would have paid extra for the cabin. At least someone was having hot sex.
 
   A few minutes later, the blond guy was leaving in the red Corvette, but instead of heading out to the main road, he turned and drove to the only other treehouse in the quad. Cabin #1 was just in to one side and in front of the handyman's place. The Corvette parked, and I again saw the blond guy mounting the steps and going inside. 
 
   Swinging the glasses to the now-convenient picture window, I could see inside very well. A dark, goth-looking young man, standing in front of an easel. Paintings were strewn about. The Corvette guy took off his clothes in there too, and went to lie down on the bed. Then I saw the artist snapping photos of his guest. An artist's model, then. But as I continued to watch, it became clear Corvette was just a little more than that. The artist climbed onto the bed and onto the blond guy's back, and there was still more sex for the boy-toy-model. I kept hearing that Prince song in my head….little red Corvette…Baby, you're much too fast…Oh Little Red Corvette…You need a love that's gonna last…
 
   As Little Prince headed down the stairs of the second treehouse of the day, I wondered, first, what his butt must feel like after all that action, and next, what this place must be like in the summertime when the place was crawling with testosterone-laden boy-toys and their players.
 
   I lowered the binocs and shook my head as the Corvette moved out of the quad on the path, and disappeared onto the main road, with snowfall flowing across the shiny fenders of the car.
 
   Phoebe was fresh in my mind again, out there in the cold, as the snow started coming down with a vengeance. Like a sudden rainstorm of white.
 
   I grabbed my iPhone and punched up the Weather Bug app, checking conditions. Crap. Cold front was coming in, and they expected heavy snow and freezing temperatures. To make it worse, there was also a blizzard warning for the higher elevations.
 
    No matter how justified I felt, and how much I didn't want to swallow my pride, Phoebe was out there, and I had to at least make sure she knew about the cold front and could take shelter, even if it wasn't with me.
 
   Getting dressed, I grabbed my coat and scarf, shoved my feet into my boots, and stepped out into the cold.
 
   Under my feet I could sense the slickness of the steps already. Moisture freezing there. What if I fell down these stairs? Last time that happened, I ended up at the bottom waiting for someone to find me. And if Phoebe was as mad as I thought she was, she wouldn't be coming back here, but would head over to the office and maybe get another room. And then I'd be lying there on the ground with a broken back, freezing to death. And all because I didn't want to be fucked by a dildo and then get married.
 
   Driving around in the Escalade was an option; but then, I doubted Phoebe would have walked down the road. She probably wanted to brood amid a more natural environment. I hoped she remembered how fast the weather could become a danger. And never mind the possibility that she might run into one of those cougars. Or a bear. Or even Bigfoot, if that was even real, rather than a figment of my imagination. 
 
   I shivered, half from cold, half from the idea of my beloved running away from a hungry predator. My Beloved. That’s how I thought of her. Was she still? Or did a beloved have to be a reciprocal condition? Right now, Phoebe was certainly not entertaining any warm feelings for me, even though she would be needing that warmth pretty soon. That is, if she was out there in the woods somewhere. 
 
   Surveying the ground, I sought footprints. The snow was already masking the surface, but I noticed a few impressions, and on closer scrutiny, saw that they were the general size of an angry woman wearing boots; and yes, they were leading straight into the woods.  
 
   I started walking, staying parallel with the treeline, to watch for her in both the forest, and in the open areas. I put my gloves on, my fingers already feeling the bite of harsh air. Phoebe didn't have her gloves. I'd seen them next to the door. I should have brought them.
 
   A raven swooped by, and I stopped to watch it. Maybe I should go over to the office first, just in case she went there when she realized how cold it was. I could no longer make out any of her footprints anyway.
 
   Cutting diagonally, I headed back to the unpaved road, and for a moment considered going back for the Essy, but I was already halfway to the office, so I just kept going. 
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   Finally reaching the green door between the holly bushes, I stamped the snow from my boots and wiped my feet on the welcome mat, before approaching the desk. No one was about, and I leaned over to look on the desk, finding the layout chart I'd seen Hattie jotting our names on when we checked in. There, in the square for Cabin #1, I saw the name Slater Cherry. I recognized the name. He was a pretty well-known local artist in Denver, known for his homoerotic painting.
 
   Footsteps made me lean back away from the desk, and soon Hattie appeared wearing a flannel outfit with a green shawl on her shoulders. She saw me and smiled.
 
   "Hi, Hattie. Have you seen Phoebe?"
 
   "You lost track of her already?" Hattie grinned.
 
   "She went for a walk and she's been gone awhile. I thought she might have come over here."
 
   "I haven't seen her, sugar." She cocked her head at me, one gray tendril falling down on her face. "You look frozen solid already. Want some coffee? I just made a fresh pot."
 
   I sighed, looked toward the door, the snow still falling hard outside. "Normally, I'd take you up on that, but if she's still out there, and maybe got lost, I should go try to find her." Should I tell her about Bigfoot? No. No time for that. Besides it would sound crazy. Rumors and legends were one thing, but to tell her I actually saw one…Oh, and by the way, I saw Bigfoot. See ya later.
 
   "Well if you need help, let me know. Cecil is over at his cabin, and I can have him come help you." 
 
   I hadn't met the resident handyman yet, but it was good to know there was some help if I needed it. "Thanks." I couldn't resist; I added nonchalantly, "Oh, I passed a Forester on the way over here. Did you get some new bookings?"
 
   "Oh, well not really. That was just my daughter-in-law, Bonnie."
 
   "Oh. Jefferson's wife?" Oh. Jefferson's wife.
 
   She nodded without enthusiasm.
 
   So, married, and banging a sweet young booty, too. "Well…guess I'll go try to find Phoebe." I headed for the door and stepped out again into a temperature that seemed to have dropped ten degrees in the time I was inside. 
 
   So Jefferson's wife was here. And she wasn't staying with Jefferson. Probably because it would be a little crowded. I wondered if she even knew what was going on in that cabin. If this had been Denver, she might have been hiring me to take pictures of that little fiasco. Curiouser and curiouser. 
 
   Necessarily, things like Little Prince, daughters-in-law, cheating, closeted husbands, and Bigfoot had to be pushed back into my consciousness, now. Maybe once we got all this worked out, I could go hunt for the hairy beast, get a picture. And maybe look for Bigfoot, too, I quipped to myself. But right now, I had to find Phoebe.
 
   Backtracking, my own footprints had disappeared, so there was no chance I could find Phoebe by looking for her own. The more I continued to wander aimlessly, the more I felt the icy wind and the snow landing on my face, slipping down into my collar and making me cringe, now so violently, that the shivering was a continual thing. What must Phoebe be feeling in that small jacket of hers with no scarf, no gloves, and no hat? Her anger would have ceased to keep her warm by now. 
 
   I suddenly had a surge in my heart. What if the last words between us were angry ones? No. Stop it. No, Phoebe would be okay. She was smart. But what if she was lost? What if she got turned around and couldn't find her way back, even if she wanted to? Did she take her phone? Even her GPS would help in that situation. 
 
   Afraid I might be making the same mistake, I stopped to pull out my own phone, pulled at a finger on the glove with my teeth to remove it, and clicked into the map. There I was, a flashing blue dot. In the middle of greenery and not much else. I switched to satellite view and tried to locate the treehouse.
 
   There. But finding the Lofty Cabin didn't help me find Phoebe. I wished I could see her moving on the map. A little red dot. A little mad, red dot. Maybe all aglow with it. But that would have meant a tracking device in her phone. Like the kind parents put on their kid's phones. Why hadn't I thought to do that? You know, in case Phoebe and I had a fight and broke up and then she got lost in the woods while I was trying not to run into Bigfoot. The cold was making me daft. Phoebe had called me that. Daft. Was I?
 
   I looked around, a clomp of snow falling from a limb onto my cheek and oozing down into my collar. Up in the tree, I saw a raven, peering down at me, cocking his head. "Thanks, bird." Pulling what little hadn't melted off my neck, I slopped it to the freezing ground. Looking around, into the forest, out over the meadow to the right, I hoped to see her walking along, but didn't.
 
   "Phoebe!" I called into the trees.
 
   I listened, stepping out from under the limb, after another splotch of snow landed on the toe of my boot. "Damn bird," I said, giving him a dirty look. He squawked, lifting his wings a bit like they were shoulders, and he was shrugging at me.
 
   "Phoebe!" I called again. "There's a storm coming! You have to come back!" I waited, listened. I screamed louder, "Phoebe!" 
 
   I thought of taking Hattie up on her offer to get Cecil to help. But then, he wouldn't know where to look for her either. But maybe there was a four-wheeler. Didn't they have stuff like that when they were in the mountains? I could make more progress that way. An ATV was faster, and could cover more terrain without wearing me out.
 
   Glancing at my map again, I turned around and started jogging toward the tree house, the raven swooping up and tracking me from above.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~16~
 
   Nothing to Lose
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Frozen to the bone, Phoebe stepped inside the office. Hattie soon came out from the back, and took one look at her and fetched a blanket from the hall.
 
   Sitting in front of the fireplace in the parlor, Phoebe nursed the coffee Hattie had given her.
 
   "What in the world are you out walking around in this weather for? Tell me what's going on."
 
   Phoebe sighed. "Jobeth and I have been having an ongoing argument."
 
   "I noticed that tension between you when she left out of here alone last time. She was just in here, looking for you." Hattie put another log on the fire, and the sparks spit out onto the hearth and died.
 
   Phoebe was now intimately familiar with how cold it was outside, and the knowledge that Jobeth was actually out there searching for her seemed to ease her frustration a bit. "We're dealing with some serious things."
 
   Hattie laid a hand on her arm. "Let me help."
 
   Phoebe squirmed. "It's pretty personal."
 
   Hattie drew a card from her pocket and handed it to Phoebe, who took it and read it. "You're a psychologist?"
 
   "I was for years, and I wanted to help the gay community more, so when we moved up here, I included those services for guests."
 
   Phoebe's face lifted in surprise, then she went back to her coffee, setting the card on her knee. "Well, maybe counseling would be a good idea for us, too. I never thought I'd say this, but it seems we've come across something neither of us knows how to fix."
 
   "Well, in my line of work, I've noticed it's often one of two things. Either sex or money."
 
   "I never thought I'd say this either, but it's sex."
 
   "Well, then, why don't you just tell me what it's about and maybe we can get you both back on the right track."
 
   Phoebe looked down into her coffee and sorted her thoughts. "Since we got together about a year and half ago, our dynamic has always been the same. Jobeth is mostly the dominate one. She never let me do much. I was fine with that at first--"
 
   "But now, you want more."
 
   Phoebe looked up. "Yes. I feel like I'm missing out. You know, I was straight when she and I met. But I fell in love with her."
 
   "I know what that's like, honey. I was fresh-divorced when Ethel and I got together. Well it wasn’t as simple as all that. A lot of backstory there. But let's just say I understand the situation there for you. Now, how strong are these boundaries of hers?"
 
   "Pretty strong. She seems to have this fear of anything beyond oral. At least receiving, anyway. She's a beautiful lover--masterful, really--and I have no complaints in that department. But I want to be able to experience those things with her, too, and she just closes down. We tried--she tried--when she found out how much it meant to me, but she couldn't go through with it. She closed up. Literally. Her body just clamped down, and there was no way to get in. Again, literally."
 
   "I gotcha. There's a name for that."
 
   "Fear?"
 
   Hattie chuckled. "Well, yes, usually, that's the core of it. But it's a condition called Vaginismus. The muscles in there just clamp shut. It's psychological and emotional. An involuntary response. But if you can get at the place of fear, it's often possible to stop that from happening."
 
   Phoebe rolled the coffee mug in her hands. "Well, that's hopeful…but there's something else too. I want to get married and she doesn't. Even though she says she's completely committed to me."
 
   Hattie nodded like she'd heard it all before. "Well then Jobeth has some fear and trust issues. I'm sure she is committed to you. I can tell by the way she looks at you, she's in love with you. But these kinds of things can really be powerful."
 
   Phoebe looked up at the mantle to the sad eyes of a kitten figurine. "What can we do?"
 
   "Well, it would be helpful if you could talk her into sitting down with us, and letting me try to get through to her. I have a different approach that seems to work. Most of the time, therapists let patients talk and talk, but they just go around in circles, and those ideas they have get more rooted. Sometimes, it helps to use a little logic to get her away from those emotions, just long enough for her to see what makes sense and what doesn't. And then she can look at those emotions again, in light of what she's learned in a logical way. Then she can maybe find a way to process all that stuff."
 
   Phoebe swallowed more coffee, the feeling coming back in her hands, now. She sniffed. "I'd sure like to try that. But I think she's not going to like the idea."
 
   "Of course not." Hattie pulled the shawl around her shoulders, tighter. "If she had deep-seated fear and trust issues, the last things she'll want to do is talk about it. And with a stranger, in some kind of formal setting, no less."
 
   Phoebe looked out the parlor window at the snow coming down hard. "Then I don't know what else to do. I’m afraid we might break up over this."
 
   "Then don't worry about pissing her off. You have nothing to lose, do you?"
 
   Phoebe thought about that. Honestly, Hattie was right. If they were headed toward a break-up, then she had to pull out all the stops and just do everything she could to save them. Even if Jobeth couldn’t help her do that. "I'll ask her. I'm just afraid of what she'll say."
 
   "The worst she can say, sugar, is no. But if she really believes she's going to lose you over it, maybe that will make her think twice."
 
   Phoebe hoped Hattie was right. But now, she needed to get back to the cabin, and see if Jobeth had given up and gone back there.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~17~
 
   Beguiling
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   Cecil thumbed back the brim of his Ford ball cap, took a swig of Coke and screwed the battery compartment back on his flashlight. He'd be needing the light if the power went out, because he didn't want to stumble through the dark to find the candles like he did last time.
 
   The paper plate with the crumbs from his roast beef sandwich still lay on the table beside his chair, the book Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An Inquiry Into Values lay face down over the arm of the chair, marking his place. 
 
   At the library a few days ago, amid all the other bestsellers that didn't catch his attention, except to make him impatient, he almost missed it. He noticed the words "Motorcycle Maintenance" on the cover. Picking the book up, he eyed it suspiciously, because in the title was also the word "Zen," and he'd never put much stock in any kind of religion. But this, according to the pretty words on the cover, was a book about philosophy, and he reckoned he ought to give it a shot, since he was trying to improve his mind. Couldn’t be all bad if it was about a father and his son, and riding a motorcycle, he had thought. 
 
   Standing at the front rack near the door, he'd turned to a random page and saw,
 
    
 
   “Peace of mind produces right values, right values produce right thoughts. Right thoughts produce right actions and right actions produce work which will be a material reflection for others to see of the serenity at the center of it all.” 
 
   That was how he felt about his work at Sneaky Cat Peak. And that was what made him turn over his library card at the desk to take it home, even though the librarian gave him a strange look. Maybe he didn't seem like the sort of guy who would read a book like that. But in the last few days, he found that he liked what it had to say, and had been enjoying it. Peace of mind and serenity was what his life was all about. 
 
   That's why when Bonnie Sweet turned up, he had such a hard time with it. She disturbed his peace of mind. She disturbed other things, too, but he reckoned that would a' been true for any man who had a working pecker, and some who didn't.
 
   So when his infernal phone rang again and it was Hattie telling him he had to go fix Bonnie's stove, Cecil wondered just how long, this time, his peace of mind was gonna be all cattywompus. He'd hoped the tire-changing thing would be the last of it, but that was probably too much to hope for. Why'd she come back up here? Was it to tempt the tarnation into him, or because she needed a little peace of mind of her own? 
 
   He didn't know much about the woman, except for the things that she could do to his concentration. Every time he was in the same location with that vixen, he wanted to sop her up with a biscuit. He had to keep talking to himself to get away from her without tearing her clothes off. She was what the Greeks called a siren. A temptress who--what was that word? Beguiled. Yeah, that was it--beguiled men. And he was a man, and that was that.
 
   But he had to be strong this time. If she started up with that beguiling, he'd have to just turn around and skedaddle. No good could come of it.
 
   He was a young man when the last woman spun his head around;  he left her back in Birmingham when he moved to Colorado to take the job with Hattie. She was the sort of woman who wanted things Cecil could never give, and he knew it, even if she didn't. She was better off with a man who could give her all the finer things. She was like Bonnie in some ways. Always dolled up and looking for something that would make her womanly attributes something to be proud of. 
 
   Since taking up residence at Sleepy Cat Peak, he'd had no chance of meeting anyone else to tickle his fancy. Most of the guests at the Lofty Cabins were the wrong inclination for his uses. Except for a few stragglers who needed a place to stay for the night while traveling through, and some hikers who found themselves too weary to reach their destination, there were only men who fancied men, and women who fancied women. Mostly, though, he was used to being alone. 
 
   But he still had needs like any other man, and sometimes he wished there was something other than the choices at the tavern in Meeker where he bought supplies. He'd had a few flings with some ladies there over the years, but none that amounted to a hill of beans.
 
   Cecil heaved a sigh. Might as well get it over with. He put on his coat and boots, and reluctantly headed over to Bonnie's cabin to fix her stove.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~18~
 
   Boy-Toy
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   It was tempting to punch the accelerator out of the curves, but Mason knew he'd only end up crashing the Corvette in this weather. And he'd worked hard for that sweet machine. Slater Cherry had been the benefactor of that sweet ride. Mason's ass was sore for a week after he got the keys. Just like it was now. He didn't usually do two gigs in the same day, but the convenience-factor was too good to pass up.
 
   He glanced in the mirror. Jefferson was behind him, in more ways than one. He knew it wouldn’t be the last time, either. Old Jeff was walking around with a hanger in his ear. He thought he had everyone fooled. He was knee-deep in that lie that it was only sex, only filling his needs, and had nothing to do with his orientation. Well, whatever. Mason touched the two fat envelopes in his front pocket. It was like having another dick there. 
 
   Slater was well-off in the money department, and Jefferson was apparently a big deal in the movie business. He wrote screenplays. So he was probably going to  be another continual source of--if nothing else--cash. Jeff had some strange rules about their encounters, but it's not like Mason hadn't dealt with that sort of thing before. People do all kinds of things to make themselves feel better. Whether it was sex, or denial rituals. Didn't matter to Mason. He always got something out of it. He liked all kinds of sex, and he certainly enjoyed the perks that could go with it.
 
   Still. There was something about Jeff. Some little boy quality beneath all that spit and vinegar. Strangely, Mason felt he wanted to find out about that part. Maybe he would, eventually, if Jeff could ever break out of his ritual which included no conversation and nothing personal. Slater was more willing to talk and be friendly, but he was one of those intense, goth-artist types, and seemed to enjoy shrouding himself in mystery. Fine with Mason. The sex was good, even though Slater was well-endowed enough to make it a bit of a challenge.
 
   Mason passed the Meeker mileage sign. He'd be home soon. Back to his little place in that do-nothing tourist town. When he'd seen the advertisement for the Lofty Cabins retreat last summer, he considered it an opportunity to have some new meat. So he'd booked a cabin and gone there.
 
   He'd met Jeff the first time in the Lofty Cabins office, while checking in. The place was full, and Mason was sure he'd snag a few Daddies. He'd found Slater, but was always in the market for new sources of income. And there was something about Jeff, some longing and pain in his eyes. Mason knew he could get past that. And maybe into his wallet. Staying at the Lofty Cabins could be expensive after a few days. If nothing else, maybe he could stay with him like he'd stayed with some others, and he wouldn't have to pay to be there at all.
 
   When Mason had approached Jeff outside the office, though, Jefferson Sweet made it clear that he was not there for the fag-stuff. He said that Hattie was his mother, and he was only there to hole up in his treehouse to write. Jeff had enjoyed some success, if the Mercedes SUV was any indication. Mason offered to come keep him company on one of his breaks, and Jefferson said no thanks, but then gave him his cabin number when Mason asked--almost like he hadn't noticed why Mason had asked.
 
   Taking a chance, Mason paid Jeff a little visit. When he saw how differently he dressed when alone in his cabin, Mason was sure his gaydar was in perfect working order. He got close enough to kiss him, and the man shoved him away. But Mason was nothing, if not persistent. He knew what Jeff needed, even if the man didn't know himself.
 
   Mason shoved Jeff into the chair, and dropped to his knees in front of him, and without much resistance, he gave Jeff the blow job of his life. When he'd got the man's dick all primed, he stood, took a condom out of his pocket and handed it to Jeff, then pulled his pants down and bent over the chair.
 
   It took Mr. Straight-Screenwriter only about thirty seconds, before he pulled his own pants down and put the condom on. Leaning against his back, Jeff had grabbed Mason's hair and growled into his ear, "This is between you and me. I'll pay you to keep your mouth shut, but you can't breathe a word."
 
   Mason nodded, allowing the grin that Jeff couldn’t see while standing behind him. "Understood."
 
   Then Jeff proceeded to bang the hell out of him. 
 
   Mason smiled, now, his hands gripping the wheel of the Corvette as he tracked along Highway 115, flipping on his wipers to sweep away the snowflakes.
 
   They had the same encounter each time, and Jefferson had even ritualized it, to make himself feel better about it somehow. 
 
   Mason shook his head. He'd never understand men like that, but he didn't have to. He only had to know how to get what he wanted from them. Especially the older guys, who had lost their edge in the competitive meat-market of the gay community. He didn't mind being a boy-toy. Although boy was quickly becoming a misnomer, since Mason was now in his mid-twenties. 
 
   But he liked sex. And he liked being a bottom. It put food in his fridge, and a sweet ride under his available ass, and that was all he could hope for.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~19~
 
   ATV Thingy 
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   Reaching the treehouse, I held the rail as I ascended the steps, hoping she would be there. Bursting in the door, I said "Phoebe?" 
 
   Too much to hope for. Her coat was still gone, no new water prints by the door. I grabbed my keys and carefully traversed the slick steps down again to the Essy, got in and started it up, turning the heat on high, and pulling out into the road.
 
   I drove too fast up to the office and went inside. I asked Hattie about an ATV, and she directed me to the shed out back, saying Cecil had called her to let her know he was off getting supplies in advance of the storm. 
 
   "You really need to find her," Hattie said, twisting the ring on her finger. "The weather's gonna be really nasty, and it's going to get dark soon."
 
   "I'll find her," I said. "So, any trick I need to know about the ATV-thingy?"
 
   "It's pretty much start and go," she said. "Have you ridden a motorbike?"
 
   "A couple of times."
 
   "Gears are similar." She opened a drawer and pulled out a keyring. "This one Cecil uses, you just turn the switch between the handlebars to the on position, and then use the clutch to shift the gears at your left foot, and gas is on right handlebar. Go slow and it's not difficult. I'm sure you can figure it out. Hell, I did." She handed me the keys.
 
   I tried to imagine this silver-haired grandmother tooling around in the woods on a four-wheeler. Waving at Bigfoot as she went by. "Thanks Hattie!" I hurried out and trotted around the building to the back.
 
   The ATV was thankfully just as she described and in no time I had it going, circling around and down the road. I recalled from watching Izzy, that the gears were one down, four up. First gear was down. I might not need any of the other gears if I was just putting along looking for a freezing, angry woman.
 
   After twenty minutes of randomly riding through the woods, with no sight of her, I began to get a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. This was not good. It was dangerous. It wouldn’t take long to get hyperthermia, or if she got caught out all night, to freeze to death. I decided to circle back around and check the treehouse again.
 
   I got to use the higher gears this time, as I was back on the road and moving pretty fast. The cold wind made my face feel like it was on fire. When I turned into the access to the drive, I saw fresh footprints and the relief was like finally putting down a big rock I'd been toting around. 
 
   I stopped the ATV at the bottom of the stairs and nearly busted my ass getting up them.
 
   Throwing open the door, I almost called out for her, but found her sitting on the hearth wrapped in a blanket. Like some fucking Norman Rockwell painting. "Oh my god, Phoebe," I said breathlessly. "I'm so glad you're here. I was looking for you." My lungs were stinging from the frigid air.
 
   I could see by the red-rimmed eyes, she'd been crying, but now, she seemed concerned. "You look frozen."
 
   I sniffed, touching a sleeve to my nose. "I am."
 
   "Well come over here by the fire."
 
   I took off my coat and gloves, and the wet boots, and started over, looking forward to cuddling up with her under the blanket, telling her I was sorry, for the hundred-and-first time, and talking about how we could fix this issue between us.
 
   But instead, she stood and wrapped the blanket around me, pointing for me to sit on the hearth where she had been. Then she went into the kitchen and poured coffee from the freshly brewed pot. She brought me a steaming cup and I took it between my numb fingers, my skin sucking in the warmth.
 
   She stood there a moment, looking down at me. "You should take a warm shower as soon as your body temperature normalizes."
 
   I expected her to go start the shower for me, as she normally would have, but instead, she went to the bed and climbed under the covers. "I'm tired," she said, as I watched her curl up in a fetal position, her back to me. Code for leave me alone.
 
   I drank the coffee, watching her breathing form under the blankets, thankful she was okay, but knowing that in other ways, she was definitely not okay. I set the empty mug down on the hearth and went into the bathroom to have that shower. 
 
   The hot water cascading over my skin was heavenly. I only wish she was in here with me so I could soap her up and--
 
   I banished the start of that little fantasy, knowing that plenty of other things had to happen before she'd let me touch her again.
 
   When I came out, she was asleep. Or was pretending to be. I thought better of slipping into bed with her. She probably wanted to sleep by herself. I parked myself on the sofa, and stared over the back of it at the lump of her in the bed. The flickering fire provided the only light in the room.
 
   Izzy and Ginger got married and Phoebe and I break up. Was that what was happening? It was an irony I didn't want to contemplate.
 
   
  
 




 
   ~20~
 
   He Can't Know Who You Are
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   Bonnie trudged through the trees toward cabin five, adjusting the wool scarf tighter around her neck and pulling the knit beret down lower over her ears. As quietly as possible, she navigated around the shed and stopped when she heard voices.
 
   Hattie was saying, "He can't know who you are, Cecil. He'd just use it to hurt you. To hurt all of us."
 
   Cecil had his foot on the big red snow blower, and was filling the gas tank from a spouted can. "Well I sure ain't gonna tell him."
 
   What's this, then? Bonnie leaned back against the slick wall of the shed, but peeked around the corner to see them.
 
   "Well, neither am I," Hattie said, drawing her coat snug around her and adjusting the furry white trapper hat. "He's already got enough spite toward me for leaving his father and being with Ethel. The last thing he needs is to feel like he has to compete with you for my attention."
 
   "I thought you didn’t want to give him none of yer attention?"
 
   "Now Cecil, he's my son, too."
 
   Too? Bonnie flattened against the wall, opened her mouth into an "O" shape and then closed it again. She twisted back to watch them.
 
   Hattie gazed out into the falling snow from beneath the shed awning. "Won't be long, now. I hope you get that thing fixed. The walks in front of the office need attention."
 
   "Ain't nobody gonna be using them walks for a spell," Cecil said. "They'll all be tucked up in the cabins drinkin' hot toddies."
 
   "Well come on over this evening for a hot toddy yourself, if you've a mind."
 
   He nodded.
 
   Seeming satisfied, Hattie tramped back over to the truck and got in, started it up and headed back down the road into the flurry.
 
   Bonnie leaned back against the shed and chewed her bottom lip, her eyes wide. The plot was thickening, and she wanted to be there with her spoon. But she had heard enough to know exactly what was going on.
 
    
 
   When she made it back through the woods and into her own Lofty Cabin, she put on the tea kettle and stood with her arms folded as she viewed the snowfall in the meadow.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~21~
 
   Suspicious Yellow Bloomers
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   I returned the ATV and drove the Essy back to the treehouse. Phoebe was in the kitchen, and still seemed uninterested in talking to me, so I stood at the window, looking out at the quilting of white that covered everything. It had stopped snowing, and I wondered if again, the weather people got it wrong. Maybe we got all the snow to be had in that cold front. The sun was even beaming as if it had won some kind of bet with the cold.
 
   Lifting the binoculars again, I surveyed the quad. Slater Cherry was busy dabbing paint on a canvas, and Bonnie was creeping around Cecil's cabin. As I watched, I saw that she was eavesdropping on Hattie and Cecil, as they talked under the awning where Cecil kept his tools. In a few minutes, I watched Bonnie hurry back to her treehouse, and wondered what it was she must have heard. Through Jefferson's window, I saw him staring at his laptop, but not doing much typing.
 
   Feeling slightly guilty for my snooping, I looked over at Phoebe, who was stretched out on the bed, her nose in a book, and so I settled back down on the sofa to read, too. I wasn't sure if it was time to try to talk to her again. Even if it was, I didn't have the foggiest idea what to say.
 
   Before long, I was aware of something that smelled good, and opening my eyes, I realized I'd fallen asleep. The pot roast had awakened me. I craned my neck to look in the kitchen, and Phoebe had the lid of the pot open, and was stirring, the aromatic steam circling her head.
 
   Maybe it was time for me to make an effort. I set the book on the table and got up, moving toward the kitchen. "There's some nice sunshine outside. Why don't we take a walk?"
 
   She tapped the soup spoon on the side of the crock pot, and put the lid back on, glancing at me a few times, as she did.
 
   Without answering me, she went to the door and started pulling on her boots. Then she reached for her coat and scarf. "Well, are you coming?"
 
   I lurched forward and got my gear on, following her out and down the steps.
 
   As we walked, I wanted to hold her hand, but was afraid she'd pull away. I wasn't sure I could stand that, so I kept my hands in my coat  pockets. Finally the silence between us was too much. I said, "Phoebe, I'm--"
 
   "Don't apologize again."
 
   "Well I don't know what to say. I hate this. There has to be a way to work this out."
 
   She pushed at the spaces between her fingers as if to get her gloves to fit tighter, and said nothing.
 
   This could not be happening. Not to us. I remembered how I felt the time I thought she was cheating on me. Even though I got it all wrong, I was still living in hiding for a couple of weeks, certain that it was over, and feeling every fissure in my broken heart. When everything turned out to be okay, and we were back together, I swore I'd do anything to keep from feeling that way again. The absence of her in my life was unbearable.
 
   I probably couldn't help the painful penetration issue, but I'm sure she felt I could help the not-wanting-to-get-married issue. And because of that, she figured the lack of reciprocation in our sexual variances, was made a moot point. So that meant she couldn't have the sexual options she apparently craved, and there was no way to ameliorate that by at least having the marriage she also wanted, because her stupid girlfriend didn't believe in marriage. 
 
   I looked over at her, as she walked, staring straight ahead, not even enjoying the view of forest and snow around us. When I glanced back at her again, I saw her brow begin to furrow, and then she came to a dead stop. I stopped too, watching her. She was looking at something, sort of frowning, sort of surprised.
 
   I followed her gaze and saw what had her so still.
 
   Bigfoot.
 
   Oh I wanted to just blurt out the whole story of how I had already seen it and now she had, and wasn't it crazy? And--oh, I could take a picture now! I started yanking out my phone and from the corner of my eye, I saw her lunge forward. Jerking my head up, I gawked at her as she took off like a runner from the blocks, and in the wrong direction. She was running directly toward the Bigfoot.
 
   My mouth hung open, as I watched her dashing across the meadow headed for the treeline. I couldn't get my vocal cords to work. I wanted to scream at her "NO!" but nothing came out except a squeak. I thought sarcastically, Oh look, a great big hairy ape that can kill you! Let's run towards it!
 
   What could I do but go after her? I was compelled to follow; I had to get her to stop. She might get hurt. I shoved my phone in my pocket as I sprinted after her. I had no idea she could run that fast, and I wasn't gaining much ground behind her. I saw her still aimed toward the hairy creature, and when she was within a few yards, the creature turned and saw her, and seemingly alarmed, crouched down for a second, as if to brace for impact, and then began to flee. Who knew that running toward a Bigfoot would scare it away? 
 
   Phoebe slid to a stop in the mucky leaves, and the thing turned toward her, both of them huffing and puffing great clouds of condensation, and then the Bigfoot fled again, with Phoebe hot on his tail.
 
   What the fuck was wrong with her? My mind screamed. The air was so cold in my lungs, I couldn't shout at her, but I kept running after her. As I gained a little ground while they were stopped, I was close enough to see the creature more clearly. It was smaller than I imagined it would be. Maybe it was a…teenaged Bigfoot…Then--no lie--Phoebe caught up to it and actually reached out to grab at it. 
 
   That's when its head came off in her hand, and in an instant, I realized it wasn’t a head, but a mask, and beneath the mask was a cackling person.
 
   Ethel.
 
   Ferfucksake.
 
   It was a goddamn monkey suit. 
 
   I was equal parts humiliated and amused. 
 
   The two of them, Phoebe and Ethel, dropped down on the ground and were both laughing like it was the funniest thing in the world. I slowed my speed and stopped a few feet away from them.
 
   It took them both a minute to stop laughing long enough to communicate.
 
   Bent over with my hands on my knees, drawing sharp breaths, I finally found my voice. "Why the hell did you grab it?"
 
   "Because," Phoebe said through her own labored breathing and laughter. "I saw Ethel's frilly yellow bloomers sticking out the back." More laughter from both of them. "I was pretty sure that Bigfoot was not going to be wearing yellow bloomers."
 
   She and Ethel then resumed their raucous laughter, leaning against each other.
 
   Ethel said through deep breaths, "Well this suit is just a little too big for me. The hairy pants just keep falling down." 
 
   They both cackled again, a couple of hyenas on the ground, wiping at their eyes while I stood there with an involuntary smile plastered on my face, watching them.
 
   "Oh!" Ethel had a hand to the hairy chest of the suit, taking a moment to catch her breath. "When someone said they had seen a Bigfoot, I got the idea to dress up like one and walk around. I knew it would be a hoot, but I also thought it might be good for business. That's why there have been so many sightings up here."
 
   I recalled my earlier encounter with Bigfoot-cum-Ethel, and she looked up at me at about the same time. 
 
   "Oh, Jobeth, you nearly had me earlier. That was close."
 
   "What?" Phoebe smiled and looked at me in confusion.
 
   Sitting there on the forest ground in the hairy suit, Ethel spilled the beans. "When Jobeth was by herself yesterday, when you'd gone back to the cabin for something, she saw me, and I could tell she was so terrified--"
 
   "I was not," I mumbled.
 
   Phoebe laughed. "Jobeth! Why didn't you tell me you saw Bigfoot?"
 
   "Oh yeah, right. For obvious reasons, I chose to keep it to myself."
 
   Ethel collapsed on the ground, racked by laughter some more, as I shook my head.
 
   "Ethel…you're killing me here. I have a reputation to maintain. I'm supposed to be brave and crazy. And here, Phoebe is the one chasing after Bigfoot like she's going to tackle him."
 
   "Well, Jobeth--" Phoebe said with her rational voice. "I knew something wasn't right, the more I looked. And then when I saw the bloomers--"
 
   There they went again, laughing, and leaning on each other.
 
   Finally, Phoebe and I helped Ethel to her feet, and she said we ought to get back to the office so she could get out of the suit, and maybe take a few days off to recover, laugh laugh. 
 
   As we walked toward the office, she told us it was blistering hot in that suit after a while, even in cold weather. She was afraid of having a heat stroke. She said that was why she only did this in the winter months. It was also easier to see the suit against a backdrop of snow.
 
   As we made our way toward the home-office, Ethel told us stories of other times people had seen her in the suit, and thus far, she had been lucky not to engage in a foot chase. In fact, most people ran away, she said. Or else just stood there like mannequins while she made her way deeper into the forest. I was still feeling like the biggest village idiot ever, for falling for the gag.
 
   We approached the office from the back slope, and Ethel led us through the mudroom, where she gave us directions to get to the front office, while she changed out of the suit.
 
   Phoebe and I padded into the hall, and I felt like we were invading someone's personal space. This was Ethel and Hattie's home, after all. More pictures of the two women throughout the years graced those hallway walls, and it was so interesting to see how they'd changed through the years. But one thing I noticed right away, was that in every picture, they were smiling and you could sense the connection they had. How much they loved each other. If I had been a bit more sentimental, I think I would have teared- up just a little.
 
   I also noticed that few of those photos depicted Jefferson. Perhaps she didn't have many photos of him, or maybe she didn't want to be reminded of him. He wasn't exactly a stellar example of a loving son, from what I could tell. 
 
   Rounding into a cross corridor, we made a left and heard a loud male voice. Frowning, we slowed and crept around the corner. I recognized the voice then. Speak of the devil. Jefferson Sweet.
 
   "Listen, old woman," he was saying. "I can have you committed for being batty, you know. I can have you declared mentally incompetent and then you won't have a say in this at all!"
 
   I stepped onto the riser in front of the desk. "Hey," I said. "Dial it back a notch, Scooter."
 
   He glanced at me, scowling. "I don't see how this is any of your business."
 
   I glanced at Phoebe, then put my attention back on him. "Maybe not, but it's just not okay for you to talk to her like that."
 
   "Fuck off," he said.
 
   "Jefferson!" Hattie barked at him.
 
   If I'd had hackles or a crest, both would have gone up. Something about that type of attitude got my blood boiling. "You fuck off," I said, for lack of a more witty response.
 
   Phoebe stepped forward. "Okay, stop it. Mr. Sweet, I'm sorry Jobeth butted into your business." 
 
   I can't say I was pleased that Phoebe had felt the need to apologize for me or even be courteous to him. Well, I could say I was pleased, but that would have been a lie.
 
   Phoebe turned to the old woman. "Are you okay, Hattie?"
 
   Hattie took a calming breath, and at that point, Ethel emerged from the back room, saw the tension-filled scenario, felt it, like it was wood smoke hanging in the air.
 
   "Jefferson…" she said, her face still splotchy read from the walk home. "Is there something you need?"
 
   "This is none of your business."
 
   "Oh yes, I believe it is. Hattie is my wife."
 
   He made a sound like an air-horn, with only air left in it. "There's no such thing."
 
   "You don't have to like it for it to be true. Now run along."
 
   Her abject dismissal of him like he was a child, seemed to raise his hackles even more. A red rash spread up his neck and onto his cheeks. "You're not in charge here."
 
   Hattie put one hand on the reception desk to steady herself. "Neither are you, Jefferson. You're not going to get what you want by hanging around here."
 
   And what did he want? I couldn't help but think.
 
   He zeroed in on his mother. "I'm your son, and you owe me. I--"
 
   "How do I owe you, Jefferson?" Hattie interrupted. "I gave birth to you, I changed your diapers, I taught you how to be successful, and put you through college. You're a grown man, so my obligation to you ends there, except for anything I might want to give you out of the goodness of my heart."
 
   "That's just it, Mother. You're not going to give me anything, are you?" He shot a disgusted glance at Ethel. "You're going to give it to her." 
 
   There it is. I knew then what the big conflict was all about. Inheritance. Probably of Lofty Cabins and the land it occupied.
 
   Phoebe gave me a warning stare with a cock of her eyebrow and I squelched my thoughts, hoping it would keep my face from revealing too much.
 
   Hattie turned, and picked up the furniture polish she'd left behind her on the counter, and began spraying and polishing again. "I will do exactly as I please. This place belongs to me, and I'm the only one who gets a say in who it gets left to."
 
   Jefferson hitched up one side of his pants. "We'll see about that." 
 
   The jingle of the bell, and Hattie turned to see Bonnie strolling in, shaking out her hair, her white coat dripping moisture on the floor. Giving her a knowing look, she added, "Jefferson, you need to go home and take care of your life."
 
   "What's that mean?"
 
   Bonnie spoke up. "It means you don't have a home to go back to, Jeffrey."
 
   He turned on her. "What?"
 
   "The bank took it because you were too busy walking around with stars in your eyes instead of getting the bills paid."
 
   Stunned, he stood there a moment, then threw a scowl at me and Phoebe, before he stalked out of the foyer and slammed the door.
 
   Bonnie sighed and dropped into a nearby chair, as Hattie stopped polishing and was leaning on the counter, her back to us. 
 
   "I'm sorry you two had to witness that," Hattie said softly. Ethel went to her, and put an arm over her shoulders. Hattie turned around, and pressed a shaky hand to her chest, taking a deep breath.
 
   Ethel said to her, "Honey, don't let him do this to you. You've got to stop letting him get to you. I've got half a mind to call the sheriff and have him forcibly removed."
 
   I wondered if Hattie had a heart condition. Maybe that's what Jefferson wanted. To give his mother a heart attack so he could swoop in and pillage everything she owned, and kick poor Ethel out into the cold.
 
   Phoebe moved around me, circled the desk and drew Hattie into her arms, giving her a heartfelt hug. Hattie knuckled away a tear and hugged her back. It made me miss Phoebe. I mean, she was right there, but we had drifted in a way we never had before, and seeing her being tender with someone else sort of…hurt. I gave Ethel a sympathetic half-smile, and she sighed, looking over at the entrance door.
 
   "I'm ashamed to say that man is my son," Hattie said. "But there's nothing I can do about biology. Some people are just selfish, and they only want their way, no matter who it hurts."
 
   Phoebe's eyes flickered over to me and I hoped she wasn't putting me in the same category as that Jefferson Not-So-Sweet.
 
   "I think Ethel is right, Hattie," Phoebe said. "You can't let him get to you. And maybe you should call someone to come over here and make him leave."
 
   "Ditto," said Bonnie, from the chair.
 
   "I might just do that," she said. Her eyes on Jefferson's wife, she said, "You can stay here as long as you need to, Bonnie." 
 
   "Thank you, Hattie." Bonnie stood and headed for the door.
 
   Hattie looked up at Ethel, who held out her arms, and Hattie moved into her embrace, as Ethel patted and rubbed her back, kissed her cheek. The bell chimed as Bonnie stepped outside.
 
   Phoebe said, "Well, I'm really tired. I'm going to go back to the cabin and take a nap. But you two call me if you need anything."
 
   I noticed she said "you two call ME" not, "you two call US" like it had always been. Us. We had been a unit, and now we'd been ripped apart into two separate entities. 
 
   I watched Phoebe move toward the door, buttoning her coat. I thought that after that episode of unfettered laughter in the woods with Ethel, she would somehow be more…what? Open? Warm? But a few seconds later, she was out the door, without even waiting for me, leaving this distressing sense of profound loneliness. I'd lost my lifeline. And didn't even know I had been hanging onto it so hard. Had Phoebe been keeping my head above water that long?
 
   Hattie had calmed, with Ethel there, holding her. She looked at me. "Are you two okay?"
 
   I met her cloudy blue eyes. "We're fine. Just having our own…disagreements."
 
   Hattie smoothed her hair and leaned on the counter, Ethel still by her side, and they were both looking at me, trying to read what was happening.
 
   "Trouble in paradise?" Ethel asked tenderly.
 
   "That's one way to categorize it."
 
   "You know," Hattie began, shifting gears faster than I could have after having my own son talked to me that way. "We've seen this before. Couples come here, thinking they're rekindling the old flame, but then they realize that being that intimate with each other just sheds light on how far apart they really are."
 
   Her words forced a swelling of emotion, and fat tears filled my eyes and spilled over onto my cheeks.
 
   "Aw…." Hattie cooed, coming around to embrace me. Ethel was right there too, her hand on my shoulder. "What can we do to help?"
 
   "Nothing," I said, tossing an accusatory frown at the door.
 
   "Why don't you join us for a nice cup of tea?" Hattie asked.
 
   I looked at the door again and sighed. "I don't think tea is going to help."
 
   Hattie grinned, "Sugar, tea always helps. But that's because what goes with it is a conversation."
 
   I looked at both of them. Two old ladies who had weathered the storms on the relationship terrain, and emerged 41 years later, still in love, still committed, willing to fight for each other no matter what. Maybe they could offer me insight Phoebe couldn't, and that I couldn't even begin to clarify on my own. But right now, I felt compelled to go after Phoebe. I couldn’t stand this tension between us. "Maybe you could offer me some insight," I said. "But right now…"
 
   She pointed at the door. "You need to go to her."
 
   "Yeah."
 
   She grabbed both my hands and kissed them, and then returned to her place behind the reception desk.
 
   Ethel waved to me reassuringly, as I stepped outside.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~22~
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Frighty-Nightie
 
    
 
   Dry, weather-worn knuckles rapped on the door. Before Cecil could complete the third rap, the door swept open, and there stood Bonnie, in her frighty-nightie as he liked to think of it. Much too skimpy for winter on Sleepy Cat Peak.
 
   "Cecil! Thank you so much for coming so quickly."
 
   Her lips were shiny red, her dark hair falling about her soft shoulders. He clenched the tool box in his left hand and pulled the bill down on his cap. "So what's the problem with the stove?"
 
   She opened the door wider. "Come on in here, you're letting all the warm air out." 
 
   Sighing, he reluctantly stepped through the door.
 
   "Take your coat and boots off."
 
   "I won't be here that long."
 
   "Well maybe not, but you're dripping all over, and tracking mud in." Peevish, she put her hands on her hips, the action drawing the frighty-nightie tighter across her ample bosom. His eyes danced across the two fleshy mounds, and retreated back to his boots. 
 
   "Sorry…" he said. "Maybe you could go put a robe on?"
 
   "Why Cecil, are you bothered by my bosoms?"
 
   A lacquer of crimson bloomed over his cheeks. "Now, Bonnie, I told you, what we done was wrong and you--"
 
   "It didn't feel wrong."
 
   "Well what it feels like and what it is, are two different things."
 
   "You don't even like Jefferson."
 
   "That ain't got a thing to do with it, Bonnie."
 
   "Cecil, my dear, the deed has already been done. You already made mad passionate love to another man's wife."
 
   His head jerked up. "I didn't know that at the time. You didn't tell me you was married."
 
   "And you didn't ask, did you, Cecil?" She was close now, too close. One red fingernail was scratching down his chest, with no clear indication that it was going to stop before it reached his belt. 
 
   He took hold of her traveling finger to still it. "A grown woman up here in a cabin all by herself. What was I supposed to think?"
 
   "Thinking's over-rated..." She pulled her fingers away from his gripping hand.
 
   He squared his shoulders. "Now, do you have a stove issue or don't you?"
 
   "Yes I do. It's getting too hot…" she said, with meaningful inflection. "It heats up…and it just keeps heating up…and I get so sweaty…" She unhitched one of the buttons on her nightie, sliding her long red finger-nailed hand inside, grazing the hard pink nub pushing at the sheer fabric over it.
 
   Cecil dropped the toolbox and launched himself at her, shoving her back on the bed amid her delighted giggles. Yanking at his belt, he dropped his pants and boxers to his ankles and she grappled him on top of her, his lips smearing her Vixen #5 lipstick all around her mouth. His manhood pushed at her, discovering she was not wearing a stitch under the frighty-nightie. She dug her claws into his ass-cheeks and tugged him into her, gasping at the sudden invasion, and tossing her head back, laughing, laughing like a Halloween witch. 
 
   "Oh yes, Cecil, I love your big fat meat inside me!"
 
   He thought he might actually have a heart attack this time, his ticker was hammering so in his chest. He could feel her talons piercing the skin of his ass, and the pain was sweet and unbearable. He pumped at her wetness, his pecker aching and hot, his throat already parched from all the air it took to maintain the rhythm she insisted on as she pumped him toward her, her hips rising and falling, hipbones grinding against his. Long moments passed, of huffing and puffing, ramming her all the way to his balls, until she shoved him back, his throbbing dick suddenly cooled by the air as she flopped over on her knees atop the bed. 
 
   "Do me like this, Cecil!"
 
   He stepped forward and plunged into her again as she egged him on, saying such things as he had never heard from such a fine womanly throat. "Harder, lover! HAaarderrrr! Slam me! Fuck me! Oh yes, Cecil, Yes!' 
 
   His hips smacked against her round ass, the milky whiteness growing more red with each impact, as her hands gripped the bedding like a cat in heat kneading the fabric in ecstasy, a purring sound grating over her vocal cords, a howling beginning in her throat, just as catlike, until all at once she wailed like a banshee and pumped back at him over and over, grunting. The hot juice shot out of him like water from a firehose, as she writhed and then finally laughing maniacally and collapsed on the bed.
 
   His flaccid flesh slipped out of her, spent and useless.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~23~
 
   Remnants & My Car of Important Things
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   The storm had returned, in full force, and the snow was coming down so hard, I couldn't see very much more than a few feet out the window. I guessed the weather people had been right after all. It looked like there was a few feet of snow on the stair railings and front landing already.
 
   The fire was crackling away at the hearth, and I was warmer now, though Phoebe was still chilly toward me, I turned on the small lamp by the sofa, and read some more of the Remnant book, trying to occupy my mind with something other than Phoebe. I was experiencing my own mini-apocalypse. The end of my world with Phoebe. I would not let my mind ruminate on that. It gave me odd, sharp flutters in my chest, and a sensation of falling from a great height toward the unforgiving ground.
 
   I did my best to just leave her alone, hoping she'd eventually want to talk.
 
   By six, my stomach was rumbling like a mini-volcano, and trying desperately to form English words. I hadn't had lunch, because the spaghetti ended up on the floor, and she'd escaped out the door in anger soon afterward. She had cleaned up the pasta by the time I got back, and now she was back on the bed, asleep, with the book on her chest. 
 
   I thought it might be a suitable peace offering if I made us both some food.
 
   At the counter, I sliced avocado, tomato, and cucumber, and put them in a honey-wheat pita pocket, spread with vegetable-garden cream cheese, and garnished it with lettuce. Nice and light and healthy. And I also knew she loved these particular sandwiches and hadn't had one for a long time.
 
   I set her plate down on the nightstand and touched her shoulder. "Phoebe?"
 
   She roused, her eyes opening to me, and she almost smiled, but then, I guess remembered. The smile faded.
 
   "I made you some dinner."
 
   She sat up and checked her phone for the time as I set the plate on her legs.
 
   Her eyebrows lifted when she saw the treat I'd provided. Points. Good, maybe we would be able to talk soon.
 
   She bit into the pita sandwich and chewed slowly, sleepy. "This is good."
 
   "I knew you liked those." I was feeling hopeful again.
 
   "It's not good enough to change how I feel, though."
 
   Hope gone again. "Look, baby, we have to be able to talk."
 
   "What is there to talk about?" She poked a stray cucumber back into her mouth. "You feel what you feel, and I feel what I feel, and never the twain shall meet."
 
   "Phoebe--"
 
   "We just have to wait for this storm to pass so we can get back ho-- get back to the house." She took another large bite.
 
   "So--what? I'm gonna go back with you, but then be looking for another place to live?"
 
   She patted her lips with the napkin I'd provided. "I doubt it. I mean, it's not like I don't have an extra room. You still have your business there. Our domestic situation, I guess, will just have to change."
 
   Something came to a screeching halt in my head. My Car of Important Things pulling off to the side of the road. I studied her. "You really are breaking up with me over this?"
 
   "I don’t see the point in continuing, Jobeth." She dropped the sandwich on the paper plate. "We want different things." Then she added, as an afterthought, "We had a good ride."
 
   I chewed my bottom lip, feeling as though the floor just dropped out from under me, and me, without my freebird wings.
 
   She rubbed at her eyes and set the plate beside her. "You're afraid of the two things I feel are still missing. I just never saw you as a fearful person. I guess I didn't know you as well as I thought I did."
 
   I sat down on the edge of the bed. "Everyone is afraid of something…I'm afraid of being without you. And as for the other things…I never really…thought about it."
 
   "Burning question: Why not?"
 
   I took a breath, sighed. "I don't know, I guess because it never came up. We had our lives together, there was always something going on, and getting married, at least, just didn't seem necessary." I hoped she was referring to the marriage issue, because she could hardly be mad at me for something involuntary that was happening in my body.
 
   She pulled the blanket up higher, folded it over neatly. "Getting married isn't a necessary thing. It's a thing you do when you're in love with someone and you want to spend the rest of your lives together."
 
   She thinks I don't want to spend the rest of my life with her. When did I ever give her that idea? But to be fair, why hadn't I just naturally levitated to the idea of marriage? Phoebe was the woman of my dreams. Why wouldn't I want to get married to her? Although a civil union was the only legality to be had at the moment in Colorado, there were certainly plenty of other states in the U.S. where we could have made it official. And the issue wasn't the cost of travel, as it might be for some couples. The issue was, I never asked her. I never got down on one knee and held out a shiny ring and asked her to marry me.
 
   "You wanted to talk, but you're being very quiet," Phoebe said, a tinge of curiosity in her voice. 
 
   I swiveled and took her hand in both of mine. "Phoebe, please don't be mad at me…this is such a shock--hearing about what you need that I haven't been able to give you, and then that Ginger and Izzy got married, and then realizing that we…" I trailed off, afraid to even finish.
 
   "Haven't," she finished for me. "And apparently won't, ever."
 
   "Well in fairness, we've only been together--what? Less than two years."
 
   "Fourteen months, 6 days and--" she looked at her imaginary watch.
 
   "Phoebe! Seriously? You've been keeping track that hard?"
 
   "No. Not really. But Jobeth, Ginger and Izzy haven't known each other half as long as we have."
 
   "But that's them. It's not fair to impose the possibilities of their relationship on us, and ours."
 
   Her eyes drifted across the window. "I can't believe you're arguing against marrying me."
 
   "I'm not doing that…I just feel like I got hit with a bread truck, and then another one came at me from the other direction, and then before I could stand up, a piano dropped on my head."
 
   Phoebe folded the blanket back and got up, and moving to the window, saying nothing.
 
   I pushed off the bed and crossed to stand beside her. "Look…we've both been so busy with our lives…so much seemed to be happening all the time…when did we ever have a chance to discuss this?"
 
   "I'm not upset that we never discussed it. I'm upset that you never thought of it."
 
   After a moment's contemplation, I said, "I am too." When she still said nothing, just stared out the window, I continued, "So…let's talk about it…"
 
   "Oh no, you can't do that, now. Now, it would be because I said something and you're trying to appease me."
 
   A little too shrilly, I said, "Well then I can't win, can I? Damned if I do, damned if I don't."
 
   "I fail to see how that's my issue," she said, with a little more pragmatism than I was prepared to accept.
 
   I had never seen Phoebe like this. She seemed a stranger to me, with her set jaw and cool demeanor. I looked at her and the packaging was the same, but she was an entirely different species. And I was no longer, Jobeth O'Brien, Private Investigator. I was in some kind of circus of the macabre, walking on a tight-wire. Except I'd dropped my balancing pole and noticed there was no net below. I was going to crash to the ground and break into a million pieces, and just like the infamous Humpty Dumpty, I was not going to be able to put myself back together again. Not even with all the king's horses and all the king's men. I was just gonna lie there, feeling the sharp end of my compound fracture piercing my heart. 
 
   My convictions were starting to feel more like burdens. Heavy ones that made my feet sink into the ground and kept me from making any forward progress. Soon, that ground would be quicksand, swallowing me up, suffocating me with loneliness and regret. I'd be without her. But I couldn't just force myself into these changes. She was right, it would only be to appease her, or to avoid the pain, and that would not be honest. It wouldn't be because I was being true to myself; and if I didn't have my selfhood, would just having Phoebe be enough? Or would I wither away and become this shell of a person because deep down I didn't really believe anything about myself anymore? Would I just cease to exist? That was like being a ghost. Chain rattling aside, no one could ever see you if you were just a wisp of vapor like the cloud from an eCig.
 
   With Phoebe, it started out as a fling. Just another of my romps with whatever satisfaction I could find. But now…now, we were further along in our relationship. In our commitment to each other. I shook my head. I still couldn't understand why it seemed so fucking important that I cling to my beliefs. But there I was, clinging. Clinging, while the ship went down anyway. And what satisfaction was there to be in that? Living without her seemed an unimaginable loss.
 
   I looked up at her and when she saw my expression, she looked away quickly, as if seeing my turmoil might alter her stance, and she believed she couldn’t do that, just as I believed I couldn't.
 
   "I'm sorry if you feel I'm being harsh…" she said. "I don't mean to be…it's just something I don't understand. I feel betrayed. I thought I could just be okay with the way things were, but apparently I can't. You don't want to move to another level in our sexual relationship, and you don't want to marry me. I just wish I understood why."
 
   I stared at my hands, my useless, wringing, hands, and then dropped back into the sofa behind me. "I don't know why…I'm a little...I don't know why." When she turned to me, I met her eyes, and her expression told me she did know why. "What do you think it is?" I asked.
 
   She sighed, reached for the half-empty wine bottle on the table, and poured some in the glass next to it. She had a sip, and sat down next to me, leaning back against the sofa. Her eyes strayed to the table, where the novel I had been reading still lay. She pointed at it. "There. That's it. I think it's a remnant of your past self. A protection mechanism. You opened yourself up to me in a huge way, and that's still a big deal for you. And you're right, a lot has gone on in our relationship. We've both been so busy, and maybe there just hasn't been enough time for us to explore those things. But now we're here, and it's staring us right in the face. The moment of truth arrived and then got shown the door. I think it's a habit of yours, and maybe you just never had to think about it because I was always so satisfied with what we had, and what we did in bed."
 
   "Are you…still satisfied?"
 
   "Yes and no."
 
   I liked the yes, but the no made the stone in my stomach roll around a little. "This is something you…just need from me, in order to keep going, is that what you're saying?"
 
   "Yes I need it. But I only want it, if you want to give it. If it's something you want, too. You have to honestly want it, or it won't work. It would be a lie."
 
   I poured myself some wine then. I hadn't eaten, and now my mouth seemed as dry as the crackling leaves I'd walked on while searching for her in the woods. I took a big gulp of merlot, and looked out the window, where the snow had eased enough to see, but for the darkness that had somehow crept in without me realizing how late it was. I knew that the meadow must be frozen by now, covered in white. But even if I could see it, I would not see it. There could have been a giraffe out there and I wouldn't have noticed. Or a Bigfoot.
 
   She sighed again. "I can see that this is a big deal for you, so…we can't just do it, Jobeth. I'm just trying to understand why."
 
   "Which thing are we talking about?"
 
   "Both, I guess."
 
   "I don't know that it's a big deal for me…anymore…"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "I mean, maybe it just never came up until now, and I never had a chance to process it…like you said, there was always something in our lives getting in the way, and maybe I just avoided it because it was a habit, but not because I'd thought it through and knew why…"
 
   "Well if--"
 
   Suddenly, we were plunged into darkness.
 
   I hadn't noticed until then that the fire had almost gone out, and the only light source in the room was a few glowing embers. "What the hell?" I said into the dark.
 
   "Looks like the electricity went out."
 
   As my eyes adjusted, I was able to see out the window slightly. Maybe starlight, maybe a bit of light from a paltry moon. The view into the meadow was completely obscured by snow, and as I sat there, blinking, I saw that the snow was now pouring down like a heavy rain. "Oh, the storm front. It must have knocked out the electricity."
 
   We sat in silence for an interminable time. I could hear her breathing, but could barely make out her shape across from me. 
 
   "Where did Hattie say the candles were?"
 
   "In the kitchen drawer, I think."
 
   I could see her shadow getting up, moving away. It gave me a little discomfort that I couldn't see her. I already felt like we had lost something precious, and now I couldn't see her. Would my future include never seeing her again?
 
   
  
 




 
   ~24~
 
   No Resistin' Her Charms
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   The three of them were cuddling glasses of hot buttered rum at the table in the kitchen when the bell on the front door sounded. They exchanged frowns.
 
   "Who could that be?" Ethel wondered.
 
   Hattie got up and Cecil followed, with Ethel close behind.
 
   As they stepped into the foyer, Jefferson came around the corner, stepped right past Hattie and landed a hard punch in Cecil's jaw. Cecil stumbled back and hit the floor, knocking over a dainty table and vase of dried flowers in the process. While Jefferson shook out his injured punching hand, Cecil pressed fingers to his chin and looked up at Jefferson, who seemed fit to be tied. 
 
   "Jefferson!" Hattie shouted. Lordy mercy, he must have found out about their shared blood, Hattie thought. Then she noticed the white lounge pants and pink T-shirt beneath the jacket. What is he wearing?
 
   His attention was still down on Cecil. "You think I don't know you've been banging my wife?!" Jefferson screeched, with a little bit too much passion for a man who hadn't touched his wife in years.
 
   Cecil sighed, and pushed himself up off the floor. He noticed Hattie looking at him like he had two heads. To Jefferson he said, "I didn't know she was your wife the first time."
 
   "The first time?" Jefferson squawked. "Just how often do you fuck my wife, you backwoods hick?"
 
   Hattie eyeballed Cecil. She wanted to know the answer to that, too.
 
   Ethel fetched the broom and went about sweeping up the shards of vase on the floor, maybe because she hated violence and wanted to pretend it didn’t happen.
 
   Cecil squared his shoulders. "You may have an easy time resistin' her charms, but I didn't."
 
   Jefferson lunged forward as if to strike Cecil again, and Ethel swung the broom out so it caught him in the back of the knees, and he sort of folded in on himself and wound up face down on the floor.
 
   "Stop it!" Ethel barked. "Or I'll turn the hose on ya!"
 
   Hattie was still standing there with her jaw dropped open, looking back and forth between Jefferson and Cecil.
 
   Ethel leaned the broom against a wall, and grabbed Cecil's arm. "Come on, let's have a look." She led him back toward the kitchen.
 
   Hattie watched Jefferson dust off his white lounge pants. 
 
   "What are you wearin'?"
 
   He looked down at the pants, and the pink T-shirt and scowled. "It's what I sleep in!" he blurted.
 
   She looked him up and down. "Why'd you come out in the cold and over here in your pajamas?"
 
   "Because I found out about--" he made pointing gestures toward the hallway where Cecil had disappeared with Ethel. "The two of them in Cecil's treehouse."
 
   "How'd you find out? Did Bonnie tell you?"
 
   "No! I saw them."
 
   "How did you see them if they were up in a treehouse?"
 
   His darting eyes finally landed on hers. "I…" he shook his head. "I just did, that's all."
 
   She lowered her brows at him.
 
   "I saw them with binoculars, from my cabin, okay?"
 
   "You were lookin' in windows with a spyglass?"
 
   "No! I was…I was just looking around outside and accidentally looked in that window. But what difference does it make? My wife, and your stupid handyman have been banging each other! Right here under your nose!" He squinted at her. "Did you know about this?"
 
   "No, Jefferson, I did not." She circled the reception desk and got out the stand-up dustpan with attached mini-broom. "I'm as surprised as you are."
 
   "Well are you going to fire him, or not?"
 
   "Fire him? Jefferson, I can't fire him." She swept some of the vase pieces into the dustpan. "This place would never survive that. He keeps everything going around here."
 
   Jefferson's face was still lobster-red. "Well, then, maybe it's time you turned this place over to someone else!"
 
   "Oh, you mean, you? If I didn't know better, I'd think you staged this whole thing, just get your claws into the prize."
 
   "That's absurd, Mother." He rubbed at his knuckles, shook that hand out. "I just want to know what you're going to do about it."
 
   "I don’t have to do anything. You're both two grown men. You can work it out amongst yourselves." She dumped the vase shards into the trash can.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~25~
 
   O That Way Madness Lies 
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   With candles spread about the cabin, we sat on the sofa and let the pouring snow entertain us in the silence. For the first time in our relationship, we had little to say. Or else it was just in fits and starts. We'd said it all several times, and accomplished nothing. We were at the proverbial crossroads, and I had no idea which way to go. 
 
   I kept thinking of that phrase from King Lear: O that way madness lies. Which way was the madness? The path of least resistance? Or the path of honoring the self? Early in our courtship, Phoebe and I had discovered our mutual love for Shakespeare and were frequently quoting the bard. I felt the weight of this tragic play we were in now. It seemed simple on the face of it. Just give up my boundaries, try a little harder, and let go of my fear. But was it just fear? Or was it, as I suspected, a very real part of my identity?
 
   "What are you thinking about?" she whispered.
 
   I gave a half-humorous huff. "Shakespeare."
 
   She was quiet for a few moments, and then she quoted, "Our remedies oft in ourselves do lie…" 
 
   I quoted back, "The prize of all too precious you."
 
   Her eyes appraised me, as if she hadn't seen me in a long time, and needed to remind herself what I looked like. "Maybe I just think I need those things, but I really don't…"
 
   "Phoebe, you can't start doubting who you are, and what you need, now."
 
   "Why not? That's what I'm asking you to do."
 
   I considered this. Did one of us have to make a sacrifice in order to get back to equilibrium? And how were we to choose which one of us that would be? And then, how long before that sacrifice became a burden, and then a resentment? For me, it wasn't so much about suffering through the sacrifice, but in finding a way, maybe, to make that sacrifice bloom into a blessing. To make it seem like those holly bushes in front of the Lofty Cabins office--colorful and vibrant even in the middle of winter. 
 
   I had to be able to change my view of those things I had been resisting. If I could find a way to embrace them, even treasure them, then there would be no conflict. And I would not be expected to tolerate something, rather than enjoy it. "Maybe there's a way for me to…change…"
 
   "You are who you are. And I fell in love with that you."
 
   "But now, you're falling out of love with that me."
 
   When she didn't immediately deny this, I could only assume I was right. Her hesitation was much too prolonged to be rooted in contradiction. It was true. Her feelings for me had changed, simply because I hadn't. Another irony. If I had changed, her feelings would have stayed the same.
 
   Phoebe watched the snowfall outside the picture window for a moment, and then said, "Do you remember that night on the paper route, when you finally came upstairs with me?"
 
   She was sitting on the staircase, and I was standing there, wanting to run away, but ultimately, I took her hand and we went up to the bedroom for the first time. "Of course I do. I'll never forget that."
 
   "You opened yourself up to me. And you told me it was the best feeling in the world."
 
   "It was. But why isn't that true for these other things?"
 
   "I guess that's what we have to figure out."
 
   We? She said we. "Are you willing to try to figure it out, or is it just black and white, yes or no?"
 
   She heaved another sigh, drank wine, and stared at the window, the candlelight flickering off her wind glass, off her eyes. "Maybe we should take you to a doctor. Find out if there's something going on that we can address."
 
   The idea of lying on a table with my feet in stirrups and having some stranger diddling around with my private parts, was no more appealing than the problem we were dealing with. In fact, I'd rather deal with the problem we were having than submit myself to that. I offered, "Or maybe we should just try again."
 
   She shook her head. "I don't--"
 
   We both heard the engine approaching. It sounded like the ATV, to me. I got up and opened the door, and saw the headlight of the four-wheeler approaching on the road, through the darkness. 
 
   "Who is it?" Phoebe said behind me.
 
   "Maybe it's that Cecil-guy."
 
   As the ATV got closer, I realized there were two figures on the bike, as it braked at the bottom of the stairs. They climbed off and moved in front of the headlight, and I figured that Cecil would probably not be wearing a pink coat with flowers on it. "Oh my god, it's Hattie and Ethel."
 
   Two arms waved up to us. I immediately pulled my boots on and headed down the steps, afraid that the two old women might slip and fall on the way up. Phoebe called to me to be careful, and I know she was thinking about my previous journey down the stairs of the house. I was sure she didn't want to be stuck taking care of me, now.
 
   At the bottom, I helped them both up in front of me, warning them about how slick the steps were. They seemed perfectly comfortable with it. I suppose they'd climbed these slippery stairs in bad weather before.
 
   Once inside, Phoebe brought them coffee and invited them to sit on the sofa. They took the warm mugs from Phoebe and sat, as Phoebe and I stood in front of the window, facing them.
 
   "We wanted to make sure you two were okay," Hattie said.
 
   "That's sweet. Yes, I think we'll make it. We found the candles, as you can see."
 
   "You know how to work the woodstove?" Ethel asked, sipping the coffee, looking like a cute little troll, holding the warm mug between her wrinkled fingers in the dancing candlelight.
 
   "We figured it out."
 
   Hattie laid a casual hand on Ethel's knee. "Well obviously, you figured out too, the power lines went down. But the phone service is also out, so we wanted to let you know that it's best to just wait it out."
 
   I shoved my hands in my pockets. "You two didn't have to make a special trip out in this weather just to tell us that."
 
   Hattie waved my concern away. "Oh, we're used to this white stuff."
 
   "Are you talking about my hair again, Hattie?"
 
   Hattie giggled and kissed Ethel's cheek. "I love your gray hair, Ethel, because it's on your precious head."
 
   "Good thing I finally got that ring on your finger, then," Ethel said.
 
   "Well it took you long enough. Almost thirty-two years!"
 
   I made a concerted effort not to roll my eyes, even though I had to admit, the two old girls were cute.
 
   Phoebe cleared her throat and crossed her legs, turning the cup around in her hands to grip the handle. "Didn't you two have a civil union when that became legal in Colorado?"
 
   "We were already in a union, and already civil about it." Hattie giggled. "So we figured we'd wait until the real thing came along."
 
   "So when did you two get legally married?"
 
   I was starting to feel like this conversation had been hijacked and redirected, for my benefit.
 
   "Nine years ago. We never thought we'd see the day. But as soon as it was legal, Ethel and I made a beeline for Massachusetts. Flew up there and got hitched and spent our honeymoon in Salem, so Ethel could take the tour about all the witches."
 
   Phoebe chuckled. "I bet that was fun. And so Ethel took your name?"
 
   "She did." Hattie looked at her wife. "Ethel was only too pleased to stop using her own."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "It was Ethel Butts."
 
   Even though I was irritated that Phoebe was inciting this conversation to prove some kind of point to me, I had to stifle a laugh, as did Phoebe.
 
   "Oh go ahead and laugh, sugars. We did. For about two seconds we also considered hyphenating, but then that would have made us Sweet-Butts. And you can imagine--"
 
   We all laughed, then, a loud swelling of humor that permeated the darkness of the room.
 
   Hattie's face became serious as she looked at me and Phoebe. "So are you two okay?"
 
   There was more to that question than just curiosity about our ability to function without lights. Phoebe sensed my discomfort and immediately looked at me like she was reading a barometer. 
 
   "Yeah, we’re fine," I said.
 
   "We realize it's none of our bees wax what’s going on with you two, but since you got to hear some of my dirty laundry, I figured I'd stick my nose in where it doesn’t belong."
 
   Phoebe and I both smiled.
 
   Hattie pushed forward. "You know Ethel and I have dealt with just about everything in our forty-one years together. Maybe there's something we can help with?" She smiled over at her partner, and Ethel grinned and patted the hand on her knee.
 
   Ethel said, "That's the truth, right there. And let me tell you, if you two love each other, you can find a way to work anything out. Anything."
 
   They clinked their coffee mugs together in a toast, and drank.
 
   As I sat there in the shimmering light, I hoped this conversation wouldn't dissolve into a discussion about the fact that I not only didn’t want to get married, but that I also didn't want to be poked with a dildo. Then I wondered if these two old ladies ever used toys, and suddenly I felt like I was watching my parents have sex, and I had to take that big mental eraser and get rid of the image.
 
   "You know, sometimes," Hattie said, rubbing something from the rim of her cup. "It helps to talk to someone older and wiser…but since there's no one here like that, you can talk to us."
 
   And then the two women started cackling like hyenas, and Phoebe and I couldn't help but join in. They were so sweet together. And it was obvious, they genuinely enjoyed each other's company, even after forty years.
 
   I looked at Phoebe, Phoebe looked at me, and thankfully, she was the one to respond. "Oh, we're just discovering that we want and need some things that aren't quite…the same."
 
   Both women nodded knowingly, exchanging looks of mutual understanding with each other.
 
   "Can I be bold?" Hattie asked.
 
   Ethel snorted. "When are you not bold, Hattie?"
 
   "But you love that about me," Hattie said.
 
   "Yes I do," Ethel agreed. Then they leaned in and gave each other a sweet kiss on the lips.
 
   I thought I was going get a cavity. But I could tell by the look on Phoebe's face, that she thought it was the most adorable thing in the world.
 
   Hattie continued with her bold self, and handed me a business card. I took it, recognizing it as the one I saw on the desk in the office. "Yes, I saw this when we checked in. I think it's a great thing to offer this to your guests."
 
   Phoebe gave me a weird look.
 
   "What?" I said innocently.
 
   "You know, we could take advantage of that while we're here."
 
   Oh crap. She was thinking I was daft again. And maybe I was. I always considered myself pretty smart, but these days, not so much. I was daft. "Um…"
 
   Hattie held up a soft hand. "No pressure, Jobeth. Just wanted to let you know. Ethel and I need to be gettin' back to the house." She stood up and gave us both hugs. "This was lovely."
 
   "Yes," Ethel said. "We always get such a kick out of talking to the young couples that come 'round here."
 
   I didn't consider Phoebe and I young, but then, I guess when you're in your 70's just about everyone seems young.
 
   We helped them back into their coats and weather gear by the door, and I walked them both down, giving them hugs goodbye. They darted off on the ATV into the falling snow toward the office and the back rooms they shared.
 
   I climbed the steps and went inside, hanging my coat up and going to the fire. Phoebe had already added more logs. I held my hands out to the flames and she sat down on the hearth to one side of me. She was worrying with a cuticle on her finger. "You want us to go to counseling, don't you?"
 
   She looked up on a breath. "Yes. And I know that idea scares the hell out of you."
 
   And there was that fear reference again. "Do you think I'm a fearful person?"
 
   "I've seen you be more courageous than anyone I know. But that's in your job. When it comes to our relationship, I have to say yes, I think you're fearful. But mostly if it starts to be something you don't have control of."
 
   There was that word, control again too. "Is counseling the only way you're going to…not break up with me?"
 
   She put both palms against the hearth at her sides. "Maybe."
 
   The question then became, what was I willing to do to keep Phoebe?
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~26~
 
   No Waltzing
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   In the parlor, curtains drawn to let in the morning sunshine, Ethel and Hattie sat on the loveseat in front of the fire, having tea and the new almond biscotti that Ethel had been experimenting with. 
 
   "These are really good, honey," Hattie said, crunching into one.
 
   The now-familiar tinkling that announced a visitor sounded, and Hattie dropped the biscotti on the plate. "Hell's Bells." She brushed at crumbs as they heard the footsteps approaching the parlor.
 
   Jefferson appeared in the doorway.
 
   Hattie picked the biscotti back up along with her tea cup. "I'm not doing this waltz with you, Jefferson."
 
   "I didn't come here to dance," he said.
 
   "I know what you came here for, and the more you push me, the less chance you have of getting anything you want. And also, the less I like you."
 
   "You have to love me, Mother, I'm your son."
 
   "I didn't say love, I said like, and besides, I can love you without liking you,"
 
   Ethel started to get up, and Hattie stopped her. "No, Ethel, you stay put. We were having a fine moment, here, together, and I don't want that to get interrupted."
 
   Ethel obediently sat back down and began drinking her tea again.
 
   Jefferson stood awkwardly by the wingback chair. "My wife is banging your handyman!" he blurted.
 
   "Well, it seems she felt neglected."
 
   "So it's my fault that my wife was unfaithful?"
 
   "You can't expect a woman to stay true to you, when you don't attend to her needs, Jefferson."
 
   "And I guess you're the expert on attending to a woman's needs."
 
   "I'd say so," Ethel said, sipping tea.
 
   "Stay out of this, old woman!" he growled.
 
   "Mind your tongue, Jefferson," Hattie warned.
 
   "I lost my house, Mother."
 
   She peered up at him. "Jefferson, I taught you how to make your way in the world after your father died, even though you were a young man, out on your own. If you want to be a screenwriter, that's fine. But if it doesn’t pay your bills, you can't just come and try to suck it out of me."
 
   He put his hand on the back of the chair and scooted it a few inches back. "Most people retire at 65, why are you even still running this place?"
 
   "Because I can, because I like it. And when I stop being able to or quit liking it, I'll consider who takes over. Until then, if your writing isn't making you a living, you've got to go out and find something that does." She leaned forward to lift the teapot, adding more tea to both their cups.
 
   The crackle of the fire filled the awkward silence for a moment, then Jefferson said, "Mother, do you know how hard it is for a man my age to find work in this market?"
 
   "You could go back to that advertising agency."
 
   "I hated that. It killed my creativity."
 
   She added a lump of sugar to both their cups, added more tea from the pot, and sat back with hers, stirring. "That's not my problem, Jefferson, it's your problem. And until you start facing up to your problems, you'll always be unhappy."
 
   "Don't head-shrink me, Mother."
 
   "Not possible," Ethel said, stirring her tea. "Your head is already small enough."
 
   "Listen here--" Jefferson already had an angry finger out, pointing at Ethel.
 
   Hattie held up her hand. "Simmer down. Jefferson, it is not acceptable for you to come in here and do this every day. It's not okay for you to disrespect my wife. If you aren't man enough to handle your responsibilities, I won't--I mean, I will not--handle them for you. If you want to sit down like a proper gentleman, and be respectful, we can discuss options you might have. Maybe come up with some solutions. But you have to be willing to do whatever it takes to get your life back on track. If you're not willing to do that, I don't want you coming back here. You can pack up and go back to a hotel."
 
   His face was beet-red, and he shoved his hands in his pockets and took a few steps toward the door and stopped. He ran his fingers through his hair. Turning around again, he opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again, and slowly walked out, shoulders slumped.
 
   Ethel patted Hattie's leg, and they went back to the tea and biscotti.
 
   A moment later, they heard a loud commotion out front, and the two of them put the plate and cups down and hurried to the front office. 
 
   Outside, they watched through the window as Jefferson screamed at the tow truck driver. His beloved Mercedes SUV was all hooked up and the driver was smacking a form onto Jefferson's chest, and getting in the truck to pull away.
 
   Ethel sighed. "I swear, if he gets any madder, he's gonna pop a vein."
 
   Jefferson looked down at the form, threw it to the ground angrily, and headed back toward the office door.
 
   "Heaven help us," Hattie whispered.
 
   The door burst open, and slammed shut behind him. "They took my car! Did you see that? They just took my fucking car!?"
 
   Hattie and Ethel just stood there, mute.
 
   "How did they even find it up here?" he shouted, pacing around the foyer. He whirled on Hattie. "How am I going to survive now? I've got no transportation! I've got no home! Everything I own is gone!" He clenched his fists and roared like a lion and then Hattie was behind him, her hand on his stiff shoulder. 
 
   Jefferson turned, tears streaming down his splotchy cheeks, fell into his mother's arms and sobbed like a child. 
 
   It was the only waltz she ever wanted to do with her son.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~27~
 
   Magical vs. Practical
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   I'd slept in the bed with Phoebe for two nights, now, but we didn't cuddle. Which felt worse than me sleeping on the sofa. Thinking about making instant coffee, now, I was standing in front of the window in the morning light. Checking the bed, I saw that Phoebe was still asleep, so I picked up the binoculars. A scampering squirrel, various birds. Sleeping Bonnie. Sleeping Slater. Jefferson's Mercedes parked in front of the office. 
 
   Just then, I heard an engine, and swept my view to the side. A tow truck pulled up at the office and start hooking up the Mercedes. A few seconds later, Jefferson came tearing out of the office, and exchanged heated words with the driver. 
 
   "I never knew how much activity there was out in the woods."
 
   I lowered the glasses and turned toward Phoebe, who was rubbing her eyes, sleepily. "Quite a bit, actually, if you look close enough."
 
   "What kind of animals are you seeing?"
 
   "Every kind you can imagine," I said. "Mostly right now, I think I'm looking at a badger." I set the binoculars down. "Did you sleep well?"
 
   She shrugged. "Not really."
 
   "I didn't either." 
 
   Watching her stare at the blankets, I wondered what she was thinking about. I went to the bathroom and when I came out she had put on her robe and was sitting on the sofa. I dropped down beside her.
 
   She looked at my book on the table. "Did you finish that?"
 
   "Yeah. Last night. It was really good."
 
   "Did you bring anything else to read?" 
 
   "No, I didn't think I'd be doing this much reading." I gave her a sheepish grin.
 
   "Yeah, I guess neither of us expected to be fighting instead of having sex all the time."
 
   "Yeah, I kind of thought that was why we came here. To have some time together."
 
   "Well, it was the reason."
 
   "Did you plan on bringing all this up before we got here?"
 
   Phoebe took a few seconds to consider her answer and apparently saw no need to fudge. "Yes."
 
   "How long have you known you wanted these things from me?"
 
   "Well I knew all along, but I kept pushing it aside, because, as we've already established, there were plenty of other things going on. Then when I started thinking about myself, and my place in the world…what I wanted to create…I came up with the idea of the Ascension House. That led to all these conversations with those women who were doing without, taking such abuse, and I thought that they deserved to have everything they wanted from their relationships. Then I just started thinking about myself in that context, and it led to…all this."
 
   "That puts things in perspective a little," I said.
 
   Phoebe slapped her hands on her knees. "I want some hot chocolate. Do you want some?"
 
   "Sure." 
 
   She pushed up and went to put the kettle on the woodstove, which still had hot coals in it. The electricity had not come back on yet, but Phoebe and I had adjusted. It would have been nice to have watched one of the movies Hattie had provided for us, but that was not an option. By the light of an oil lamp, I had read my book and didn't have another to start on. She'd apparently finished hers, as well. So we were left with even fewer things to distract us from the issues at hand.
 
   At some point, we'd have to finalize our decision about the fate of our relationship and I don't think either of us was anxious to do that. So we'd fallen into a casual state of barely-contained boredom. Without sex to distract us, it was getting more and more difficult to be in the same room. Maybe we were learning, as Hattie suggested, how to be together. But maybe we were learning how to be apart.
 
   I thought a lot about what Hattie and Ethel had said the other night. How two people can work anything out, if they try hard enough. If they love each other enough. I loved Phoebe more than I ever thought I could love anyone. But I wondered if it was enough. Maybe there was a deeper love and I was just too stupid to know about it.
 
   It took a long time to heat up the kettle on the stove, but finally, Phoebe returned with the hot chocolate, handing me a mug with melted marshmallows on top. 
 
   We sat on the sofa side by side, sipping our drinks, but not touching. I craved her. I missed her. I wanted us back. I wanted to hear her laughter, enjoy our usual banter, feel her against me, hear her sighs of pleasure. 
 
   Then I wondered why everything always came back around to sex with me. Maybe she had been right when she said I saw her only as a convenient fuck-buddy. If that was true, then it meant I didn't really appreciate her, who she was, other than a sexual being. Maybe I never had. And if that was true, it meant I had taken her for granted, on some level.
 
   "What are you thinking?" she asked, blowing on the mug of chocolate.
 
   I looked at her. "You really want to know?"
 
   "Yes." She poked at a sodden marshmallow with a finger. 
 
   "I was wondering if maybe I have been taking you for granted. Just seeing you as the person I have sex with."
 
   "Well…devil's advocate, here, we started out that way, and also, we are both highly sexual people."
 
   I liked it when she played devil's advocate. Especially when it legitimized my need to have sex with her. "I know. I can feel it when we aren't having sex. It's painful."
 
   She laughed slightly. "I know. I'm feeling that too."
 
   We looked at each other, and then looked away again.
 
   "These issues…" she murmured. "I've been thinking about nothing but this for the last three days."
 
   "Well actually you've been reading a novel for the last few days, and sleeping."
 
   "I wasn't reading much of it. Why do you think it took me a few days? I couldn't concentrate. Mostly I was thinking. I wasn't sleeping, much, even when I had my eyes closed." 
 
   "So you were fake-sleeping and fake-reading?"
 
   "Pretty much."
 
   "And I was really-reading and really-sleeping."
 
   She grinned. "We all deal with things in our own way." 
 
   She plunged that marshmallow-prodding finger in her mouth, and I had a zinger-moment. Damn. I wanted to throw her down and bury my face in her. But then, that would be seeing her only as a sexual being, and maybe I needed to stop doing that. "So did you come up with any magical solutions?"
 
   "Not magical. But practical." She readjusted her robe.
 
   "And?"
 
   "And I still think we ought to try counseling." 
 
   Again, I tried to imagine my life without Phoebe. Or perhaps worse, living in the same house with her, but platonically. That would have to be some kind of new torture as yet uninvented. And the truth was, I wanted us to be good again. I wanted to be with her and no one else. I looked at her sleepy eyes, her soft delicate hands holding the warm mug. "Okay," I said.
 
   "Okay what?"
 
   "Okay, let’s do counseling."
 
   Her eye brightened. "You mean it?"
 
   "I don't want to lose you. So, Yes."
 
   She sloshed her chocolate on her robe as she set the mug down and wrapped her arms around me. "Oh thank you, J-Bo. Thank you." She peppered kisses all over my cheeks, and I winced as the chocolate in my mug spilled onto my crotch. It wasn't the type of heat I wanted there, but it was okay for now.
 
   
  
 



~28~
 
   Services Rendered
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   Jefferson was sitting in the chair waiting, when Mason knocked on the door. The young man came in, took off his coat and boots, as always, and approached the chair, enacting the routine with practiced ease. 
 
   Jefferson stared down at Mason's bobbing head, and felt a sharp surge of anger. He grabbed the young man's head and held it, as he pumped into his mouth aggressively. Then he shoved Mason away and got up.
 
   Mason wiped his mouth, eyes curious on Jefferson.
 
   Jefferson grabbed the condom and put it on, removing his lounge pants.
 
   Mason frowned. "What's--"
 
   Jefferson whirled and grabbed the young man, throwing him on the bed, where he climbed up and forced Mason's knees back almost to his ears and, holding him there, he plunged inside him and began to pummel him like a jackhammer.
 
   The squeak of the door made him stop. He looked over his shoulder.
 
   "Bonnie…" Jefferson released the young man and sat on the bed, pulling a pillow into his lap.
 
   "Well I never got that kind of service," She said dryly. "And don't start stuttering about how you can explain. I already knew about your proclivities…I just didn't plan on the floor-show." She crossed to the small table by the chair and picked up the glass of Bailey's and had a drink. "Now I'm the one with leverage for the divorce."
 
   Mason put one arm behind his head, watching her with some amusement.
 
   "You're such a hypocrite, Jeffrey," Bonnie said, swirling the dark liquid in the glass. "You begrudge me meeting my needs with Cecil, while you're pile-driving the gorgeous boy on the bed."
 
   "Thank you," Mason said, his hand wandering down to massage himself absently.
 
   "You're welcome," she said back to him.
 
   "Now," she continued. "It seems you've got some thinking to do." She set the glass back down. "And so do I."
 
   And she was gone.
 
   Jefferson leaned forward, his head in his hand.
 
   After a moment, Mason said, "So…are you done?"
 
   "Get out," Jefferson said.
 
   "Are you sure you don't want to--"
 
   "Get the fuck out!" he shouted.
 
   Mason lifted both hands in acquiescence, then got up and got dressed. 
 
   At the door, he paused. "Call me if you need to work out some more aggression." He opened the door and stepped out. 
 
   Jefferson stood and picked up the glass of Bailey's, downing the rest of it, and smacked the glass down on the table. 
 
   He moved to the old Royal typewriter, his fingers caressing over the keys. Then he picked the machine up and threw it across the room, where it landed on the stone of the hearth and broke apart.
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   Samenesses
 
    
 
   Ethel brought us all ice cold Cokes in glass bottles and I was appreciating how much better a Coke tasted out of glass, rather than plastic, as Ethel discretely closed the door to the parlor and went back to the kitchen to make something else that smelled divine.
 
   "Now you two, park yourselves on that sofa, and we'll get started."
 
   Duly instructed, we took our positions, as if our slightly intimidating mother had just given us an order. Seated facing her with our Cokes, we waited, and I had no idea what to expect. Phoebe crossed her legs and smiled, not the least bit bothered. I felt a chill still hanging in the room, even though the fireplace was fully loaded and crackling along like popcorn in a microwave. 
 
   I had just gotten here, and already wanted this part to be over, like I was at some kind of recital for a nephew I didn't like, and trying to be polite, but really thinking about all the other things I'd rather be doing.
 
   "Do you have way to record on that phone of yours?"
 
   I nodded. "Why?"
 
   "I want you to record this session."
 
   "Why?" I said again, like a recording loop, myself.
 
   "Because sometimes when you're in the middle of all these issues, it's hard to hear everything. Hard to think. So I've found it helps if you can listen to it again later."
 
   Made sense. "Okay." I got out my iPhone and punched up the QuickVoice app, and touched RECORD. Then I set it down on the table between us.
 
   "Good," Hattie said. "Now, my methods are a little different, but they seem to work, so I keep using them. First, Jobeth, do you agree that this issue you're having is yours, and not Phoebe's?"
 
   I didn't expect that. Two seconds into the session, and I was already off-balance. "Um…"
 
   "It's my understanding that Phoebe wants to do all the same things to you, sexually, that you do to her--is that right?"
 
   Fuck. I nodded, glancing at Phoebe as if I'd just been betrayed.
 
   "And Phoebe wants to take the next natural step in a committed relationship and wants to get married, and you don't."
 
   Again, I nodded, feeling a little ashamed. "Okay, yeah, I guess this is about my issues."
 
   "Good. Now, you, Jobeth," she said, pointing a slightly crooked finger at me. "I can tell that you're not keen on being here. So that tells me a little something about you."
 
   Phoebe made a snorting noise and covered her mouth with one hand, and my eyebrows shot up, and I was sure that I would not wait for intermission to escape this recital. But then, I had no place to go, and Phoebe would kill me if I was rude to this old woman; and I was already on Phoebe's to-be-smacked list. 
 
   "We've had some conversations, and I've paid attention to you and to how you are with Phoebe, and I think I can tell you a few things about you."
 
   Part of me started to dislike Hattie just a little bit, even though it was hard to be mad at such a cute old lady. But it was also hard to have your head on the block. Or on a stick, for that matter. I hoped this wasn't going to be two women ganging up on me. In the old days, I would have liked the sound of that, but not at the moment, and certainly, not like this.
 
   "Now," Hattie continued, undeterred. "First, I can tell by the way you look at Phoebe, that you love her like the dickens…."
 
   Okay, maybe 'dislike' was a strong word.
 
   "But I can also see that you're as stubborn as the day is long."
 
   A snort from Phoebe didn't help with the candy-coating of that one.
 
   "And Phoebe--" she looked at her, and I was secretly relieved. 
 
   Oh good, you get a turn, too.
 
   "When you look at Jobeth, your eyes just shine like a string of lights around a Christmas tree."
 
   Phoebe grinned at Hattie, saying nothing.
 
   "But I can feel you pulling at her for these things you want, so I can imagine what she must be feeling from you."
 
   My mood had improved a little, then, about this counseling thing. But how much had Phoebe fucking told her?
 
   "When I look at you two, I can see a match made in heaven. But that match might just burst into flames and burn your eyebrows off if you let it."
 
   It was hard not to laugh, and Phoebe and I both gave in.
 
   "Now then, what is it, Jobeth, that Phoebe wants from you, that you're not willing to fork over?"
 
   I know my face must have gone cherry-red, and was thankful for the shrouding candlelight that Hattie had provided, I suppose to create a calming atmosphere. "Um…some of that is really…personal…" I muttered.
 
   Hattie said, "That usually means it must be sexual…" 
 
   Oh kill me now! I tossed my head back and didn't know whether I wanted to laugh or just run outside screaming. 
 
   "I can see that you're the…the more dominate one…at least physically, but I think Phoebe is more dominate mentally…"
 
   Is she calling me brainless? I looked at Phoebe, whose eyebrows had disappeared into her hairline. 
 
   Hattie looked at both of us. "Do you believe that you two belong together?"
 
   Phoebe and I met eyes, and both of us said yes and then looked away quickly. 
 
   "Sugars, when things are easy, and there's plenty to keep you occupied, it's a simple thing to lull yourselves into a false sense of security. But here, in a place where it's just you, and nothing else, all the collected garbage just spills out of that closet--" She reached for her Coke. "Speaking of which…it's not about the orientation thing, is it?" She looked at Phoebe. Why did she look at Phoebe?
 
   "Oh no--" Phoebe said. "Jobeth was a womanizer when we met. I was the one who needed convincing."
 
   Hattie lifted a finger. "But then you realized that Jobeth was exactly what you needed."
 
   Phoebe nodded. "Yes."
 
   Hattie took a sip of Coke and said, "Well that Jobeth is still in there, Phoebe. Don't you forget that. What you love about her, is still what you love about her. And don't ever make the mistake of forgetting what that is."
 
   Phoebe looked at me, silenced by the thought.
 
   "And Jobeth--"
 
   I jerked my head away from Phoebe's searching gaze to look at Hattie, with a bit of trepidation.
 
   "When you merge your life with someone else's, you do have to lose just a little piece of yourself. You do have to let go of some of your habits and ideas. That goes with the territory. It's called compromise. But the things you discover with each other can always replace what you lost with something even better. Everything's a trade-off. You just have to make sure that what you're trading is a good deal for both of you."
 
   I just stared at Hattie, my mouth hanging open. It was like she had filleted us both, looked inside and described what was in there. I wanted to know what Phoebe had said to her. Did she know all the sordid details about what was going on with us? A sense of being molested appeared in my mind, but I pushed it away. I glanced at Phoebe, and she was looking at her hands. 
 
   I squirmed in my chair and remembered my Coke, taking a drink to wet my throat. I caught myself looking at the door. The closed door. Reminding myself to just stay calm, I took a breath.
 
   Softly, Hattie said, "Jobeth, let me ask you something…Do you believe that you love Phoebe as much as you possibly can love anyone?"
 
   That was easy. "Yes."
 
   "How do you define that in your mind? Can you give me an example?"
 
   I considered it.
 
   "Just the first thing that pops into your mind," Hattie prompted.
 
   "Well, I'd take a bullet for her."
 
   "Not that I'd want that," Phoebe clarified.
 
   "I get the point, though, "Hattie said. "That's good. You understand something about the degree to which you love her."
 
   Hattie had another drink of Coke. "Now another question: Let's say you two go home, Jobeth moves into the guest room and you two try to be platonic. How long do you think you'll last being celibate?"
 
   I avoided her eyes. "I can't speak for Phoebe, but I don't think I'll last very long. I think my head might explode."
 
   Hattie laughed and so did Phoebe. It was a genuine laugh, the kind that made me feel like I was still in her heart, still the one she loved.
 
   "Let's talk about the marriage issue."
 
   I swept my head to look at Phoebe. "You have been talking about us a lot."
 
   Hattie interrupted, "Now, don't get your feathers ruffled. When we talked about counseling, I asked her for a few details so I could see if there was something I could do to help. Remember, she didn't do this because she enjoyed it. She did it because she loves you and wants to try to work this out. So you should be pleased that anyone wants to be with you that much, right?"
 
   Right. Dammit. I nodded.
 
   "Okay…back to the marriage issue…first, are you willing to admit it scares you to feel you're somehow tied down?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess that scares me a little."
 
   "Okay, good. But just know, you're not the first and you won't be the last to feel that way." She scooted back in the wingback chair. "Now, explain to me why you feel marriage is just for straight people." 
 
   This was like having a teacher call on you in the classroom, when you knew damn well you didn't know the answer. I really needed the bell to ring. "I mean it's…it's…it started with religion and marriage was a way for men to own women."
 
   Phoebe interjected, "Do I look like a man to you?"
 
   No she did not. "You still don’t understand--"
 
   "Well explain it to me, then," Phoebe said.
 
   I gave it a shot. "I don’t recognize a straight convention to define my relationship for me. Marriage is for…it's just for straight people." Dammit. I was just going around in a circle, with one foot nailed to the floor.
 
   Phoebe set her jaw. "I can't fucking believe you think that way."
 
   "Well what is it to you?"
 
   "It's a way to commemorate, seal, make official the commitment you have to another person. It's not just symbolic, it's a real way to honor each other."
 
   "You don't think we're committed?" I tried not to squeak. "You don't think I honor you?"
 
   "Well, to a degree, of course, but your reticence to act on these ideas is making me rethink that."
 
   "What are you saying, Phoebe? You think I don't really love you and want to be with you?"
 
   "All I know is that, this relationship has to be evolving, going somewhere. If you can't give me a commitment, then what's the point? If I can't have everything from you that you get from me, then there's no equilibrium. And that might be fine for a period of time, but it's now getting closer and closer to a state where something has to change. It's not fair to me, Jobeth."
 
   Hattie spoke up, then. "That was very helpful, Phoebe, now, Jobeth, I'm hearing that marriage is a sort of insult to you, is that right?"
 
   "I suppose. It's telling me what I have to do to legitimize what I feel. And for me, feeling it is enough." Then I felt compelled to add, "And because it's always been for straight people."
 
   Phoebe growled like she'd just seen the same irritating commercial for the tenth time. "See? This is why I encouraged you to go back to school, there're so many things you don't even know how to process…"
 
   If I felt stupid before, I felt more stupid now. Her words felt sharp like a dagger. My chest was hurting now. I looked down at my Coke bottle. Read the label, fought to control the tears that were rising, against my will, into my eyes.
 
   Phoebe laid a hand on my arm. "I'm sorry…that was harsh…I didn't mean it to come out like that…"
 
   "But it's true. You still see me as under-educated. And maybe you're right about that. But I can't run and get a degree right quick so we can figure this out."
 
   Phoebe leaned over and put her arms around me. "I'm sorry…"
 
   Hattie said, "There are some more issues here, obviously, but let's get our focus back on the main ones. Jobeth, you can always go to school. But that's not the problem here. You run an investigations business, and you have to figure things out all the time. Only a smart, sharp person can do that. It doesn't require a degree."
 
   "Everything seems to be about a fucking piece of paper…" I mumbled.
 
   Phoebe pulled me closer. "It doesn't matter, Jobeth. Really. I'm sorry."
 
   "It was the most I had ever heard Phoebe apologize. I was glad she felt sorry, but it was still hard to let go of that sense that I was somehow less intelligent than she was. I hated it. I hated it like I hated everything we were going through right now. This whole thing had become about how dense I was.
 
   Hattie cleared her throat. "Okay…let's leave that for a while. Back to the marriage issue…"
 
   Phoebe was holding my hand now.
 
   "Maybe it was for straight people," Hattie was saying. "But society has changed. Evolved. Love between two people of the same gender used to be considered wrong. Sinful. Gay people used to be killed for being who they are. Now, we're more informed. We understand better that love is love. Because so many courageous gay people finally had enough, and started speaking out, being proud of who they are…things began to change. So, now, however many generations later, it's legal for gay people. Why shouldn't we have the same rights and privileges as straight people? If we don't get that, then it's the same as saying we are less that straight people. Do you want to be considered less than a straight person?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Do you want some nameless, faceless politico or religious leader to define your relationship as not real? Do you want strangers to tell you that you can't possibly love Phoebe enough or in the right way to be taken seriously?"
 
   "No."
 
   Hattie pulled her shawl around herself more snugly. "The gay people who march around saying they are different, and waving the flag, are really just celebrating what makes them unlike everyone else. And to a point, that's fine, diversity, and all that, but then, they forget that they are giving everyone else a reason to ostracize them and deny them the equality they say they want. So in that sense, there are some samenessess in this life that are important. And those samenesses are not about religion or tradition, they are about things like love, and opportunity, and fairness and security and safety…and I know you agree we all deserve those, right?"
 
   "Right." 
 
   Phoebe said, "And that's why I believe in gay marriage, Jobeth. And since you agree with all that, it's why you should too. That piece of paper isn't giving you permission to love in some other person's prescribed way, it's acknowledging that you have the right to love in just the way you want to, no matter what anyone else thinks."
 
   Hattie nodded, and looked at me.
 
   "Well, all that makes sense…but…"
 
   Hattie folded her arms. "Then I have to ask you again, why is it you don't believe in gay marriage?"
 
   Was it possible to have your head spin right off your shoulders? That's what I felt like mine was doing. Everything they both said made perfect sense. In fact, I was having trouble remembering why I was against gay marriage, now. 
 
   But all I could do was gawk at Hattie in silence. I thought therapy was supposed to be about the patient lying on a couch and ruminating about their childhoods. Hattie was doing most of the talking. But then, I kind of liked it that way. It was much easier, in this case, to listen, than to try to talk. And Hattie was making some good points. I was glad, now, that we were recording it, because I felt like the details were going to drain into some gutter in my head and be lost in the other streams of consciousness. I was getting a headache. I didn't want to talk about this anymore, but I had to, or I'd lose Phoebe.
 
   But there was a question hanging in the air, and I was expected to answer it. Phoebe was staring intently at me, and Hattie was patiently waiting for me to elaborate.
 
   "It's demeaning."
 
   Phoebe actually gasped.
 
   "How?" Hattie asked. "Are you referring to the ownership aspect you mentioned?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Hattie nodded. "That makes sense."
 
   "It does?" I was making sense now?
 
   Hattie continued. "Yes, I understand how marriage represents ownership of women, and that's demeaning, and so you feel marriage is therefore demeaning, and you don't want to be owned or demeaned.."
 
   Yeah. That was it. That was what I felt, right there. Phoebe was looking at the floor, studying the patterns on the area rug.
 
   "Okay…" Hattie went on. "So file all that away in your head, and it's on the recording so you can go back to it if you need to. Let's move on to something else…"
 
   Oh good, the bell rang. I could escape. "Okay…" 
 
   "What do you need?"
 
   Maybe the bell didn't ring. "What?"
 
   "Right now, what do you need? We've been talking about what Phoebe needs from you, and how she's not getting it. That's what this whole thing has been about. But right now, I want to know what you need."
 
   "In what way? My career? My life in general? What do you mean?"
 
   "What do you need from Phoebe?"
 
   Okay, now I was also getting my bell rung. She waited while I tried to come up with an answer. When I sat in silence for a long time, she said, "Maybe that's the issue right there, Jobeth. Phoebe knows exactly what she needs. And you're having trouble defining what your needs are."
 
   "I need Phoebe."
 
   "How do you mean?"
 
   "Well the first thing that comes to mind is obvious--"
 
   "Beyond that."
 
   My right leg started bouncing up and down. I agonized over that for another long moment. Why couldn't I define that?
 
   "Okay," Hattie added. "Just start naming things you think you need, in general, and maybe you'll get to it."
 
   "Well, I need to feel productive."
 
   "You get that in your work, right?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "What else?"
 
   "I need to feel…safe."
 
   "And what makes you feel safe?"
 
   I tried to picture something that made me feel safe. "Having a home, a dependable vehicle. Money. And being with Phoebe, and knowing she loves me."
 
   "Go deeper."
 
   "Deeper." I got out a mental spade and started digging, and Hattie gave me a generous portion of time to get to the bottom of that hole. I finally had to stand up, because I felt like there were bugs crawling on my skin. I wandered to the mantel over the fire and picked up a ceramic kitten, feeling the smooth texture of it, noticing first, its oversized green eyes, looking every bit like it was begging me for help.
 
   "What's wrong, Jobeth?" Hattie asked.
 
   "I'm just antsy…"
 
   "Why?"
 
   "This makes me feel…"
 
   "What?" she coaxed.
 
   "Stupid. This makes me feel stupid and I don't like feeling stupid."
 
   "That's good," Hattie said.
 
   I turned. "It's good that I feel stupid?"
 
   She chuckled. "No, it's good that you can identify what you feel. But this isn't about pointing out what you don't know. It's about shining a light on things you haven't been able to see, and then allowing yourself to look at them."
 
   My sigh was audible as I set the kitten figurine back down on the mantel.
 
   "Now…" Hattie pressed on. "On a deeper level, what do you need?"
 
   Dammit, she remembered the question. The one I couldn’t answer.
 
   "Don't psych yourself out about it, just say what you need,"
 
   "I need to feel like…I matter. That Phoebe needs me…that I can make her happy, that she won't…break my heart."
 
   "And everything Phoebe says she needs from you, takes away everything that makes you feel safe."
 
   I stared at Hattie. Blinked a few times.
 
   She explained, "Those things Phoebe says she needs from you--if she doesn't get them, she says she might leave the relationship, and that means she doesn't need you, really, and that you can't make her happy, and then you get your heart broken."
 
   I just kept staring at her. All I could say was, "Wow."
 
   "So that means you two are at cross-purposes, and somehow, those needs have to shift, or you're not going to make it."
 
   I crammed my hands in my pockets. "If you're trying to cheer me up, it's not working."
 
   Hattie smiled. "But do you see that Phoebe needs to feel like she matters, too? That you need her, too, that she can make you happy, and that you won't break her heart? What do you think the sex stuff and the marriage is about, if not that?"
 
   I let that sink in for a moment, looking at Phoebe for verification. She nodded slightly. "Are you saying we really do want the same things?"
 
   Hattie clapped her hands together. "Yes, that's what I'm saying."
 
   "How…how do those two things she needs…do all that for her?
 
   Hattie looked at Phoebe. "You want to answer that, Phoebe?"
 
   Phoebe cleared her throat and leaned forward in the chair. "Well, Jobeth, if you wanted to marry me, it would mean I really matter. You're willing to go all the way to the ultimate commitment, sort of as a symbol of how much you mean it. If you need me to pleasure you, be inside you, that means I can make you happy. If you want to marry me and give yourself over to me, then that means you're less likely to break my heart, because you have just as much to lose as I do."
 
   I looked at her like she was a television set, and there was a screen full of scrolling text. And I didn't feel like I could read fast enough. 
 
   Turning back to the mantel, I looked at the kitten figurine. It looked so sad. It looked like I would feel, if I lost Phoebe. Kittens needed love and care, just like I did. That's why it had the effect on everyone who saw it. The big eyes, the tiny, defenseless nature of it. Maybe I just never wanted to see myself as a tiny, helpless kitten.
 
   "Did we hit on something?" Hattie asked.
 
   "Maybe…" I said.
 
   "Okay, now remember, you don't have to think all that through right this second. You have a recording. Let's move on to something else."
 
   What else could there be? It seemed we'd covered it all.
 
   "Penetration--" Hattie said.
 
   Oh my god. Apparently not. I bent my head toward the ceiling, closed my eyes, and sighed.
 
   "I can tell by your reaction, you don't want to talk about this, but it's important."
 
   I couldn't lose her. I couldn't. Be strong, Jobeth. Be strong. I returned to my seat next to Phoebe. "I'll try."
 
   Hattie said, "Tell me what happens when Phoebe is inside you."
 
   I leaned forward and covered my face with both hands. "Oh my god."
 
   Phoebe touched my shoulder. "Come on, Jobeth. I know you hate talking about this, but Hattie is a professional, and she's here to help."
 
   Hattie nodded. "And believe me, Jobeth, it's something that a lot of other women have dealt with, too."
 
   I looked up. "It's not an abuse issue or anything. I wasn't raped."
 
   "Okay. Well thank goodness for that. So what happens for you?"
 
   "Physically?"
 
   "We'll start with that, yes."
 
   "I…close up."
 
   "You mean like--"
 
   "Like wringing out a towel. Just tightly closing up."
 
   "And then it makes penetration painful?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Okay. That's not uncommon, actually. It's called Vaginismus. The muscles inside there constrict." She made a fist. "It's psychological and emotional. So if you can get to the emotions and thoughts that are blocking you, your body will stop doing that."
 
   "How do I do that?"
 
   "Well, let's try something. I know this is going to seem silly, but bear with me."
 
   She had Phoebe and I stand up, and move to the middle of the room. There, she placed me in front of Phoebe. 
 
   "Now, close your eyes, Jobeth, and fall backward, and Phoebe will catch you."
 
   I had already closed my eyes but opened them again. "What?"
 
   "Just close your eyes and fall backward."
 
   I sighed. "Why?"
 
   "Just try."
 
   I closed my eyes. Then I opened them again and looked back to see of Phoebe was in position. She showed me that she was, her arms out toward me, waiting. I closed my eyes again and turned around. I started to fall back and caught myself and stood up again. "This is…why are we doing this?"
 
   "It tells me you don't trust Phoebe."
 
   I chewed my bottom lip. "I trust her in the ways it counts…" I said feebly.
 
   Phoebe and Hattie were both shaking their heads at me.
 
   Hattie said, "This counts. You couldn't close your eyes and fall back, because you didn't really believe she would catch you. That's a trust issue, and that's what the problem is."
 
   Phoebe stood with her hands at her sides, her face smooth and unreadable, except for a sadness in her eyes.
 
   I didn't trust her. I didn't trust her?
 
   Hattie clasped her hands together. "Okay, I think that's enough for now."
 
   Her words made me feel fifty pounds lighter. No more questions. No more digging holes in my psyche. For now. But I looked at Phoebe and knew it wasn't over. I'd have to keep digging.
 
   I picked my iPhone up and stopped the recording, putting the cell back in my pocket. 
 
   As we donned our coats again and walked toward the front door, Hattie advised me to take a day or two, let it soak in, and listen to the session again, and then if we wanted to come back and continue, we could.
 
   As Phoebe wrote out a check for Hattie, all I could think about was how naked I felt. How ruthless the truth could be, and how ill-equipped I was to face it.
 
    
 
   
  
 




 
   ~30~
 
   Rock-Bottom
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   Shielding his face against the window, Mason looked inside. The place was a mess. Quite unlike the pristine condition of the treehouse the last time he was there. Jefferson was so anal. Mason chuckled to himself. A closeted gay man who was anal. Something funny about that.
 
   Letting his view drift around the room, he noticed the old Royal typewriter, no longer displayed on the shelf, but lying by the fireplace, upside down, and broken. Uh oh. Not a good sign. Straining his sight to the right, he saw the lump on the bed, and could make out the bottle of Bailey's clutched in his hand. Had he drunk himself to death? Mason had a moment of fear, before he made out the rhythmic movement of Jefferson's breathing. No, he was okay. Just passed out. 
 
   He knocked on the door and watched, but Jeff didn't move. He knocked again, louder this time. "Jeff!" he called. Still no response. 
 
   Poor Jeff had hit rock bottom. His secrets were exposed. Mason was partly to blame for that and had a moment of guilt. Maybe he should have just left things they way they were. But he had seen this scenario play out more than once. Pretending to be something you're not had never been a beneficial answer. Why did so many men resist what came so naturally to them? Society was a pressure-cooker sometimes. But who did Jeff think he would be disappointing? Certainly not Hattie. That woman was gay herself, and she wouldn't have a problem with Jeff accepting his orientation. No, the pressure must be from Jeff himself. He had some ideas in his head that needed to be corrected. 
 
   Mason had visited the office before coming over to Jeff's treehouse. Hattie had told him that Jeff lost everything. His house. His marriage. His Mercedes. All things that could be regained, if he worked hard enough. But those things weren't what Jeff needed. What he needed was to feel good about himself again, without all those trappings. No amount of success in the world could counteract bad self-esteem. Mason had learned that the hard way. Though, admittedly, he had made concessions and settled for meaningless trysts with men like Jefferson Sweet, rather than holding out for love. Love was rare, and if you waited too long on it, you'd wake up old with nothing to show for your life. 
 
   Pulling his parka tighter and zipping up the front, he stood on the landing and looked out over the meadow. The snow was starting again. It was getting cold. He couldn't keep standing out here. He glanced behind him to Slater's cabin. He was probably sleeping or working, and hated to be interrupted, so it was not a good idea to bite the hand that fed him. Especially when that hand gave him things like little red Corvettes.
 
   Looking down at the doorknob, Mason pulled out his wallet and withdrew the grocery store discount card, slipping the hard plastic into the space near the faceplate on the jamb. Jiggling and pushing, he got the plastic behind the bolt, bent the card just a little, and it slipped in. The door released from the faceplate, and he pulled it open.
 
   He had skills. I should have been a gay cat burglar. I could sneak in and steal men's hetero sensibilities. He smirked to himself.
 
   Closing the door quietly behind him, he went to the bed and looked down on Jeff. The man was dead to the world.
 
   Hanging his coat up, and slipping off his boots, he went into the kitchen for some towels to dry the footprints he'd left on the wood floor. 
 
   Then he set about cleaning up the mess Jefferson had created.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~31~
 
   Escape Hatch
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   Jefferson lay curled in a fetal position on the bed. The Bailey's bottle was empty, now, and he had given up his efforts to remain upright.
 
   Knuckles rapped on his door and he groaned, pulling the blanket up higher.
 
   Seconds of silence, and then knocking again, and the sound was now in his head. Someone was knocking on his skull.
 
   "Jeff!" the voice called.
 
   Go away! he shouted, but only in his mind. Then he gripped his head as the shard of pain pierced between his eyes like a javelin, and ripped over the top of his head and embedded in his neck.
 
   He drifted into oblivion again, thankful for the cloying darkness now in his mind. He didn't want to see. Didn't want to hear. Didn't want to feel, most of all.
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   At some undefined time later, Jefferson became aware of sounds. He opened one eye and tried to focus. Only the wall. But shadows moved upon it.
 
   Footsteps. Breathing. Someone was in the room.
 
   Maybe it was an intruder. Maybe the intruder would kill him, and put him out of his misery. He could hear the footsteps approaching the bed.
 
   Jefferson turned over and squinted at the blond young man standing over him.
 
   "You look like hell," he said. 
 
   "Go away, Mason." 
 
   Mason smiled in that cute way he had and went into the kitchen, as Jefferson turned back over.
 
   Mason returned in a moment with a mug of coffee, handing it to Jefferson, and sitting on the bed next to him. "You need to drink this."
 
   "I don't want to drink that."
 
   "Well you already drank all that--" He reached over and grabbed the empty Bailey's bottle and set it on the nightstand. "Come on, Jeff. It's time to sober up."
 
   Jefferson sat up in the bed and squinted toward the window. A shard of light cut through the dim room between the curtains he had found in the closet and hung up to block the sunlight. He moved to one side to avoid the concentrated glare.
 
   Reluctantly, Jefferson took the mug of coffee and let the steam swirl around his forehead. He sipped it. "Why are you here? Not to just make coffee."
 
   Mason leaned back on both hands. "I came to check on you. Talked to Hattie. She said you were not having a good life, right now."
 
   Jefferson pressed the fingers and thumb of one hand to his eyes. They felt swollen. Like he had that thyroid eye disease, and they were bulging too far from their sockets. And gritty. They were gritty as though he'd been walking in a sandstorm. "Nice to know my mother sees fit to tell my personal business to strangers."
 
   "I'm not a stranger, Jeff. You know me biblically."
 
   "She doesn’t know that," he countered.
 
   "Oh, yes, I think she does," Mason grinned. "I think you're well past the secret-stage about all this."
 
   "What do you mean well-past?"
 
   "Jeff, really, you think everyone doesn't know you're gay?"
 
   Careful not to squint, because of the discomfort it caused, he just stared at Mason.
 
   "Yeah, let that one sink in for a minute, because it's your new reality now."
 
   Jefferson took a drink of coffee. "I bet you're tickled about that."
 
   "I'm just worried about you, mostly."
 
   Jefferson set the coffee mug on the nightstand and sent an accusatory glance at the empty Bailey's bottle. "You can lose the fake concern. I've got nothing for you, Mason. I'm broke."
 
   Mason merely grinned. "Does stupid and stubborn come this naturally to you, or do you have to work at it?"
 
   Jefferson frowned. "What?"
 
   Mason chuckled a little. "I didn't come here for money."
 
   "You always come here for money."
 
   "Jeff, I would have let you fuck me for free."
 
   Jefferson's features went from surprise, to irritation. "Wish I'd known that before, then I wouldn't be out of fucking money."
 
   "Well, you're out of fucking money, because you spent the last of your money on fucking." 
 
   Jefferson drew the blanket up over his knees. "How the hell did you know that?"
 
   "Because you told me last night when you drunk-dialed me."
 
   Jefferson didn't remember that. The things he wanted to recall, he couldn't, and the things he wanted to forget were always front and center in his mind. He stretched his legs out on the bed, kicking the covers off and noticed that the cabin was now tidy. He knew he hadn't done it in his sleep. Mason. He glanced at him. He'd cleaned up the mess. But it didn't matter anyway. All his routines and obsessions. His need to have everything arranged just-so. None of that really mattered anymore. There was nothing to hang on to. Nothing to steady him. Suddenly, there was moisture in his eyes again and he didn't care. He let the tears fall. He had no pride left anyway. "My wife is banging a handyman. I lost the screenplay contract. I lost my house and my Mercedes. I live here, now, in this fucking treehouse in the boonies--" His voice broke, and he had to swallow to get it back. "So just run along."
 
   Mason pulled the envelope out of his back pocket and tossed it on Jefferson's crossed legs.
 
   He looked up at the blond young man. "What's this?"
 
   "Your fucking-money."
 
   He shook his head and tossed it to the foot of the bed. "No. I'm not taking that back."
 
   "Oh, stop being so proud. You need it, I don't."
 
   Jefferson was still scowling, and had made no move toward the envelope, so Mason picked it up and put it in the nightstand. "Well, it's there when you need it."
 
   Jefferson yawned, wincing at the pain in his head. Everyone had an agenda. Jefferson just didn't know what Mason's was, yet. His eyes narrowed. "Why are you being so nice to me?"
 
   "I like you."
 
   "Why? All I ever did was abuse you."
 
   Mason shrugged, grinning. "Maybe I like that, too."
 
   Jefferson looked at him like he said he enjoyed having porcupine quills in his eyes.
 
   Mason snorted. "Okay, not really. It's not my preference, or anything. But everything's a trade-off." Mason got up, jostling the bed, so that Jefferson had to steady himself. In the kitchen, he poured himself some coffee and sat back down. "Now, after you are awake enough, we're going to brainstorm about how you can get your new life started."
 
   Jefferson scowled at the young man over the rim of his coffee cup.
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   An hour later, Jefferson had showered and his head had cleared a bit. He'd transferred from the bed to the sofa in front of the window, allowing the sunshine from the parted curtains to bathe his face.
 
   Mason was still there, being his infernal cheery, supportive self.
 
   "So, let's put our heads together--" He added in a goofy voice. "-- and not those heads--and see if we can't figure out your escape hatch, here."
 
   "There's no escape hatch!" Jefferson made an inch symbol with his fingers as he said, "I'm this-close to living in the street."
 
   "You're not living in the street, Jeff. I've lived in the street, and I'm here to tell you there's all kinds of ways to avoid that in this situation. Whether you know it or not, Hattie loves you. And if you meet her halfway, she'll help you. But you're always so abusive to her, and apparently, she doesn’t like it as much as I do." 
 
   That grin again.
 
   Jefferson warmed his hands on the fresh cup of coffee. "How do you know all this?"
 
   "I heard some of it on the phone with you last night, saw some of it last summer, and some last month when you were here." He sipped coffee. "And I also just had a delightful conversation with your mother."
 
   "Awww, hell."
 
   "Now, one thing I noticed when I was here last summer, is that this place was hopping, but Hattie and Ethel barely had time to keep up with it. And there were other things that needed to be included in the extracurriculars, so there's room there for you to do a little marketing and development."
 
   "Why would I want to develop activities for a bunch of--"
 
   "Don't start with the I'm-not-gay routine, either," Mason cut him off. "You also came out to me on the phone last night."
 
   "Godammit."
 
   "So we can brainstorm about all that, and get you back on track."
 
   "There's no track, Mason. I lost the screenplay deal. They already have a new writer."
 
   "Maybe it's time for a change in your career, too, then."
 
   Jefferson scowled at him. "I don't have any other skills, Mason. I'm a writer. It's all I know how to do."
 
   "Well, you're obviously a really good writer, or you wouldn't have sold that first screenplay and made all that money on it at the box office. So why not write something different?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "I mean, why not write a novel?"
 
   Jefferson stared at him as the possibility not only sank in, but as he realized that this young man might really be trying to help him. "A novel…" he said softly.
 
   "Why not? It's writing. You're a writer. And these days, even if you don't find a traditional publisher, you can publish the damn thing yourself. You can write whatever you want, whenever you want, for the sheer joy of it. No deadlines, no one to tell you what they want rewritten or changed. No politics of the Hollywood moguls. And meanwhile, you can work with your mother to grow this business here, and maybe have your family back."
 
   Jefferson was stunned. Who was this blond Adonis with the logic of Socrates?
 
   


 
   
  
 

~32~
 
   Kiss and Make up 
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   Phoebe had gotten little sleep, having spent the night before reading and thinking; probably about the same thing I was. The counseling session. Now, she was unable to keep her eyes open. I told her I was just going to keep thinking about everything she and Hattie had said, and listen to the recording again, and encouraged her to just take a nap.
 
   She settled into the bed, while I stoked the fire and turned off all the lights except for the small lamp by the sofa.
 
   Then I put on my coat and stepped outside to sit on the steps. Punching up Hattie's number, I tapped the call button.
 
   When she answered, I said, "It's Jobeth…"
 
   "Hello, Sugar. How are you?"
 
   "I'm okay, but I have a question for you."
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "I understand that I need to trust Phoebe. But the question is, how do you do that? How do you trust?"
 
   Hattie said, "Honey, there's no simple answer to that one, but here's a couple of things to think about. In order to trust someone else, you have to trust yourself. You have to believe in your ability to identify and choose a trustworthy person to give that to. Ask yourself: Do you believe that Phoebe is trustworthy? Do you believe that she would ever intentionally do anything to hurt you? Do you believe what she feels for you? Has she ever given you a real reason to mistrust her? And remember this--If Phoebe has never given you a reason to mistrust her, then you are essentially punishing her for something she hasn't done. After you ask yourself those questions, you might then know you should trust her and she deserves it. But then, you just have to decide that's what you're going to do, and leap in the deep end of the pool."
 
   I gave all that a moment, and then thanked her and ended the call. 
 
   Going back inside, I got some coffee, and sat on the sofa to put the earbuds on. 
 
   Sipping the Hazelnut brew, I listened to our session again. An outsider, eavesdropping. 
 
   When I reached the end, I checked on Phoebe, and she was breathing softly, off in dreamland somewhere--I hoped dreaming about being with me, instead of not being with me.
 
   Things were starting to make more sense. I clicked the recording to listen to it again. Each time I listened, and then gave it more thought, my previous reasoning faded. The mortar holding up my brick walls was disintegrating. 
 
   Hattie was right. Phoebe had never given me any reason to mistrust her, and that's what all this was about. My inability to trust. It had become such a habit. It never occurred to me to go back to all those beliefs I had and look at them again, apply any new information I had to them. I did that with my cases at AKA Investigations all the time. New information meant that previous assumptions might be wrong. Why didn’t I do that in my personal life?
 
   That's when it clicked, and a little porthole opened up in my mind. The kind of porthole that required the use of key that most people didn't own. With that key figuratively clutched in my hand, I got up and went outside to the landing again, and called Ginger.
 
   When she answered, I asked, "So, how's the old ball and chain?"
 
   "See?" Ginger said. "That's why I called Phoebe and not you."
 
   "Whoa. Wait…I was just rattling your cage. I'm happy for both of you."
 
   "Are you really?"
 
   "Yes, I really am. Have to say it was a shock and everything, but…if you were convinced enough to get a ring and go to Maine and make it legal, then it must be exactly what needed to happen."
 
   "Well…" 
 
   I could hear her soften a bit. 
 
   "It is what needed to happen. I'd been resisting that idea, but then when I looked at the facts, and how I really felt about Izzy, I decided that was all the reason I needed. The really scary part was that she'd say no."
 
   "Well, obviously, she didn't say no."
 
   "I thought she was going to for a minute there. She just gawked at me and the ring, and all the color drained out of her face."
 
   I laughed. "I can just see that. So what did she say? I mean when you asked her and gave her the ring?"
 
   "Well after she got over the shock of it, she just smiled, and then said 'why the hell not?'"
 
   "Why the hell not? Like she had nothing better to do?"
 
   "Well, no it wasn't like that. I guess you just had to be there."
 
   "Well I am there. Phoebe and I have been dealing with some heavy stuff. I thought for a while we would come home and not be a couple anymore."
 
   "What the hell? That's just…unimaginable, Jobeth. Losing her would be the worst mistake you ever made. You and Phoebe were meant for each other."
 
   "I know…and I think I've got my head together about it, now…but you know, old habits die hard."
 
   "Yeah, that's what I was worried about with Izzy. You know, that womanizer thing is genetic."
 
   I watched a raven peck at something in the snow on the railing. "Well, maybe it's time we all evolved."
 
   "So, you want to talk to Izzy? She just came into the room."
 
   I said yes, and she put my sister on the phone.
 
   "Hey, sister!"
 
   "You sound happy," I said.
 
   "I am."
 
   "Tell me something…are you having any doubts?"
 
   There was a short silence, and then she said, "I had a few moments there…but I think that was just old habits. When I thought about it a little, it didn't take much to convince me. I mean, I love Ginger, we seem so well-matched, I don't feel right without her…and she gives me everything I need, sexually and otherwise, so it's not like I would be missing out on anything. Right?"
 
   From the mouths of babes. Although my sister was only slightly younger than me, I always thought of her as somehow more inexperienced or a bit immature. But she had been able to let go of her fear, and trust Ginger, when it really mattered. So maybe she was more mature than I was. That was a sobering thought. Maybe I had been a little too full of myself.
 
   We chatted for a few more minutes and then Izzy said they were on their way to walk on the beach--which she said she loved--and so I promised we'd have a proper discussion about everything when Phoebe and I got home. I wanted to hear about their vacation, and their ceremony, and I hoped that by that time, Phoebe and I would also be back in the groove.
 
   I ended the call and sat there for a moment, the snow almost covering me. It was cold. I wanted to be inside and warm. Preferably next to Phoebe, but I didn’t want to wake her, and I still felt I needed some time to think.
 
   Inside, I quietly added a log to the fire, refilled my coffee, and slid back onto the loveseat, looking at the earbuds on the table. Listening to the recording and talking to Hattie and then Ginger and Izzy seemed to have calmed me. I wasn't feeling that gnawing sensation in my gut, or that faint wiggling of the fear-worm in my brain.
 
   A few hours later, standing at the window, watching the incessant flittering of snowflakes, I drank the last of my fifth cup of coffee, bewildered by my lack of caffeine-induced jitters. I could only guess that the fuel had gone directly to my brain, bypassing all my nerve-endings. Still, I felt exhilarated.
 
   "Baby?" came the sweet inquiry.
 
   I turned. She was sitting up in bed, looking confused. 
 
   "How long did I sleep?
 
   I set the mug down and went over to add another log to the fire. That done, I turned around and dusted the bark off my hands. "About three hours."
 
   Her eyebrows danced upward for a second. "I guess I needed a nap more than I thought."
 
   "How do you feel?"
 
   She stretched like a cat, yawned once and sighed contentedly. "A lot better, actually. Any more coffee?"
 
   "Yep. Hang on." I went into the kitchen and got her some, sitting on the bed beside her. "You're brilliant."
 
   With a smirk, she said, "You're just now figuring that out?"
 
   "Shut up. I mean it. I don't think until now I fully realized that I have a brilliant girlfriend. Pushing me to have that session with Hattie was the right thing to do."
 
   She gave me a sleepy smile. "Well, okay, I'm flattered, then. So did you listen to the recording?"
 
   "Yes I did." I leaned down on one elbow next to her. "And I talked to Hattie again, and also called Ginger and Izzy."
 
   She seemed surprised by this. "And? How do you feel about it all?"
 
   I got up, strode over to the satchel, and pulled out the dildo, holding it out to her. "Put this on."
 
   "Whoa, girl--" she said as if I were a runaway mare. "Don't get ahead of yourself."
 
   "I'm not getting ahead of myself. I'm asking you to get on top of me. And probably behind me too."
 
   "Jobeth!" she cried, not knowing whether to laugh at me or take me up on my offer. "You're freaking me out--what's going on?"
 
   "Everything just finally gelled, I guess. I listened to that recording while you were asleep."
 
   "Okay but--"
 
   "And I mean I listened to it the whole time you were asleep."
 
   "Three hours?"
 
   "Yes! I listened to it over and over for the whole three hours. It sunk in. It all became clear. "
 
   "Well I'm glad you understood what she was saying but--"
 
   "No, Phoebe you're not getting it. I understand now. I know why I've been feeling what I've been feeling. I know why I believed what I believed. I know why you feel and believe what you do. And I'm ready to fix it. All of it."
 
   Now she was the one staring at me with her mouth open. 
 
   "I want to share everything with you. I don't want to hold anything back. Fuck the boundaries. " I held out the strap on. "FUCK. ME."
 
   She studied me like an abstract painting for a few moments then smiled slowly. "I'll be damned." Then she set her coffee on the nightstand, took the harness from my hand and set it aside. "But we're going to start a little slower than that." 
 
   Ferfucksake. "What? After all that, you're turning down what you said you wanted?"
 
   "Oh no, I'm not turning it down. I just think you're all hyped up on the drug of epiphany and you need to back the truck up. Let's start with something a little more fundamental and go from there."
 
   I held my arms open. "I'm all yours. Just tell me where you want me."
 
   She fluffed her pillows and leaned back against the headboard. "Well, first, just come get into bed with me, and let me have some of this coffee."
 
   I sloughed off my shirt, my bra, my pants, my boxer briefs, and climbed in next to her in all my epidermal glory.
 
   "Holy Mother!" she said.
 
   I cuddled up next to her, my head landing somewhere on her hip, as she held the coffee cup in one hand, and stroked the other through my hair. Tingles traveled over my scalp, pooled in my neck, and it felt so good to be touched by her again.
 
   "So how did it become so clear all of a sudden?"
 
   "Well, it wasn't sudden. Like I said, I talked to Hattie, and to Ginger and to Izzy. And I listened to our session over and over. But each time, it made more sense. It was sort of like when I first started doing that paper route, before we met. I'd do the same thing over and over, the same way, and after a while, I could almost do it in my sleep, and I didn’t have to think about it anymore. But our relationship isn't a paper route. Things change. And I forgot to change with it. I think sometimes we only pay attention to or notice things when they're different. When they change. The very real possibility that I might lose you forced me to look at everything with fresh eyes."
 
   "You must have that recording memorized by now." Her belly shook with a small laugh.
 
   "Pretty much…but more than that, the logic of it came out. Everything I believed made less and less sense, and everything you believed and felt made more and more." And it was like that. It had felt like evolution in high-gear. I may not have been in a classroom with a professor, but I had been schooled just the same. A crash course in the psychology of love and relationships. And now I was ready to take my final exam. I wasn't afraid anymore. I was actually anxious to experience all that Phoebe wanted to give me.
 
   She set her coffee down and pulled me up into her arms, searching my eyes for verification of what I'd said. The smile she offered back was the most beautiful smile I'd ever seen.
 
   We kissed. Slowly. The frantic nature of my need softened by the feel of her lips on mine. I lay completely relaxed in her arms, turning on my back, so that her face was above me. She caressed my cheeks, my neck, and I lay simmering in the sweetness of it, allowing her to have control of the kiss. I had always known she was an excellent kisser, but I'd never let her be in control of the process. When she leaned back to look at me, her eyes were vast, wondrous.
 
   "You've never let me kiss you like that…" she breathed.
 
   "Do it again," I said.
 
   She did, and we spent the next half hour just exploring what it was like for her to be able to kiss me how she wanted. And I willingly let her guide me through that delightful terrain. 
 
   Her breaths were faster, then, her hands finding every inch of skin within her reach. She brushed her fingers and palm over my breasts, teasing the nipples, massaging, and I ached for her. Ached for more.
 
   Smoothing her hand down my stomach, she found my warm wetness and massaged me, stroked at me, until I felt the pangs of desire pulsing in my clit. Finally, she circled a finger over it and I felt the wetness draining from me. She slithered two fingers inside me and my hips elevated off the bed to greet them. There, she stroked at me, deliberately, achingly slow, until my breaths were rasping pleas for release. 
 
   The only clenching to be had was when the orgasm assailed my nerve-endings, sending me spinning into circles, growling and gasping. Drifting in the bay of her, she murmured her own pleasure at my response, and moved down to kiss the wetness, teasing me, licking me, pulling my swollen bud into her mouth, until the intensity came alive again. She tried every method; twirling, swirling, flailing, sucking. Gone, was the frantic need to push her down and have my way with her. There was only Phoebe, and what she was doing to me. 
 
   When she added her fingers again, a torpedo of pleasure shot through me, forcing a primal howl from my throat, and suddenly I was bucking on the waves of a billowing sea, rising with the crest and dropping into the warm water below.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~33~
 
   The Right Foot
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   When she entered the office, Bonnie found the front desk empty. "Hello?!" she called. "Where is everyone?"
 
   Hattie emerged from the back hall. "Right here…I have a life, too, Bonnie. Can't always be up here every second of every day."
 
   "Which is what I want to talk to you about, Hat."
 
   Hattie moved behind the desk. 'What are you talking about?"
 
   Bonnie pulled the strap of her purse back onto her shoulder. "Well, since I've found myself in this unpleasant predicament, I thought maybe I could convince you to hire me as your receptionist."
 
   "No money in the budget for that, Bonnie."
 
   "Well, there will be soon enough. This place has potential, Hat. With some clever ideas, I think you could be busy enough to justify a paycheck for me, but until then, I can get by on room and board."
 
   "Yeah, what are you gonna do for grocery money?"
 
   Bonnie chewed her lip. "Don’t know. I have a bit of savings, but not very much."
 
   Hattie considered this. "Well, I have a full deep freeze, I suppose we could spare some food for you." 
 
   "Now see? We can all still be a proper family. I help you, you help me."
 
   As she watched Hattie dust something off the counter, she added, "Hattie, I know you and I didn't exactly get off on the right foot…"
 
   "Nope, it was the left one, I believe."
 
   Bonnie smiled. "I'm hoping we can see this as a fresh start."
 
   Hattie took a cleansing breath. "Nothing wrong with trying to turn things right, Bonnie. As long as you treat me and mine with respect, we'll get along just fine."
 
   "To that end…" Bonnie said, taking off her wedding ring set. "Maybe you could take these as payment I owe you…it's not like I'm going to be needing them anymore."
 
   Hattie looked down at the ostentatious bridal set that Jefferson had seen fit to buy when they married, when he was riding high on royalties from the sold screenplay and box office revenues. "Bonnie, I’m not gonna to take your wedding ring."
 
   "You and I both know it was a sham, anyway, Hattie." 
 
   She noticed Bonnie was calling her Hattie, instead of Hat. "Be that as it may, it wouldn't be right. You just hang onto those--or sell them or whatever you need to do, but we'll figure out the details later."
 
   Bonnie smiled, slipping the rings into her pocket. She looked at the tan line on her finger. "I'm sorry I've been so…whatever I've been to you…I know it's not good. I hope we can find a way to re-invent our relationship. I'm willing to do whatever it takes. I don't want to live this lie anymore. But I also have to be practical. I've got to be able to support myself somehow."
 
   Hattie picked up the pen from the log book and clicked it a few times. "Well, I appreciate that. I really do. So we'll figure something out. You can mind the desk and then maybe I can find the time to do some other things around here." She dropped the pen. "In the meantime, I'm guessing you'll be needing some food. We have lots stored in the freezer. Come on, let's go get you some things." She headed for the back without waiting for a response.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Back in the front office, Hattie carried two plastic bags, and followed Bonnie out to her Forester, helped her load them in the passenger side. "Hopefully, this will tide you over until you can earn a stipend for food."
 
   "A stipend? Not a paycheck?"
 
   "Well, any work you do will cover your room and board. Any actual money will have to be extra. Times are lean in the winter, here. It'll pick up when the weather warms up, but for now I have to think about my own budget, and keeping things running and food on our own table. But you'll be fine. There's plenty in there to cook meals for a while."
 
   Bonnie chewed her lip and looked at the bags in the floorboard.
 
   "What's wrong?" Hattie asked.
 
   "I don't…know how to cook."
 
   Hattie looked at her like she said she didn't know how to brush her teeth. But she recovered. "Well then, after work tomorrow, Ethel can teach you the basics." Hattie held a finger up. "Hang on--" She hurried inside and Bonnie got in the Forester and started the engine to warm up the heater, the snowflakes dancing onto the windshield.
 
   When Hattie returned, she handed Bonnie an index card. "It's a recipe for pot roast. All the makings are in those bags." She handed her another sack. "And here are some spices to go with it." She leaned down to pick up a canvas bag, lifting it through the window. "And here's an extra crock pot to make it in."
 
   Bonnie took the appliance and set it in the seat, stared at it like it was a sleeping Mongoose that might awaken at any moment.
 
   "Don't worry. Pot roast is easy. You just put everything in there and let it cook on low until the next day."
 
   Bonnie sighed. "Okay, then…thank you, Hat. Hattie. You're being very sweet about all this."
 
   Hattie smirked. "Don't spread that around, I have a reputation to maintain." She patted the roof of the Forester and went back in, pulling her sweater tighter around herself.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~34~
 
   The Ascending Succubus Bearing Pot Roast
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   He heard the Forester pull up outside, and out the front window at the foot of the stairs, he saw Bonnie get out, and then lean into the car to get something. His eyes drifted to her bottom, a flash of an image during one of their encounters, seeing her ass bare as the side of the moon. 
 
   Dammit all to hell and back.
 
   He jerked his head away from the window when he saw her turn her dark eyes toward the top of the stairs.
 
   What was he gonna to do now? He could pretend he wasn't home, but his truck was parked outside. He could be off somewhere in the van, though. Or on the property. She wouldn't know.
 
   Her steps creaked louder and louder at the other side of that door. The Ascending Succubus, he thought. Where in the world had he got that word? Must have read it somewhere.
 
   He'd just wait. Just stand here and wait, and she'd give up and go back to her own place.
 
   A dainty knock at his door.
 
   He held his breath.
 
   In a few beats, he heard, "Cecil. I know you're in there, I saw your fool head in the window."
 
   Dammit. 
 
   "Open the door, love, I came bearing gifts."
 
   Yep, I know all about your gifts, woman. They're the kind that can't be unwrapped with any patience or decency.
 
   "Cecil--I'm not gonna jump on ya. Let me in. It's cold out here."
 
   Damn. He sighed, and opened the door.
 
   "Now, that's better," she said, carrying a honkering pot of something in both hands.
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "It's pot roast."
 
   He frowned. "Why?"
 
   "Well, I thought you might be hungry so I made you some dinner."
 
   "You made dinner?"
 
   "Oh you picked up on the fact that I'm not good in the kitchen--"
 
   Oh you're good in the kitchen, he thought. Just not with pots and pans.
 
   She stood there with her perfect thin eyebrows high on her forehead. "Where do I put this? My arms are about to fall off."
 
   He pointed to the counter.
 
   "Where are your bowls?"
 
   He pointed to a cabinet.
 
   She opened a door and pulled out two stoneware ones with large jutting stems on one side. 
 
   "Do you have any butter?"
 
   "In the icebox," he said.
 
   "You don't mind if I stick these rolls in the oven for a minute do you?" She pulled a sack out of her big purse and set it on the counter next to the crock pot.
 
   He shook his head, and she bent down to examine the temperature knob on the stove. Again, his eyes trailed down to her beautiful--
 
   "What should I set it on, to heat these up? Do you know?"
 
   "Three twenty-five oughta do it," he said.
 
   She set the dial and asked, "Do you have a pan I can put these on?"
 
   "In the broiler drawer." 
 
   She looked around as if confused. 
 
   "It's that drawer under the stove," he said. Damn, this woman really didn't know her way around a kitchen for anything other than--
 
   "So, would you like to share this wine with me?" 
 
   She pulled a bottle from that purse. It musta been bigger on the inside that it was on the outside, because he couldn't figure out how she had room for all the stuff she kept pullin' out of it. "I'm not much on wine," he said.
 
   "She looked down at the bottle sadly. "Oh…"
 
   He couldn’t bear the hang-dog expression on her pretty face. "But I reckon it's a good idea to try new things."
 
   Her face brightened, as he thought, like gettin' frisky with a married woman. That was a new thing for him.
 
   While they waited for the rolls to heat up, he sat with her on the sofa, suddenly aware of how small it was. Her shoulder was touching his as they drank wine.
 
   "You can stop feeling guilty about Jefferson. Caught him poking a cute blonde boy. Not the first time, I suspect."
 
   "I knew it!' he blurted out, before he had a chance to zip his lip.
 
   "Well Cecil, I think everyone knew it except him. So now, maybe he'll learn to at least be honest with himself, even if he can't with anyone else. I told you we didn't have a real marriage. I told you he hardly ever touched me. "
 
   "So you're gonna divorce him?"
 
   "Not quite yet," she said, drinking wine.
 
   "What's that mean? Not yet?"
 
   "Well, legally, we're separated. We don't live in the same place. So I'm a free woman, for all intents and purposes."
 
   He knew her intents, but he was a little dim on her purposes. 
 
   Just then, she put a hand on his knee and he felt the heat growing under it, thinking maybe the purpose was right there. Then her face was so close to his, her lips only inches away. He wanted to kiss her, but he knew where that would go.
 
   Surprisingly, she gave him a quick peck and went back to drinking her wine. What was this? A new game? He wasn't good at games. "What are you doing?"
 
   "Huh?" she said, holding the goblet of wine in one hand and frowning at him.
 
   "Last two times you were here, you were like a banshee, and now you're all sweetness and light. What's a man to think?"
 
   She tugged at her blouse, and damned if those pretty mounds of flesh didn't perk right up to the top edge. 
 
   "I want to get to know you, Cecil."
 
   "Not much to know. What you see is what you get."
 
   "Oh, you're a WYSIWYG man."
 
   "A what?"
 
   "Never mind," she said.
 
   What was a wizzy-wig man? He really ought to be checking out books other than the ones about Buddhist motorcycle maintenance. This language was lost on him.
 
   "It occurred to me that I wasn't giving you a chance to be anything other than a tryst. So I thought we might get to know each other on some other level, that's all."
 
   "That's a sure-fire way to lose interest in a man like me," he said. What did he have to give a woman like Bonnie? The last woman he'd had like her, wandered off because he didn't know how to keep her.
 
   Bonnie was looking at the book on the table, lying open against the surface. The Motorcycle Maintenance one. 
 
   "Oh," she said, reaching for it and looking it over, glancing at the back cover. "See this? I never would have guessed you'd read something like this."
 
   "It's interesting."
 
   "Well then, that makes you interesting, doesn't it?"
 
   "If you say so." 
 
   She put the book down on the table again, and sat back, turning so she could look at him directly. "When I came to see you the other times, I was…pretty hungry, we'll say. It had been a long time since I'd had a man's hands on me…or anything else…"
 
   "Sorry to hear that."
 
   "Well, I've calmed down a little." She giggled like a school girl.
 
   While he was trying to make sense of this new version of her, she set her wine down next to the book and draped herself across Cecil's lap, her arms around his neck. She kissed him sweetly, running her fingers through his hair. His heart began thumping in his chest, and it was hard to find words. He just felt her delicate lips against his, and he didn't want to think about anything else. 
 
   After a bit, she climbed off his lap and took his hand, pulling at him and he got up and followed her to his bed. She unbuttoned her blouse and dropped it, and his eyes went to the lacey black bra, full to capacity, the mounds of womanly flesh bunched up in the middle. Then she took off her pants, and finally, the bra, releasing those beauties into the room for him to see. She stood without a stitch, staring at him with that look that made it hard for him to breathe. 
 
   Bonnie laid down on the quilt covering his bed, and held her arms out to him. "Make love to me Cecil…"
 
   He swallowed and let his eyes enjoy the view of her, all soft and white, with her perky red nipples, and the sprig of hair between her thighs. 
 
   "…Slow, sweet love," she whispered. "Can you do that?"
 
   Yes. 
 
   He got his clothes off like they were on fire, and laid down on the quilt next to her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~35~
 
   Spelunking 
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   It must have seemed obsessive; me standing at the window again, with the binoculars. But Phoebe made me give up the investigations and leave my gun at home for this trip. My new beautiful Glock. So she couldn't expect me to go cold turkey.
 
   "What are you spying on, now, my love?" Phoebe asked.
 
   "Bonnie is carrying a big crock pot up to Cecil."
 
   Phoebe turned the power off on her Kindle. "Oh, and here, I thought you were looking at squirrels." 
 
   "Sometimes, yes. In more ways than one."
 
   Phoebe must have been intrigued, because she was soon standing right next to me, looking out the window, too.
 
   "You've been watching people all this time?"
 
   "Sometimes…yeah…."
 
   As we watched, Bonnie stepped inside Cecil's treehouse.
 
   "I didn't know they knew each other," Phoebe said.
 
   "Oh, they know each other."
 
   Phoebe smacked me on the arm and I almost dropped the binoculars. 
 
   "What have you been seeing?"
 
   "You wouldn't believe it if I told you."
 
   "Try me."
 
   I lowered the binoculars. "Well, the other day, when Bonnie visited Cecil, they had crazy monkey sex."
 
   "Jobeth! How do you know?"
 
   "He doesn't have curtains."
 
   Phoebe looked up at the curtains I'd hung soon after our arrival. "So that's why you put that curtain up."
 
   I winked at her. "Yep. I knew if I could see them, they could see us."
 
   Phoebe looked at the occluded window of Cecil's cabin, as I peeped through the binocs again. 
 
   "What are they doing now?"
 
   "Nothing. Looks like it's just dinner this time."
 
   "So what else have you seen?"
 
   "Who else have you been peeping on?"
 
   "Jefferson…"
 
   "Oh, I'm sure that was a big bore."
 
   "On the contrary, he was banging a blond guy."
 
   "A guy?"
 
   "Yep. Old Jefferson is queer as a three dollar bill."
 
   "I'll be damned." Phoebe looked over at Jefferson's cabin.
 
   I took a deep breath and set the binocs on the table. "Okay, enough of that." I pulled the curtain closed. "Put on your caving-helmet, Phoebe, because I'm in the mood for some spelunking." I was being glib, because I didn't want her to think I was afraid, or had changed my mind. Phoebe had spent a good deal of time with this process of convincing me to let down my walls. Now that the walls were seemingly gone, I didn't want her to worry about any backtracking on my part. And besides, I had no desire to backtrack. To make that clear, I took off my clothes and got in bed, and just lay there with my hands behind my head.
 
   Grinning like a ferret, she went into the bathroom to don the strap-on. While she was in there, I imagined what it might feel like. I'd never had more than fingers inside me. And the tip of the dildo, the last time we tried. But I didn't think that counted, really. I was, for all intents and purposes, a virgin, and I was about to let Phoebe pop my cherry. How strange it was to think about it that way. Me, a virgin. It was slightly embarrassing, really. Even though I'd always announced Penis, Pure and Proud with such hubris. Maybe I should change that to Penis, Packed, and Proud….
 
   She stepped out of the bathroom and stood there, as I looked her up and down, pausing on the dangling penis without an ounce of trepidation in my mind. That was going to be inside me soon, dammit, and I wanted it, and I wanted it to feel good.
 
   I folded the covers back on the bed for Phoebe to join me.
 
   I kissed her, again amazed at how perfect her lips were and how good it felt to press our lips together. I was about to tell her so when I saw a certain look in her eyes. Was she going to change her mind this time, instead of me? "What's wrong?"
 
   "I'm just…last time we tried this, it hurt you…"
 
   "Last time we tried this, I wasn't ready. And my body was slamming shut. I don't feel any of that now."
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "I'm sure. As long as you're sure you still want to."
 
   "Oh my god, yes. I want to…"
 
   She kissed me, and it felt like we were making a connection, getting the electricity flowing between our joined lips. Her hands were roaming all over me, and the contact awakened all my nerve-endings, sending tingles everywhere. Then she was moving down, kissing my stomach, my hips, and settling between my thighs, to put her luscious mouth on my tender folds. The tender folds she was about to invade with a rubber dick, and with my blessing. 
 
   But she wasn't rushing it. She was making love to me with her mouth, and I was completely okay with that. After only a few minutes, I thought I would explode, but she kept easing off, so that I couldn't. I knew she was doing it on purpose. Priming me, that's what she was doing. She wanted me to be good and hungry and wide open before she used the dick on me. Clever girl.
 
   After what seemed like much too long, she crawled up and put her hips between my thighs. The phallus pressed against me. 
 
   I reached down and adjusted it, and then placed both my hands on her sweet soft ass cheeks and pulled her toward me. I felt the pressure of it going in just a little and stopped to make sure I wasn't rushing myself.
 
   "Does it hurt?" Phoebe asked.
 
   "No, it's just tight."
 
   "Well take your time, honey, please…" 
 
   When I met her eyes, I saw such concern on her features. I took her face in my hands. "It's okay, baby…you're not hurting me. I'm just going slow."
 
   I wriggled around a moment, inhaled and exhaled slowly, and then I felt the phallus sink in a few inches. I groaned. It actually felt good. There was no pain this time. I felt open.
 
   "Oh…" Phoebe gasped.
 
   The tenderness and love on Phoebe's face gave me a sweet pain in my chest. She loved me. I could see it.
 
   "Oh, I love you, baby…I love you..." she said, as if reading my mind.
 
   She found a rhythm as I let myself vocalize the sensations. I didn't care anymore how it sounded, or if it made me feel too vulnerable or submissive. Those things didn't matter, now.
 
   "Is it okay?" Phoebe whispered.
 
   I kissed her. "It feels so good, baby…" I pulled her closer, nuzzling her neck, pressing my lips to her warm skin, finding her lips again and kissing her fervently, whispering, "I love having you inside me…"
 
   I felt her body melt into mine. I knew she had always wanted to hear those words from me, and I wanted to say them. Because it was true. She was finally inside me and it felt good and I didn't want it to stop.
 
   The sensations escalated, and I felt slick and open and had a moment of wild, aching desire. More. I wanted more. I put my lips to Phoebe's ear. "Faster, baby…"
 
   Phoebe moaned then, and increased her rhythm, and I was swirling in the velvety grasp of ecstasy, hungry, but being fed. Had I ever felt so ravenous for her? 
 
   The phallus slipped in and out and a few times, grazed my G-Spot, and this forced a sound from my throat that I hadn't expected. I tried to adjust my position. I wanted to feel that again. Phoebe was intuitive enough to lower her hips to angle up, and then I felt it. The rubber dick dragging back and forth over that spongy hot zone I'd always enjoyed manipulating on her, and I thought I might cry, it felt so intense. 
 
   I heard myself gasping, my hips had a mind of their own and strained upward toward the pumping dick. Phoebe was riding me like a galloping stallion. That's it. That's what I need. 
 
   Her hips slammed against my pelvis as my legs opened wider to give her all the access she needed. My fingers dug into her shoulders. I couldn't stop clenching at her. It was like I was having a full body spasm, with surges of electricity seeking a point of escape. I was being struck by lightning in slow motion.
 
   Panting, gasping, and grunting, the passion finally collided with an exit point, but I couldn't tell where it was, because it seemed to be everywhere. I exploded and heard the helpless whimpering noises in my own throat.
 
   The electrical upsurge stopped and dropped me down on the bed again, and the buzzing in my ears eventually eased so that I could hear my own breathing, like a marathon runner who had finally reached the finish line. 
 
   Phoebe was pressed down on top of me, mingling her breaths with mine as we kissed, breathing in and out, each other's air, her wet lips slippery and sweet on my mouth. She was holding me so tight, whispering, "I love you…you are so beautiful," in my ear.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~36~
 
   Hat in Hands
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Mason opened the door and stepped into the office, and saw Hattie behind the desk. He was pleased to see her face brighten. He'd always been fond of that woman. She'd been sweet to him from the moment they met.
 
   Hattie moved in front of the desk, saying, "Mason! How are you, sweetheart?" and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
   Ethel came out of the hallway with a tea towel in her hand, carrying a tray of cookies. "Mason! What are you doing here?" She grinned and he bent down to kiss her on the cheek.
 
   "Oh, that's not necessary, honey, you can have a cookie."
 
   He laughed as she set the white chocolate macadamia nut goodies on the counter.
 
   Hattie smiled at Ethel. "How's the cook-training going?"
 
   "Fine and dandy," Ethel said. "She's actually pretty good at it." 
 
   "Will wonders never cease." Hattie took one of the warm treats and bit into it. "Mmmm…these will make you slap your mama."
 
   Mason reached over and grabbed a cookie and made yummy food noises, then hugged Ethel. "Oh these are just evil-good."
 
   Hattie hugged him from the other side. "We've missed your shiny happy face around here, Mason--"
 
   Behind him, through the door, was Jefferson, every bit as uncomfortable as a man could be, as he came upon the three-way hugging. Hattie looked at Mason, and back at her son, and then to Mason again, who winked at her. 
 
   Jefferson swept his eyes back and forth between all of them, a deep scowl forming on his brow. "This is some kind of conspiracy isn’t it?"
 
   "Yes, Jefferson, everything is a conspiracy." Hattie returned to her post behind the desk. "Now, am I to assume you know Mason?"
 
   Jefferson said, "We've met," --and Mason giggled. Jefferson cleared his throat. "Last summer, when I was here…it was…he was…"
 
   "No need to explain, my boy," Hattie said. "Just glad to know you're not holed up in that cabin moping." 
 
   "Oh, he's been holing up--"
 
   Jefferson elbowed Mason hard enough to make him drop his cookie.
 
   Hattie stifled a laugh and turned to Mason. "So what brings you here, sweetness?"
 
   "Jeff and I were talking," he said, retrieving the cookie. "and he came up with some ideas he wants to share with you." 
 
   Guiding crumbs off the counter into her hand, Hattie said, "So, Jefferson…what are these ideas you have?"
 
   He was twisting his wedding ring round and round on his finger. "Well, just…I know you're really busy in the summer, and I thought I could help out around here, and also start offering some other activities for the guests. Like trail rides."
 
   "Trail rides?" Hattie licked the remaining crumbs from her lips. "Sounds like an idea, but I don't have any horses."
 
   "Well didn't you say there was a guy around here that had a trial ride business?"
 
   "Yes, but he says he's not getting many clients."
 
   Jefferson stood there, mum, until Mason nudged him. "Well, maybe you could pool your resources with him. He could provide the horses and run his business from here. Or maybe you could make some kind of deal to buy him out, depending on funds available. You have plenty of space for that."
 
   Ethel excused herself to get back to the kitchen, and Mason offered to watch the front office, and also to take care of the cookies, so Hattie invited Jefferson into the parlor. 
 
   As they headed around the corner, Jefferson reminded her of the old barn on the property that was not being used, and suggesting they renovate it.
 
   They had no sooner disappeared into the parlor, than Mason heard the front door bell. He looked up just as Bonnie closed the door and met his eyes. For a moment they just looked at each other, and then Bonnie came over to the desk.
 
   "May I help you?" Mason said cordially.
 
   "What are you doing behind that desk? Are you working here now?"
 
   "No. Just keeping an eye on it while Hattie and Jefferson are talking." He crooked a thumb toward the parlor.
 
   "Jeffrey is here?"
 
   "If you hurry, you might be able to get away before he sees you."
 
   Bonnie gave him a half-hearted scowl. "Just so you know, I don't care about you and him. You can have him. I'm done with him." She held up her ringless hand and wiggled her fingers.
 
   "Does he know that?"
 
   "Not yet, but I'm sure he won't be surprised."
 
   Mason considered her with interest. "You don't seem mad."
 
   "Oh, I knew about his inclinations. Probably before he did. We haven't had a real marriage…well, ever. So have at him."
 
   "I think I will." Mason smiled.
 
   "You're a precocious little imp, aren't you?" Bonnie said.
 
   "I have my moments."
 
   "I'll bet you do. Well, I came to get a couple things from Ethel for something I'm cooking--" she said it almost with pride.
 
   "She's in the kitchen."
 
   As Bonnie made her way down the hall, Mason parked himself on the stool and had another cookie. After finishing that one, and reading through a couple magazines, Bonnie came through with a plastic sack, gave him a cursory nod and was gone. Ethel came along behind her with the broom and started sweeping up the remaining cookie crumbs from the one Mason had dropped.
 
   Jefferson then emerged from the parlor, seeming relieved, as Hattie followed him.
 
   Hattie looked at Ethel sweeping, and said to Jefferson, "You could start by helping out around here…" she nodded toward Ethel.
 
   He looked over at Ethel, sweeping the floor, standing there with a hand at her back, wincing from the strain.
 
   Jefferson went over to the woman, swallowed dryly and placed his hand on the broom handle. "Let me do that, Ethel."
 
   Ethel froze, peering over at Hattie, then back at Jefferson. "Why thank you, Jefferson…that's mighty kind."
 
   From the stool behind the desk, Mason, crossed his arms and smiled.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~37~
 
   Greek Netherlands
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   Phoebe closed her laptop and came over to me as I stood in front of the crock pot in the kitchen, adding ingredients for the chili, so we could have Frito chili pie later. She put her arms around me from behind. "I did some research…I read some articles…"
 
   "Oh?"
 
   Using plentiful euphemisms and our own neologisms, Phoebe told me what she'd learned. But she said she had a hard time finding a reference for that technique I used to relax pelvic muscles. She had typed several phrases into Google, like perineum and pressing perineum and relaxing pelvic muscles, but didn't find anything. I had spent so much time reading and learning and practicing, but I didn't always know where I got my original information. I just knew I'd read somewhere that pressing on that spot relaxed certain muscles, and knew that it worked very well. I'd done all that research because I wanted to be her best lover…and now, she was doing that for me. All for me. 
 
   I was more and more certain that she would know exactly what to do, and would need little direction from either me or the Internet. Which was fine, because I was really starting to see the value in just languishing in the touch of someone, letting them please you.
 
   The technical aspects of sexual prowess could be a bit clinical, but to hear her breathing, now, I rescinded the assumption that it adversely affected her desire. I could hear how excited she was, even thinking about it, and that only helped me feel more comfortable about what we were planning to do next.
 
   "I just want to please you…I want it to feel good…" she whispered in my ear as we stood in the kitchen.
 
   Her concern was endearing, but my heart was beating so fast, I just wanted to get to it. I wanted to feel her doing all those things I had avoided. Those things I had never done. It struck me that she wasn't the only one who was doing something new.
 
   "Jobeth, I'm so excited, but still…I've never done this before, so you might have to talk to me…guide me. Tell me what you want, and how and when…"
 
   So, I did have some control. But oddly, I didn't feel the need to have that anymore. Instead, I teased, "Well…first…you should do some other things to get me in that zone…"
 
   She played along, swaying me in her arms. "Like…touching you and…" she murmured seductively, "Like…licking you…and teasing you..?" 
 
   "Oh…yes…all that…please do all that…"
 
   She smiled. "You've done this one particular thing to me so many times…I want you to know I paid attention to what you were doing…"
 
   "I'm not worried about it, honey." I let go of her long enough to put the lid on the cooker and switch it on. "You seem to always know how to make me feel good, no matter what you're doing." I pulled her against me again."Just use LOTS of that coconut oil. You can never really use too much of that...it helps with the resistance."
 
   "So I should rub it on your brain?" she laughed.
 
   I couldn't help it, I laughed too. "Oh good, comic relief…"
 
   "I'm not making light of it--"
 
   "No, it's fine. Humor helps actually. Keeps it from feeling like such a big deal."
 
   "I know it's a big deal, though, J-Bo…" She laid her cheek against my shoulder.
 
   She understood. She really did. I had not given her enough credit. "It is a big deal, but I'm not afraid…I'm just a little nervous."
 
   "Well I'll see what I can do about that…"
 
   I dried my hands on a towel. "But now, it's time for me to have a shower." I popped her with the towel, tossed it to her, and went into the bathroom.
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   I spent a long time under the hot spray, soaping myself up, cleansing with particular care. I wanted to be properly primed for what we were about to do. For what, I should say, Phoebe was about to do…to me. It was surprising to me that the idea was not causing me some edge of panic. My only concern was to be clean and prepped for the willing invasion that was about to take place. 
 
   When I came out of the bathroom and saw her lounging on the bed in her tank top and undies, my heart lurched in my chest. But not from trepidation. I just loved her. She was so beautiful. And she was mine. And I was about to be hers again; about to relinquish still another secret place of myself into her capable hands. 
 
   On the way over to her, I didn't look at the door, even once.
 
   As I stopped near the bed with the towel wrapped around me, she scooted to the edge, and with a salacious grin, pinched the bottom of the towel and tugged. It fell to the floor. Rather than leap into bed and pull the covers over me, as would have been my usual reaction, I stood there, allowing her to see me. 
 
   Her eyes trailed upward, her gaze consuming every inch of me until she locked on my eyes. "I love your body, J-Bo…" she whispered.
 
   "It's yours," I said.
 
   For a second, I thought she might cry, but instead she reached for me and pulled me down on the bed. Her lips found mine and we shared a prolonged, excruciatingly exciting kiss, that made me impatient for more of her. She must have been thinking the same, because at that point, she pushed at me to turn over.
 
   As I lay on my stomach, Phoebe trailed kisses from my ankles, up my legs and to my exposed ass cheeks, then my back, as she settled down on top of me. Her hand swept away my hair and she kissed my neck, sending frolicking shivers across my skin. "I can't wait to do this, but I don't want to rush it, baby…" she said softly. "I want to make love to you the whole way…"
 
   "I'd like that…" 
 
   As she continued to plant kisses, her hands soft and inquisitive on almost every inch of my skin, she whispered, "I love your skin…the way you taste…"
 
   She kissed and caressed my back, running her fingers along my sides, teasing circles around my ass cheeks. I noticed my mind wandering to other things, as if an old habit had come back to haunt me. I focused, pulled myself back, because she had her lips on my tailbone, kissing, her breath warm. Her warm wet tongue darted out and tickled the bone there, a promise of things to come.
 
   She kissed her way down and her hands caressed my back, the rise of my ass, and she touched me, gliding her fingers over my tender places. Then I felt her reach to the nightstand and draw back her hand, slick with warm oil, using it to massage me so softly, dribbling the oil so that it ran down the crevice between my legs. Gliding her body up mine like a stick of butter on a warm skillet, her nipples firm and, I imagined, making trenches in the oil. She oozed herself back down the length of my body, until her face was between my thighs, her fingers massaging there, easing upward over my ass, spreading more oil, inflicting more sweet torture. She trailed the tip of her tongue along the break, and I heard myself moan and she gave an answering hum.
 
   I was tingling all over. This focus on my pleasure made me feel like royalty. Like I was being served by someone whose only duty was to make me feel delicious.
 
   Her hands continued to wander up and over to my back again, my arms, her palms flattening as they stroked over my palms, before finding their way back to my warm and now very wet folds, mixed with the fresh slathering of oil. Her touch had chased away any residual fears I'd had. The voice of resistance was stilled by the rising need to feel more. More of what she was doing. 
 
   "Are you sure about this, Jobeth? Because really soon, I won't be able to stop…"
 
   "I don't want you to stop, Phoebe…this feels incredible…keep going…please keep going..."
 
   When she pressed her palms to open me, and I felt her tongue teasing along my crevice, I could only find one word in my brain: divine. She must have spent twenty solid minutes just teasing and licking, and I was adrift, floating in warm honey and quite anxious for the sweet sting of the bee. 
 
   When I felt her finger making circles around the sensitive ringlet of puckered skin, I didn't even tense up…I felt so open, so relaxed. She pushed the tip of her finger inside me just a little, waiting.
 
   I wanted to tell her how good it was, how much I wanted her, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to speak. I felt that if I'd tried, I would have just babbled and made no sense at all. But there was no need for words, now. There was only her touch, her warm tongue, her vocalizations of pleasure.
 
   As I just remained present, stayed aware of her, and every point of contact, I felt the tiny muscle-rings loosen more, and once her finger slipped easily in and out, she did that for awhile, and I could not stop the moans from escaping my throat. The small invasion of her already sent threads of intense sensation through me. I wanted more. Still more. "Do it, Phoebe…I want you inside me.."
 
   I heard her gasp with pleasure, almost humming, as she leaned got her knees under her and pressed the tip of the small phallus against my opening. That place I had never let anyone touch. Entry I had never allowed. But this was Phoebe. I loved her. I wanted her. There was no hesitation left.
 
   The pressure was more extreme, this time, but she paused, waiting, understanding the need for me to be completely relaxed. Her warm slick hands caressed and massaged my ass, and I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly; then after a moment, I felt my muscles inching her inside, and it was as if she then followed the movement, intuitively, inciting a long gasping moan of bliss from my throat. She waited again, making sure I was not going to react with the resistant clenching. 
 
   "You feel so good inside me, baby," I whispered. "Oh, it feels so good…"
 
   I didn't have to tell her to stroke in and out, really slowly. She was already doing that. There was no discomfort, though I half-expected to feel some. But this was blissful. At that moment I felt closer to her than I ever had, sharing myself with her this way, feeling the fullness, the tight invasion that I wanted more than I ever knew I could. This was what she had felt when I did these things to her. Now, I understood the sounds she made, and her enthusiasm for it.
 
   As she continued her gentle movements, I floated in the sensations. Tingles. Intense pulses traveling on pathways I had never been aware of before; exquisitely warm tentacles of pleasure ebbing outward from the place of entry. 
 
   She stroked inside me gently for some time while I immersed myself in the velvety bliss; so taboo, so profoundly intimate. This intrusion was heavenly, like no other I'd ever experienced. 
 
   Long moments later, I felt her pulling out, and was surprised to find that I didn't want her to.
 
   "Turn over, baby," she said.
 
   I obeyed, completely at her command.
 
   "I want to look in your eyes," she whispered.
 
   I lifted my knees and she settled down on me again, guiding the phallus back into me with glorious deliberation, her arms holding my bent knees up, as she braced her hands on the bed. She kissed me, so sweetly, and as I felt her strokes in and out, my eyes welled with tears. "It's so good, baby…" I murmured, now even more in love with the trespasser who so completely held my heart.
 
   She touched hips to pelvis, again and again, her expression enough to make me fall in love with her all over again. My tears inspired her own, and she watched me, increasing her rhythm until I could not stop the feeble moaning sounds coming from my throat. For long, luxurious minutes, this opulence continued, until finally, I cried out and whimpered helplessly, expecting my body to tense with the rising orgasm, but it was as though my muscles were drugged, and my own undulant humming clung to the sensation as it melted through me like warm oil. 
 
   She stilled her movements, slipping out of me gently, and fell against me, our tears mingling on pressed-together cheeks, her breath in my ear. "Oh, I love you so much…" she sighed.
 
   "I love you, Phoebe…more than ever…"
 
   
  
 




 
   ~38~
 
   The Weather Inside
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Quietly, I perched another log on the fire. A ribbon of morning sunshine beamed through the small slit in the curtains. I had left them drawn, so the brightness wouldn't disturb her slumber.
 
   Fully clothed, I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at her lovely face, so serene and beautiful; even in sleep, she looked happy. Her face was smooth with satisfaction, now. All was right with the world.
 
   I flashed back on all those moments we shared the night before, and tears of what I could only identify as joy, obscured my vision. I could almost feel her inside me, still. In every way. 
 
   I pressed a sleeve to my eyes. I had been such a fool. I had missed out on so much with Phoebe, and now I intended to enjoy the fullness of our love together. No more walls. No more fears. Just love and passion and pleasure. I felt like a parallel universe had suddenly appeared, and we now had an entirely new world to explore.
 
   I pulled the blankets up higher on her, before crossing to the door and taking my coat from the hook to make my way down the stairs of the treehouse.
 
   I walked, since the sunshine felt so warm on my face. Like that heated coconut oil last night.
 
   In the fifteen minutes of my stroll, I inhaled the earthly scent of leaves and soil, and the ions in the air; I saw Black-Capped Chickadees, a Raven, and a Cardinal, its bright red plumage made more stark against the backdrop of white. Squirrels scampered up and through the trees, and the patterns of the leaves interrupted the sunshine, making oblong shadows on the snow-kissed ground. It was a beautiful world. And I had the most beautiful woman in it. And she loved me. Me. Though I had denied her so many things in our time together, until now.
 
   Mounting the steps to the office, I opened the door and saw Bonnie standing behind the desk.
 
   "Good morning! " she said brightly. "Isn't it a glorious day?"
 
   I smiled. "It is." I glanced around. "Is Hattie nearby?"
 
   "She's in the kitchen making coffee, I think. You can go on back."
 
   As I started for the hallway, I saw Bonnie sit back down on the stool. Apparently, she was watching the front desk.
 
   Passing the corridor filled with framed photos, I smiled. So many happy people So much happiness to be had. Phoebe and I would have to take a photo for this wall. Sleepy Cat Peak was a special place, now, and I wanted us to be included in all the joy on that wall.
 
   Rounding a corner, I entered the kitchen, and Hattie turned from the cabinet, where she was about to take down a coffee mug. "Jobeth! Good morning!"
 
   "Morning, Hattie."
 
   She paused, scrutinizing my demeanor. "You are just glowing. Is it the weather outside?"
 
   "No, it's the weather inside." I put a hand over my heart.
 
   She smiled. "So you two made some progress, then?" She took down a second mug and began pouring coffee for us both.
 
   "We made more than progress." I walked over and put my arms around her, hugging her. It took me a moment, as an uncharacteristic need to weep swelled in me. "I wanted to thank you for helping me see some things I needed to see." 
 
   "So I take it you've worked it all out, then?"
 
   "I'll spare you the sordid details, but yes." I pulled away from her. "I wanted to talk to you about a few things, though."
 
   She invited me to sit, and we spent a while talking and sharing coffee before I headed back to the treehouse. To Phoebe.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~39~
 
   Strange Cloud Formations
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   Before packing their things, Jobeth returned all favors to Phoebe, all things to be equal, now. Phoebe didn't think she could enjoy it more with Jobeth, but she actually had this time. Jobeth was so open, so relaxed. It seemed the urgency in her was no longer about needing to prove herself to Phoebe. It was only about pleasing her, expressing how happy she was that they had discovered this deeper aspect to their relationship. Phoebe had been remembering the night before since the moment she woke that morning. She felt compelled to hum as she moved about the cabin, packing the suitcases laid open on the bed. Ignoring the tiny worry that returning home would somehow dampen the magic they had found.
 
   As another distant humming from outside matched hers, she looked toward the window to Jobeth standing there again with those infernal binoculars. Except this time, Phoebe noticed she was looking up at the sky.
 
   "What are you looking at now?"
 
   "Just some interesting cloud formations…come over here and look, before they change."
 
   Phoebe wandered over to the window and focused on the sky. 
 
   What the--
 
   She looked closer, realizing there were actual words suspended in the sky. The words said,
 
    
 
   PLEEZ MARRY ME PHEEBE
 
    
 
   As the portent of these, albeit misspelled, words hit her brain, she turned, to find Jobeth on one knee, below her, holding out a ring with two antique aquamarine stones.
 
   "Phoebe," Jobeth said. "You are the love of my life, and I'd be a fool not to make it official. I want to be with you forever. I love you so much. Will you marry me?"
 
   Phoebe lifted one hand slowly to her mouth, her eyes wide above her fingers. She looked at the ring, looked at Jobeth's smiling face, and then fell on top of Jobeth, knocking her to the floor, spreading kisses all over her cheeks and lips. "Yes! Yes I will marry you, Jobeth O'Brien! Yes!!"
 
   She'd done it. Jobeth had finally let go of her fear and made Phoebe the happiest woman in the world.
 
   After a few moments of rolling around laughing and kissing, the two of them sat on the sofa, with Phoebe lying between Jobeth's knees, her back against that lovely chest, and that dear, dear beating heart. 
 
   Jobeth explained that she'd gotten the ring from Hattie. The Aquamarine stones held their own significance. Aquamarine, Jobeth said, represented certain things. She held the phone in front of Phoebe, so she so could read the text list. 
 
    
 
   Calming and overcoming fears and phobias, Uplifting mood from depression to cheerfulness, Keeping focused in order to achieve success, Improving communication between couples, Maximizing love and fidelity in relationships, and Enhancing knowledge and insight.
 
    
 
   All very appropriate in their case. 
 
   And, she pointed out further, the two stones represented the two things that Phoebe wanted from Jobeth, and the official recognition of their value, and now, the fact that Jobeth had given them to her. Not out of some misplaced obligation, but because she finally realized it was what she wanted too, and it was the next natural step in their relationship.
 
   As for the proposal in the clouds, Jobeth had hired a local crop duster who did skywriting on the side. She apologized for the misspelling of Phoebe's name, but Phoebe told her it would always be one of her fondest memories. And always good for a laugh. 
 
   Phoebe held her hand out to admire the ring. "It's beautiful, J-Bo. And it's perfect. Just like you." She turned around in her arms, to kiss her, sweet and long. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

~40~
 
   Homecoming
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   I was busy kissing my fiancé when we heard the front door. Izzy and Ginger came into the kitchen and dropped their luggage on the floor. 
 
   "The newlyweds!" I said, hugging them both. Phoebe hugged them too, and we all had a seat at the table. Phoebe began pouring coffee from the carafe and passing it around.
 
   I added creamer to my coffee. "I have to say, I'm a little miffed that we didn’t get to be there for the ceremony." 
 
   "Yeah," Ginger said. "Sorry about that. I was thinking it would just be an engagement and we'd come back here for the wedding--"
 
   "But then we decided to just go for it," Izzy finished for her.
 
   Phoebe said, "Well, we're both happy for you, and we think it's wonderful."
 
   I got up for a napkin, and then sat down in Phoebe's lap. "Ginger, why didn't you tell me you were going to propose to Izzy?"
 
   Ginger put cream in her coffee. "Honestly? Because I was afraid you'd slip up and tell her."
 
   "I would not!"
 
   "Now girls," Izzy interjected. "It doesn't matter. The deed has been done."
 
   "And done and done and done..." Ginger said, wiggling her eyebrows so that Izzy bent close to kiss her.
 
   I rolled my eyes. "Oh my god, you two are so sappy."
 
   The two of them were looking and me and Phoebe. "Us?" Ginger said.
 
   "What?" I said.
 
   "It's just...it seems odd that you're sitting in her lap rather than the other way around.
 
   "Why not?" I said. "Her lap is every bit as useful as mine."
 
   Phoebe slid her hand between my thighs and squeezed me hard. "And I love your lap!' she said biting me on the neck.
 
   I laughed and then we both noticed the silence. We turned our attention to the two sets of eyes that were still both staring at us like we were wearing bowls of fruit on our heads.
 
   "What?" Phoebe said.
 
   "Why are you looking at us like that?" I added.
 
   Ginger turned her mug around to grip the handle. "Well…something really odd must have happened at the cabin because Phoebe seems...more..."
 
   "Butch," Izzy finished for her.
 
   I laughed.
 
   Phoebe said, "Maybe I'm not more butch, maybe Jobeth is more submissive."
 
   "That's even weirder," Izzy said, drinking coffee.
 
   I gave her a dismissive grunt. "We've just balanced out a little that's all." 
 
   Ginger cocked an eyebrow. "How'd you manage to do that? Did you find magic mushrooms in those woods?"
 
   "Yes," I said. "Along with a Bigfoot."
 
   Izzy paused in her reach for the creamer."Say what-who now?"
 
   We gave them the whole story about me seeing Bigfoot, but left out the part about Phoebe's discovery that it was only Ethel in a costume, even though I would have loved retelling the parts about Ethel's bloomers sticking out of the hairy black suit. Phoebe and I had discussed on the way home that it would be funny to let them go up there on vacation and find out for themselves. We'd even call ahead and make sure Ethel gave them the whole business.
 
   "You really expect us to believe you saw Bigfoot," Ginger said. "THE Bigfoot."
 
   I got up and sat back in my own chair again. "Look, I saw what I saw. I don't know what it was for sure, but I'm telling you it looked just like a Bigfoot. It was smaller than the ones on that famous film, but it was still…spooky."
 
   Izzy had forgotten her coffee now. "What did you do?"
 
   "Well, I'm ashamed to say I stood there like a post until it wandered off."
 
   Ginger was aghast. "You didn't follow it? You didn't try to find out what it was?"
 
   I looked down and shook my head. "I didn't want to know. I guess you just don't know what you'll do in a situation like that."
 
   Izzy was still staring at me. "And you didn't take pictures?"
 
   "Well by the time the shock wore off and I remembered my phone, it ran away," I explained. "So I wish I could have gotten pictures. But unfortunately, no."
 
   Phoebe added, "Maybe that's why so few good pictures exist of that thing. People are so shocked when they see it, they can't think clearly, and then it's gone by that time."
 
   Ginger and Izzy exchanged looks, a private, psychic consultation about whether or not they believed what we were telling them. 
 
   Izzy said, "I know where we're going on our next vacation." 
 
   Ginger gave her a high five. "Damn straight."
 
   "Be warned--" I told them. "You might end up doing things you never thought you'd do." Phoebe appreciated my double-meaning in that. But to remind her of which one she was allowed to talk about, I took her hand and rubbed the aquamarine ring with my thumb. 
 
   "We have something else to tell you…" Phoebe said.
 
   "What?" Izzy said, rapt.
 
   Ginger offered, "You were abducted by a UFO?"
 
   I leaned into Phoebe's ear and whispered, "yes, complete with anal  probes."
 
   Phoebe laughed a little too loud, and Izzy and Ginger gave us their impatient glares again. But we weren't going to share, and they knew it.
 
   To distract them, Phoebe held up her hand with the ring on it.
 
   "Pretty," Ginger said.
 
   Izzy looked at me and then made a silent "O" face. She looked like the surreal figure in that Edvard Munch painting, The Scream. "No!"
 
   Ginger looked from Izzy, to me, and to Phoebe. "Is that a--"
 
   "Engagement ring," Phoebe said, as if she were about to burst.
 
   "You got engaged?" Ginger squeaked.
 
   "Yes we did," I said proudly, while Phoebe nodded, the smile covering almost her whole face.
 
   Phoebe blurted out the whole thing, including the bit about the skywriter who spelled her name wrong, which got us some big laughs.
 
   We spent the next couple of hours talking about our respective vacations, and the developments in our relationships--though I was thankful Phoebe didn't spill the stuff about me getting well and truly poked in every hole I owned. She was a lady about it.
 
   I wanted to wrap it up for the time being, though, because I was anxious to get upstairs to the hot tub and get all relaxed so Phoebe could strap on again and fuck me half to death.
 
   


 
   
  
 

After Words
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I spent most of my youth in the southern regions. And after I got older, I spent most of my adulthood in the southern regions, too, except that they were the kind on women. Luckily, I finally found--though later in life, admittedly--the one woman who could erase the memory of all other women. And she also kindly offered me access to all her regions.
 
   While Phoebe and Jobeth are like lifelong friends to me now, the supporting cast in this book were at first a mystery to me, and I even tried to impose my own will on them, but they were having none of it. They suddenly began speaking in Southern accents and using Southern colloquialisms, and so finally, I had to just let them have their way. I think the book is better for it, because they provide a contrast for the main characters, and also, I hope, some comic relief.
 
   On a more serious note, this book was--as all seem to be--another departure for me, in both methodology and tone. I had strayed a bit from the original main characters, Jobeth and Phoebe, while exploring the possibilities of them in their milieu, and wanted to get back to those two in a more focused way. So what better way than to isolate them in the mountains?
 
   As for methodology, I tried to get back to basics, too, just as Phoebe and Jobeth had. I did a lot of freewriting and dialogue, letting the characters tell me where the story was going, rather than trying to plan it all out beforehand. It resulted in some surprises and in some 6,000 word-per-day writing sessions. I really love the feeling of flow that goes with that, and have missed it. 
 
   So I enjoyed writing this book, and I hope you enjoyed reading it.
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   I hope you enjoyed this box set of AKA Investigations. There is a book 6 planned, and it will be along eventually. In the meantime, feel free to check out my other books. 
 
    
 
   To stay informed of book news and other tidbits which I might think is more important than you do…sign up for the newsletter. http://kellijaebaeli.com (sign up box on right side near top). Right now, I'm giving away a FREE NOVELLA just for signing up.
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