
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   SUMMARY:
 
   Brenna, A quirky bisexual author, escapes to Hogscald-a place where Mother Nature is not always nurturing, the Bubbas are watching from the knoll & her nearest neighbor lives in a treehouse & thinks she’s been inseminated by aliens. Micah, a masseuse, trudges through the exasperating & often comical dating scene in real life & on the Internet, still desperately searching for a suitable partner.
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What Readers are saying about Plethora:
 
    
 
   “An absolutely beautiful love story about women…If you are a woman - lesbian, straight, or in-between - you owe it to yourself to read this beautiful love story about women. Or, even if you’re man seeking to understand the nature of women, this book is a great place to start.
 
   Though the story focuses on two particular women, it also speaks to the universal nature of women to want to give and receive love, to be cherished for who we are by another human being, and to share a nurturing life-long commitment with another human being. This story is about the quest of two wonderfully resilient women to find a relationship that includes all of these things. It’s just a beautifully told love story about the unique and intimate experience of being a woman. The characters reminded me of my own friends, and even of myself. The events and situations, good and bad, happy and sad, were equally identifiable. As I read this book, I felt as if I were sitting in a cafe with a female friend having a conversation about our lives while sipping on our mocha lattes. In the end, as I closed the book, I was sad to leave this fictional world which I understood so completely and in which I was so comfortable. But more than that, I felt satisfied and proud to be the “plethora” that is Woman. 
 
   ~ Tanya Gotcher,
 
   Little Rock, AR
 
    
 
   “Kelli, you’ve done it again! This book is quirky, entertaining and funny, actually hilarious in parts. I found myself reading out parts to my partner. You made the characters feel like friends, I felt like I was there with them. Once again, I cant wait to read another of your novels.”
 
   ~Jo Cincotta 
 
   Australia, 
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   Dedication
 
   To the intelligent, witty, loving, charming, confident, sexy, self-actualized woman who is my soulmate. Find me.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

1
 
   My Karma Ran Over My Dogma
 
    
 
    
 
   Micah believed wholeheartedly in the law of Karma, which, when you peel away the spiritual dogma, is merely the scientific law of cause and effect. This was why she could not make sense of the insipid morass of misfortune that her life had become. 
 
   The degree of bad luck seemed to suggest that she had perpetrated some atrocity against humanity. Yet she felt wholly victimized. All she had done was try to kick her life into gear. She had become lazy and without direction. She had become fat. She was drifting on a sea of whateverness.
 
   So she decided to join the military. During induction, she was 49 pounds lighter, yet so weak that she could only do one pushup. The Drill Sergeants did a good job of fixing that. But in the process, she was injured several times, and they summarily dismissed her pleas for treatment. 
 
   Scuttled back and forth within the military machinery, wrapped so tightly in their Green Tape, her health deteriorated, her options dwindled, and her future was bleaker than before. She had just wanted to make her life better. But it was all she could do to Be All she Could Be. All of nothing.
 
   When she returned from AIT, crippled and despondent, she had to move in with an ex-girlfriend and accept her help. Eventually she began to seek employment, but nothing that had a future, and nothing that didn’t exacerbate her physical ailments. She was caught in Blue Collar Hell without a map or a compass. 
 
   She began to file claims with the Veteran’s Administration, and this process took on a life of its own, consuming what little existence she had. But she felt she had no choice, as her health eventually kept her from maintaining gainful employment.
 
   She lost lovers, homes, sanity and hope. The last leg of this journey was about her putting all her chips on one number and letting it ride.
 
   It nearly killed her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

2 
 
   The Fundies and the Fed-ups
 
    
 
    
 
   “You stinkin’ faggots!” he shouted, with all the passion of self-imposed probity. “People with AIDS will die and go to hell!” He waved a large black Bible high in the air.
 
   “I didn’t know hatred was a family value,” Brenna said, almost too loudly. She turned to Kori. “And he calls himself a man of God?”
 
   “He must be, he’s got the King James Bible in his hand,” she smirked.
 
   “Oh yeah…that’s the one Jesus carried, right?”
 
   The reverend stepped off the curb and moved toward the gathering of people in front of the Episcopal Church of Fayetteville. “Your silence is an indication of your guilt and sin!”
 
   Brenna and Kori did not attend this church, but had come down on this Sunday morning to show support for the others who held signs with messages that contrasted those of the Fundamentalists across the street. 
 
   The Episcopal church had opened its heart and its doors to gays. Reverend Mottwell had gotten wind of this sacrilege and organized a protest across the street from the offending church. Now, he was bellowing, “You’re not worthy to set foot in the house of God!”
 
   Kori placed a hand on her lover’s shoulder. “Don’t lose your temper, Brenna. This would be a bad place to do it.”
 
   Signs behind the reverend read,
 
   Go back to Sodom!
 
   and
 
   90% of all male homosexuals are
 
   child molesters
 
   and
 
   90% of all lesbians are baby-killers!
 
   and
 
   AIDS is God’s punishment for queers!
 
   and
 
   Homosexuals are drug addicts!
 
   Many of the reverend’s entourage came dressed in hospital scrubs, carrying giant cans with the label, “Homo-Cide” in bold letters. Several of them had formed a theatrical scenario wherein make-believe homosexuals were sprayed with the Homo-Cide cans until they fell into death throes and lay still. Meanwhile, a group in the background were banging drums and singing, “Another one bites the dust…and another fag gone, and another fag gone, another one bites the dust…”
 
   The deeper implications of this display caused a knot in the pit of Brenna’s stomach. She could not quell the image of other groups in history who thought they were somehow superior, and the campaigns against those who did not measure up to their standards. Their victims were expendable, and worthy only of death. A visage of Hitler materialized in her mind’s eye. 
 
   Brenna pushed her hands into her ebony hair, its coloring an obvious indicator of her French and Cherokee heritage. She often said this lineage insured that she was both a lover and a fighter. “How can those people call themselves Christians, and be so hateful and mean?” Kori just shook her head. It was a question she felt wholly unqualified to answer. Many had tried. It had something to do with human nature; albeit, a nature foreign to her. 
 
   The counter-protesters from the Women’s Project were made up of many different kinds of people. There were lesbians, gay men, and straight men and women. There were clergy, teachers, feminists, off-duty police officers, lawyers, and psychologists; any number of them also Christians who did not agree with Reverend Mottwell’s translation of scripture, nor his method of free speech. They had all agreed that tossing insults back and forth would serve no purpose other than to make an already volatile situation more volatile. So their counter-protest was a silent one.
 
   But there were those among them, like Brenna, who found it exceedingly difficult to take the spewing of hatred without defending herself and her kindred. As a bisexual, Brenna felt at least half involved, and she had a big issue with ignorance to take care of the other half. Her impatience with it bordered on intolerance—and often ignorance gave birth to intolerance, and she did not want to be accused of either. She had been at the receiving end of this prejudice for as long as she could remember. Bisexuals are always being accused of not being able to make up their minds. Brenna only knew she was attracted to certain people, and gender was not an issue. So, her anger flirted with hypocrisy, and the fires of conflict were fed, and fostered. She was caught in that whirlpool of righteous indignation, clinging to a life raft with the enemy.
 
   Someone in Mottwell’s crowd picked up a two year old child and perched her atop a crude pine coffin that had AIDS painted in red letters on the side. The man who had picked her up pointed to her and screamed across the street, “You can’t make one of these, you perverts!” The little girl looked down at the pine box beneath her and seemed confused, then began to cry.
 
   Brenna’s voice came softly amid the silent protesters: “Since when did God take my ovaries away? Asshole.”
 
   “You’re all cock-suckers!” another zealot yelled.
 
   “Only HALF the time,” Brenna grumbled. “Otherwise, I suck p—” Kori jerked her back so hard, the remainder of her retort was lost.
 
   “Watch your language, Brenna,” she warned. Brenna’s sullen expression was enough to tell Kori that the short fuse had been lit.
 
   Another male voice broke through the crowd noise. “God made Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve!”
 
   Kori shook her head. “The problem is, Brenna, their little one-liners leave out a lot of details, and there’s no way you can yell back the real history of something to prove them wrong.”
 
   Brenna snarled in the direction of Mottwell. “Yeah, and if you don’t say anything back, it seems to make them feel even more self-righteous.”
 
   A woman with the Women’s Project began to sing, and soon the others joined in. “We’re all singing for our lives …” Moments into the song, the Fundies began to mock them with their own rendition: “They’re all sinning for their lies…”
 
   A young African-American woman moved toward the front, and one of the Fundies noticed her and shouted, “Look! A queer-lovin’ nigger!”
 
   All this time, Reverend Mottwell was inching toward the crowd that Brenna and Kori were in. Police officers seemed not to notice his steady progression until he was only a few feet away and began to wave his Bible and shout at them. “Haters of God! Fornicators! Effeminate! Ye shall not inherit the kingdom of heaven!”
 
   A figure came out of the crowd like a bullet aimed at Mottwell. Her teeth were clenched, and Kori couldn’t hear what she said, as she leaned toward him. Kori hurried out to the street after Brenna, hoping to prevent an ugly game of Slap the Preacher.
 
   Local television stations had been forewarned of the possible news worthiness of the event, and had shown up on the street corner in force. One crew rushed forward to film the confrontation between Brenna and the reverend.
 
   The reverend leaned away from Brenna and took an almost involuntary step backward. About four other women were soon standing behind Kori, knowing reinforcements were needed to extract Brenna. Two of them took hold of Brenna, and pulled her away from the reverend.
 
   “What did you say to him?” Kori demanded.
 
   “I told him my father is Satan and I slept with his wife, and she’s now carrying my demon seed.”
 
   Kori looked toward the sky and shook her head.
 
   A group of men broke away from the crowd across the street and ran over to help the reverend. One young man, the one who had perched the little girl on the coffin, said, “You perverts need to go somewhere else. We don’t want you here. You’ll never be welcome. You are indecent!”
 
   “You want indecent? I’ll give you something—” She popped open her shirt to expose her breasts in all their epidermal glory, whooping with delight, dancing around and tweaking her nipples, straining against the hands that held her at the elbows. “Dammit, Bren’ you’re gonna piss off both sides, now.”
 
   Turning to Kori, she sang an altered version of the old Joni Mitchell tune. “I’ve pissed off those from both sides now…That should be my theme song, don’t you think? I mean, considering.”
 
   Members of the Women’s Project were collectively moaning at Brenna’s behavior. It wasn’t exactly the pacifist demonstration they had in mind. Nevertheless, most of them knew about Brenna’s eccentricities. 
 
   While working on character development for one of her novels, she would often act out the parts. Once, when she wrote about a character running through a muddy field in a ball gown and pumps, she was actually seen doing that very thing. It was three in the morning and the neighbors called the police, fearing an escape from the mental hospital.
 
   The cameraman zoomed in on Brenna just as Kori managed to pull her lover’s shirt together, covering her exposed breasts. The camera panned to the reverend in his piety. Many were asking her what she had said to Mottwell. 
 
   Meanwhile, Mottwell had retreated in a manner he felt most appropriate: the Bible against his chest, and an open palm in the air, his eyes closed, as his supporters guided him back toward the opposite curb, since he was caught up in the spirit and not able to navigate himself.
 
   A strong hand landed on Brenna’s shoulder and she turned. It was Reverend Chris Eden Kettleman. “Brenna…they’re so full of hatred they can’t see the truth. You won’t be able to convince them. They really believe what they’re saying. They think they’re acting as disciples of God.”
 
   Reverend Kettleman was a Bible scholar and easily classified as the spiritual leader of their group. She was an imposing figure; round, and full of light and wisdom. “We’re not here to change their minds. We’re here to show support for our right to worship freely. Take a deep breath.”
 
   Brenna obeyed, filling her lungs, and her shirt fell open again. Kori removed her own outer shirt and put it over Brenna, struggling to button it while Brenna squirmed. “You’re lucky the cops didn’t see that. You could have been arrested for indecent exposure.”
 
   “So what? God made these tits. I was born naked.” She turned back to the reverend. “How can people who say they serve God be so cruel and heartless?”.
 
   Chris sighed and glanced across the street at the two police officers escorting Mottwell to the opposite sidewalk. “Fear. Hatred, anger and intolerance are all about fear.”
 
   Brenna took another cleansing breath. “What are they afraid of?”
 
   “Death.”
 
   “What’s that got to do with being gay?”
 
   “It’s an instinctual thing. Homosexuals are not shackled by a procreative role. To put it simply, it boils down to fear of extinction.”
 
   Brenna felt her pulse easing. Reverend Chris had a way of putting things in perspective. But it still made her mad. “I’m so tired of fighting for things that people like them take for granted.”
 
   “I understand, kiddo. But nothing worth having is free.”
 
   Brenna let that sink in. “Then why not work for something worth having?”
 
   “Why not, indeed?”
 
   Brenna felt Kori’s hand stroking her arm in a calming gesture. Mottwell had completed his supplication toward the heavens, and was continuing his fire and brimstone tirade. “Something has to change,” Brenna whispered. “It’s time for a change.”
 
   Kori heard Brenna clearly, even though she was mumbling to herself, and she recognized that expression on her face. It usually meant there would be no way to talk her out of whatever plan she was devising, and that plan would involve some sweeping change that would keep Kori from pursuing her quest for a predictable existence.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

3
 
   The Pony Depress
 
    
 
    
 
   Sometimes the post office forgot to cancel the stamps on outgoing mail. The result was free postage, as far as Micah was concerned. She’d been hoarding those little jewels for months; just like she did those pennies that she’d drop in that change-sorting contraption she bought at Target. She’d molested that stash plenty of times, and now it was the stamp she needed.
 
   She tried to peel it from the orphaned envelope, but tore it at the only place where the glue actually did what glue was supposed to do. “Shit.”
 
   Slamming around in the desk drawer for scissors, she liberated the stamp by simply cutting it out of the envelope. Rubbing a withered glue stick on it, she pasted it to the envelope she was sending to the Veteran’s Administration. It was still another copy of the addendum she sent to them three times before. She sent it every time they asked for more information, having overlooked the fact that her 10 page letter was not a synopsis for a novel, but actual details about her claim.
 
   She licked one side of the envelope, feeling an odd sensation on the burned portion of her tongue where she had been a bit overzealous with her first sip of coffee that morning. 
 
   Years of coffee consumption had left her taste-buds a little retarded. She could no longer tell the difference between a Pop-Tart and a sprouted wheat bagel. It would be nice if her hips and stomach did the same, and just cataloged everything “fat free.” 
 
   She licked the other side of the envelope and got a paper-cut on her tongue.
 
   Grabbing her forearm crutches, Micah stood up awkwardly, her tongue bleeding out onto her lip and down her chin. She nestled the envelope between her teeth, and had to quell the urge to bite through the paper, tear it to shreds like a lonely puppy left at home all day.
 
   Hobbling out of the tiny guestroom, crammed with all the worldly goods she could fit into it, she made her way to the door. Halfway down the rickety front steps, she caught the rubber base of one crutch in the crack between the boards, and had to fight to keep her balance. She would not allow herself to do something as theatrical as fall down the steps and lie there in the dirt until her erstwhile roommates-cum-sugar-mamas returned from work.
 
   Wriggling her forearm out of the bent metal cuff, she pulled on the crutch. It came free without much effort, and her excess exertion was rewarded when she managed to knock herself in the head with the top of the crutch. She stood there with her eyes closed for a long moment, waiting for the line of blood to tickle its way down her forehead and pool above her right eyebrow, thankfully not merging with the blood oozing from her paper-cut tongue into a river of crimson disbelief. So that’s what eyebrows were for…
 
   Without touching the wound, she just continued gingerly down the steps and along the driveway toward the mailbox, numb with self-resolve.
 
   When she reached the box and opened its drawbridge-door, a bee flew out and stung her on the chin. She swiped him to the dirt and ground him into it with the rubber tip of her crutch. Taking the envelope from her teeth, she thought about how she’d like to be a bee on the wall when it arrived at the Department of Veteran’s Affairs with the bloody imprint of teeth on it. Perhaps it would help her case.
 
   Barely making it to the bathroom, her bladder aching and threatening to inflict still more humiliation, she tried to pull her pants down and deal with the crutches at the same time, and promptly knocked her last roll of toilet paper in the toilet. It must have wanted to go home. She made do with a paper towel and paused in the bathroom only long enough to apply more antibiotic on the boils she’d developed on her chin and neck, and chastise herself again for not getting in the shower and washing her greasy blond hair.
 
   By the time she made her way back to her old brown desk chair, she needed a cigarette. She knew she should quit, but it was one of the few creature comforts she had left. Every time she quit smoking, something bad happened and made her want a cigarette, so she figured if she continued to smoke, things were bound to improve.
 
   She set flame to the blessed cheroot and inhaled, allowing the cigarette to dangle from her mouth like she was James Dean, while she logged on to get her e-mail.
 
   Junk mail filled her box with promises of work-at-home riches, zero-percent Master Cards, and sales on peripherals she could never dream of buying. Pulling the evil fire-stick from her lips, she discovered too late that it was sort of glued there by whatever magic that’s created by spit and dry paper. Wish I’d known this earlier when I was forced to use a withered glue stick on that envelope. This paper-to-lip attachment caused her fingers to slide down the length of the cigarette, where she summarily burned both digits. She yelped, and the action tore skin from her lips as her mouth came open. This released the cigarette, which then fell to her lap and nearly caught a certain intimate clump of bush on fire.
 
   It was going to be another one of those days where she should have just rolled back over into Narnia, and forgot about waking up.
 
   
  
 

4 
 
   To Boldly Go Where Some Lesbians Have Gone Before
 
   This is not my idea of a great Sunday afternoon.” Kori kicked the deflated tire on the Voyager mini-van, and started for the jack and her work gloves. “Pop the hood.”
 
   The Mottwell protest had been the proverbial last straw for Brenna. After some lengthy discussions with Kori, she decided to pursue a life in the country, far away from the machinations of Bible-Thumpers and crime and drive-by shootings; away from the noise and chaos that life in the city could bring. Kori was more a city girl and didn’t relish the idea of life in the backwoods, but Brenna seemed so adamant. She agreed to give it a try.
 
   They had been scanning the Times-Echo for available land, hunting each weekend for several weeks, and had found their way into the back roads of Eureka Springs, a quaint tourist village East of Berryville, not far from the Ozark foothills. Carroll County was speckled with rural houses, and there was a farmhouse ahead for sale.
 
   Brenna pulled the latch under the dash, and Kori propped the hood up and began to detach the jack from its resting place over the passenger side wheel well.
 
   Running her hand through her dark hair, Brenna looked around them. The dirt road that fed off Highway 23 was lined with a deep ditch that had a small stream running through it. She peered beyond the fence line at the other side of the ditch, and saw the outline of the old farmhouse. She began to imagine how it would look after renovation. A few moments into her reverie, she began to move toward the structure.
 
   It was not as if they hadn’t seen plenty of old farmhouses on this trek, but Kori was busy changing the flat tire, and Brenna found it difficult to sit still. She walked along the fence line until it opened into a gate framing a driveway. 
 
   With a momentary glance back at a huffing and grunting Kori as she lifted the tire off the wheel, Brenna was through the gate and on her way down the dirt drive. She stopped about halfway. The house looked structurally sound, but it was in dire need of a pressure washing and a paint job. It may not complete the dream, but it would be a place to start; the best dreams always seemed to come in nondescript packages.
 
   Her first novel had been that way. She never expected it to get published, but suddenly it was happening that way, and she had found a publisher who believed in her work.
 
   One of the best moments of her life was when she held that book in her hands and saw “Brenna Clay” on the cover. It had taken her years to refine her writing skills enough so that she felt it worthy of submission. Her first step had been publishing through Print on Demand, and marketing the book herself, using press releases and reviewers to get the word out. She saturated her region with those releases, and by the sheer odds of readership, made a quick ten thousand dollars. This caught the attention of LightSwitcher Books, a medium sized house with loyal readers who always bought everything they published.
 
   Now, seven novels later, with modest royalties coming in every month from each book, and a formidable savings account, it was time for the ultimate dream: the Utopia.
 
   She skirted the house and wandered over toward the wood-line. The sound of a trickling stream came from just beyond the row of dogwoods, and she imagined herself sitting there with her feet in the water; imagined herself finally learning to throw pottery right by the stream where she could wash the clay off her hands and just let it go away in the stream, back to its beginnings…a person with the last name Clay, should at least know something about it, she mused. She could also see herself writing in her journal out here, with a background of mockingbirds and chickadees, wind-rustled leaves, and the pungent scent of daisies and purple iris…she pictured a gazebo and a barbecue pit over by the—
 
   “Kin I hep ya?”
 
   She whirled around and saw the old man standing there, holding a shotgun loosely in one hand. “Oh—I…is this your land?”
 
   He nodded, his brow furrowed. He was the color of a licorice Jujube.
 
   “I…we had a flat out on the road, there, and I saw your land, and I couldn’t resist. We’re out here looking for some acreage.” Involuntarily, Brenna glanced back at the road where Kori was.
 
   The old man cradled the shotgun in his arms. “Are ya lookin’ ta buy?”
 
   “If we can find the right spot. Do you know of any large plots of acreage out here that’s for sale?”
 
   The old man moved the stub of his cigar to the other side of his mouth. She had not noticed the cigar before. “This ‘un.”
 
   Brenna raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Really? How many acres are you selling?”
 
   He swept his hand around them. “Whole shootin’ match.”
 
   “How much are you asking?”
 
   He rubbed at the stubble on his chin. “I’d take thirty.”
 
   “Thirty?”
 
   “Thirty thousand.”
 
   Sounded steep to Brenna. “How many acres do you have?”
 
   “Fi’ty.”
 
   It didn’t sound steep any more. “Is the house included?” she asked hopefully.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   It was too good to be true. Fifty acres would be enough to even sell off parcels to friends. Why, she could finance all the renovations and all her book tours with that. “I’m sorry, what was your name, sir?”
 
   “Pate. Ralph Pate.”
 
   “Well, Mr. Pate, I’m Brenna Clay. If you don’t mind my asking, why would you want to sell this beautiful piece of land at any price?” Much less, give it away, she thought, but kept it to herself.
 
   “I want ta live in the city fo’ a spell.” He mopped his dark brow with the bandanna and glanced up at the knoll. “I ain’t got so many years left. And I’s gittin’ too old ta fight …cain’t fight wit de land. The Rumatiz eatin’ me alive. And I ain’t got no use for such a big ol’ house no mo’ since my woman passed on. I’s gonna git me one a dem apart-ments and let ever’body else do de work. I figger my pension and thirty thousand dollars’ll take cear a me jus’ fine ‘til my time come.”
 
   Dramatic Irony, thought Brenna. I want to escape to the country, and he wants to escape to the city. Brenna looked back at the road, searching for Kori. She turned back to him. “Mr. Pate, do you mind if my…my sister and I have a look around your land? She’s over there on the road changing a flat tire.”
 
   He shrugged. “Make yerselfs ta home.” He started back for the house, some one hundred yards away.
 
   Brenna took in the sight of the land again, imagining that it was hers, relishing the feeling it gave her. Kori blasted the horn and brought Brenna out of her trance, and she ran back to the van to tell Kori that she had found the land for her personal utopia. 
 
   When she got back to the van, Kori was sitting just inside the side door, her demeanor stiff.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Brenna asked as she neared the van.
 
   “The spare is flat. You were supposed to air it up last week, remember?”
 
   Brenna grimaced, offering weakly, “I got sidetracked…”
 
   “What a surprise,” she responded dryly.
 
   Brenna sighed and looked at the flat tire. “What do we do now?”
 
   “Well whip out your cell phone and call Celia.”
 
   Brenna grabbed the phone from the seat and flipped it open, only to see the charge indicator flash and empty itself. The view screen went blank.
 
   Kori sighed laboriously. “Don’t tell me.”
 
   “I…um…forgot to charge it…”
 
   “Where’s the car charger?”
 
   Brenna smiled sheepishly.
 
   “Oh great. I knew I should’ve brought my phone.” 
 
   “Well I’ve had a lot on my mind…”
 
   They walked back down the road to Ralph Pate’s door, but he told them his phone was no longer in service since his last relative had either died or stopped calling. Instead, he directed them to the nearest house from him.
 
   Making their way down the drive again, Brenna checked the utility poles for signs of phone lines, and saw that there were some running to the Pate place. This would mean she could get DSL for her online research and email, and Kori could mark off “no cable” from her “cons” list. Brenna ignored Kori’s renewed grumblings. “Don’t you think that place was pretty?”
 
   “The house?”
 
   “Well, no, the house needs work, but the land… .he said it was fifty acres and he only wants thirty thousand for it.”
 
   “Then there’s got to be something wrong.”
 
   “Not necessarily. Things are just cheaper in the country, because most people don’t want to live this far out.”
 
   “Yeah,” Kori remarked dryly. “I totally get that.”
 
   Brenna enjoyed the gentle breeze and realized that even the air felt different here. It felt peaceful, simple, uncomplicated, and there was an undeniable energy that ushered in a feeling of contentment. It felt like home, and she couldn’t recall ever having that feeling anywhere else she’d lived. It was as though she had insinuated herself into every environment, like an invading cell in the bloodstream. Never, had she felt she belonged.
 
   Finally, they reached the neighbor’s house, and knocked on the smudged, peeling, and battered off-white door. They were greeted by a heavy-set woman who looked to be in her fifties. She did have a phone they could use and introduced herself as Irma Hunsicker. She wore a shapeless, flowery, cotton dress which rose just above her calloused and forever dirt-dyed knees. Irma must have weighed three hundred, they guessed, as she refilled her green plastic coffee cup. Brenna hadn’t seen a cup like that since she was on a childhood visit to her grandmother’s house. 
 
   Irma’s breathing was labored, her nose whistling with each lungful, like she had a broken piccolo in one nostril. When she opened her mouth the next time, she was offering them a cup of coffee from the black-bottomed tin pot on the wood stove, and the two girls were graced with the view of a set of teeth Brenna was sure had been taken out of someone else’s mouth after having lain in eternal rest for some years.
 
   They had begged off the coffee, dishonestly citing an absence of the habit. Irma went back to her battered Reader’s Digest, liberated from a dusty shelf of another hundred or so issues, a swirl of dustbunnies jetting out from under the ancient icebox and following her back to her chair. They watched her light a Camel and tap the ashes into an old tuna fish can.
 
   Kori dialed gingerly on the olive green rotary phone, holding the receiver away from her ear for fear of contamination, and tried to ignore the extra long tangled cord attached to it.
 
   The yellowed plaster walls of the kitchen were peppered with large nails, holes, stains, lacerations, and a menu of dried food which had no doubt splattered from Irma’s fork at supper in her zeal to shovel it into her near-toothless mouth. The linoleum in the kitchen was curled around the edges, marred, gouged, and its original color would probably always be a mystery.
 
   “Celia is going to bring us her spare,” Kori said, replacing the receiver in its cradle with two fingers, and absently wiped her hand on her jeans. 
 
   Celia had missed the Mottwell demonstration to spend a last night with her lover, before Marley had to leave on some excursion with her National Guard Unit.
 
   As Brenna turned to go, Irma said through the smoke that was coming off the cigarette and billowing around her head, “Everthang all right?”
 
   “It’s all taken care of, thanks.” Kori tried to smile as she moved back across the kitchen toward the door.
 
   “Thanks for the phone,” Brenna added.
 
   “No trouble.”
 
   The two women made a hasty retreat and started down the road toward the van.
 
   Brenna paused to remove a piece of gravel from the tread of her Sketchers. “I really do think I found the right place,” she said abruptly.
 
   Kori stopped and turned to look back at her. “Albeit in the Twilight Zone.”
 
   “Don’t be such a grump.” She indicated a general direction. “I’d like to spew about it, but I think I’ll let you make up your own mind. Mr. Pate said we could look it over. It’s perfect for a women’s community…”
 
   Kori gave her a sidelong glance.
 
   “I mean, if it comes to that. You know I’ve always wanted to do that. But mostly, it’s the perfect place to live.” 
 
   “That’s a matter of opinion.”
 
   Brenna gave Kori the tour of the glade one hundred yards in front of the house, and related her vision of it. Then they wandered into the woods, noting the meadow beyond and the stream that snaked throughout the property. Several hours later, the two trudged back to the farmhouse and knocked on the door.
 
   Ralph Pate stepped out and hobbled down the steps with them as if every other bone in his body was missing entirely. His dark fuzzy hair had gone completely white at the ends, and he continued his odd habit of wiping his brow with an old bandanna each time he glanced over the knoll beyond his fence-line. Brenna wondered why old black people never looked quite as old as old white people. 
 
   Equally aged in dog years, a yellow Labrador ambled around the house, paused beside Ralph for a scratch behind the ears, and plopped in the dirt drive. “That’s ol’ Skeeter,” Ralph said. “He’s a good ‘un.” Skeeter stayed nearby, scratching at fleas, and lying on his back in the sun with his huge paws up in the air—and, from time to time, other things up in the air, too.
 
   Kori asked all the right questions and Ralph was happy to provide accommodating answers. Brenna knew Kori was looking for just one thing to negate the deal. 
 
   There was a twelve foot easement at the property line along the road by the front gate, but the rest of the property was free from city intrusion. There were no covenants to prevent Brenna from doing what she wanted with the land. There was no city water but the running water in the house came from a tributary off Beaver Lake. The Hogscald Hollow Land Trust nearby, according to their website, was “ten acres in Carroll County, a historic natural area which included a narrow hidden pristine canyon and a unique series of small waterfalls flowing over carved solid bedrock and three larger waterfalls, which feed into nearby Beaver Lake.”
 
   They stood by the well and shared drinks from the ladle as Ralph told them that water was plentiful in the area. The well was fed by a spring which also fed the creek that snaked through the property, and the water was clean and good. Brenna imagined digging a swimming hole where they could cool off in the summer by swinging on ropes over the water and dropping in, and in the winter, the pond would serve as an ice skating rink.
 
   They took a quick tour of the house, and although it was in need of repair and renovation, Brenna imparted urgent whispers to Kori that she knew how to fix everything that needed fixing.
 
   Kori wanted to get a termite inspection and some verification that the roof and plumbing and electrical was sound, but Brenna was afraid someone would come along and swoop the deal up before they did all that. So Kori gave in.
 
   Brenna had socked away a substantial amount from her royalties, and Kori had promised Brenna for quite some time that if a sweet deal came along, they would take advantage of it. Of course, Kori didn’t think there were very many sweet deals in the world, and embraced that as insurance that her routine would not be disrupted by Brenna’s overt enthusiasm. She also knew that Brenna remembered the promise, and had her teeth sunk into it all the way to the bone.
 
   Both women shook hands with Ralph to seal their good faith. “I’d like to buy the whole shootin’ match,” Brenna said with a smile. 
 
   As they made their way off the porch, Kori echoed, “Whole shootin’ match?”
 
   She was thrilled with the idea of owning something substantial and making a utopia out of it; Kori was still a bit skeptical that this deal was as perfect as it seemed, but could not bring herself to burst Brenna’s bubble. She would do the due diligence on the sly, just to be sure. 
 
   Besides, there was a stocked pond beyond the meadow, and she could not stop thinking about how good it would feel to kick back on the bank and have a beer while she teased the bass with her newest lure. She loved to fish, but that was as close to nature as she usually came. She knew she would have satellite TV, because Brenna would not be able to function without a link to the Internet. But gone would be the days of a quick run to Walgreens for various and sundry items. They would be twenty minutes away from Eureka Springs, which had no Walgreens. And the nearest Wal-Mart Supercenter was forty-five minutes away, in Berryville. Branson was the same distance in another other direction.
 
   Brenna called all that “A trade-off.” Kori called it a pain in the ass.
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   The Wrong And Whining Road
 
   Her financial security had become, at best, laughable, though she found no humor in it. Running the sound board for the band was her only source of dependable income.
 
   Micah left her little guestroom one night, in the rural berg of Shannon Hills, and headed for the city and the first of several gigs that would provide just enough to get her car tags renewed, along with insurance and registration. As she crested a hill after a sharp curve, the unmistakable strobing of blue lights erupted behind her.
 
   A local Barney Fife had been jarred from his Deer Hunter magazine long enough to look up and see the telling color on her tag sticker.
 
   He strutted up to her window in his little Smokey The Bear hat and asked to see her license, registration, and proof of insurance. Well, two out of three ain’t bad, as they say, so she pulled out her license and handed it to him. She then began to fumble in the glove box for those other two items, knowing she didn’t have them. She was just doing that, oh-my-god-a-cop-stopped-me-and-I-need-to-think stall.
 
   She usually carried an old insurance card that she used for emergencies like these, but it had landed in some box either in the back of the van or in the storage room she’d rented. After scanning the card on her home computer, she cleverly altered the date in her photo program, and then printed out a copy. It was a brilliant idea, if she did say so herself; convincing to those nagging locals who just wanted to see a piece of paper, and it bought her a little time while avoiding a large fine. Survival Skills 101. Certified. She knew that for her, auditing a class was just as good as taking it for credit. Unfortunately, though, she didn’t have THAT little piece of paper either.
 
   “Registration and proof of insurance?” he asked again.
 
   “Um… I just moved and I don’t have it with me.”
 
   As if to verify, his flashlight beam moved to the back of her vehicle to the boxes and various items she had not unloaded into storage, yet.
 
   “You are supposed to carry those things in your vehicle at all times.”
 
   And you are supposed to be nice, but you’re not. “I know that, sir. Things have been really stressful. I guess I just forgot.”
 
   “Do you have insurance?”
 
   Is there a way to lie and still tell the truth? she wondered. She knew she didn’t have insurance. He didn’t know that yet. She was on the horns of a dilemma. If she didn’t tell him she was sans insurance, he might skip that ticket. It reminded her of when she was a kid. In the days before caller ID boxes, the phone would ring, and her father was always afraid it was someone he wanted to avoid. He’d tell Micah to see who it was. Then he’d rush into the bathroom, and stand in the tub and say, “If it’s ‘so-and-so’ tell him I’m in the shower.” See, her Dad was no liar. He had a real conscience.
 
   That’s what she needed. A way to lie without lying.
 
   “… just moved in with some friends out here,” she heard herself say. “… and I was waiting on a decision from SSI and the VA about my disability…” Don’t tell him that, he doesn’t care, she reprimanded herself, yet her lips kept moving. “I am living on $280 a month…I was on my way to a job to make enough money to get my tags and everything… it’s the only way I can get it done.”
 
   He looked up from his ticket book. “I also clocked you at 40 in a 30.”
 
   In her own defense, the roads leading to and from this hick town were winding and hilly. In order to maintain a constant speed, you would have to have two sets of eyes. If you watched the speedometer, you’d miss a curve. She always opted for staying on the road and not hitting a mailbox or an oncoming Subaru. But now she was being penalized for being a safe driver. All that counted was the letter of the law.
 
   “—but I’m only going to cite you for expired tags, and no proof of insurance,” he was saying.
 
   She hated this town. What do you call favors like that? Underhanded? Backhanded? Backwoods. “I won’t steal your pig this time, just your chickens.”
 
   Uh…okey-dokey Smokey. Say hi to the wife and kids. The ones ensconced in your dream-single-wide, no doubt. “Thanks,” she muttered, signing her name to the tickets, as he informed her of the court date. She expected him to add, “Tell it to the judge,” but he didn’t.
 
   The very next week, she was on her way to another gig, and got nailed again. This time, at least they were nice. There were two of them. Word must have gotten around that it takes two to stop Micah from driving illegally. One cop even apologized to her for the inconvenience. She was accommodating and polite to him, accepting her two additional tickets with grace and aplomb. Double-jeopardy obviously did not apply to moving violations.
 
   At the court date in April, the local hanging judge had no mercy, even though she explained her extenuating circumstances and told him she was driving without all that stuff because she was trying to make enough money to GET all that stuff. He still made her pay, because by golly, she was a law breaker and needed to be taught a lesson. 
 
   There she stood on her crutches, having dragged herself out of bed in a Darvon-stupor to be there while Hiz Honor was an hour and a half late for court. In a town as small as that, she doubted there was anything more pressing than an extra helping of mashed potatoes at the local diner, to prevent him from being on time.
 
   So she got gouged with over $400 for that, and had to beg for the payments of $33 per month, which only meant she had to do without a few things. Like food. Deodorant. Gasoline. It would be a challenge to figure out which necessity she would be trimming this time. And she was pretty sure she wouldn’t stop smoking, because, as had been proven many times in the past, that was a sure way to make things worse.
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   Chateau le Porch 
 
   The drive to Eureka Springs was arduous. Directions were often hard to follow because when someone said, “It’s near the curve in the road,” that could be anywhere. There was always a curve in the road. Kori warned Brenna that since she was not used to pulling a U-Haul trailer, she could end up in the ditch, especially with all the winding roads that were endemic to the area.
 
   Brenna was annoyed at the suggestion that she could not handle a simple thing like driving with a trailer. Kori allowed her the indignation, and when they were on the road, she tried to stay ahead of Brenna, because she knew that Brenna could easily find herself in Missouri if she didn’t concentrate on the road signs.
 
   Kori didn’t love her any less because she was Directionally Challenged, but it sure could be frustrating. She had long ago made peace with the fact that her lover was highly creative and her mind was always working on something. This left little attention for frivolities like cognizant driving, although Brenna swore she could drive without thinking about it. Kori agreed with the assessment, but not the way Brenna meant it.
 
   When they finally pulled into the driveway of their new acquisition and got out, they took in the view of the old farmhouse with a collection of trees around it. Trees that towered, trees that were recognizable from a childhood memory or two, and those that promised the inception of new memories. For Brenna, it was like stepping through the gates of Eden—even though nothing had been done toward that end yet. For Kori, it was the promise of many long hours of hard labor and the loss of her status as Sofa Spud.
 
   The two of them inhaled, simultaneously, the fresh scent of wild flowers, old wood, and chicken shit. The latter, from the occupied coop which Ralph had so generously included in the deal.
 
   “Well,” Brenna said, patting her stomach, and releasing a lungful of varied air. “This is it.”
 
   For the second time, Kori took in the packed dirt of the driveway, littered and embedded with a million cigarette butts, cigar stubs and beer pull tabs. “Oh, joy,” she offered without emotion.
 
   “Oh, Kori, you’re just PMS-ing. You’re also the practical and skeptical one. It’s your job. But I’m a dreamer with a plan. This is going to be a dream come true.”
 
   Kori loosened a pull tab from the packed earth with the toe of her Reebok and pushed it toward a Winston butt. “Or a nightmare.” 
 
   The first order of business was unloading all their remaining worldly possessions. This was not to take long, as they had sold most everything. Since they were both packrats throughout the four years of their relationship, the proceeds from the garage sale had netted three hundred dollars, which Brenna vowed to use for homesteader things like tools, garden seed, and subscriptions to Organic Gardening, Home Mechanics, and Backwoods Home. Kori preferred to use it to build a convenience store.
 
   Ralph had called them the day before, saying that old Skeeter had refused to “git in the truck,” knowing, like pets do, that Ralph intended to find him another home. Skeeter sat down and refused to leave the property, so Ralph left the food for him, and hoped they could take care of him. The bowl had been left on the porch, and was empty except for one kibble. Kori filled the bowl from the new sack she’d brought with them, and put out some fresh water in case Skeeter got hungry and came back around. Just as she had rolled the open sack closed, Skeeter crawled out from under the porch and ambled to the bowl, making short work of the kibble with what teeth he had left.
 
   There were three bedrooms, a large living room and spacious kitchen in the old farmhouse, all of them in need of cleaning and repair. There was an odd smell that could bring tears to your eyes, and it was a good bet that the insects didn’t have such discerning olfactory senses. They would have to set off a bug bomb, and spend the night outside.
 
   The house itself was plain and the fireplace was the only special feature about it. A must, since there was no central heat. A new central heat and air unit would have to be provided when the weather became warmer in the next month. A great coup always has a down-side. There was a price to be paid for the price they had paid. The first payment came due when the two realized they would have to camp out on the porch until the bug bomb settled, and then inflict a healthy dose of disinfectant. Kori did not relish the idea of sleeping inside with well-fed, hearty roaches and that indefinable smell.
 
   “Tomorrow, after the bug bomb, let’s just clean the living room. Then we can pile everything in there, and sort of work outward until we get the whole house.” Kori always preferred the path of least resistance.
 
   “I’ve always thought the kitchen should be the first place to start,” Brenna disagreed.
 
   “The kitchen needs more work than we have time for.”
 
   “We have to clean the kitchen first. We have to eat in there, after all. And we have to have a clean spot to sleep, no matter where that is. We can bunk on the airbed in the living room tonight.”
 
   Kori was frowning. “We could burn it down and start over.”
 
   “Now don’t get in a snit. I’ll do all the unpleasant jobs.”
 
   Kori smirked as she took in the house. “I guess that means I can go fishing for a week or so. Where’s my rod?” Kori started for the back of her truck.
 
   “I’ll bet you’re glad I bought this stew, now,” Brenna remarked, squatting in front of the gas camp stove, stirring the giant, pasty chunks of potatoes, carrots, and beef.
 
   Kori was leaning against the front of the house, a sleeping bag padding her shoulders. “I can’t believe we are actually stuck out here on the porch tonight.”
 
   “Don’t be a grump. Just think of it as an adventure.”
 
   Kori leaned up and pulled the morning’s tiny Eureka Springs Times-Echo, The Lovely Citizen, and the Carroll County Star-Tribune from her knapsack. “I’ll probably get my period.”
 
   Brenna turned the flame down under the stew, and sat cross-legged. “I wouldn’t doubt it. You sound like you have big-time PMS.”
 
   “You have a lot of room to talk. Once a month you become the PMSing Lesbian Vampire Bitch From Hell.” Kori popped the paper upright again, as it tried to fold forward.
 
   “That’s a clever phrase…” Brenna said slowly, unabashed by insult that was obviously offered by raw hormones, and therefore not Kori’s responsibility. “I should tell Celia about it, so she can draw it in a cartoon.” While she waited on the stew, she considered the list of chores that was developing in her head. “It’s so private out here, I bet we could run naked in the yard.”
 
   “The only place that private is a mother’s womb,” Kori said.
 
   The solitude of the Ozarks afforded them privacy, even though they had not yet been graced with the opportunity to run naked in the yard. There was electricity and a phone line, but it was there the convenience ended. Kori had been very unhappy about the time-lag in getting satellite. She was sure she’d never survive without Headline News, and pointed out that they would also have to make sure the nearby mountains wouldn’t interfere with the signal. 
 
   The commute into Fayetteville would cost Kori in gasoline, wear-and-tear, and time, Brenna admitted, but at least they were free of all the madness—aside from the madness of sleeping on the porch of their newly purchased homestead.
 
   She turned out the flame and poured the stew into two cups, carrying them over to sit beside Kori. As they shared the meal, Kori managed to lay the paper down beside her and squint into the growing darkness at the print.
 
   “Tomorrow,” Brenna said through a mouthful of stew. “We should tackle that kitchen.”
 
   “Living room.”
 
   “Okay. You tackle the living room, I’ll tackle the kitchen.”
 
   “What an idiot,” Kori murmured toward the newsprint.
 
   “Who, me?”
 
   “No,” she pointed at the article. “George Dubya.” 
 
   “Do you think you could focus a little bit? We’re out of that world now.”
 
   “Um…no, we’re not. We’re still in the same world, Brenna.”
 
   “Well, can’t we just enjoy ourselves?”
 
   Kori looked over the rim of her glasses at her Significant Other, and offered dryly, “I’m eating canned stew on a rotting porch in the woods, playing dodge-the-nail with my tired ass, and you want me to enjoy myself?”
 
   “Take some Motrin.”
 
   Kori jammed a spoonful of stew into her mouth, perhaps to cork the retort that rose in her throat.
 
   “I know what you need.” Brenna set her stew down and headed for the passenger side of the van. She came back up the steps carrying her guitar. “You need to be serenaded.” Kori nodded and kept eating while Brenna sang a song she wrote about friendship and love and the future. Brenna wasn’t a serious musician, she just liked the idea of knowing a few songs to sing around a campfire. Now she finally had her chance. She would probably be living around a campfire for months to come. 
 
   As Kori listened to Brenna’s soft alto, her scowl softened, and she tried to be optimistic. It wasn’t easy to do, since they had given up every ounce of security they had to relocate to the boonies on a whim perpetuated and coerced by Brenna. Sometimes she didn’t know why she went along with these schemes. It must be love. Or perhaps habit. She took some Motrin and fetched the tarp from the truck, making a protective pallet for the airbed, which she had to inflate by running and extension cord into the house for the electric pump. Adding sheets and several blankets, the airbed was ready to embrace them through the chilly Ozark night.
 
   Kori shifted her position and narrowly avoided rolling off the airbed, grumbling an expletive at Brenna to stop making those silly noises. Brenna drifted into wakefulness and twisted around to look at Kori, who was asleep again beside her. A rooster greeted the sunrise with a flapping of his wings and a hoarse, garbled crow, and Kori mumbled, “Brenna, shut up.”
 
   Brenna squinted toward the chicken coop and grinned. “Kori—” she poked her shoulder.
 
   “What?” Kori opened one eye.
 
   “I’m not responsible for those silly noises. It’s the rooster, dear.”
 
   The crow came again, comically, as if the bantam were trying out his vocal cords for the first time. Kori listened, and then cleared her throat. “Thank God. I thought that was you.”
 
   “I think I can carry a tune better than old Festus.”
 
   Kori pushed herself up and stretched the kinks from her back. “Who?”
 
   “That Banty rooster looks like Festus on Gunsmoke.”
 
   Kori stared at her blankly, and Brenna thought she might begin to snore with her eyes open any second. “Make some coffee,” she said instead.
 
   Brenna kissed her lover lightly on the lips and grunted as she got to her feet. The sun was simmering on the April horizon with an amber halo, and Brenna thought it looked like a raw egg with a red yolk. She was becoming aware of how cold she had been last night, and was thankful that they had several blankets, or it would have been impossible to sleep without building a fire. April days in the Ozarks could be warm while the nights were cold.
 
   While Brenna put the tin pot on the burner, Kori sat hunched over, her fingers laced together behind her neck as if waiting for the tornado drill to be over. She was not a morning person. “I almost got up last night to build a fire,” Kori said, reading Brenna’s mind.
 
   “Using the house as kindling, no doubt.” The rooster gave another screeching, pitiful crow, and Brenna laughed. “I can’t believe you thought that was me.”
 
   Kori raised her head. “Can we have that rooster for supper tonight?”
 
   Brenna leaned to look across the yard at the coop, watching the tiny, feathered creature strut around the pen. “He’d probably be too tough to chew.”
 
   Kori crawled on hands and knees to the cook stove where Brenna waited for the coffee to brew. “We’ve got to get at least one room habitable before tonight. I kept waking up with this feeling of bugs crawling on me.”
 
   “Just your imagination,” Brenna assured her.
 
   “I doubt it. I also had this dream that a rabid raccoon was sitting on my chest, drooling all over me.”
 
   “Most wild animals won’t get that close.”
 
   “They might if they’re rabid.”
 
   “You’re worrying too much. People have slept outside longer than they’ve slept inside.” Brenna inspected the inside of two plastic cups, blowing into them just in case there was some dirt settled in the bottom.
 
   Kori snorted. “Forgive me if I’m a modern gal who prefers a roof over her head.”
 
   A sharp sound came from above them and they listened as a small object bounced on the metal roof of the porch. They looked at each other in mutual puzzlement. The sound progressed toward the edge of the roof and a dark object dropped toward the driveway in front of them, pinged off a bottle cap and landed beside a weathered cigarette filter.
 
   Kori stared at the brown oval, as Brenna crawled away from the stove to join her near the railing. “That’s a—”
 
   “An acorn—”
 
   The series of metallic reports from above them announced the new arrival, and it, too, ricocheted around the driveway debris. “And another—” Kori added. “Looks like we have an acorn tree over the porch.”
 
   “Well, an Oak, actually…” Brenna pushed herself up and went down the steps. “Did you know it takes between twenty and fifty years for an oak tree to start bearing acorns?”
 
   “Didn’t know that, no. I just know the tree is old enough to be shedding.” Kori got up and joined her facing the house, and they craned their necks to see above the awning. Just then, another acorn bounced from the tin sheeting and landed squarely on Kori’s head. “Damn it!” she rubbed the spot where it struck her.
 
   Brenna began to giggle. “Look. They’re not free-falling. They’re being thrown.”
 
   Kori tried to focus her as yet caffeine-free vision at the tree limbs above the awning, responding dully, “A squirrel. That’s precious. A rooster with strep throat, and a sniper squirrel.”
 
   The red fur shifted in the tree too fast for them to keep track of, and suddenly there were acorns rolling and bouncing toward them. They dashed back up the steps, laughing, and enjoyed their first cup of coffee to the sound of pelting acorns, watching the nuts collect in a random pattern on the packed earth of the porch-side driveway.
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   Lock And Load
 
   She kept a squirt gun within reach, for dissuading the three cats from unwanted behavior, like using her chair for a scratching post, or knocking the few valuables she had left into the floor for Gizmo, that lovable mutt, to gnaw into tiny pieces. She’d lost two pairs of sunglasses, several ink pens, and today, discovered a very mellow canine with half a Xanax on the floor next to him. On this particular day, she was sleeping late after having been up late worrying about why she couldn’t sleep. The parade of irritations that marched through her life tended to do that. 
 
   Xena, Sherry’s warrior-feline, swept into the room and leaped at the bird cage, and in a sleepy stupor, she grabbed the squirt gun and paused. Something was wrong. She sat up in bed and put the pistol back down. It was way too heavy to be the dime-store, water-loaded model.
 
   Horrified, she realized it was instead her .25 automatic. She keep it nearby for protection against prowlers or insurance in case she needed a quick and effective method of killing herself.
 
   As the cat escaped into the hallway, she set the gun on the nightstand and in her grogginess, missed. The pistol fell, landing on her metal lockbox where she kept her vibrator. 
 
   A loud report, the cry of a cat, and finger-sized hole in the hallway sheetrock alerted her to a new dilemma. Sure, Xena was ornery, but not ornery enough to warrant the death penalty. She would have apologized, but the cat was suddenly missing. If she was alive, she knew she would never come in her room again, and she was thankful for it. If she was dead, she’d opened an entirely new Pandora’s box of misfortune. 
 
   Micah stepped into the hall and had tragic fantasies of finding her lying flat on the carpet, her legs sprawled out beside her as if she’d fallen from a great height. She would then check for vitals, and find that the only thing moving inside her was the blood, as it oozed out onto the carpet. She would be overwhelmed with remorse and anger, retrieve a Kroger sack and slide her into it, then hide her plastic-covered body under the guest bed. She would simply say she got out when she opened the door, and she hadn’t seen her, and after dark tonight, she would bury her somewhere in the woods, and they’d never know…
 
   But Xena was under the kitchen table, glaring at her like some furry demon. There would be a special feline hell to pay at some point. Cats have a way of punishing you for mistreatment. “It was an accident, okay?” she told the cat.
 
   She now had to figure out a way to hide the hole in the wall. Their wall. The wall that they would surely notice when they came home in about five minutes.
 
   It was a complete mystery how her brain could fail to process the difference in weight of the two pistols. The squirt gun was even bright pink. Never mind the fact that Micah had earned an Expert Marksman badge while she was enlisted. It was a little humiliating. But, she told herself. I was sleepy, and the pistol was obviously faulty.
 
   Micah went back to the wall and examined her handiwork. Too low to hang a picture over. And that would be obvious anyway. Spackle. Her first and only thought. She rushed to the utility room and searched through the cabinetry for it. It was a no-go.
 
   Retrieving a ball of cotton from the bathroom, she stuffed it in the opening, camouflaging it somewhat.
 
   As she heard the sound of a car pulling up right on time in the drive, she dragged the vacuum over and set it in front of the hole, hoping it would not be noticed until she could figure out how to fix it. She returned to her room, put the safety back on the pistol, and sequestered it in the vibrator box under her bed. Now if she could avoid pleasuring herself later with a bullet, all would be well…
 
   Grabbing the half a Xanax from the desktop, she swallowed it dry. It tasted like dog spit.
 
   While considering the spiritual implications of keeping this newest crisis under her hat, the doorbell rang.
 
   She heard a male voice and then Sherry say, “What?”
 
   Making her way to the hall, she peeked around the corner. Sherry saw her. “Do you know anything about a gunshot?”
 
   She tried to keep the blood from draining out of her face. “A gunshot?”
 
   “He said the neighbors called and said they heard a gunshot a while ago.” Micah looked over as the officer came into view. It was him. The Barney who had pulled her over each time, and graced her with four tickets. 
 
   “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” he said with a smirk.
 
   You’ve got to kiss my ass. She offered instead, “Maybe it was the TV.” How did he get here so fast? Was he parked outside the house waiting to give me another ticket? 
 
   “They said it was pretty loud. Probably not the TV.”
 
   Her eyes went to the huge entertainment system in the living room. “Well, they have surround sound—”
 
   “Do you have any firearms in the house?”
 
   Micah knew Sherry knew, and Sherry knew Micah knew she knew, but Micah couldn’t send a meaningful facial expression to her with him watching so closely. “No,” Micah lied.
 
   Sherry sent her a glance.
 
   “I don’t know what they could have heard, officer.”
 
   The police radio buzzed and clicked and she heard the dispatcher’s garbled message to another officer. He reached down and turned the volume down on the handset. “If you do have a firearm, it must be licensed, or you can be fined.”
 
   Oh you’d love that, wouldn’t you, you dickless, pompous, authority-hungry, big-city police reject. You’ll never be on a single episode of Cops. Micah thought she had a much better chance of that.
 
   “So, you don’t have a firearm?”
 
   “I believe I answered that, officer.”
 
   He looked at Sherry, and she just shrugged, bless her.
 
   He gave her a look that seemed to indicate he knew there was a body buried somewhere, and he was not finished hounding her until he found it. “All right, ladies, have a nice night.”
 
   She showed him to the door, and Micah turned to go to her room. Sherry was right behind her. “So, did you fire your gun today?”
 
   Micah didn’t look up at her, but just began to fold the clothes she’d left in a heap on the bed. “Maybe.”
 
   “Maybe?”
 
   “Did you know that you have snakes in your yard?” See that? I didn’t lie to her yet.
 
   She sighed with relief. “Can I see the body?”
 
   “I missed.” Close, but still not really a lie. If there had been a snake, I did miss it, and hit the wall. And I did miss Xena, after all.
 
   “I thought you earned an Expert Badge in the Army.”
 
   “I’m rusty.” True, very true.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   She seemed satisfied with that, and went to make dinner. That’s when Micah wondered how long it would be before she discovered the hole, and how many times she’d have to apologize for not really lying, but withholding the whole truth, and whether she’d have to hire a professional to fix it.
 
   She sat down on the bed, and reached for another Xanax.
 
   This one tasted like it should. Like mind-altering chemicals.
 
   Climbing back in bed, she spent the next half hour listening to the crap in her head, before remembering the precious iota of relief that could be had knowing she had not killed the cat. Xena the Warrior Feline was alive and well and still scratching under her door. She could find a way to fix the hole in the wall, and no tickets had been rendered by the Barney Fife in the Smokey-the-Bear hat. The multiplying hardship was merely the concoction of her subconscious mind. It was a habit. That’s all.
 
   After she drifted back to sleep, she had another dream that she was sick with the flu, and caught her box of Puffs on fire. She had to throw it out in the yard. A strong, absorbent Molotav Cocktail with soothing aloe.
 
   Barney Fife—the real one, as in Don Knotts, came and gave her a ticket for breaking the burn ban.
 
   She had to really concentrate after she woke up again, in order to convince herself that this was merely a dream sequence, and not her real life.
 
   Sometimes it was so hard to tell the difference.
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   Rendezvous with Eden
 
   Brenna came in carrying a bundle of acorns twisted tightly into the bottom part of her T-shirt. “Lookie, lookie.”
 
   Kori straightened with the full dustpan, and leaned on the broom. “Giving birth to a kangaroo?”
 
   “Right. Acorns, dummy.”
 
   “Are they any good?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She jiggled the makeshift pouch and handed a broken one to Kori, who dug out the nut and popped it in her mouth.
 
   She made a horrible face and spit it out. “It’s bitter!”
 
   “Oh. Well I’m sure they’re edible. The squirrels like them.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the touchstone by which I choose all my edibles.”
 
   “When I get my modem hooked up, I’ll look up the information. I’m sure we can use them.”
 
   “Well, by all means, start collecting all the things you think you can use.”
 
   “Kori—” she reprimanded. “Why have you been so bitchy lately?”
 
   Kori went back to her cleaning without a response, dumping the contents of the dustpan into the garbage bag. “Where’s your war wounds?”
 
   “I think our sniper-squirrel was out gathering more ammo for later.” Brenna pointed toward the sacks. “Hand me something to put these in.”
 
   Kori pulled a plastic Kroger bag from the Kroger paper sack and held them both up, using her best ‘customer service’ voice. “Would you like paper or plastic, today, ma’am?”
 
   “Plastic, please.” Brenna grabbed the bag and deposited the nuts inside, hanging the bag on the front doorknob. “How’s it going?”
 
   Kori shot her a frown. “Slowly. I could use your help if you can tear yourself away from the acorn-harvest.”
 
   Brenna drew herself up smugly. “I’ll have you know I’ve already unloaded both U-Hauls.”
 
   “Unloaded? Where?”
 
   “On the other end of the porch and beside the house.”
 
   “It better not rain.” Kori dropped the dustpan, and leaned the broom against the stained wall. She was being bitchy. Perhaps it was PMS. Maybe it was that she simply hated this new lifestyle.
 
   “You could go into Fayetteville and get some wall anchor screws, and—geez, take the list.” She reached into her back pocket and pulled out the paper. “I’ve been jotting things down all morning.”
 
   “I need you to go with me so we can return the U-Hauls.”
 
   “Well, take one with you and we’ll make another trip this afternoon to take the other.”
 
   Kori took the list and unfolded it, her eyes widening. “Is this coming out of your checkbook or mine?”
 
   Brenna feigned a wound. “Baby—your money is my money.”
 
   “And—?”
 
   “And my money is my money.”
 
   “Bitch.” She put her arms around Brenna and squeezed tightly.
 
   “Yours.”
 
   “Better be.” 
 
   A twinge of something maudlin went through Brenna. They had always said things like that to each other. Now, she sensed that it made Kori uncomfortable.
 
   “How long will you be gone?” Brenna touched that soft place where Kori’s neck met her shoulder. It was one of her favorite spots.
 
   “If I’m not back by sundown, send a posse.” She kissed her. “Don’t strain your back like I did.”
 
   “Sure, no problem. I’ll have the butler do all the heavy lifting.” Brenna tried not to dwell on the unenviable task of cleaning the walls and hardwood floors of the giant living room. The whole interior would need a good coat of paint. While the priorities of a comfy bed, a clean kitchen and a working bathroom had been addressed, there were still numerous other chores, all time-consuming details that required diligence and assistance. “It’s a good thing you have some time off, or we’d never get this place fixed up.”
 
   Kori smooched in Brenna’s direction as she stepped outside and got into the Toyota. Brenna went to the door and waved as Kori pulled out and steered down the bumpy dirt drive toward the access road to Highway 23, the trailer rattling.
 
   Moving into the bedroom with the window facing the long driveway, Brenna watched Kori pull out onto the dirt road. This is the best room for my office, she decided. The view is pretty and I can see the driveway.
 
   She checked her watch and decided that eleven fifteen was a good time for a coffee break. Wandering out to the porch, she poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot on the cookstove. The creamer was retrieved from a waxy cardboard box that had shipped chicken and then been tossed in a Dumpster, unappreciated. It kept the bare essentials of porch-sleeping dry, and served as a sturdy table. Brenna had recognized its value as they passed by on their way out of town, and had coerced Kori into pulling over. It was important to recognize value.
 
   She dumped a generous portion of the powder into her cup. At the corner of the house, she pulled out a pocket knife, using the small blade to loosen a knot in a wood plank. Reaching inside the hole, she brought out a pack of cigarettes, hermetically sealed in a Ziploc bag. Brenna parked one side of her rump on the porch railing, lit up, and studied the tree line at the knoll across the modest pasture. It was almost the only spot without a jumble of dogwoods, sycamore, pine or cedar, other than the area in front of the house. She sipped the brew, grown strong enough to appear that it had been dipped from a mud puddle, and remembered that old Ralph had repeatedly stared at the same spot across the field while they were discussing terms with him the day of the sale. She figured it was because it was the only view not blocked by trees. But she loved the trees. As a child she had climbed the sycamores in her back yard, even though her mother had put dainty little dresses on her to discourage the activity. When her mother saw that Brenna would climb trees regardless of whether or not her bloomers were in full display, she surrendered her dream of a prim and proper girl-child. 
 
   Brenna enjoyed adventure and bending the rules, and didn’t show any signs of changing. This truth had been tested many times in childhood, by such things as Brenna’s habit of stealing sugar cubes and hiding beneath their mobile home to eat them. It was, however, a step up from when Brenna used to prefer the crunch of Gravy Train. Her mother had been horrified, but the dog seemed to feel he had found a kindred. She really just loved her dog, and wanted him to have something tasty, so decided she’d sample some Gravy Train, just to be sure. 
 
   Brenna had grown out of her taste for sugar cubes and dog food, but regressed once in high school on a dare to eat a Milkbone. She earned five bucks for that one.
 
   Her vices were much more adult-like, now. She looked down at the cigarette and knew that she’d be better off still eating Gravy Train. She thumped an ash. Forbidden fruit always tasted sweet, and she cherished the time to smoke in solitude. Here, on fifty acres of Ozark timberland, she owned the air. 
 
   If Kori knew she was sneaking around, she’d never hear the end of it. As a former smoker, Kori would be doubly intolerant. But Kori’s addiction was to the nicotine. Brenna didn’t have that sort of addiction. She could go for days, weeks even, without ever thinking about a cigarette. But it would be so cruel to tell Kori that she was not a slave to it. She knew that keeping this secret was a loving act.
 
   Brenna tried for the umpteenth time to blow a decent smoke ring, inhaling the last drag of the Carlton menthol, along with her own fifty acres of air, and tossed the butt into the drive amid the collection of old cigarette and cigar butts. By now, Kori had grown used to the sight of butts in the drive. She would not notice one more.
 
   The Sycamore trees caught her attention again. She loved the view of the ivory smoothness in the upper trunks as the bark was peeled away by wind and rain and sun. She looked further into the woods, and something fluttered inside her. She wanted to walk on her land, commune with it. She went inside to leave Kori a note, and started toward the woods behind the dilapidated chicken coop.
 
   Stepping beneath the canopy of leafy trees, Brenna took a deep breath. The air was thick with the scent of moist earth, pine needles; she opened her arms and said, “Hello, land. Mama loves you!” Her next few steps frightened a collection of sparrows who were feeding nearby, and they exploded in brown, winged, smithereens toward the upper branches of the pine trees. 
 
   The woods soon gave way to a glade, and she paused at the edge of it to take in the prismatic colors of the April wildflowers. She trudged through the deep grasses, straining toward the hot sunshine, and touched the petals of black-eyed Susan, primrose, and periwinkle. The rainbow was balanced and accentuated by tiny multi-stemmed flowers that looked like baby’s breath. It was God’s giant bouquet, and it was there to delight her any time she wished. 
 
   She stroked the oval pincushion-shaped head of a teasel, deciding to pluck one on her way back for a dried flower arrangement. She got on her hands and knees next to a dandelion and blew away its ethereal quills, remembering how she had done this when she was six years old in the nearby field of her childhood home. She wanted to know what every plant was, and wondered how many of them were the herbs she had been reading about.
 
   What she needed was a really thorough field manual. She wished she had thought to tell Kori to get one while she was in town. Perhaps one day, she would share all this with an extended family. How could anyone see this and not want to live here?
 
   At the far side of the glade, she again entered the envelopment of trees, and, approaching a formidable sycamore, she wrapped her arms around it and pressed her cheek to the smooth bark of her childhood friend. “My tree…” she murmured. While she stood there embracing it—eyes closed, lungs inhaling the visceral scent of the bark—her eyes were brought open abruptly as she felt something crawl into one of her nostrils. 
 
   She stepped back and snorted toward the ground, and wiped the black ant from her upper lip. Pointing to the ant and with a wrathful tone, she shouted, “My tree! Do you hear me? Mine! Stay off it!” she rubbed her nose and added: “Stay outta my nose, too!” Satisfied, she went in search of other organic entities upon which she could shower her affections.
 
   Kori took several bags with her as she came up the steps and shouted for Brenna. She set the sacks on the kitchen table and searched through the house, realizing with every unanswered summons, that Brenna was nowhere near. This realization always made Kori uneasy. If Brenna was not within earshot, she was up to something. If she was up to something, it meant she was in a situation wherein she could harm herself, or expect some sort of assistance. 
 
   Over the last four years, Kori had learned that Brenna never quite understood her own limitations. Although this blind enthusiasm had gotten her first book written and sold, it could be bane in the Ozarks where any manner of project, creature, or terrain could render her unconscious—or worse—enthused about something.
 
   Kori stepped out to the porch and surveyed the outskirts of the yard. Her eyes came full circle to the open tailgate and camper of the truck. She’d either have to unload all these goodies by herself, or wait for Brenna to remember where she lived. Kori went down the steps and stared at the lumber and boxes and sacks stuffed into the small camper shell of the Toyota. Her eyes fell to the 50 pound bag of chicken scratch.
 
   She had made her decision. She reached in and opened the cooler to retrieve a Coors Light, twisted off the lid and settled in the porch swing.
 
   Two leisurely beers later, a ruckus from the chicken coop alerted Kori to Brenna’s emergence from the tree line. She twisted around in the swing to have a look. As Brenna drew nearer, Kori rose to her feet and stepped to the railing beside the swing. Brenna was limping, and the more she came into focus, the more bedraggled she appeared.
 
   Brenna stopped on a sigh at the foot of the side steps behind the swing, a tired, lopsided grin separating a mosquito-bitten chin, and a sunburned nose. She held several varieties of drooping flowers and weeds in each fist, and there was a clump of green moss in her breast pocket. Since Brenna didn’t seem anxious to speak, and since Kori recognized this as a rare phenomenon, Kori cleared the Hops from her throat and asked, “What the hell happened to you?”
 
   Brenna’s grin oozed into an expression of bliss. She closed her eyes. “I’ve been making love to my land.”
 
   Kori looked at the condition of Brenna’s clothing. “Slut.”
 
   “Didn’t you find my note?”
 
   “No.” This response was so much more than monosyllabic. Kori communicated more with body language than words, and Brenna knew she was in the doghouse. Kori always had this thing with leaving notes and calling home whenever the routine was interrupted. It was her way of controlling her environment.
 
   “I put it on the bathroom mirror, because I figured that it would be the first place you’d go when you got home.” Brenna dropped on the top step, laid her flowers on the wood planks and grabbed Kori’s half-full Coors, taking a long guzzle.
 
   “I couldn’t wait until I got home. I stopped along the road and debased some leaves.”
 
   “Hey,” Brenna said in a reprimanding tone. “It may be just leaves to you, but it’s the veranda to some squirrels.”
 
   “You are a squirrel. Don’t get off the subject. I realize you probably didn’t take your cell phone into forest—although you should, for future reference. But next time leave a note to tell me where the other note is.”
 
   “Why don’t you just have the cell phone surgically implanted in the side of my face like you said you were going to?” Brenna had already lost patience with this routine, but couldn’t seem to break the habit that caused the difficulty. Whenever she became absorbed with something, her awareness of the rest of the world, and all the people in it, sort of went away.
 
   “I think I will…or maybe I’ll just nail one of your feet to the porch.”
 
   Brenna ignored her, absorbed in the scratching chickens in the pen across the side yard.
 
   Kori watched Brenna take another sip. “When did you start liking beer?”
 
   Sighing, Brenna turned the front label of the bottle toward Kori as if she were about to do a commercial. “Did you know that beer is made from natural ingredients? Herbs? Did you know this?” She read from the label, “Made from Malted Barley, Cereal Grains, and Hops…Do you realize that God has provided everything we need, right here on this land?”
 
   Kori lifted one eyebrow sardonically. “God provided the ingredients to make beer?”
 
   “That’s not what I mean, dumb-dumb. I mean that we never have to do without. We’ve got resources here.”
 
   “Oh, you mean you found a credit union out there?”
 
   “Kori—” Brenna grabbed Kori’s leg and shook it. “I’m serious. Everyone talks about Eden—about finding paradise, Utopia. Well, guess what? It’s right here under our noses! This is utopia.”
 
   Kori grabbed the beer back, and took a swallow, considering the scratches on Brenna’s arms, the bug bites, the grass and leaves and dirt all over her. The hair on the side of her head was adorned with the torn fragments of a spider web, but Kori decided not to mention this. “I didn’t think utopia was supposed to be so hostile.”
 
   Brenna frowned up at her, uncomprehending.
 
   “Go look in the mirror, darling. And after your shower, come out here and help me unload this truck.”
 
   They made the second trip into town with a fresh list that Brenna had painstakingly prepared. Kori was afraid to get in Brenna’s way when she was on a mission. The casualties were too costly. Brenna had to have just about everything she saw. At Home Depot, their shopping cart was filled with bird feeders, nails, cleaning supplies, screws, hand tools, sorting bins, pegboard sets, and paint. Brenna pushed the metal lumber cart up to the front and leaned on the upright sheets of pegboard and plywood and two-by-fours as Kori pulled out her checkbook. 
 
   While the clerk held up a line of customers to leaf through a three-ring binder; Kori’s finger was poised over the debit console, prepared to punch in her pin number, and Brenna wandered over to the counter next to her. “What’s the problem?” she whispered.
 
   “I asked her a question,” she whispered back.
 
   Brenna nodded knowingly. “Ah.”
 
   Long minutes later, the prices were found, the hefty debit was sucked from her bank card, and the two were on their way to the Wal-Mart Supercenter. There, the spree took two baskets, bulging with goodies. This time, Brenna wrote the check and Kori breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   In the parking lot, Kori handed Brenna the keys. “I have a debit-headache developing. You drive.”
 
   Brenna started the engine and put the truck in gear. “Oh shit,” she muttered, checking her rearview.
 
   Kori winced and turned around. They were kissing the back bumper of an old red GMC Rally Wagon parked behind them. “Damn it, Brenna. Can’t you look in the mirror?”
 
   “I did look in the mirror. I didn’t see that.”
 
   “Well it didn’t just materialize when you looked away.”
 
   Brenna got out to inspect the damage. “I think it’s okay. It hit the rubber.” She looked over at the van. “We should leave a note—”
 
   Just then, the side door opened, and a woman in her forties with curly hair and a tie-dyed shirt and lounge pants stepped out, her hair still wild from sleep.
 
   “Oh crap! Are you okay? I didn’t know anyone was in there.”
 
   “So you only hit the ones that are empty?” The woman said good-naturedly. “I’m fine. You?” 
 
   Brenna glanced at her back bumper. “We’re okay. I’m so sorry—”
 
   “No harm, no foul,” she said amiably.
 
   Then their eyes met and they both recognized each other.
 
   “You’re the woman from—” Brenna began.
 
   “Diversity Weekend. You got a reading.”
 
   “Yeah…wow. Fancy meeting you here.”
 
   Righteous Clementine took in the lumber protruding from the back of the Toyota. “I see you’ve begun construction on your Utopia.”
 
   Brenna laughed. “You could say that. I bought an old farmhouse and fifty acres in rural Eureka Springs. It just dropped in my lap only a couple weeks after I decided I wanted to do this thing.”
 
   Righteous nodded. “Intentions are powerful things. I’m happy for you.”
 
   “Thanks. Hey what are you doing out here? Were you sleeping?”
 
   Kori leaned against the truck and folded her arms, trying to be patient.
 
   “Well, yes, I was having a little nap.”
 
   “Do you live around here?”
 
   “Yes, very close—” she smiled, indicating the van.
 
   “You’re living in your van?”
 
   “I’m on a sabbatical. I like the idea of just seeing where the road takes me.”
 
   “You know, the whole idea of my utopia was to have a place for creative people to go when they needed it. At the very least, you should park on my land until your quest takes you elsewhere. And you’re welcome to have dinner with us tonight and use our shower and everything if you need to.”
 
   Righteous graced her with a mild grin. “That’s a kind offer. I think I’ll accept.”
 
   “Wow, no argument? Most people would say they couldn’t possibly impose.”
 
   “I assume it’s no imposition or you wouldn’t have offered. I accept because it would benefit me as well. We’ve crossed paths twice in a meaningful way. It’s synchronicity. Are you familiar with that?” Righteous asked.
 
   “Yeah, James Redfield wrote about it in the Celestine Prophesy.”
 
   “Yes he did, but actually, the phrase was coined long ago by Carl Jung…”
 
   “You fascinate me.”
 
   Kori rolled her eyes, knowing this could dissolve into an hours-long discussion about every possible configuration of the Universe. “Um, ladies…”
 
   They both turned to look at Kori, not the least concerned that the sun was creeping downward and the outside light was dimming.
 
   Kori made one of her faces that meant she was the only one with a firm grasp of reality. 
 
   Brenna shook herself out of some trance. “Righteous? You want to follow us?”
 
   She nodded as Kori retorted, “Not too close, though…Brenna might back into you.”
 
   Righteous chuckled and headed for the driver’s seat of the Rally.
 
   Kori got in the truck and mumbled, “You can’t get anyone to move to your Utopia, so now you’re scouring parking lots…” 
 
   Righteous helped them unload the second truckful of goodies that day, more than happy to offer manual labor in exchange for some company and a hot shower in a real bathroom. She helped Kori set up the guest bed in the space they had cleared in the middle bedroom, while Brenna prepared a dinner of spaghetti with meat sauce and fresh mushrooms, garlic French bread and salad.
 
   Sitting down to dinner, the three women exchanged the usual banter when strangers become friends. 
 
   “How long have you been giving readings?” Brenna asked, tearing another slice of bread from the loaf and sopping up the sauce with it.
 
   “About ten years. But I like having my quiet time, and things got a little hectic in the city. So I’m just taking some time off to hit some festivals and outdoor events, and enjoy some meditation and recharging.”
 
   “Not much different from my docket,” she said, casting a glance at Kori. “I just started another book and being out here is really good for my creative juices.”
 
   Righteous nodded, forking another bite of pasta into her mouth. “So, Kori, what do you think about all this? I get the impression it’s not exactly your first choice?”
 
   Brenna laughed and Kori grinned. “You could say that. I’m a little more comfortable with high technology. But this has always been a dream of Brenna’s, and I felt like I should at least be a good sport.”
 
   “That’s sweet of you. Not everyone would pick up and make such a huge change. It’s selfless, really.”
 
   The idea seemed a new one to both Brenna and Kori. “Yeah, well…let’s hope I adjust a little better as time goes on.”
 
   Brenna leaned in to see if Righteous needed anything, and then followed Kori into the bedroom. When they finally climbed into bed, Kori was so tired, that turning over for a goodnight kiss seemed an insurmountable task. She would have settled for an I-love-you and an air-kiss. 
 
   Brenna cuddled up close and began to kiss Kori’s neck, seductively. Kori waited patiently for Brenna to become distracted and begin her usual brain-dump about her plans for the next day, and then drift off in mid-sentence. But Brenna’s hand wandered to Kori’s breast, and then down to touch her, intimately.
 
   Kori stilled her hand, whispering, “Number one, I am exhausted. Number two, we have company in the next room.”
 
   “I don’t intend to make you reciprocate, and I think we can both be quiet…” More kisses on the neck, and Kori pushed at her.
 
   “Bren’, I’m just too tired. I’m not in the mood.”
 
   Brenna took her hand away, saying softly, “How long is this dry spell gonna last, Kori?”
 
   She sighed. “There’s a lot going on.”
 
   “Not that much.”
 
   “Brenna—”
 
   “Okay. I hear you. Loud and clear. Sorry to have disturbed you.”
 
   Kori turned over and fought guilt, but sleep continued to pull at her. She was soon off in dreamland, while Brenna lay staring at the stain in the ceiling, listening to the bullfrog that settled outside their window and began to bloat and gurgle.
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   Clearly Not An Alternative
 
   With a cell phone, Micah could manage to drum up some gigs with local bands who needed a sound engineer. She spent almost all the income from a previous set of shows to make that happen. 
 
   Her recent Chapter 7 Bankruptcy insured that a deposit would be required with any new cell service. Oddly, her previous good standing with the local phone company did nothing to decrease the $500 deposit they required from her in order to have cell phone service with them; thus, she went with the popular cell provider, provider because she liked the features and they only required $250 for a deposit.
 
   Her first bill arrived, to the tune of $400. She knew there would probably be taxes and such added to the bill, but since she was expecting the $49.99 monthly charge, this was a bit of a shock. In examining the bill, she noticed that she was being charged for an additional month of service, another phone number, the phone itself (which she did not even purchase from them, but from Radio Shack), a month of service for the other phone number, plus taxes, and another partial deposit.
 
   She spent the next two months trying like crazy to remind the Cellular Demons of a concept called “customer service.” Each time she called the local store, she was confronted with a menu of options. “If you’d like information about this, press one… If you’d like information about that, press two…If you’d like to hear an endless list of our promotions whether you’re interested or not, press three…” she kept waiting for that selection, “If you’d like to speak to a human, press twenty-seven…” But it never came. Once it got to the end of the menu, the honey-dripping voice instructed her to stay on the line to speak to a “customer advocate.” 
 
   She waited, enjoying the strains of Air Supply’s “I’m All Out of Love,” and then Barry Manilow’s “Looks Like We Made it.” She recalled this as her High School Prom theme song. Appropriate, since it was a surprise to most of them and their parents that they graduated at all.
 
   Finally, a “Customer Advocate” answered—not by saying “How may I help you?” like in yesteryear, but, “Your account number, please.” Whether we admit it or not, she thought, we have all become just numbers, like those prisoners you see in old movies in striped shirts with digits across their chests. She didn’t want to give them all her information, preferring to get right to the point. But of course they had to have all her details in order to pull up her account and verify everything she was saying, because, you know, most customers lie through their teeth about everything.
 
   In great, put-upon detail, she described the problem and got very little sympathy, and a whole lot of attitude. She was put on hold several times while the Customer Advocate “researched the problem,” and each time the C.A. returned from this dubious research, she assured Micah, in so many words, that they don’t make those mistakes. Now Micah knew that C.A. stood for Complete Ass. 
 
   The Complete Ass asked her if she had a receipt for the deposit, and she said no (kicking herself) because she had paid in cash. Cash, being a method of currency unrecognizable and non-transferable after the year 1990.
 
   “We always give you a receipt,” the C.A. said haughtily.
 
   Micah told her she received some sort of invoice, but that her deposit was not noted on it. Further, she recounted the fact that after her information was entered that day, their computer system went down, and the clerk had to re-enter everything, and wasn’t it possible that the deposit wasn’t noted the second time?
 
   The Complete Ass didn’t believe this was possible. “Our cash drawers would have been off by that amount if it wasn’t.”
 
   All Micah knew was that she had paid the deposit. And maybe, just maybe, the charge was noted, payment noted, bringing it to zero, then entered as a charge, but not noted as paid the second time. This would be an error in their favor, and therefore resistant to change. 
 
   Money is always the bottom line. Micah’s lack of money was always the norm. Her lack of luck was always the norm, too. It was as if her Guardian Angel was on vacation. 
 
   She had this theory about Guardian Angels. Some of them were good at their jobs, and some weren’t. What she knew about the machinations of heaven, you could fit on the head of a pin, and all that Guardian Angels were really good for was guarding your pin. But at least she knew what the pins were for. They were for gouging out the eyes of some Guardian Angels. Micah lovingly referred to hers as Murphy: as in Murphy’s First Law: Anything that can go wrong, WILL. 
 
   The debate continued with all the other items on the bill, and Micah explained that she had signed up first on the Internet from their web page, but found out later the page was outdated, and no longer counted as a real order. It must have counted somewhere, because she got charged for the first number and all the fees that went along with it. 
 
   The C.A. said she would research the issue and call right back.
 
   Micah listened intently, but never heard the phone ring.
 
   Since she was getting no semblance of customer service, she called back, waded through the tiresome recordings, reached another human, explained it all again, and asked for the number of a district manager. 
 
   Happy to be rid of her, she was given the number, and she promptly hung up to call him. Predictably, she got his voice mail, and left a message, again explaining the problem.
 
   This game of cat and mouse went on for the next few months. Explaining and re-explaining the problem to each new Complete Ass and District Manager, (or D.M., short for Dumbass Man) until she was ready to kill them all. 
 
   Meanwhile, her bill went unpaid, as she refused to send payment until everything was worked out. Her service was disconnected just before a flat tire in the middle of nowhere required the use of her phone to call for help. Naturally, this was necessary because she had a flat spare tire awaiting the emergency in which she could curse it. Micah had to hobble several miles to a pay phone and fill it with change in order to find someone to come fetch her. She had been hoarding that pocket change for an emergency pot pie. 
 
   Eventually, she actually spoke to one of the managers, and he agreed to “meet her halfway” by charging her half the deposit again and one month’s service charge (reminiscent of the cop who was nice enough to give her only two tickets). He assured Micah that the service would be restored if she paid that amount at the local outlet.
 
   At this point, she was endangering the few gigs she had left with local bands, and felt that if she had her service, she could get on with things and eventually get the credit back to her or onto her account. She agreed to pay, albeit under duress. In her head, she quoted Murphy’s Technology Law #16: To err is human, but to really foul things up requires a computer.
 
   So she went down to the store as the District Manager said to, and gave them the cash—everything she could scrape up, including her rolled pennies. After they took her money, they informed her that she had to pay for next month too, or they wouldn’t turn her service on.
 
   She stood there, her system REALLY low on Paxil, and began to feel a little like one of those Postal Workers who show up with an empty conscience and a full clip. 
 
   She said, “I was told by the District Manager that if I came down here and paid this, my service would be turned back on.” The new Complete Ass gave her some slime about “policy” tempered with a really shitty attitude, like Micah was some gutter rat who had the audacity to touch one of their phones—and Micah just lost it. “I want you to call him and verify what I’ve said. And I want you to call him right now.”
 
   “He’s not available right now.”
 
   “How do you know that, until you call?”
 
   “I know he’s out of town.”
 
   “That’s okay, he has a CELL PHONE!” she shouted.
 
   “He’s NOT available,” she said again.
 
   Thinking of Murphy’s Technology Law #13: The first myth of management is that it exists, she asked, REALLY LOUD, “Who’s your supervisor?”
 
   The Compete Ass said that SHE was the supervisor. 
 
   “Yeah? Who’d you sleep with to get the job?”
 
   The look on her face was almost worth all the hassle from the last few months. But her subsequent response was infuriatingly calm. “You can’t have your service ‘til you pay. Next.” —and looked right past Micah to another customer.
 
   It was at this point that she went ballistic. “I want to see a real manager, and I want to see one now!” She went right past the C.A. behind the counter, and started searching the back offices. 
 
   She was aware that she was causing a scene, and that other customers in the store were staring at her, thrilled that they would get to see something as exciting as a “Caught on Tape” episode.
 
   The Complete Ass yelled, “I’m calling the police!”
 
   She yelled back, “Call them! I need to file a report on Theft by Deception!” and she continued to look for a manager. There was no one to be found, and when she came back to the front, the Complete Ass was on the phone with the police.
 
   Micah came perilously close to snatching the receiver from the woman’s hand and beating her with it. When the woman hung up, Micah had decided that she was about to be dealing with another type of cell. Those bunks were a little less that friendly for her back, and she didn’t want to spend the night on one. So she leaned over the counter and got in the C.A.‘s face and whispered in the most sinister voice she could muster, “Watch for me,” and walked out. 
 
   She supposed it was a threat. She didn’t know what else to say. She wanted to have some kind of last word before making her exit. “Caught on Tape” was now quickly turning into an episode of Cops. Bad girl, bad girl, whatcha gonna do…whatcha gonna do when they come for you?
 
   By the time she got to her car, she thought a massive aneurysm was in order. She had earned four tickets, been up to her neck in the red tape and bureaucracy of government offices, totally overwhelmed with chronic pain, sick to death of struggling to get by on sandwiches and coffee and five dollars per week, feeling terribly worthless, victimized and generally sorry for herself. Then she had to deal with this garbage on top of all that. What had she done to deserve such turmoil and hardship? Hadn’t she tried? Hadn’t she kept her chin up and her head down?
 
   On the way home she cursed God, Buddha, Mohammed, Ghandi, Republicans, fertile women, and a couple of Toyotas.
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   Welcome Wagon
 
    
 
   The sound of a Swiss-cheese muffler began to grow louder. Brenna peeked over the porch railing from her work planting wildflowers next to the side steps and saw the green Chevrolet truck bumping its way through the gate and down their dirt driveway. “Kori!” she called toward the front window by the porch swing. “I think Welcome Wagon is here.”
 
   A moment later, Kori emerged from the house, pulling off her work gloves, and mopping the sweat from her face with a bandanna. Righteous peeked through the curtains from her place on the sofa folding freshly washed clothes, as Kori and Brenna met on the porch.
 
   They watched the truck slow; the strains of Loretta Lynn came from the radio in the cab, and they could see one hairy arm resting on the door ledge. The ‘87 Chevy four by four came to a stop, its brakes shrieking, and Coal Miner’s Daughter went away as he turned off the ignition.
 
   The two women exchanged meaningful glances as the man emerged from the cab and slammed the door behind him. “How do, ladies?”
 
   Brenna pulled off her gloves. “What can we do for ya?”
 
   “I’m your neighbor over the hill—” He jerked a thumb in the general direction of the knoll. “Name’s Harvey Hunsicker. The wife told me you’un borried the phone a piece back. Is the man a’ the house around?” He spat a stream of tobacco juice upon the dirt, and swirled a brown clump to the other side of his mouth.
 
   Brenna was too late to stifle a grimace. “I’m afraid not. Can we help you?”
 
   “Well—” he hitched up his pants with one hand. “So ya’ll bought this place from Ralph Pate.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   Harvey Hunsicker spat again and knuckled a tobacco dribble before it made the trip down his chin. “Just the house, here?” he nodded toward it.
 
   “The house and all fifty acres,” Brenna loved the way that felt coming out of her mouth.
 
   Harvey rubbed the stubble on his jaw, a bit disappointed. Brenna was sure that he was after the land and had realized he missed his chance. “When yer husband gets back, tell ‘im he’s welcome to come have a beer over at the house.”
 
   Kori moved to lean against the post at the top of the steps. “We don’t have a husband.”
 
   Harvey’s bushy brow lifted. “Oh. Mighty sorry to hear that, Ma’am.”
 
   “We’re not,” Brenna said evenly.
 
   Kori, always the one to salvage a rude moment, moved to put an arm around Brenna. “Me and Sis are all that’s left since Mama and Daddy passed on.”
 
   As Brenna tried not to roll her eyes too noticeably, Harvey’s eyes seemed to brighten. “Yer sisters, then. Well, if you girls need anything at all, I’m right over that knoll. Just holler.” He hitched up his pants again, as they nodded. Moving toward the truck, Brenna noticed the gun rack over the back seat. She thought that was a stereotype, but like all stereotypes, they come from somewhere true. 
 
   He patted the one faded green fender on the driver’s side. “Shore am glad to get rid a’ that porch monkey, I tell ya.”
 
   Brenna frowned, “Excuse me?”
 
   “The nigger that lived here before ya’ll. I hope you got lots a soap. They’s a nasty bunch.” He punctuated his remark with another stream of brown tobacco juice, which bulls-eyed a faded Grape Nehi bottle cap.
 
   Kori took a deep breath, recalling the condition of Harvey’s dwelling—and for that matter, the condition of his wife. Brenna ground her teeth and Kori squeezed her closer, as if to prevent her from taking flight like a Harpy after a meal. “I think we’ll manage.”
 
   Satisfied with his neighborly duties, Harvey climbed back into the Chevy, which Harvey pronounced, “Chivy,” and cranked up George Jones as he backed up and pulled down the drive.
 
   Kori turned and started into the house, tossing out satirically, “Lovely man.”
 
   “Charming,” Brenna added, following her inside.
 
   Righteous placed the girls’ folded clothes in the basket and sequestered her own in a mesh bag. “Colorful neighbors you have,” she grinned.
 
   Kori sighed, “The fun never ends.”
 
   “Brenna…” Righteous began. “When you came for a reading, we talked about that idea of yours to build a little community here on your land. What happened to that?”
 
   Brenna cast a glance in Kori’s direction, expecting some derisive remark, but she just moved to the living room to turn on the new satellite and get a fix of CNN.
 
   “Well, I couldn’t talk any of our friends into uprooting themselves.”
 
   “Well, I don’t have many roots. Would you be willing to sell me a small plot out here?”
 
   Brenna’s eyes brightened as she took a seat on the chair across from Righteous. “For real?”
 
   “Well, yes. I want to rent out my little house in Bentonville, and have always wanted to move to Eureka. Would you have any objection if I had the home center deliver one of those little barns? I want to renovate one of those into a one room cabin. If you’d like to sell me a small parcel of your land, out there in the woods somewhere—”
 
   “Wow.” Brenna had to absorb the thought. Her first homesteader. “That’s great. Just look around and pick out a spot you like, and I’ll help you however I can.”
 
   “Cool. I’m gonna go into town and have them deliver the building and set it up.”
 
   Kori turned in her chair and interjected, “Just like that?”
 
   Righteous stood. “Just like that. I have a little stash, and my nephew and his wife need a little starter home for a while. They’ve been begging me to rent my house to them. It’s really too big for me, anyway, and I travel around so much, I don’t need that much room.” She headed for the door, grabbing her bag. “I’ll be back later. You two need anything from the store?”
 
   The two women looked at each other, a bit stunned. “Um…” Brenna started. “Can’t think of anything right now.”
 
   “Okay then. See you two later.” Righteous pushed open the door and was gone. They heard her start up the Rally and pull down the drive.
 
   Momentarily, Brenna got her wits back. “See? I told you it would work. It was just a matter of time.”
 
   “Good for you, Brenna.” Kori picked up the remote and changed the channel to Court TV, but a message came on screen that it wasn’t available with her package. “Dammit. When are they going to add Court TV to this thing?”
 
   “Do you miss it that badly?” At the table, she turned the page in her Writer’s Digest. 
 
   “Yes, I’m addicted.” Kori came into the kitchen for a beer. “And it’s your fault.” She twisted the cap off the Coors. “You got me hooked on it when you were researching that book that had all the forensics in it.”
 
   “I’ll see if I can find another provider that carries it. I might need it for another book.”
 
   “Oh, you’ll get it if it’s for you, but not if it’s for me?” She reached over and pretended to pinch her, only turning the fabric of her T-shirt.
 
   “Don’t get your panties in a wad, that’s not how I meant it.” 
 
   Kori swallowed another gulp of beer and leaned over Brenna’s shoulder. “What’s the next book gonna be about?”
 
   “Well I’m working on two. One fiction, one non-fiction.” Brenna scanned the article about plotting.
 
   “What’s the non-fiction one?”
 
   “I think I’m going to write about lesbian relationships.”
 
   Kori thought about that for a minute. “Was that some sort of veiled hint?”
 
   Brenna craned her neck to look at Kori. “Would you get me a club soda?”
 
   Kori made a face and went to retrieve the bottle for her. She set it on the table near Brenna’s arm and returned to her chair in front of the TV, and began scrolling through the menu.
 
   Brenna was not about to engage Kori about their lack of intimacy. Kori had no answers, and Brenna was tired of asking. Hopefully it would work itself out. While she didn’t like the feeling that she had to make certain concessions, it was necessary to do so in any relationship. One concession she was not good at was the smoking.
 
   She congratulated herself for the clever way she had hidden her most recent pack of cigarettes in a Ziploc bag in the garbage disposal. Kori’s aversion to domestic duties assured Brenna that the cigarettes were safe there for now.
 
   “Hey, that forsythia bush next to the side steps keeps slapping me in the face. See this?” She leaned forward to show Kori the welts on her forehead and cheek. “It’s overgrown. I hate it. Can you take care of that sometime today so I can finish planting those flowers?”
 
   Kori nodded, holding the cold beer to her forehead.
 
   “I was thinking, maybe we ought to put a lock on that gate. Anyone could come through it—”
 
   “And did,” Kori stressed. “But if we lock it, your new homesteaders won’t be able to come through.” Kori wandered over to reassess the areas of the wall where she had been putting painter’s putty in the nail holes.
 
   “We could hook it up like an electronic gate with an intercom and a release buzzer.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said smartly. “Then we could build a moat and put alligators in it to devour all the Fundies that drop in.”
 
   Brenna huffed. “Don’t make fun of me, I’m just brainstorming.”
 
   “Go storm outside. Your flowers could use the water.” She picked up the putty knife with a glob of white goo.
 
   “I might bring the hose in here and water you,” she threatened.
 
   Kori lifted the putty knife with a huge dollop on it. “Don’t make me use this.”
 
   Later, Righteous returned with news that her barn would be delivered in a few days. They sat at the table and enjoyed a passionate discussion about the meaning of life, the meditative value of living in the country, and the patent absurdity of societal norms. Brenna admitted that she was more suited to a bit of isolation, since her propensity for conflict with those norms tended to get her in trouble. Righteous told her that ultimately, one had to be true to the self, and Brenna was quick to agree.
 
   Kori could see that the two women were developing an easy rapport. “You guys are two peas in a pod.” 
 
   Righteous knew that rapport was a thing sprung from observation. Brenna’s passion for her dream, and enthusiasm for the process was an easy thing to see. She had been paying attention to the little details that Brenna spoke of, appreciated her enthusiasm for everything she attempted. Later, she accepted the gift of Brenna’s last book, inscribed with a thank you for helping out around the house and homage to the wonders of synchronicity. 
 
   Righteous promised to begin reading it that very night.
 
   After a supper of baked chicken and vegetables, they cleared the dishes, and Righteous went outside to read Brenna’s novel by porch light.
 
   While Brenna wiped the table with a sponge, Kori held a bowl of creamed corn up and said, “Do you want to keep this? We have so many leftovers in the fridge now, we’ll never eat it all.”
 
   “There’s not much left,” she said, looking at the shadow on the bowl. “Just toss it.” She went back to sponging.
 
   Kori walked over to the sink. “Does the garbage disposal work?”
 
   An alarm went off in Brenna’s head. “No!” she shouted, dropping the sponge and a handful of crumbs.
 
   Kori paused, turning her head to look at Brenna curiously, her hand poised on the disposal switch. “It’s broken?”
 
   “Yeah. We’ll never get it cleaned out if you put it in there.”
 
   “I thought I heard you use it last night—”
 
   Gears turning. Gears turning. Oil! More oil! the friction was causing too much heat. “It stopped working. We should give it to the chickens. No sense letting it go to waste.” She moved over to the sink and elbowed Kori out of the way, ostensibly to wash out the sponge she had retrieved from the floor.
 
   Kori looked down into the bowl. “It’s creamed corn, Bren’.”
 
   “So what? Chickens like it. I read that somewhere. Why don’t you dash out there and throw it in the pen?” She continued to rinse the sponge, over and over, though the water from it now ran clear.
 
   Kori shook her head with a frown and headed toward the door with the bowl.
 
   When Brenna heard the screen slap against the frame, she plunged her hand through the thin rubber flaps, seized the plastic bag and wiggled it free of the hole. Just a few seconds, she thought, looking around frantically for another hiding place. The oven…no… the canisters…no…She heard Kori mount the steps, stuffed the bag under her shirt, then pulled it out again, still searching the room. She heard the screen door come open and slam behind Kori. Shit! She rolled the bag around the pack and stuffed it into her cleavage just as Kori came up behind her, and set the bowl in the sink.
 
   “There. The chickies now have creamed corn. It sort of melted into the dirt, though. I don’t think they’ll eat it.”
 
   “Chickens will eat anything,” Brenna said, thinking, and chickens will do anything to hide their guilt, too.
 
   Kori brushed past Brenna and paused. She slipped her arms around Brenna’s waist from behind and Brenna stiffened glancing down at the corner of the yellow-and-blue-makes-green corner of the baggie. Kori kissed her on the neck and then headed for her chair, dropping into it and grabbing the remote control for the TV.
 
   Brenna sighed heavily, and strolled past Kori as she flipped between channels, likely looking for some news program she had yet to see. 
 
   Brenna went out to the porch with Righteous, trying to figure out a new home for her cigarettes, knowing she would not be able to smoke one, now, unless she went for a long walk. She was much too weary for that. For all her cleverness, she could not even reap the reward.
 
   So she sat in the rocker next to Righteous and closed her eyes, listening to the crickets play their little leg-violins.
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   Long Gay’s Journey Into Spite
 
    
 
    
 
   The next few weeks were surreal. Micah still had this pervasive feeling that all was not right with her universe. Everything that she was afraid of seemed to happen; decidedly a karmic thing, though for what cosmic transgression, she could not be certain. But these two weeks served as an example of what her life had become. 
 
   Without exception, she had trouble sleeping, since she was usually up all night and slept during the day, and all the animals in the house woke her after about four hours of sleep.
 
   Gizmo began coughing and wheezing so much that she had to raid the stash of gig money she’d been hoarding and take him to the vet. It turned out to be a throat infection. That cost about $53, which was exactly all she had except some change. And she couldn’t even afford to go to the doctor herself. When he started feeling better, he got hyper and began to drive her crazy with his canine enthusiasm. 
 
   The insurance she finally got on her van was more than the original quote because she was uninsured and had those four tickets. So she had to get Sherry to give the Revenue Office a check number of hers over the phone, in exchange for cash to Sherry, so Micah could get her tags the next day. She had to pay $71 initially, and the payment was $53 per month instead of the original $32.
 
   The day after that, her roomies swung by to pick her up to go to get her tags, and she was exhausted and since she’d had only four and a half hours sleep in three days. The two wound up hitting a pot hole and blowing a tire on the car on their way back from their own errands, and had to keep calling Micah over and over because she was so comatose she couldn’t hear the phone. 
 
   Finally she did wake up, and had to go get them and bring the toolbox with a lug nut wrench they needed. Then the spare was flat and she had to go get Fix-a-Flat for that.
 
   They returned to the house, and changed cars and went to Benton, while Micah became increasingly fearful that this Dark Thing on her head was contagious and thought maybe she should stay away from everyone. 
 
   In Benton, she was starving and they stopped at Jerry Van Dykes’s soda shop. She had to send her burned burger back to the kitchen three times, and the last one was a bit better but not great, and the lady still charged her for it. She might have spit in it as well.
 
   At the Revenue office, she did, in fact owe Personal Property taxes for the last year—so she had to shell out $39 for that before she could get her assessment. Thankfully, she didn’t own much of value. And of course, the Revenue Office only accepted money orders, so they had to drive down the street to Harvest Foods in Benton to get one.
 
   Then she got the bitch-from-hell for a clerk (another Complete Ass on the loose) and she wouldn’t accept her insurance on the policy number, and Geico had faxed it to roommate, Sherry’s office after she left work for the day. So Micah had Sherry call her office and have them fax it to her at the Revenue Office. There was a $25 penalty for expired tags, so it cost Micah $53 to get those.
 
   On the way back home from Benton, Micah laid down in the back seat to try to catch a cat nap and that Barney-cop nearly ran them off the road on his way to some call with his lights on. No doubt there was a serious domestic dispute between Ma and Pa Kettle about whether they should watch Bass Fishing or Jerry Springer.
 
   Micah’s bank account was all screwed up and she bounced another series of checks, which cost her every bit of her government check that month in insufficient funds fees. It was hard to handle money that didn’t exist.
 
   The next morning, she was trying to catch up on this elusive sleep, and of course that was too much to ask. The morning song birds became a bit overzealous, and forgot to sing, instead shrieking and doing so right outside her window. The dogs barked and pestered her, the cats knocked stuff in the floor, and then Gizmo threw up on the sheet beside her so she had to get up, remove the bedding and put it in the wash.
 
   Then when she let him outside, he ran over to the neighbor’s dog pen and barked like an insane thing, until she had to get dressed, go out into the cold and bring him back on the leash. Then she found later that he had thrown up in several other spots around the house. Maybe it was a delayed reaction to the Xanax he’d had as a snack. Micah suspected that the cats were knocking the pills into floor on purpose, hoping he’d O.D. If anyone deserves to O.D. in this house, it’s me, Micah thought.
 
   Then Frasier the cat did a really bad number again in the litter box, so she had to clean that up, and on her way to wash her hands, she knocked a glass in the floor and broke it.
 
   After cleaning up the glass, she was washing her hands, and made the mistake of looking up into the mirror. There was another boil sprouting on her chin. She saw the irony in steaming her face over BOILing water, and used witch hazel and took three L-lysine. Maybe I can HEAD it off. Or maybe I can just cut my HEAD off. That’s a good way to lose ten pounds.
 
   It was as if the universe was misaligned. She continued to feel that she’d created some bad karma that was now haunting her. 
 
   Note To Self: Place a call to Dr. Kavorkian.
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   The Hound of the Berryville
 
    
 
    
 
   Some people are awakened by thoughts of grand creativity. Others are awakened by a fear of botched responsibility. And some people’s motivation resides in an entirely different area.
 
   It’s possible. Might be too much to hope for… although they’ve had four days to process my subscription…Kori rolled over and squinted at the red digital numbers. Six-thirty. It sure would be nice to read the Sunday paper over a fresh cup of coffee…
 
   She couldn’t stand it any longer. Careful not to wake Brenna, who was snoring softly (even though she always swore up and down that she did not snore), Kori slipped out of bed and headed for the front door.
 
   Outside, Skeeter was napping on the planks. He turned his large eyes her direction once, then closed them again. “Worthless,” she said to him.
 
   In the driveway, about halfway between the house and the front gate, illuminated in the glow of dawn, was the fat yellow polybag, just touched with dew. She clapped her hands together and started down the steps. 
 
   Cursing, she stopped to pull a sticker from her foot, and when she looked up, there was an awful-looking dog standing there. Right beside her paper.
 
   “Shoo!” she said, but the mutt braced himself on all fours and watched her, unwavering. “Git!” she said, swatting the air graphically. Skeeter rolled his eyes in the little dog’s direction, back at Kori, then closed them again. The cur remained, his wiry hair a composite of dirt-brown, egg-white, and rusty-orange. The little dog was stout with short legs and a long body, somewhat like a dachshund, a terrier, and a bulldog, all mixed together. She stepped forward, and he crouched. She stopped. He growled. She stepped toward him again, and he leaned down and caught the polybag in his teeth, dragging the paper backward through the dirt. Kori felt something wild rise in her chest. “Put my paper down, you ugly varmint!”
 
   The dog took a better hold of the bag, picked it up, turned, and began to trot in the opposite direction. He kept his head turned slightly to one side, so that he could use part of his shoulder to support his prize. The heavy yellow bundle bounced along, the weight of it banging into the mutt’s orange Brillo-pad shoulder.
 
   Kori ignored the pain of the stickers and rocks and tore out after him. Skeeter’s head came up as Kori rushed by his end of the porch. The chase ended at the fence line near the entry gate, when the dog darted under the barbed wire, and the bag and paper were torn from his mouth. In her zeal to apprehend the criminal, Kori fell into the barbed wire, and was slung unceremoniously to her rear end. He zipped through the under-growth and disappeared into the woods at the other side of the access road.
 
   Kori pushed herself up, wincing at her collection of puncture wounds, and pulled the paper off the fence, where it dangled only half-covered by the yellow plastic. There was a deep laceration on the front page, but she had at least gotten her beloved paper from that stupid mutt.
 
   When she climbed the porch steps again, Skeeter was sitting on his haunches, watching her with dispassionate interest. “What good are ya, Skeeter?” The hound licked his chops and groaned on a sigh, continuing to stare at her as she went inside.
 
   Brenna was hanging up the phone. “That was Righteous—” she saw Kori’s condition. “What the hell happened to you?”
 
   “I’ve been making love to your land…”
 
   She laughed. “What?”
 
   “No. There’s an ornery little dog out there who likes my morning paper as much as I do.”
 
   “So, what happened?”
 
   “He took off with it, and I chased him.”
 
   Brenna came forward to look more closely at the cuts on Kori’s bare legs. “How did you get these gouges?”
 
   “Barbed wire fence.”
 
   “Ouch. How did you—”
 
   Kori cut her off. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “What did Righteous call about?” Kori headed for the kitchen, poured herself a cup of coffee and sat at the table.
 
   Brenna joined her with her own cup. “She said she’s got her plumbing all hooked up in the little barn-thing. Oh, and that she’s going to hang a sign over the door that says barn-thing.” She cackled. “But she also wanted to tell us about a dream that woke her up this morning—well, she called it a vision.”
 
   “Naturally.” Kori was perusing the headlines on the front page. “What did she see this time?”
 
   “She saw the Bubba’s on the knoll.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The Bubba’s. That’s what she called them. She said ‘just your basic, b-flat Bubba’s.’ She is convinced that they are spying on us from the knoll.”
 
   Kori looked over Brenna’s shoulder in that direction. “Is that so?” Momentarily, her attention was drawn back to the paper, and she turned the page, sipping coffee.
 
   Brenna squirmed in her seat and jiggled a leg. “So where’s our binoculars?”
 
   Kori looked up. “You can’t resist, can you?”
 
   “Well, Righteous has been right more times than she’s been wrong. Especially when she dreams it.”
 
   Kori went back to her reading. “They’re in that box in the hall closet with the camping stuff.”
 
   Brenna shot out of her chair and down the hall. When she got back to the window and focused the binoculars, she could see the top of Harvey’s head. “They’re here—” she sang, mocking the line from Poltergeist. “Looks like three of them.”
 
   Kori popped her paper upright. “As long as they keep their distance.”
 
   Brenna lowered the binoculars and shook her head. “I guess we can’t run naked in the yard, after all.”
 
   “It would have shock value, though, wouldn’t it?”
 
   Brenna turned to look at her. “I’d rather come up with something else. I caused quite a stir the last time I exposed myself.” She sighed. “Well, if you don’t mind, I’m going to do some writing. I’m so relieved to have my office all set up again. I’ve got to get something done, now.”
 
   “It’s the only way I’ll get through the paper,” Kori offered dryly.
 
   Brenna went over and grabbed Kori’s ears. “Sometimes I could just jerk the ears off the side of your head!”
 
   “Sometimes I could just stitch your lips together!” came Kori’s rebuttal.
 
   Brenna kissed her on the neck and disappeared into her office. By the time Kori ambled out to the chicken coop to feed the brood, it was almost eight-thirty. Her fine feathered friends were not too happy with her. Forgiveness came swiftly, though, when she dipped a pan full of corn from the metal trash can and scattered it on the ground. She had an image of it melting into the dirt like that creamed corn. They were happily pecking away at the dry version, as Kori headed for the faucet to turn the water on into the hose.
 
   Preoccupied with a leak at the end of the spray nozzle, Kori did not notice the hen until it was almost a foot away from her. She gasped in surprise and looked over at the pen. There were no obvious holes in the wire. She looked down at the fat white chicken, scratching the grass and catching leaping bugs. “How did you get out, Miss Priss?” she asked the hen. Brenna had, by then, named all the chickens. This one was Miss Priss.
 
   The chicken cocked one eye at her, and then continued to scratch and snare insects.
 
   Kori waved her hands. “Shoo! Back in the pen, now, you overgrown parakeet. Shoo!”
 
   The chicken started in that direction, without an ounce of urgency, obviously intent on catching every bug in her path on the way back.
 
   Kori marched over to the pen and opened the gate a little, before returning to the other side of the hen. “Shoo!” Kori waved her hands again.
 
   Just then, the chicken lifted her head in alarm and squawked as a streak of brown rushed up to her. The hen squawked again and catapulted a few feet in the air, wings flapping wildly. Kori saw the brown streak turn and dash back toward the hen. It was that mutt again.
 
   “You little shit!” Kori shouted.
 
   The mutt skidded to a halt and sat down, panting and watching her from a few yards away.
 
   “You stay right there—” she pointed a commanding finger at him, then herded the chicken toward the pen. The hen turned just before it got to the gate, and headed for the front yard. Kori circled it and began herding again. The chicken cooperated for a few seconds then veered off toward the side yard. Kori growled and stood with her hands on her hips.
 
   The mutt raced past her and circled the hen, trotting back and forth until the chicken headed for the pen. Kori watched in surprise as the hen squeezed through the gate into the pen. She hurried over to secure the gate and turned to look at the little dog.
 
   The mutt sat down and watched her, panting, saliva dripping from his little pink tongue. Kori considered this new development with mixed emotions. “That was impressive,” she told the dog. “But we’re not hiring.”
 
   The little dog barked at her and raced into the woods.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

13
 
   The Haven’t-Heard-Froms
 
    
 
    
 
   There were two calls from Felicia. The first one she saw on the call box, and didn’t answer because she was half asleep and couldn’t process that information. The next time she left a message saying to call her. She sounded normal, if motherly and a bit arrogant—her usual self. 
 
   Some people are just oblivious little steam-rollers with their own agenda and an opinion about how everyone else should run their lives, when usually, their lives are in shambles. Engaging a person like this was likely to put Micah over the edge. She couldn’t take any more stressors by then. She had removed so many toxic people from her life, and found out who her friends were and were not. And the friends she did wish to keep, she feared lost because she was such a pathetic soul and she didn’t wish to inflict herself on someone she actually cared about. At least Sherry understood. 
 
   So she called Sherry at work. “Guess who called me?”
 
   She said, “Tyler.”
 
   Micah said, “No, it’s someone I haven’t heard from in a long time. Guess again.”
 
   “Your Dad?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Your mother?”
 
   “NO.”
 
   “Your brother?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Ann?”
 
   “No.” Micah banged the phone on the desk. “Shit.”
 
   Sherry laughed. “Candy?”
 
   “No.” At this point Micah was getting a little depressed that there were so many folks on that haven’t-heard-from list.
 
   She was still trying. “Debra?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Robin?”
 
   “Dammit. No.” They were both kind of laughing. “This is really sad.”
 
   Sherry thought of another old friend. “Leeann?”
 
   “No…God! FELICIA…You know, God, Felicia.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You know…friend of twenty years. Had a falling out, after she insisted on paying to fix my van as ‘her gift to me,’ then demanded the money back when she disagreed with my plan for my life. She thought I should put everything in storage, drive to Colorado to start a band with Della and live in my van until we became rock stars…”
 
   “Oh, the psycho-woman. I never would have guessed that.”
 
   Not that she didn’t try.
 
   After hanging up, Micah considered the implications. Were all these people abandoning her? Or was she abandoning them? Were they toxic to her? Or was she toxic to them? Admittedly, she was not having a good life right now, and most people didn’t want to deal with the drama in someone else’s life. They were too busy dealing with their own. But wasn’t that what friends did? Support each other in hard times? If the situation were reversed, would Micah have avoided contact? Perhaps. She’d like to think she would try to be supportive, but only if she had enough energy to deal with it. So maybe that was it. Maybe in order to be there for someone, you had to have enough serenity. Did she know anyone who was serene?
 
   Maybe Sherry.
 
   And that answered the question.
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   The Burning Bush
 
    
 
    
 
   She was sleeping so soundly that Brenna could not resist. Quietly, she rolled out of bed and crept through the darkness. Just in time, she recalled the squeaky hinges on the screen door, and made a side-trip to the kitchen for the WD-40. A quick squirt on both hinges solved the problem and she stepped onto the porch. 
 
   Sliding back into the porch swing, she reached underneath the seat and pulled the pack from its hiding place between the slats. She lit one with the matches stuffed into the cellophane and enjoyed a long pull.
 
   The knoll was barely perceptible in the light of the half-moon, and Brenna listened to the chirping of some lovesick cricket, a crooning bobwhite, and the whisper of the wind through the trees as it called to her: smoking is good… smoking is good…This was her idea of paradise. Why did enjoyable things like smoking always seem to be unhealthy? It certainly didn’t feel unhealthy to Brenna. 
 
   A sound in the yard got Brenna’s attention. Something was out there. Straining to see into the darkness, Kori’s nemesis strolled into the light from the porch.
 
   “Hey little guy,” she said, sitting down on the steps. She smooched at him, and he came over to her and sat down so she could pet him. There was an I.D. tag on his collar, and Brenna squinted at it. The letters had long since rubbed off, but she could still see the city name: Berryville. “Is that where you’re from, boy? Did you run away from home?” He licked her hand and she patted his head. The Hound of the Berryville… guess I’ll call you Hob for short.”
 
   She got up and retrieved some kibble from Skeeters bowl and gave it to the mutt, who accepted it hungrily. “You can share Skeeter’s food anytime you want, okay?”
 
   He sneezed, moving to the bottom step to lie down.
 
   Brenna climbed the steps and moved around the swing to the edge of the porch, gazing out at the side yard toward the chicken pen. The hens were nestled quietly in their boxes, the roosters on perches. She lifted an overgrown Forsythia limb festooned with yellow blossoms, and tossed the spent cigarette off the end of the planking. As she turned, a whooshing startled her, and when she turned back, the bush at the end of the porch was in flames. 
 
   She ran around the side of the house, turned on the spigot and snatched up the business end of the water hose, rushing back toward the conflagration, but hooking the hose on  a stump, falling down, freeing it, and continuing in panicked frustration. Mashing the sprayer handle, she doused the flames that had now taken hold of the end of the porch. Presently, the water oozed the flames into a burning puddle toward the porch steps. She continued to drench the burning puddle, gaining all kinds of respect for fire fighters, until finally the danger was past.
 
   Dropping the hose, she paused to hold the swing chain for support as she stared at the end of the charred porch.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” a sleepy voice inquired.
 
   Brenna tensed and closed her eyes in dread, dropping the hose on the planks. “There was a small fire. It’s okay. I put it out. Go back to bed.”
 
   Kori moved around the swing and studied the condition of the bush and the edge of the porch. She turned back and caught Brenna’s guilty expression. “You were smoking.”
 
   “I quit, remember?” Sometimes it was possible to avoid a lie by making a true statement.
 
   “I smell smoke.”
 
   She pointed. “The porch was on fire—” Sometimes it was possible to do it more than once.
 
   “You were smoking. You’ve been smoking for weeks, now, haven’t you?” Kori had folded her arms and taken on that motherly tone.
 
   Foiled again. “Just one.”
 
   Kori glanced over her shoulder. “It seemed to be enough, Mrs. O’Leary.” Kori was often surprisingly witty.
 
   “Actually, they reopened that investigation and found that it wasn’t Mrs. O’Leary’s fault after all—”
 
   “Spare me.”
 
   “Anyway, I don’t understand why it just went up—”
 
   “It might have something to do with the gasoline I put on that bush today.”
 
   “Gasoline? Are you crazy?”
 
   “You kept griping about that bush slapping you in the face all the time, so I was trying to kill it.”
 
   “Yeah, but Kori—gasoline! That’s dangerous.” Sometimes it was possible to deflect guilt by indicting someone else.
 
   “I wasn’t throwing lit cigarettes on it, you were.”
 
   Sometimes not. “Okay. I was smoking. So what? I’m not smoking a pack a day anymore.”
 
   “Yeah, only a pack a night.”
 
   “Not true.” She looked at the smoldering Forsythia. “You could have just trimmed it, you know.”
 
   “Yes, but I know that if you hate something, it must die.”
 
   Brenna plopped in the swing and Kori joined her. “Did you learn a lesson? I mean, you could have burned the house down.”
 
   Brenna leaned back. “I’m just trying to please YOU, dearest.”
 
   “It’s paid for, smart aleck. The damage is done. Now I’m interested in protecting my investment.”
 
   “Are you talking about the house or me?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “I’ll be good. Don’t beat me. I learned my lesson. Okay? Besides, it wasn’t your investment, it was mine.”
 
   Kori shot her an odd look. “Are you going to start reminding me of that all the time?”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that—”
 
   Kori got up and started for the door.
 
   “Thanks for being so understanding.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” she mumbled, slamming the screen door on her way in.
 
   But at least the door didn’t squeak. And it wasn’t on fire. 
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   No Good Deed Goes Unpunished
 
    
 
    
 
   She had been lucky enough to have a roof over her head for a whole year. She didn’t feel too guilty about it, since she had done the same for Sherry when she needed a place to stay some years ago. And she was like her sister, anyway. The one she never had. Except for the fact that they had slept together. Several times.
 
   But all good things must come to an end. She had become privy to a situation that was to be her demise.
 
   One Saturday, while Sherry was working some overtime, her girlfriend had a little friend over and they seemed a bit too friendly. When Micah passed by the living room, Sherry’s girlfriend, Tracy, nonchalantly asked her what she was doing. Micah said she was making coffee. Tracy asked, “Does that generally wake you up or make you go to sleep?”
 
   Odd question, that. But she was too ragged to care. She said it just depended on how tired she was; that no amount of caffeine could wake her if she was exhausted enough to sleep. But she intended to try, coffee or not. She mostly needed it to get rid of her headache.
 
   The next time she came into the living room, they had disappeared into the bedroom. She checked the door out of curiosity and it was locked. She tried not to make too much of it, and continued with her chores. 
 
   While putting in a load of laundry, Micah could hear them in the master bath, which was situated on the other side of the laundry room wall. The bath water was running, they were splashing and giggling. Dur. 
 
   She now felt honor bound to let Sherry know that her beloved had another in their bed—or at least in their tub. And how stupid was it for Tracy to do that while Micah was there, anyway? Did she think I wouldn’t notice?
 
   After Micah called with the Infidelity Newsflash, Sherry jetted home, throwing gravel in the drive, and tried to burst in on them, but of course, she was stymied by the locked door. She pounded on it and demanded entry, and Tracy said, “Wait a minute!” and it took her a good five minutes to finally get the door open. 
 
   Her significant other was in a T-shirt and underwear. The other girl was in the bed, obviously shirtless. Couldn’t they at least try to go through the motions of pretending they were dressed all along?
 
   When Sherry asked them why they weren’t dressed, her girlfriend said, “It’s hot in here.”
 
   Did she think that was a plausible answer? 
 
   “Well did you think of turning up the air?” Sherry asked, fuming. She stepped back out and was trying to regain her composure and Micah suggested she haul the other girl out by her nipples and toss her in the yard.
 
   So, long story short, Sherry finally decided to break up and she had to move out, since the house was in her ex’s name, spurred by the announcement that her ex had invited that girl to move in with them. Weirdness.
 
   So then, Micah had only two weeks to find another place to go.
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   The Last Take-up
 
    
 
    
 
   “Here’s your spline, spline roller, and awl,” Kori said, dropping the items one by one on the old brown Army-issue towel that lay crumpled upon the wood planks of the porch. “I felt stupid asking the guy at the hardware store, but he knew exactly what they were.”
 
   “Great!” Brenna clapped her hands together and reached for the torn screen door that she had removed and leaned against the decrepit railing.
 
   Kori carried another armload of sacks up the front steps and paused over Brenna, already at work on the screen. “Do you know what you’re doing?”
 
   Brenna gave her a irritable expression. “Of course. I told you I’ve done my research on this. I Googled it. This little rubber gasket do-hickey is called a spline—” she explained, prying it out of the groove around the screen with the awl. I just replace this ancient aluminum screen with some of this new nylon screen.” Kori shifted the sacks for a better hold, as Brenna continued, “Why nylon, you ask? Well, see, it has better solar penetration.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Kori said, lifting her eyebrows suggestively.
 
   “That just means that more sunlight can come through it,” Brenna went on. “And this is the little roller that puts the spline back in.” She held the tool up proudly.
 
   “I’ll make us some lunch,” Kori said evenly, carrying the packages inside.
 
   Brenna sighed. She hadn’t seen much of Kori lately. This was the first Saturday in a while that Kori hadn’t gone in to work overtime. Since returning to her job from vacation time, and making the roundtrip into Fayetteville each day, it was little more than a hello and an air-kiss before Kori watched the news and then went to bed. They hadn’t had sex in so long, that Brenna was having fantasies about the UPS guy.
 
   Resolving to open a discussion about that very thing today—not fantasies about the UPS guy, but their own sex life—she bent back to repairing the screen. 
 
   An hour later, Brenna sat back and congratulated herself on a job well done. The screen was replaced, and she would only need one Band-Aid this time. She squeezed the puncture made by the awl atop her thumb, and wiped away the blood absently. When she lifted her head again, she noticed the movement from the direction of the knoll. Someone was headed toward her on horseback. As the horse drew nearer, Brenna could see that the rider was a young woman with short blond hair, clad in faded, ripped jeans and a T-shirt. Brenna thought she bore a striking resemblance to the actress, Mary Stuart Masterson, from her role in Fried Green Tomatoes.
 
   As the woman urged the animal close to the porch, Brenna stood and wiped her palms on the front of her jeans. “Hello…” she offered cautiously.
 
   The young woman grinned with one corner of her mouth and continued to smack at a wad of pink gum. “Hi.”
 
   Brenna noticed that the T-shirt the woman was wearing had the image of a hot air balloon on it with the words Up Up and Away written below it. “Thought I’d come see what all the hoopla was about.” 
 
   Her country accent was strong, and Brenna tried not to seem entertained by it. “The hoopla?”
 
   The woman patted the chestnut’s neck affectionately. “Me and ole Sassafras been hearin’ bushel baskets a’ stuff about the two sisters that moved into the old Pate place.” She crooked one leg easily over the withers of the gelding. “Name’s Tilly. What’s yours?”
 
   “Brenna.”
 
   “Pretty name, that.” The young woman took a deep breath and squinted into the sun, casting a sidelong glance at Brenna. “Am I yer first viz’ter?”
 
   “Actually, no. We met Harvey Hunsicker last month.”
 
   “Sorry to hear it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Tilly licked her lips and tried not to grin. She jerked her head away in a mannerism of forced self control and cleared her throat. “He’s a handful, he is. Fize’ you, I’d keep a ditch `tween ya.”
 
   “Oh? Why do you say that?”
 
   “He’s kinda loose in the upper story. Got a mean streak a mile wide and twice as ugly.”
 
   Brenna nodded slowly, her brain busy deciphering the colloquial assertions Tilly shared. “That’s… good to know.”
 
   “Mind if I sit a spell?”
 
   “Not at all.” Brenna indicated the rockers, and knew that this Tilly-character would appear someday in one of her novels.
 
   Tilly pushed her leg the rest of the way over and slid off the pony, dropping the rein to the ground. The Chestnut wandered across the yard in search of edible greenery. “Been too pooped to pop since the last take-up.” She sighed heavily and dropped into the chair, rocking.
 
   Brenna sat in the other. “Since what?”
 
   “The last take-up.” Tilly said this matter-of-factly, pulling a seed-like burr that was stuck to her shirt like Velcro. As she turned her head to mop her neck with an old bandanna, she saw Brenna’s bewildered frown. “I get took up ever now an’ then. Been happenin’ since I was knee-high to a toad. Mighty spooky at first,” she continued, smacking her gum. “But a body gits used ta stuff after a while.”
 
   Brenna was blinking rapidly, trying to compose her next question, when Kori came out to the porch, testing the new screen door a few times before she noticed they had company. “Kori, this is Tilly.”
 
   Kori nodded in her direction. “Would you like a glass of tea or something?”
 
   “If it ain’t no trouble.” She half smiled with the corner of her mouth again.
 
   Kori stepped back inside, giving the screen door another skeptic’s perusal.
 
   Brenna considered Tilly as she sat there, chomping her gum and watching Sassafras graze in the front yard. She kept trying to make sense of Tilly’s phrase about being ‘took up’, and wondered if it was just a backwoods colloquialism that meant being tired, or sleepless, or ill, or maybe it meant having sex—
 
   Kori came out with tea for each of them, and took a seat at the top of the steps. Brenna cleared her throat after a swift drink and decided to be abrupt. “Hey, Kori, Tilly was telling me about being took-up.”
 
   “Took up?” Kori parroted.
 
   “Dang! I reckon I have to explain it to y’all, too.” Tilly pulled the wad of pink bubble gum from her mouth, and stuck in under the rim of the chair, unaware of the almost comical dismay this action incited in both the other women. “I know nobody takes me serious, but I ain’t tetched like they say. Some say I’m crazy as a bessie-bug, but don’t ya’ll swaller that for minute. They’s all just green ‘cause they ain’t the one’s bein’ took up.” She nodded, as if she had just released some sensitive information.
 
   Brenna tried again, “Uh, Tilly, I think we are just confused about …what you mean by ‘took-up’. Took where? By whom?”
 
   Tilly turned and studied their faces with surprising thoroughness, her lids contracting into slits over her hazel eyes, then nodded slowly. “In that flyin’ machine. They come and take me up ‘bout once’t a year or so.”
 
   “Oh! An airplane!”
 
   “Naw. Ain’t no air-o-plane. And don’t nobody use it fer crop-dustin’, neither. It’s round.”
 
   “Helicopter?” Kori offered weakly.
 
   “Ain’t no heelacopter, neither, I tell ya. Ain’t got no swangin’ blades on the outside.”
 
   Brenna and Kori exchanged animated glances. “Uh, Tilly, are you talking about a UFO?”
 
   “You-ef-oh?” she repeated carefully. “What’s that?”
 
   “An Unidentified Flying Object—”
 
   Tilly leaned back and swept a derisive hand in their direction. “Course not!”
 
   The two breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “Don’t take no genius to figger it out… Once’t ya see it, ya can identify it right enough.”
 
   Kori began to play with a loose board on the porch, and Brenna pretended she had something in her eye, so she could mask a burgeoning giggle.
 
   “Last time was Sundee last. Thangs were dif’ernt that time. They done some stuff to me they ain’t never done before.”
 
   “Who? What stuff?” Brenna asked, clamping a hand over her mouth.
 
   “Them white varmints with buggy eyes. They ain’t as big as me, but they don’t have no trouble keepin’ me in a bridle. Last time they done some funny stuff, and now I think I’m nailed.”
 
   Kori looked up suddenly. “Nailed?”
 
   “Yes’m. Lord knows how long it’ll take that young ‘un to hatch. They never told me nothin’ about it.” She sipped her tea calmly. “But it’s in there, shore as shootin’.” she patted her stomach. “I can feel it.” 
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   Strangled By An Angel
 
    
 
    
 
   So then she was in her van. Having suffered the abject apathy of her immediate family members who were too embarrassed to have Micah living in their home, and God knows, too mortified that she was a lesbian, her only choice became a dubious residence on wheels. One of the few material possessions she had left, and awfully close to becoming a large hunk of metal incapable of transporting her two feet, much less all around the city. 
 
   She would park wherever she could find a place, and sleep when she could, write in her journal, and read lots of Anne Rice books. She often wished she could turn over her soul to Lestat and be eternal, so she could creep around the V.A. and suck the blood from its employees. She needed some of it back.
 
   When things get this bad she had to look for the point. There always had to be a point. Otherwise, what’s the point? It’s an existentialist’s nightmare.
 
   She almost expected to see Roma Downey from Touched by an Angel standing outside the van in the Toys R Us parking lot in the middle of the night, her aura an unearthly glow. She would say, in that endearing accent of hers, “Micah, Got loves yew… He only wants the best fer yew…”
 
   And suddenly it would all be clear, and her heart would fill with love and understanding and she would sleep peacefully through the night finally, waking to find her whole world had changed…the claim had gone through with the V.A., the lawyer calls and tells her he has a fat check from Social Security, Ann and Nancy Wilson of Heart would call and demand she be their sound engineer on their next tour, and a publisher would be desperately trying to reach her to print the memoir about her experience, and she would gleefully deposit the money in the bank, buy a house and a new van, and then the real love of her life would enter, stage right.
 
   In her distorted dreams, it was more like an ugly, unshaven angel appears, puffing on a big cigar he got from his deal with Castro, smiles at her with rotten teeth and from within his aura of soot and smoke, he says, “God doesn’t love you. He thinks you’re a miscreation. He only wants you to suffer.” At which point he would lean forward and burn Micah with an ugly finger.
 
   An angel never touched her. God didn’t send any messengers, except of the foul variety, and she wondered why life couldn’t be just a tiny slice of what the fanciful, fictive Hollywood tells us it is.
 
   And then her mind drifted to the only other method she had at her disposal to be touched by an Angel…take that step into the hereafter, hunt one down and say, “Touch me, Dammit!” And when it refused, she would touch it around the neck with both hands—and squeeze.
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   You Must Remember This
 
    
 
    
 
   The brown UPS truck navigated the dirt driveway toward the farm house as the three men crouched in the bushes at the knoll.
 
   Harvey Hunsicker looked through his favorite high-powered binoculars; the ones that spotted an eight-point buck last year in the deer-woods. From a distance, Harvey recognized the truck immediately as the same one that delivered his tools, and seeds, and thermal underwear that he ordered from the Montgomery Ward catalog. “They’re bound to come out, now. That’s the ups truck.” Lucas raised up quickly from his place behind the blackberry bush, and Harvey backhanded Lucas’ shoulder. “Get down, dipshit!”
 
   Lucas obeyed, crouching, while he put a fresh pinch of Copenhagen inside his lower lip. “Whatta they look like, Harv’? Which one is the best?”
 
   “I like the tar-headed one. You’d prob’ly take to the mousy-headed.”
 
   “Let me take a gander through them spy-glasses, Harv’.” Lucas rubbed the snuff from his fingertips onto the stained bib of his Levi-Strauss overalls, and moved closer to Harvey’s position.
 
   Parnell pushed himself up from the leafy ground and pulled a package of Ding-Dongs from his cargo pocket. In two swift bites, one was gone before he leaned up close with the other two men, to look through the vines toward the old farmhouse, his chocolate-covered teeth exposed as he squinted through the lenses. 
 
   “My package is here!”
 
   “Packages—” The uniformed UPS man corrected, stepping down out of the truck and handing her three parcels, all in shipping packages, each in another lovely shade of brown.
 
   Brenna caught herself staring a little too long at his well-defined arm muscles, and thought that at the very least, he would make an excellent sperm donor, should she decide to bring a child into her utopia. She signed the LCD screen at the top of the clipboard, and the man placed them in her hands. “Thanks a lot. Have a great day!”
 
   “Thank you!” she shouted over her shoulder at him as she rushed to the porch to sit down at the top of the steps.
 
   Kori sauntered over, still holding the leaf rake. “I’m afraid to ask what you ordered.”
 
   Brenna opened the package from Writer’s Digest Book Club first. She pulled out a hardback copy of Merriam Webster Dictionary of English Usage. “Yes, yes, yes,” she chanted at the front cover. The book beneath it was Christianity, Social Intolerance, and Homosexuality. “John Boswell, you are a light shining in a dark place,” she cooed at the front cover. Beneath that one, Starting From Scratch. “This is that Rita Mae Brown one that I wanted.” She held the book up toward Kori so she could see the photo of the author with her typewriter and her cat.
 
   Kori joined her on the top step, picking up a package from Michigan Bulb Company. “What’s this?”
 
   Brenna snatched it from her hands. “That’s the bulbs and seeds and stuff for the yard.”
 
   “You didn’t tell me about—”
 
   “You’ll love them. It’s Purple Iris’s and Bleeding Hearts, and I got some Sweet Lavender for the side yard. I can’t wait until the Wisteria trees come. I think a rock garden would look great over there.” Brenna pointed to the oak tree next to the driveway.
 
   Kori sat as still as the Thinker statue, staring at the oak. Her silence indicated a process that Brenna had grown used to. Kori referred to it as “accessing.” She fancied her brain a computer. As Systems Analyst for a large firm in Fayetteville, she had become a little too connected to her work environment.
 
   When Brenna wasn’t renovating her utopia, she was busy learning how to work with clay and her new kiln, often creating masterpieces that were ruined by a single air bubble in the intense heat of the kiln. “And you know what we should do—?” Brenna continued, as Kori sighed at the familiar preface which meant more hard work. “We should put all my clay pieces that exploded in the kiln in there like gravel, what do you think? It would be artsy and clever.”
 
   Kori looked at her blankly.
 
   “Well, you know I’ve been saving those pieces for something. Now I know why.” She tore the brown tape from the lid of the box and pulled out the stack of magazines. “All the back issues of Backwoods Home Magazine!” she crooned fondly.
 
   Kori was still looking at the area around the oak. “I think it will work.” She got up and moved across the yard toward the tree.
 
   “What? ” Brenna followed. “You mean we agree on something?”
 
   Kori grabbed Brenna and planted a kiss. “I agree that no matter what, I’ll always love you, you little freak. And that’s the most people can hope for.”
 
   Brenna returned the kiss, happy to have received any amount of affection from recently detached Kori.
 
   Lucas dropped the binoculars with an exclamation, and Harvey picked them up and focused on the two young women. He was just in time to see the dark-headed one lean over and kiss the other one. “Key-RIST!” Harvey squeaked. “They ain’t sisters no more’n we are, Lucas! We got a couple ‘a them homo-SEK-shuls living down there!”
 
   “Lemme see! Lemme see!” Lucas pleaded, his voice a higher pitch, one hand hammering his denimed thigh. Harvey continued to inspect the debacle, and Lucas lost patience and reached for the binoculars. Harvey jerked them away. “Them are some a’ them pre-vert lezbeans.”
 
   Lucas was now tugging on Harvey’s sleeve, whining for a chance at the field glasses.
 
   Harvey continued in spirited detail. “Look at ‘em. Swappin’ spit like there’s no tomor’a.”
 
   Lucas settled back, resolved that Harvey was not about to share the view. “Whut’re we gonna do, Harv’?”
 
   Harvey lowered the glasses, frowning down into the front yard of the farmhouse. “We don’t want none a’ them queers in ar’ neck a’ the woods. We just let ‘em know about it, is all. We’ll have ta tell the boys, ya know.” He handed the binoculars to Lucas, who struggled up to a hole in the bush and trained the glasses on the two women. The dark-headed one was on her way in the house, and the other was standing in front of the oak tree by the driveway, staring at a tree. “Shoot-far, Harv’. They’s yards apart, now.” Lucas sat back hard on his rump and scowled.
 
   “Wake up Parnell. We gotta git.” Harvey ordered.
 
   Lucas shoved Parnell hard enough to make him fall over. An empty Ding-Dong wrapper slid from his chest and caught in the breeze, dancing over the blackberry bush.
 
   Brenna brought two glasses of iced-tea to the oak tree and handed one to Kori.
 
   “Mmmm!” Kori enthused. “Just what I wanted.” She wiped the sweat off her upper lip with a lavender bandanna, and took a long draw from the glass, smacking her lips. “Oh, Baby, you make the best tea in the world.”
 
   Brenna grinned with satisfaction. “It’s the spearmint.”
 
   “I love it,” Kori assured her, taking another drink and pointing to the ground around the tree. “I’ll have to either dig up the dirt here, or put a raised box.”
 
   “It’ll have to be a raised box. Too many rocks to dig.” Brenna made a half turn toward the house. “And while you’re doing that—” 
 
   Kori cut her off. “No you will NOT go look at those new books. I need your help.” 
 
   Brenna sighed. “It’s an addiction, I can’t help it.”
 
   “The best way to fight an addiction is to get away from it.”
 
   Brenna whimpered dramatically. “I need a fix!”
 
   “You can have a fix after dark.”
 
   There was nothing to do but follow Kori to the storage shed that cradled Brenna’s beloved power tools.
 
   Hours later, the box was finished, and the two of them spent the remainder of the afternoon planting flowers and bulbs in a circle around the tree. By sundown they were exhausted and ate a quick baloney sandwich and some cheese puffs before turning in early.
 
   Lying side by side, Brenna adjusted the comforter. “It’s so nice to have air conditioning.”
 
   “Yeah, I wasn’t going to last long without it. I think you got a good deal on that unit.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Kori?”
 
   “Mmm?”
 
   “Are we suffering from Lesbian Bed Death?”
 
   Kori closed her eyes, dreading the impending discussion that could last well into the night. “We’re just having a dry spell.”
 
   “I’m not dry,” Brenna whispered.
 
   “I’m just…I guess I just haven’t been in the mood lately.”
 
   Brenna was left with double the silence, when the A.C. clicked off. “Do you still love me?”
 
   “I’ll always love you, Bren’.”
 
   Somehow that didn’t make her feel any better.
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   A Sapling on the Dating Terrain
 
    
 
    
 
   At a Chinese restaurant, Micah had a tendency to make fun of angry waiters who don’t want to be put out about anything. “You no like? Fruck you, go to led robstah,” she would say under her breath as they scooted away. She really didn’t mean it to be a racial slur, she was just entertained by dialects and accents. Explaining this, however, was a fruitless endeavor. She could never date outside her race, as she was a natural mimic, and they would think she was mocking them.
 
   She had almost no experience dating. All her relationships had been long-term, and overlapping and, she was sorry to say, of the meet-fall-in-love-get-the-U-Haul variety. She was still a sapling on the dating terrain, and bound to make some mistakes.
 
   She’d always considered herself a discerning person when it came to sexual activity. The irony was that when you’re younger, you make stupid choices based on hormones, emotional immaturity, peer pressure, or curiosity. When you’re older, you might also make stupid choices, but they were more likely based on calculated risk or the knowledge that you’re a grownup and can sleep with whomever you want. 
 
   Even though she was not usually the casual-sex type, Consenting Adults would be the operative phrase. The glitch in this sometimes complicated dance of romance, was that you couldn’t always depend on the other person’s emotional development matching your own.
 
   It took a long time for her to enjoy some emotional development of her own. The greater part of her best years were spent fighting the government for compensation after line of duty injuries rendered her incapable of maintaining gainful employment. Things got so bad, she eventually wound up living in that van for four months before the fates smiled on her, and the government approved her claims.
 
   Now she’d spent the five years hence trying to piece her life back together, and discovered, much to her chagrin, that she missed out on quite a lot of “normal” living. One of these rites of passage she somehow avoided was dating. At her age, it should be called Carbon Dating. 
 
   Imagine her surprise when she found that this social milieu was fraught with so much built-in angst; so many pitfalls, as to be a veritable quagmire.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

20
 
   Fire, Passion, & Other Literary Allusions
 
    
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until midnight that Hob began to bark. Brenna rolled over and the Boswell book slid off her chest to the space between she and Kori. She looked out the front window, listening. Hob seemed upset.
 
   Brenna had taken her contacts out to soak the night before, and hunted for her glasses for a few mindless seconds before she realized they were still on her face. She made her way over to the window, an orange glow bathing her as she drew closer. Stopping short, her mind raced for a blind moment about what color the glow from a UFO might be if it had landed in their front yard. She dismissed it with a generous dose of sanity, rubbed her eyes and looked out.
 
   Something sudden and adrenaline-driven rose in her chest, and she felt a profound arrhythmia in her heart. She woke Kori.
 
   They went out to the porch together and watched the cross burn. “Once again,” Brenna said. “Righteous was right on the money. Remember she warned us about fire? A few nights ago, a burning bush, and tonight a burning cross. We are fraught with literary allusions.”
 
   Kori sighed heavily. “Is it safe to assume that the Bubba’s are a member of an organization whose uniform consists of bed-sheets?”
 
   “I think it’s safe to assume that, yes.” Brenna nodded, shadows cast by the flames doing primitive dances on their faces.
 
   “Can you see that sign next to it?” Kori asked.
 
   Brenna squinted into the flickering light. “Nice touch.” Upon a flattened Ding-Dong box, the word Queers was scrawled with what looked like the edge of a charcoal briquette. “At least it’s spelled correctly,” Brenna noticed.
 
   “Well, odds are, there is at least one literate in the group.”
 
   “That many?”
 
   “Oh, sure.” Kori watched the flames flicker blue and orange and yellow. “Maybe it’s a sign from God.”
 
   “Yeah. Maybe God wants me to have a cigarette.” Brenna could feel Kori’s expression, though her features were unclear in the dancing light.
 
   “Cigarettes can be deadly—especially when you throw them into a puddle of gasoline.”
 
   “Well, at least that stupid bush is out of the way,” Brenna defended.
 
   “Yeah, and most of the porch steps, too.”
 
   “I’ll fix it, it won’t show.”
 
   “I’m going back to bed,” Kori grumbled.
 
   Always willing to make the best of a bad situation, Brenna went inside for the Bryan Jumbo Turkey Franks, for an impromptu weeny roast. She was careful to stay inside the ring of light around the cross, just in case the Bubba’s were watching from the knoll again.
 
   “I come bearing gifts,” Jordan said, pushing the screen door open with an elbow, and dropping her purse and a paper sack on the maroon chair. “Much more appropriate than the gift in your front yard. But it is an interesting artistic statement. A charred cross. Positively inspired. You should save it for Easter.”
 
   Brenna laughed heartily at her old friend and dusted off her khaki walking shorts, joining Kori and Jordan in the living room. “It’s so refreshing to have neighbors who worry about our lighting problems. We were going to just get a yard lamp, but I think I like the cross better.”
 
   “I can’t believe that. Yes I can. I loved the part you told me about with the weeny roast. What a scream. I hope they saw it. I think they did.” Jordan was no Righteous Clementine, but she did seem to have uncanny intuition. She should introduce them to each other.
 
   “I didn’t get to bed until dawn. I had to return the favor.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   Kori butted in. “I tried to stop her, Jordan, I really did.”
 
   Jordan looked back and forth at them. “What did she do?”
 
   “She made a female symbol from a tire and two-by-fours, and set fire to it in Harvey Hunsicker’s yard.”
 
   Jordan was howling, “I love it!”
 
   “That’s not all—” Brenna interjected, grinning. “I also put a sign next to it that said, Breeders.”
 
   Jordan howled anew and Brenna joined her, while Kori simply grimaced.
 
   “Ask me what I made the sign out of.”
 
   “What did you make the sign out of?”
 
   “A dildo box.”
 
   After a few moments, the laughter subsided, and Jordan pulled a DVD from her bag and handed it to Kori. “It’s six hours of Court TV.”
 
   Kori fell to her knees and wrapped her arms around her friend’s legs. “Bless you! Bless you! You can have my first-born child!”
 
   “Yeah, right. I won’t buy diapers just yet.” She fussed with her frosted blond hair, and readjusted the belt around her polka-dotted sundress.
 
   Kori snatched the tape and started for the TV.
 
   “Not right now, Kori.” Brenna scolded, in a mock-mother tone. “We have company.”
 
   Kori clasped her hands together, pleading. “Jordan won’t mind, will you Jordan?”
 
   “Well, I have something to tell you, and I need your full attention. I’m about to bust. Besides, I brought Brenna something, too.” She pulled out a package of Pilot Varsity fountain pens. “There’s a pink one, a purple one, and matching highlighters.”
 
   “Cool!” Brenna grabbed the package and tore into it, testing them on the corner of her Writer’s Digest magazine.
 
   Jordan retrieved the sack and pulled out a stack of purple ice trays, handing them to Brenna. “They were on sale at Dollar General. I couldn’t resist.” Jordan was forever complaining that the girls never had any ice for her Diet Coke.
 
   Brenna found it difficult to be perturbed by the humorous slight, since Jordan had cushioned the blow with the pens, first. Her friend was nothing, if not shrewd.
 
   “I was thinking about that question you asked me on the phone the other day. About the kitchen? You should do the walls in desert tan or camel hair, and then put up those southwestern kinda curtains.”
 
   “That’s a possibility.” Brenna was distracted by Kori, who was hovering by the television, clutching the DVD to her bosom, still traumatized by the lack of Court TV.
 
   Jordan grabbed her cigarettes from her purse. “If you don’t sit down and listen to this right now I’m just gonna die. You’re not gonna believe what happened last night, are you ready? Quick! Like a bunny! Before we get started, didn’t you say you bought me some Diet Coke? I’m positively parched! Be sure to put lotsa ice in it. You did fill the other trays, didn’t you, Brenna?”
 
   Brenna shook her head from the impact of the verbal maelstrom. “Diet Coke. Right. Ice. Got it.” She got up and went to the refrigerator.
 
   Kori turned to Jordan sardonically, “She loves it when you spew.” Kori took a seat opposite Jordan.
 
   Pulling a Virginia Slim out of the pack and fingering the pink seashell casing around her Bic butane, Jordan leaned close to Kori collusively. “Okay, while Brenna’s getting my Coke, did she really quit smoking? Or is she hidin’ ‘em?”
 
   “No, I think the fiasco with the burning bush convinced her.”
 
   “I laughed about that for two days.” She set flame to the cigarette, and the smoke came out with her next question. “Has she gotten enthused about anything lately?”
 
   “She’s too tired to be enthused. That’s why I make her do all the work. She has all this excess energy. I don’t see any reason why we should let it go to waste. Besides, when she’s too tired to be enthused, everyone is safer.” Kori poked Jordan’s arm.
 
   “So has she really been filling up those ice trays, or did she send you to the store for bags?”
 
   “She sent me to the store for a back up bag, just in case she forgot. How’d you know?”
 
   “I have gifts, don’t forget.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. You and several other people lately. Yeah, they’re in the deep freeze with your name on the side in pink magic marker.”
 
   “But she did make you hook up that sink in the utility room, right?”
 
   “I don’t know why you even need us for a conversation, you already know everything that happens.”
 
   “Honey, I’m good, but I’m not that good. I know things intuitively if I’m close to the person, but I don’t know everything, and sometimes I can’t figure out what the images mean. That’s what I’ve been boning up on lately. Fine tuning my gifts.” 
 
   “We have to introduce you to Righteous. You two are like yin and yang.”
 
   “Is that her real name? I mean, Righteous Clementine…has to be fake.”
 
   “I’ve never asked her. Maybe you can, when you meet her.”
 
   Jordan dug in her duffle-purse for a moment. “Where’s that Benadryl? There’s stuff in the air, I know I’ll start sneezing my adenoids out any minute. Oh!” She pulled out a white bakery bag. “I brought some chocolate chip cookies. These suckers are so good.” Retrieving the Benadryl, she started for the kitchen with Kori in tow.
 
   Moments later, they all settled at the table while Brenna poured Coke over the ice in Jordan’s glass. Kori opened the bakery sack and pulled out a cookie, shaking her head as she thought back to the sink, closed her eyes and inhaled, then shivered. “I had a helluva time getting water to run through that sink. You would not be-LIEVE what I found plugging up that drain pipe—”
 
   “Spare me the details, I’m already getting a vision, let’s move on to some other subject. You’re spoiling the cookies.”
 
   “I’m still having bad dreams about it.”
 
   “Speaking of dreams!” She scooped out the three fire Jolly Ranchers from the ceramic tray on the table between them and thumped her ashes in it. “I keep dreaming that I get a job.”
 
   “You’re always dreaming that.”
 
   “I know. That’s because I keep getting fired.”
 
   “I really don’t understand that, you know, Jordan. You’re so talented, you work so hard, and you always turn every company around and bring in profit.”
 
   “It’s because I’m too powerful. They’re afraid of me, afraid I’ll take over. It’s the curse-side of the gift.”
 
   Brenna set the Coke in front of Jordan, and Kori handed Brenna a cookie as she sat down beside her.
 
   Jordan said, “It’s about damn time! Sit down and shut up, I’ve got to tell you this. Oh, did you fill the ice trays back up?”
 
   “Yes.” Brenna rolled her eyes and examined the cookie.
 
   “Did you put them in the freezer?”
 
   “Yes, Jordan.”
 
   “Ok, good, I can concentrate now.” Kori was laughing. “I wanna make damn sure those ice trays are full, this story might take a while, and I just know I’ll need a refill.”
 
   Taking a drag of her Virginia Slim, Jordan thumped another ash. “As you both know, I’m the quintessential bi-sexual. Lately, I’ve been dating men, but God knows it’s hard ‘cause there aren’t many men out there that aren’t a pain in the ass. I went out with this guy I went to high school with and course he took me to the theatre. Well! First, we went to Hugo’s to eat, and they have this divine cheese platter and egg rolls, and it’s like, orgasmic, and, well anyway, so then we go to the University to a play.”
 
   Brenna jumped up and said, “I don’t want this cookie, I want a Popsicle.”
 
   “Sit down, I’m not done.” Jordan commanded in that charming way she had. Brenna obeyed, and Kori noticed again how easily Jordan could get her to do that, and she longed for the same power.
 
   “We saw Rocky Horror Picture Show. I love that.” She lifted her hands demonstratively and burst into song:
 
   “Don’t get strung out by the way I look,
 
   Don’t judge a book by its cover,
 
   I’m not much of a man by the light of day
 
   But by night I’m one hell of a lover
 
   I’m just a sweet transvestite
 
   From Transexual, Tran-syl-vaaniaaaa…”
 
   Jordan took every available opportunity to try out for parts in regional theatre. She had practically every popular musical memorized.
 
   “Anyway,” she continued, as the two women laughed aloud at her sudden characteristic theatrics, and sat rapt by what she referred to as a colorful yarn. 
 
   Jordan emerged from the theatre, a smile still playing on her face. How many times had she seen Rocky Horror Picture Show? Didn’t matter, it was always just as enjoyable. The great thing was that she could always see it performed by a different troupe. She had been involved with theatre most of her adult life.
 
   She had called Reggie as soon as she saw the announcement in the paper. She knew he would love going with her to the show, and also knew he was always in the wings if there was even a snowball’s chance in hell of him getting laid by Jordan. Her foray into celibacy had lost its charm, and she was nurturing a healthy horniness for the last few weeks. She was therefore unafraid to quench those stirrings with a familiar face.
 
   Reggie was tall, with big feet, and had worn that same mustache and goatee for the last ten years. He had milky skin, making him appear almost vampiric. He seemed a prime candidate for a bit part on the old soap opera, Dark Shadows.
 
   Jordan had initially been attracted to him during a dry spell in her love life, when she’d been an honorary guest at the wrap party for a regional production of Guys and Dolls. Reggie had been a member of the cast. 
 
   At the wrap party, they had both gotten very drunk, and she had asked him if his large hands and feet were the usual indicators of his physical endowments. He had, naturally, admitted this was so, with an appropriate amount of humility. 
 
   They had gone back to Jordan’s house to partake of the endowment, when she discovered he had lied. She gave him hell, merciless in her criticism of his finger-sized penis. But he had been a trooper, instead falling back on his skills at oral pleasuring.
 
   She imagined he was fantasizing about a repeat performance as they stood outside the theatre in the cool breeze.
 
   “So…” he said tentatively. “Where to?”
 
   “My place, of course. You don’t think I asked you just because I was afraid to sit in a theatre by myself?” She tried to ignore the blowsy shirt and that stupid ascot he liked to wear, only slightly more ridiculous than the Sherlock Holmes style pipe he used to adore. He thought it made him look more like a thespian. He said he had purchased it at an antique shop, but she knew he was pretentious enough to say that rather than where he really got it: a garage sale. He at least had upgraded to some newfangled contraption called the New Freedom Smoking pipe, that lit tobacco through the bottom where a screen replaced the usual bowl.
 
   He grinned, showing a huge row of pearly whites, as he released a puff of smoke from the New Freedom pipe that smelled like cookies baking. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
 
   “I hope your tongue is up to it.”
 
   He stopped to look at her, disappointed. “My tongue?”
 
   “Well yes,” she said, continuing to walk. “Unless your little pecker has grown since high school.”
 
   He stood there in silence as she walked away, still shocked by her usual ability to make him feel an inch tall—or an inch long—yet somehow drawn in by her insults. He could counter, somehow, with a suggestion that she seemed top-heavy from the weight of her ample bosom…but he liked her ample bosom and was fearful that any derogatory comment would result in no touching privileges. He quickly realized something was better than nothing and jogged after her.
 
   Having filled them in on the back-story, Jordan was addressing Brenna and Kori across the table from her. “So then, the big moment arrives…the play is over, I think what the hell, I’ve been to high school with him, I’ve had sex with him before, and so I’ll have sex with him again.
 
   “Anyway, so I’m just trying to get this over ‘cause I really want to know if I’ll enjoy it or not. We get in the house, and I dispense with the preliminaries, and tell him to go to the bedroom and take off his clothes. I think I scared him to death. I threw him down and started ripping his clothes off because he wasn’t moving fast enough. He probably thought I hadn’t had sex in years…course, I hadn’t, but that’s beside the point.
 
   Kori and Brenna are smiling at each other, knowing that when Jordan began one of her stories, it was sure to make them laugh.
 
   “By this time he’s all hot and bothered, but I take one look at that little dick and know you should never use a Q-tip to do a tampon’s job.” She held up her pinky. “We’re talking this big. We’re talking pitiful-small. I mean, my clitoris is bigger than that. Funny how his doo-dad seemed so much bigger in high school, when we did it in the back of my parent’s Oldsmobile. I think his dick musta shrunk since then… or maybe my twat is just bigger…but I haven’t had any kids, so go figure.” She thumped an ash into the tray, continuing her barrage. “But it was horrible. Obviously I didn’t know what I was DOING when I was sixteen.”
 
   Kori and Brenna are already off the cookies and the beverages for fear of choking on them while they laughed.
 
   “Anyway, so we’re laying there and he just…I just can’t feel it. There’s nothin’ here, now come on! I kept thinking, is it in, yet? And I wanted to ask, Where’s the beef?
 
   “So I finally decided to reach under the bed—because you know, we’re going NOwhere—and I whip out my strap-on and say, Hey! Put this on! If you could have seen the look on his face! What little erection he did have was GONE.” Her next words were clipped for effect. “I have never in my life. Seen. Anyone. Bolt up. And move. This man didn’t even have his pants on, and he was up and out the door in a heartbeat.”
 
   Brenna and Kori were cackling like hyenas by this point, and Jordan just grinned patiently and waited. “What did I do wrong?”
 
   A cacophony of laughter erupted again.
 
   “Some people are so sensitive! I can’t help it if my dildo is bigger than his weenie. I guess he figured the competition was too stiff. Hah! 
 
   “So I don’t know what I’m gonna do, I guess I’ll just have to find a butch lesbian who knows how to use a strap-on.”
 
   “Any ideas?” Brenna asked, wiping the tears from her eyes.
 
   “Oh, well, Patricia. Now there’s a woman who’s in touch with her manhood. She could screw circles around what’s-his-name. You know she was the love of my life. Every time I see her, I have to Lux out my undies, as my Grandma would say.”
 
   Kori took a deep breath, cleared her throat and holding the sides of her face. “My face hurts already. Could you be boring for a few minutes so we can catch our breaths?”
 
   Jordan scarcely noticed the request. “Did you know someone invited Patricia to that canoe trip I went on? Oh! When she walked in the door, I ‘bout died. I just thought I was gonna throw up.”
 
   They kept laughing, helpless, as Jordan continued her tirade.
 
   “She affects me that way. My heart goes to my throat. I just wanna throw her down and suck her face off.”
 
   Kori interrupted. “Well, make up your mind, do you wanna throw up, or suck her face off?”
 
   “I wanna throw up and then suck her face off.” She considered this for a nanosecond before modifying her response. “No, I wanna throw up, brush my teeth, and THEN suck her face off. She makes my body quiver. And when MY body quivers, honey, you better move outta the way. 
 
   “We all got drunk. I had to, it was the only way I could handle being around her. So we’re standing there at the sink and I’ve already had two shots of tequila so I was feeling just a little bit good. Patricia is pouring the shots, and she spills some on her finger, and I go, ‘You spilled some’ and she looks at me and goes, ‘Why don’t you suck it off?’ And her girlfriend was there, and of course, so was Della, so I said, ‘That will get us BOTH in trouble.’ We kept looking at each other all night long, goin’, ‘If things had been different…’ At one point she said, ‘Things are apt to change.’ So I ended up doing a strip tease all the way up the stairs and Patricia was watching. I just flung my clothes everywhere. My panties hit Katie in the face. I crawled in bed and Della goes, ‘My God, you’re nekked!’ and I said, ‘I am not, I still have my bra on!’ I was so drunk.
 
   “The next day we kept bumping into each other. One of those things like you can’t touch each other so you just keep bumping into each other. I musta said, ‘Oops, sorry’ about thirty times.”
 
   Jordan took a long drink of her Diet Coke and looked over at Brenna, who had collapsed on the table, still holding her face. “Could I get just one more little ice cube in this?”
 
   In what Jordan thought was a formidable display of theatrics, Brenna slid right out of her chair.
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   Righteous Clementine & The Big Eraser
 
    
 
    
 
   Victorious in her battle with Big Brother, Micah almost fainted when she called her bank and heard the automated balance amount. Eighteen thousand dollars and twenty-seven cents. 
 
   The letter that came in the mail a few days later informed her that she would be paid $1800 per month in compensation, and be eligible for schooling under the rehab program. That’s when she decided to overhaul her whole life. She had been without sex, or a girlfriend for that matter, for some time, and she intended to buy a Yukon, buy a house, find a good woman and enroll in massage school, in no particular order. She’d always been good at giving massages, and thought it would be a smart career move, especially in the little tourist village of Eureka Springs, where she intended to relocate.
 
   Micah found a house near the downtown Historic District that was zoned both commercial and residential, which would accommodate her giving massages out of her home when she wasn’t carting her table around to other people’s homes. 
 
   When the real estate agent came to show her the house, she also found a friend. Scarlet Meeks had a head of wild wavy hair the color of pumpkin pie, and an equally vivacious personality to match. Micah soon found that while Scarlet could be blunt and witty, she was also genuine and honest. These were traits she sought in her new life, and the people she wanted around her. They became immediate pals.
 
   Scarlet had become something of a real estate mogul, and with all the properties she had acquired, it was a blessing to have a girlfriend who was good at building and fixing things. Monique Landry had been an aircraft mechanic and casino dealer, but found her joy in renovation and repair for the properties that Scarlet would pick up off Ebay and other online auction sites. Monique could fix anything. Together, they were a lesbian power-couple, and everyone in town knew their names.
 
   Micah discussed her barren sex life with Scarlet, wherein her only lover had a high and low switch and plugged into the wall. 
 
   Scarlet suggested Micah visit Righteous Clementine. Her first thought was that finally she had found someone with a more ridiculous name than her own. Friends had always insisted on introducing her with her full name, for entertainment purposes. “This is Micah Rose Royce…”
 
   “Rose Royce?” they’d always parrot.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   —and her friends would all have a giggle. 
 
   She thought of changing her name—the middle one, at least—but never quite got around to it. Her father had named her that because he fancied himself a funny man. The bastard.
 
   On the patio table at the Pied Piper, where they had just had lunch, Scarlet pointed to an ad in the Citizen. “Righteous Clementine is giving readings during November Diversity.”
 
   Diversity Weekend happened four times a year in Eureka. It was the Ozarks version of Gay Pride. Hordes of mostly women would descend on the village and fill the tills of local merchants in their quest for love, entertainment and debauchery. The town embraced the events at least partly because it was crucial to their ability to keep their businesses open. 
 
   “I got a reading from her last Diversity,” Scarlet was saying. “She’s really good. She’s the one who told me I would meet and fall in love with a woman from another state, and damned if I didn’t meet Monique when I was in Gulfport visiting my mom. You should get a reading from Righteous Clementine.”
 
   “Why do I need a reading?”
 
   She loaded up her Tiparillo with a cigarette and put flame to it. “Ask her for help in your suck-ass dating life.”
 
   Thus, on the first weekend in November, Micah found herself in her Yukon, on her way toward downtown. Limited parking forced her to a lot outside the Historic District, and she took the trolley to get to the tent where Righteous offered her readings. 
 
   She probably wasn’t a White Witch. She probably just had gifts. It was to be only an average tarot reading, but Righteous Clementine, a tall woman with shocks of curls all the way down to her formidable, baby-birthing hips, and the face of a Renaissance heroine, had done some kind of incantation after reading her cards.
 
   The medium-cum-sorceress had looked at the Celtic cross layout of tarot and had asked if Micah was happy with her social life, to which she had replied “No.” How did she even know to ask that?
 
   A few odd chants later, Righteous Clementine laid a hand over Micah’s on the table and whispered, “Plethora…” 
 
   Micah gave her some expression she was sure was a little thick, as Righteous patted her hand and said, “All shall be well.”
 
   Micah took this cryptic bestowal with her to the Tiki Torch, which was packed with Diversity revelers. After finally squeezing up to the bar and getting her Smirnoff Twisted Raspberry, she downed half of it and then noticed a sweet young thang was “dancing at” her. 
 
   Micah joined her on the dance floor and exchanged a few ear-chats, learning that she was from Springfield and came down to this club once every two weeks. “Brad Pitt is from Springfield,” she informed Micah with some pride.
 
   The girl was hot, and Micah discovered a few raw hormones for the next several minutes, having a large time watching her gyrate and undulate, until she found out the vixen was only 18.
 
   “Oh my god. I almost went to jail,” she said. “I am way too old to be dancing with you.”
 
   “No you’re not!” Miss Springfield enthused.
 
   The girl had no way of knowing the disturbing twinge that shot through Micah when she realized that she was actually entertaining some less than chaste fantasies involving herself and the girl, and a can of whipped cream. Little Miss Springfield was Unaware. 
 
   Micah broke away and spent the next few minutes reacquainting herself with the sensation of air in her lungs and the burn in her leg muscles, and trying desperately to quell the burn in other areas, and vowing to start working out again.
 
   After three Twisted Raspberry’s Micah was loosened up enough to dance with every woman she could find. While taking a breather at a tiny table in the corner, a thirty-something woman sat down next to her. “I’m the one you’re looking for,” she said.
 
   This statement gave Micah a bit of a shiver, and she wondered if this was some cosmic match made in heaven.
 
   Sage Brier wasn’t the type that Micah was normally attracted to: Butch in all the usual ways, and not exactly a class act. But a heavy dose of charm with a bucket of alcohol as a chaser, clouded that reality, and the next morning, she awoke with Sage not only in her bed, but somehow entrenched in her life. 
 
   That coupling lasted a full eight months before Micah finally had to admit that no amount of desperation for domestic bliss and a permanent sex partner, could alleviate Sage’s tendency to lie, drink too much, and womanize even more. She finally escorted her to the door holding the Hefty bag of worldly possessions she came with. She wanted so much to forget she ever knew Sage, that she began to refer to her as The Big Eraser.
 
   Scarlet was saturated with relief, as she had told Micah all along that Sage was bad news, and she could do much better. They rekindled their friendship, and Micah went back to her search for the right woman.
 
   When Micah returned to her single routine in the merry, merry month of May, her dead social life suddenly resurrected itself again, like the flowers all around her house. Women were sprouting up everywhere, women on every corner. That’s saying a lot, since Eureka is a city predicated on corners. 
 
   The old adage, Be careful what you wish for, you just might get it, proved true in this case. With the increased number of women flowering into her life, also came an exponential increase in nuts, liars and losers. The Heathers wore leather, The Black-Eyed Susans became Susans who gave black–eyes; the Lily’s became Liliths; Daisies became Lazies, the Roses, thorns. It was a still-life, in motion.
 
   Most of these women were either not the type she found attractive, or were in some other way a millstone around her neck. She wanted a milestone, not a millstone. Yet they were drawn to her, inexplicably, and being constantly pursued was something Micah was not only unaccustomed to, but ill-equipped to handle properly.
 
   The odds, nonetheless, had greatly improved by virtue of the increase in a pool of choices. Her ad on various Internet Personals began to get hits, and her email inbox started to fill up with women who wanted to meet her.
 
   The session with Righteous Clementine had not escaped her memory, and she was soon convinced that the medium had placed a dubious social blessing on her blonde head, which had been stymied by her lapse in judgment with Sage. 
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   Mysterious Butts and Smart Spiders
 
    
 
    
 
   Kori rolled over and sniffed. She crinkled her nose and sniffed again, one eye coming open, then the other. She focused on the shallow bowl on her bedside table. Sitting up, abruptly, she looked into the green coil-built dish that Brenna had made during a play session with clay and a new kiln. A single, crooked butt lay cold in the center. “Brenna! Brenna wake up!” She shoved her lover hard.
 
   “Damn it! What—” Brenna grumbled, turning over and rubbing her eyes.
 
   “What do you call that?” Kori asked accusingly.
 
   She followed Kori’s glance to the ashtray. “Looks like a cigarette …where …where did it come from?”
 
   “Don’t play dumb, Brenna. When did you smoke that? Last night? Well, you forgot to empty the ashtray. You’ve been lying to me again!”
 
   Brenna pulled herself up. “Wait. Wait.” She stared at the butt. “I swear to God, I didn’t.”
 
   “The cat is already out of the bag, Brenna.”
 
   “Kori. I swear it’s not mine. Do you think that if I were sneaking again, I would leave the evidence right there on your bedside table?”
 
   Kori scowled. “Well, where did it come from then? Do we have prowlers who pause for a cigarette break in our bedroom?”
 
   Brenna’s eyes widened and she looked toward the hallway. “I’m going to check the front door.” She got up and left the room, while Kori stared after her, befuddled.
 
   Kori knew she had gotten rid of those cigarettes. She had thrown them in that trash can in the guest room the night that Brenna swore to quit after catching the porch on fire. Just thinking about smoking again gave her a bad taste in her mouth. But it might have something to do with the fact that she didn’t brush her teeth before going to bed last night. She was so tired that she didn’t think of it until she had already laid down, and she convinced herself that the cavity creeps would be equally vulnerable the next morning. 
 
   She went to combat in the bathroom with antiseptic mouthwash and a larger-then-usual glob of Tarter Control Aim. On her way down the hall, she paused at the guest room door, and saw the trash can where she had dumped the cigarettes when Brenna quit. Curiosity got the best of her.
 
   Brenna met her in the hallway as she emerged from the guest room. “I made some coffee. And the door was locked. “
 
   “Oh, I guess the prowler locked up before he left,” Kori said sarcastically.
 
   “Kori—what can I say? I’m NOT smoking again!”
 
   “You saw me throw that pack in the trash. I just checked, and it’s gone.”
 
   Brenna lifted her hands, her mouth open, but no words would come out. She felt as if she had picked up the murder weapon after a stabbing at the very moment the police arrived. She knew she was innocent, but there was no way to convince Kori.
 
   “Speechless. That’s a first. I’m going to get the paper.” Kori turned on her heel and headed for the door.
 
   She stepped off the porch and halted abruptly. That mutt was standing sentry over her paper. “Not again!” she grumbled. She took a step forward and the little dog bent his teeth toward the yellow polybag; his insistence on this game was trying her patience. She stood still, rubbing her neck, and running her fingers through her sleep-tangled hair while she considered her options. Skeeter was in his usual place, rolling his soupy eyes back and forth between them.
 
   Momentarily, she pulled off a thong and waved it in the air. “Little Shit….” she called sweetly, as if it were his name. “Here’s a nice, juicy rubber thong for you.” She threw it at the mongrel. He watched it land and sat down, unmoving. The bribe was not sufficient. 
 
   Kori turned and hurried inside. Moments later, she came back out with a piece of thickly-sliced baloney. She frisbee’d the meat in his direction and it landed a few feet to the side of the paper. She grinned triumphantly as he stood to get the morsel, but her smile subsided, when he carried the boloney back to the paper and laid it atop the polybag, sitting down again to watch her.
 
   “You shit!” she yelled at him. She looked around urgently for rocks, but could find only pecans. Settling for the nuts, she picked up a few and began firing them at him. She missed the first few throws, and the dog sat up, his paws drooping in front of him.
 
   He’s mocking me! she decided, and her anger boiled again. The third pitch hit him in the head and he fell over dramatically, lying still. She took a few steps forward and watched him. He did not move. Coming closer, his motionless body incited a flutter of guilt in her. I knocked him out…Slowly, she came nearer and leaned over him. His eyes were closed. She reached for the paper, and the little dog jumped up, grabbed the paper, and pulled it away as she came up with only a handful of baloney.
 
   He pranced down the drive with her paper in his teeth, and she threw the meat in the dirt and went after him.
 
   They spent most of the day clearing the land behind the house with a chainsaw; Kori loaded the resulting firewood in a cart to be taken to the house.
 
   Brenna was a nature-lover, but there were some creatures that Kori preferred not to think about, much less come across in any intimate fashion. So it was a source of great agitation when Kori disturbed a rock and inadvertently freed a family of tarantulas. The vocalization of the chill that went through Kori alerted Brenna to the problem, and she hurried over to see what the commotion was about.
 
   “Yikes!” Brenna said.
 
   Kori backed up and had a convulsion. “Kill ‘em. Just kill ‘em. I don’t want those things on our land.”
 
   Brenna laughed. “They’re not hurting anything. They’re part of nature.”
 
   Kori watched the larger one lift its hairy black forelegs as if it were conducting the Philharmonic. “That’s not natural. That—” she pointed timidly with one finger. “—is a mutation.”
 
   Brenna grinned wryly. “Some have said the same about us, Dearest.”
 
   Two youngster tarantulas advanced with impressive speed toward Kori and she jumped back several feet. “Ahh!” she shouted.
 
   “They think it’s THEIR land.” Brenna kept her distance, too, not for a moment keen on the idea of actually touching one, or having it touch her, but she was enjoying this squeamish reaction from the woman she had always known as controlled and unflappable. 
 
   She stepped toward the biggest one abruptly and watched it lift four legs and sway. Intrigued, she moved to the left, and the spider copied her movements. She moved to the right and the tarantula did the same. “Hey, he’s smart.”
 
   “I don’t want him to be smart, I want him to go away.”
 
   “Well, how do you propose we communicate that wish to him?”
 
   “Where’s the shotgun?”
 
   “Kori! They live here just like we do. Where’s your ecological conscience?”
 
   “It’s in that room with my father when I was twelve, and he made me hold the curtain back so he could knock a tarantula off the window sill.”
 
   Brenna burst into laughter. “Oh! That explains it. You were traumatized as a child.”
 
   “I’m going to traumatize you, as an adult, if you don’t do something!” She backed up further.
 
   Brenna laughed again. “What do you want me to do? Shoo them into the forest?”
 
   “No! I might want to walk in there.”
 
   “I’m sure there are already tarantulas in there.”
 
   Kori closed her eyes and shivered. “I don’t want to think about it. I think it’s time for an iced-tea break. See you at the house.” She trotted away, and Brenna could see her back and shoulders convulsing. 
 
   Brenna shook her head, took another look at the swaying spider, and pushed the cart of firewood toward the house. 
 
   Kori pretended to sleep that night until she was sure that Brenna was safely in dreamland. She was determined to stay awake so she could catch Brenna smoking, and her vigil lasted until sunrise, as she fought to stay awake amid the attacks of nodding fatigue. Brenna had not stirred, although she did chatter and mumble as usual. The most entertaining part of the night was when Brenna whispered urgently, “Kill it! Kill it!” She could only hope she was being cornered by some giant tarantula, her smug demeanor shaken beyond repair. 
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   Rubbed The Wrong Way
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   We have become a world of cyber-relations. Micah had fallen prey to it, and admitted its often pathetic nature.
 
   Cyber-naysayers would have her believe that we have lost our ability to relate to people in real time. But who had Real Time these days? She thought a relationship could start on the Web, if she handled it correctly. She’d have long discussions, from the safety of an office chair, and could eliminate some awfully uncomfortable situations. It gave her a bit more control over the weeding-out process. 
 
   The major drawback to this, however, was the difficult if not impossible task of knowing if there was any physical chemistry. Merely looking at a photo was not enough. So Micah had to get together and do things with these women, to check for actual magnetism.
 
   It was like shopping. You could go to any personals site and look at pictures, descriptions, what a person’s interests were, and whether or not they had the ability to string sentences together in a cohesive fashion; important information to have before you commit to actually spending time or money on a date. Of course, they could lie about everything. But people can do that in person, too (unless it’s that they are svelte or leonine in appearance but you can see they’re just this side of being a Sumo wrestler). 
 
   An irritant that always appeared was the text portions of the profiles. All those essays that looked like they’d been cut-and-pasted from some database of generic profiles…If she had to read another “I love cuddling by the fire” or “I am a down-to-earth person” or “I love to laugh” or “I am just me”—she was going to scream. “I love walks on the beach” was always the most absurd, since Arkansas was quite a ways from any coastline. Everyone always tries to portray themselves in the best light but some people are simply insane. She really appreciated it when she came across a profile that seemed truly real. Warts and all. Like this one:
 
    
 
   In My Own Words… 
 
   I am kinda shy around new people, unless I’m really drunk. I got some junk in the trunk (and some other places), but I am not a big fat fatty or anything. I live with two guys and my precious little baby kitty. I work full-time at a crappy job. I’ll be returning to school this summer so I can eventually quit my crappy job. I am thinking about moving to Seattle when I am done with school. I like to go out dancing, even though I am kinda sucky-sucky (my moves have been likened to those of elaine on seinfeld). I swear a lot. If you’re concerned about the “lite smoker” thing, I usually only do it when I am out drinking. But I think I am gonna quit soon - again. And i’d like to say that strangers with candy is the awesomest show ever. “I cried when I had no shoes, until I met a man who had no feet. Then I laughed… really hard.“
 
    
 
   What I am In Search Of…
 
   Normality—no weirdos, liars, or obsessive people. And no cheese balls. Personality is more important than anything to me, unless you’re butt-ugly. Seriously. And last but not least is personal hygiene. I don’t like going down there and finding surprises—unpleasant ones—ya know what I mean?
 
    
 
   Looking at the other side of that coin, Micah saw that on the Net you can meet people you’d never normally meet. The law of averages says that you will meet more crazies if you contact a larger number of people. That’s a whole other can of worms, really. Some of them you seriously don’t want to meet, and some of them you never really met because they used someone else’s picture…She even saw one ad recently placed by a lesbian who used a promo shot from The L Word and tried to pass herself off as one of those actresses.
 
   In regard to Online Dating and Personal Ads… Since she was such an anomaly, the only women who were interested in a long term relationship with her were the ones with whom she either didn’t click, romantically, or who were also in a difficult relational category—or else they were just plain pathetic, desperate individuals.
 
   The first segment of women either had kids living with them, (And for a long time, she felt she could never inflict herself on a child—she didn’t feel she was parenting material) or she was simply not attracted to them, or they wanted her to move into their life and house, and she wanted her own life and house.
 
   The second category of women were damaged goods in one way or another…so damaged that they would welcome anyone who would have them, and of course were drawn to others who, for whatever reason, were also hard to place in a relationship.
 
   Inside this Damaged Goods category, there were two subcategories…
 
   The first was the Obtuse Militants. These women were bumptious to the point of absurdity… they would not take no for an answer, would ask her the same questions over and over without ever hearing her answers. These were the women who wouldn’t go away, even when she asked them nicely. They were notorious for omitting pictures of themselves with their ad, and when she’d ask them for one, they would accuse her of being shallow and superficial. This was merely a defense mechanism because they were unattractive people, and they knew they are unattractive, so they overcompensated by taking some imagined “high road” and pretending to be somehow more evolved than she was.
 
   Perhaps all that really needed to happen was for them to dress nicer, wear makeup, do something with their hair other than poke it into a doo-rag, or ballcap, and curb their intake of Kit Kat bars, Ramen Noodles and Heineken, and maybe go jogging a few times a week…but that would require a great deal of dedication, and it’s just easier to elevate yourself with some fictitious holier-than-thou mantra. These were the women she wanted to maim.
 
   The second subcategory of women in the Damaged Goods category were the Sweet Stalkers, who were unctuous…and “unctuously” waiting for the love of their life to waltz in and make them complete. These women merely wanted to win her love and would sacrifice their identity, self-esteem, personal integrity, self-actualization, a paycheck, or a left pinky finger, just to have her. They would let her put her cigarette out on their tongue, eat the ashes with relish and then offer to light her another. They would smother her with compliments and favors and refuse any reciprocation. They would tell her they could love her for herself, warts and all, and would christen Billy Joel’s “Just the Way You Are” as their official couple-song. They would announce their intention and ability to heal the pain she was carrying with the power of their love, and they would write her quixotic poetry about passion and whispers in the breeze and hearts and flowers and birds singing. After a surprisingly short time, these were the women she wished to kill.
 
   Now, she realized that even with her eccentricities, she could make herself seem like a great catch by having designer clothes and furnishings, impeccable décor, a forty-thousand-dollar Lexus, and several high-limit credit cards with which she paid for fine dining; and she could live in a city that had it “all” like Seattle—all the trappings of success, stability and good taste. But she’d spent her newly acquired money on playing catch-up, and trying to keep her overhead down, and replenishing the gadgets and supplies for her sound engineering, art hobby and massage business…all things that really mattered to her. 
 
   She could, in the near future, begin to nail herself down with great furniture and lots of quality clothes…but in this place where the only real social life seemed to consist of sitting on a barstool with a bunch of drunk people screeching or monotoning their way through karaoke—it seemed rather pointless. 
 
   So when Micah got the priorities off the list, she’d begin to replace the plastic storage tubs and milk crates and $3 thrift shop chairs with real furniture. She wouldn’t be recreating herself as “a catch” anytime soon, it didn’t seem.
 
   She even came up with an experimental ad in which she was brutally honest about herself, hoping it would draw in a different stripe of women.
 
   She met a couple of no-go’s, and a couple of friends off that ad, but really, honestly, the only people who would respond to it with any sincerity were those who didn’t care that she was a bit eccentric, a homebody, not modelesque, and tended to watch way too much of the History Channel. 
 
   While she was nurturing and had a great deal to offer a potential mate, it was not at once easy to see until you got to know her. And she tried and failed at being a one-night-stander. Her last relationship was with Sage; a one-night-stand that lasted eight months. 
 
   What did she hope to accomplish, then? Did she hope that some drop-dead gorgeous heiress would see her ad and know that she was the real deal, not interested in her money, nor in infringing on her life, and would contact Micah, find her immensely alluring and begin a lifelong bond better than most marriages?
 
   As profoundly as that idea had appealed to her at different times in the past, there was a huge flaw in the logic. Drop-dead gorgeous heiresses don’t place personal ads on the Internet. They don’t have to, for crappin’ out loud. Unless of course they are also certifiably insane.
 
   So, Micah had this nagging fear that she would end up an old hermit lady who talked back to the TV, ate Ravioli from the can and supported twenty cats. That’s probably why she had a dog, and avoided visits to the local Humane Society, even though she considered herself more of cat-person.
 
   She didn’t really want to be single. It just seemed to suit her until she found just the right person. Perhaps that’s why she continued to place ads and change them. Perhaps that’s why she even explored the Alternative Lifestyles. She actually shopped for a 24/7 domestic servant and sex slave. But alas, she could find no future in a longterm subjugation. Even if she was not the one being subjugated. What she really wanted was a true partner.
 
   In the meantime, she continued to do the things that brought her joy and stopped worrying about it. Que sera, sera and all that.
 
   While she was open to possibilities, she was fashioning herself into something of a romantic realist. She continued to date, and continued to entertain the idea of longevity with each woman she went out with.
 
   Mid-way through massage school, she met Nina, a twenty-six year old single mother of a four year old daughter, intent on finding a way to make ends meet. Since working in a nursing home, she’d discovered a knack for therapeutic massage and decided to become certified. She and Micah studied together for the Anatomy and Physiology section of the curriculum. 
 
   Before long, it was apparent that there was a spark between them, but it came from only one direction. The situation was further complicated by the fact that Nina had never been intimately involved with a woman before and was only just now discovering feelings for the same gender. She latched on to Micah and convinced herself that the two of them were dating, when really they were just having lunch periodically and studying for class. 
 
   Micah made it a habit to drop hints that she only dated women her own age; this was only a half-lie. She only dated women her own age unless she was attracted to a younger one, which was not the case with Nina. 
 
   While she found her to be reasonably good company and sweet, she was not drawn to her romantically at all. The age difference did not seem to deter Nina, who began a full-scale frontal attack with unusual maturity as her ammunition. She spent a good deal of time telling stories from her past and present which illustrated, she believed, wisdom and reliability beyond her years.
 
   Their time together had become increasingly uncomfortable for Micah, and she was running out of tactful ways to say no. A month after certification, Nina was still calling frequently to make lunch dates. One day, she had called Micah twice. 
 
   The first time, she mentioned that she spanked her child for some ethnic slur she’d said—something she’d heard some other rude kid say at school, and had parroted to her mother. Nina announced, “When I was done, her butt was blue.” 
 
   Micah told her that information was very disturbing, that she didn’t believe in hitting children, and cited the parenting research supporting that stance.
 
   Nina defended and dismissed her action by saying she hadn’t abused her. 
 
   Micah said, “If you hit her, left a mark, inflicted physical pain, it was abusive, and I don’t believe in that.” First, she pointed out that the child was only four years old and had no idea that what she said was wrong. All she knew was that her mom was angry, and that her mom then inflicted pain and physical damage on her. She suggested that she instead kneel down and get eye level with the child and explain to her that what she said was hurtful, and that she didn’t want her to be that sort of person, who hurts others. Really communicate with the child. 
 
   This was a new idea to Nina, and by the time the discussion had gone on for fifteen minutes, she said “Well Micah, I’ve never looked at it that way before  …you’ve taught me something. I’m going to do some research on those other methods. You’re so smart!” 
 
   The talk then turned to having lunch again. Micah told her she was pretty busy preparing for her visit to Kansas City, Missouri, but Nina was pretty determined. So she decided she might as well go to lunch with her, but only so that she could tell Nina once and for all that she was not romantically interested in her.
 
   In the meantime, she mentioned that she had some dates lined up in KC MO, where she had managed to build a regular massage clientele, and that she was probably going to relocate there—hoping this would send the message again. Micah being nice. Micah trying not to hurt feelings. Micah not being firm enough. Micah, with another deterrent that was ineffective. 
 
   Further into the conversation, with Nina unaware of Micah’s intentions at their upcoming lunch, she was talking about how her family ribbed her all the time about Micah, and even mentioned that her mom told her to invite Micah over for Thanksgiving. It seemed absurd and inappropriate, and she suspected that although Nina continued to deny they were dating or romantically involved in any way, her family seemed to be getting that idea from somewhere.
 
   To make matters more uncomfortable, Nina insisted on putting her daughter on the phone, as if Micah had established some kind of relationship with the girl, which she hadn’t—they had never met. She felt this was just confusing for the child, and telling about Nina’s intentions for the future. 
 
   After the little girl handed the phone back, Nina confessed that she had dreamed about Micah the night before. In the dream, she said, Micah was upset about something—crying—and Nina was, of course, comforting her, and Micah had said, “We need privacy,” and that she had suggested they go to her house. A most transparent way of steering reality in the direction Nina wanted. 
 
   Did she think I was oblivious? Stupid? Micah was convinced that the dream had not happened at all, but was merely a way to skirt her own need to create the fantasy, and do it in a seemingly more acceptable way—since it was not something she had “control over.” 
 
   Before they hung up from the first call, Nina said, “I’m really looking forward to seeing your beautiful face…”
 
   Not the sort of thing just-friends say. 
 
   A little later, she called again, making some excuse that didn’t sound any more credible than the last. Nina said she was just thinking about Micah and never finished telling her about the dream. 
 
   “Oh, there’s more?” she had said.
 
   “Yeah. In my dream we are kissing, and I couldn’t believe how soft and sweet your kisses were…”
 
   By this time, Micah was rolling her eyes so much she was afraid they would get stuck backward in her skull. It was way too much of a big fat squirm-fest for her, and she continued to try to find a tactful way to get off the phone.
 
   Nina remained oblivious, continued to be obvious about her need to convince Micah that she was really mature for her age. She retold the story of taking care of her siblings when her mom ran out on them when Nina was seventeen; how the DHS lady was “so impressed with her,” and that the DHS lady was a lesbian (how convenient) and allegedly said something that was a romantic overture to Nina…that Nina would “be a good catch” or something to that effect. It was another transparent attempt on her part to cast herself in a good light—attracting the attention of another older lesbian who was impressed with her maturity. 
 
   Micah asked where her mother had gone during those two years. Then she said she found out the answer to that only recently. Seems her mom had a two year affair with a woman…
 
   Lovely—and abandoned her kids to do it. With this example of what it means to be a woman-loving woman, why would she aspire to be inducted into the club?
 
   Oddness, all around.
 
   Nina had talked with her mother about it, and her mother’s advice was, “Don’t start something with a woman unless you’re sure that’s what you want.” 
 
   Nina allegedly said, “Oh, Mom, I’m not like that. I know what I want.” 
 
   Micah had had just about enough of the entire conversation and finally found the stones to say she had to go, but would meet her at Sparky’s at one the next day, and that she would pay her own way, although Nina insisted it would be her treat. Micah said she didn’t let her friends pay her way all the time. Another attempt at making things plain. Another failure. 
 
   “Oh don’t worry about it, you can take me out next month.” 
 
   Take me out? Micah wanted to say, Oh didn’t I tell you? I’m not coming back from Kansas City. At all. She bit her tongue, and focused on what she would say at lunch; finally making Nina understand that nothing of the romantic sort was going to happen, and she had to let go of her fantasies about it, had to stop making insinuations, and had to stop seeing Micah as a potential first female lover.
 
   Nina added, “About paying for lunch…I do stuff like that because it’s, you know, my way of showing affection…Um…like, I bought my sister a bracelet, just because I wanted her to know I love her…uh… Not that, um…that…I mean… you know what—”
 
   So Micah just laughed. Open mouth, insert foot to knee, and chew vigorously.
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   Herbs, Lovers, and Cartoons
 
    
 
    
 
   They left their tackle and bucket of worms on the front porch and came in to wash their hands.
 
   “Any luck?” Brenna called from the kitchen.
 
   “A few brim. I threw ‘em back,” Kori answered, entering the kitchen with Celia in tow. Brenna was stationed at the kitchen table, labeling jars of herbs. “Oh, God,” Kori said, as she glanced at the chaos in front of her lover.
 
   “I’ll clean it up when I’m done,” Brenna insisted. “I promise.”
 
   “I have a witness,” Kori said over her shoulder toward Celia.
 
   Celia shared the soap with Kori and washed her hands, then came over to the table.
 
   “I never understood why you continue to go fishing, even though it’s boring and you never catch anything.”
 
   “It relaxes me,” Kori defended.
 
   “You should try playing Mah-Jongg on the computer, like I do.”
 
   “Oh, if I had to sit there and click on tiles, I’d pull my hair out.”
 
   “Well if I had to sit in a boat and impale slimy worms on a hook, then stare at a bobber for three hours, I’d pull YOUR hair out.”
 
   “Different strokes,” Kori offered. “After the week I’ve had at work, I needed to relax.” She took the hand towel away from Celia and dried her hands. “I mean, it’s like no one there can do anything by themselves.”
 
   “Honey, that just means they need you.”
 
   Kori frowned at Celia, and dropped in a chair beside Brenna. “I’d rather the fish feel that way.”
 
   Celia giggled. Celia did a lot of giggling, and yet she could be so pensive and withdrawn. Celia was 33, and at five-two, she was considered short, but disliked the classification. Brenna humored her sensitivity by referring to her as Vertically Challenged.
 
   Celia made her living as a lesbian cartoonist, and her books about the life and loves of a fictional character seemed inventive to her readership, but her closest friends knew they were autobiographical: her own life was fertile fodder for the misadventures of a short, dark-headed heroine named Studly Dudly, who found herself moving from one doomed relationship to another. Celia had at least kept her sense of humor about it all.
 
   She was a walking encyclopedia, with a degree in Education, and her area of expertise was diagnostic medicine, although she had never been to Med school or any other facsimile thereof. Her gift was a photographic memory, and she constantly astonished her friends and family with her ability to quote, verbatim, from medical material. Since her visit to a psychic, Celia was convinced that she was a doctor in a past life. She hovered beside the table. “Whatcha doin’?” she asked Brenna sweetly.
 
   “Organizing my herbal medicine chest.”
 
   Celia sat down across from Brenna and picked up a jar of tiny, dried yellow flowers. “What’s this?”
 
   Brenna looked up. “Chamomile.”
 
   “Neat. Do you know what all these others are?”
 
   “I’m still learning, that’s why I’m careful to label them all.” Brenna pulled a computer label from the sheet and stuck it on a jar. She held the jar up, the lid loose, her hand hiding the label. “Guess what this is—” she lifted the lid and spoke as if she were a voice from the jar, laughing like a crone. “I really must clean up this house,” she said in an equally crone-like voice.
 
   Celia thought about it and then shrugged.
 
   “Witch Hazel!” Brenna told her.
 
   Celia giggled again, and picked up a jar of her own, while Kori joined them at the table with a beer. She covered the label, and opened the lid like a mouth, saying in a brogue, “Aye, I think I’ll be lyin’ down in the lichen fer a bit.”
 
   Brenna considered this, and then, “Irish Moss!”
 
   Celia giggled, and they took turns with Skullcap, Slippery Elm, and others, while Kori alternately directed her attention to the two of them, and the sparrows at the feeder suctioned to the kitchen window.
 
   Brenna affixed the last jar with a label and began to load the assortment into a cabinet she had reserved for herbs. “So when will Sergeant Marley be back?”
 
   Celia shrugged. “Her unit ships back sometime next month, I think.” Sergeant Marley was a self-imposed designation. Marley was pro-military all the way, and centered her life and her enthusiasm around future promotions. She accepted as many training opportunities as she could, and this left Celia with a lot of time on her hands. So she usually spent that time with Brenna and Kori, although the drive was more formidable than it was before they moved from the city. The little Tempo continued to make the trip.
 
   Celia always brought her attaché case with her, loaded with pens and paper and other accouterments of the cartoonist’s trade. Today, she was already drawing a picture of the tarantula episode that Kori shared with her while they were teasing bass with Kori’s newest Rat-L-Trap lure.
 
   Brenna became aware of Celia’s drawing when she heard that familiar sound of pinky finger against paper. Celia almost always drew with a felt-tipped pen, but the habit of wiping away eraser crumbs had become part of her creative style. Brenna was sure that Celia never noticed this quirk. “When’s your next book coming out?”
 
   “Early next year.” Celia pinky-fingered more imaginary crumbs. “When is yours coming out?”
 
   “As soon as I write it.”
 
   Celia giggled.
 
   Kori turned away from the feeder as a chickadee took flight with a full belly. “She’s been a bit obsessive about building her utopia.”
 
   “Maybe I could write a thriller about two young women being terrorized by giant tarantula’s.” Brenna wiggled her eyebrows.
 
   Kori smacked her on the arm. “Not funny.”
 
   “You still love me, though,” Brenna teased.
 
   Kori leaned over for a kiss. “Let me get back to you on that.”
 
   “Bitch.”
 
   “Yours.”
 
   “Better be.”
 
   Celia stopped drawing to roll her eyes. “Oh, get a room before I hurl.”
 
   “You just want us to come over there and kiss you, too.”
 
   Her face screwed up like a child’s. “No!” she said in a baby voice.
 
   Brenna jumped up and came around the table to kiss Celia’s neck while she shrieked. Finally, she raised up and said, “Next.” Kori got up and began to nibble at Celia’s ear.
 
   “Stop! Stop!” Celia giggled. “You’re slobbering all over me!”
 
   Smiling, Brenna went to get a glass of tea, and poured one for Celia. The two of them had a connection that Brenna felt was only analogous to siblings. Celia was the little sister that Brenna never had. “So—” Brenna began, taking her seat again. “How long has it been since you had some pud’?”
 
   Celia’s neck and face flushed crimson, and she exclaimed, “Brenna!”
 
   Kori laughed. “You’re horny, aren’t you?” She reached over and poked Celia in the ribs.
 
   “Quit!” Celia puckered her lips and began to draw again.
 
   “Seriously, Sis’, I couldn’t survive as long as you have without sex.”
 
   The inference wasn’t lost on Kori, who gave Brenna a glance that indicated she was not amused.
 
   “Actually we talked about it before she shipped to Saudi,” Celia answered meekly.
 
   “Really? Are you two separated now?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   Brenna and Kori exchanged knowing glances.
 
   “Celia. How can you be ‘not sure’ about something like that?”
 
   Celia shrugged and handed the finished cartoon to Brenna.
 
   Kori leaned over to have a look and Brenna laughed, while Kori shivered. In the drawing, a gigantic tarantula was bearing down on two women. The women were braless beneath their T-shirts that read, PMS-ing Vampire Lesbians from Hell, and the spider had a sign dangling from its hairy neck that read, Teenaged Mutant Ninja Tarantula.
 
   “That’s hysterical,” Brenna said.
 
   Kori had another involuntary convulsion. “Kill it!”
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   The Nina, The Pinto & The Spanish Sangria
 
    
 
    
 
   Handing her a towel, Micah said, “After you’re dressed, I have some water waiting for you. You need to drink at least a bottle of it to get rid of toxins.”
 
   “Toxins?” Karen asked.
 
   “Massage loosens toxins in your body. That’s a good thing, but you need to flush them out or else they’ll just settle back into you muscles again.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” the dark-haired woman said. “Too bad that doesn’t work for toxic people.”
 
   When the woman emerged from Micah’s massage room, Micah handed her the mineral water. “Who did you say referred you to me?”
 
   “Oh, no one…I saw your flyer. You’re really good. That was fabulous. But I’m afraid I have a confession.”
 
   Micah always hated a preface that sounded like that. Unless of course, it was coming from a woman she had the hots for.
 
   “We have a mutual friend.”
 
   “Oh?
 
   “Sage.”
 
   Micah felt something tighten in her chest. “Well I wouldn’t call Sage a friend.”
 
   “I know. I was being facetious.”
 
   Micah showed her a seat at the kitchen bar. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I’ve been wanting to contact you, but wasn’t sure how to go about it, it’s sort of awkward…I was the next target on Sage’s romantic hit list.”
 
   It was clear then. Micah had heard that Sage went directly from her house to some other woman’s house. This was indicative of her deck-stacking with women, so she’d always have a place to go when she screwed up a relationship. “Ah.”
 
   “Please don’t think this is…that I’m being devious. I just didn’t know how to approach you, and when I saw your flyer, I realized I could get a massage and also talk to you.”
 
   The two women spent the next hour comparing notes about Sage. Karen had kicked Sage out of her house only a week before. She insisted that she didn’t want her back, but did still harbor some affection for Sage, in spite of her mistreatment.
 
   “Yes, Sage can be very charming, and she’ll keep trying to convince you to take her back. I took her back about four times.” Micah remembered what it was like to stand there and tell the deputy that her dyke girlfriend had just shoved her into the coffee table. Humiliating. “But understand that the last time was after she got very drunk and very violent, and left some bruises on me. That was my limit.”
 
   The woman pulled out a compact and checked her hair in the small mirror. “Well, she hasn’t been violent toward me, but I do see that she has a drinking problem. That’s more than I can take sometimes.” 
 
   Micah encouraged Karen to stick to her guns, and the two women parted as commiserating acquaintances.
 
   Scarlet stopped by to drop off the newest CD from Layna Cunningham. The two had been college roommates, and now, got together whenever Layna was in the area for a gig. Micah had met her right after she moved to Eureka, and had played her first CD until it was worn out.
 
   Layna lived in Kansas City and had several promotional copies that she asked Scarlet to spread around town in anticipation of her gig at the Auditorium. “You’ll love this one even more than the last one,” Scarlet gushed.
 
   Micah looked the CD over and then put it in the player. Her years as a sound engineer had sharpened her ear, and that expertise was put to good use, when she again heard the smokey, alto vocals riding on guitar technique that was near perfection. And the songs themselves were among the best she had ever heard. 
 
   “Wow. She’s the real deal, huh?”
 
   “Yep. She’s booked at the Aud in January. I bet she’d love a massage. Want me to ask her?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “She’s straight, though, so don’t get any ideas.” Scarlet had to rush off, then, to show a house, and Micah was left to herself for the evening. She must have listened to that CD three more times before pulling out the insert and reading the details. Layna Cunningham was as stunning as she remembered. Micah felt a pang of remorse that all the best looking women seemed to be straight.
 
   The next morning was the day of the scheduled lunch with Nina, and Micah woke from a dream about her. In it, the two of them were sitting in Nina’s Pinto, drinking Spanish Sangria and making out.
 
   Micah’s dream-self was perfectly fine with the whole situation, as is often the case in dreams, when we find ourselves doing, thinking, and feeling things that don’t make sense in our waking lives.
 
   Micah joined Nina in the back seat, and made Nina give her a foot massage, then made her give her a shoulder massage, and then she pushed Nina down in the seat and began kissing her feverishly. As things progressed, Nina was suddenly naked, and Micah noticed that she had a penis.
 
   “You never told me about your penis,” Micah’s dream-self said.
 
   “I didn’t want you to stop talking to me,” Nina confessed.
 
   “Well, this isn’t what I had in mind.”
 
   Nina began to stroke her penis. “I want you to suck it,” Nina said.
 
   Micah sat up and shook her head. “I’m not interested.”
 
   So Nina bent over, and began to suck her own penis.
 
   When Micah woke from this dream, and it all came flooding back to her, she found herself becoming a bit queasy. Nina probably wasn’t hiding a penis in her pants, but Micah was more convinced than ever that her subconscious mind, in its own cryptic and bizarre fashion, was trying to tell her that Nina was not the one for her. She was already aware of that, and wondered why her mind would have created such a strange scenario, to inform her of something she already knew. 
 
   Nina did drive a Pinto, but the two of them had never shared Sangria. Perhaps it was a reference to Nina’s Spanish heritage. 
 
   So what did the penis represent? Perhaps, Micah thought, it was merely a reference to a mismatched sexual partner. 
 
   She would have to restrain herself from asking Nina at lunch that day if she was a morphodite.
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   Smoking Prowlers & Lesbian Chromosomes
 
    
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you shot the trash barrel.” Brenna had dropped the Backwoods Home magazine on her chest, and turned to Kori, who was lying beside her in bed, perusing the latest issue of The Advocate.
 
   “You said to put some holes in it.” Kori adjusted the lamp shade and shifted positions.
 
   “Well, yeah, but I didn’t mean bullet-holes.”
 
   “What’s the difference? You wanted holes, and I gave you holes.”
 
   “I just wanted to be able to dump the vacuum pans in there without it filling up, but so that the gunk would stay in the barrel and dry out.”
 
   “You say I’m not spontaneous enough. Now you’re bitchin’ about that.”
 
   “You scared the shit out of Hob.” Brenna folded the comforter down and began to laugh.
 
   “Hob is lucky I don’t shoot him.”
 
   “Come on, Kori. That dog is really cute. Why do you hate him so much?”
 
   “He steals my paper every damn day, that’s why.”
 
   “He’s just trying to get you to love him.”
 
   “Well he’s going about it the wrong way. And since when were you a canine psychic?”
 
   “Righteous told me that’s what Hob is thinking.”
 
   Kori stared at her. “Really?”
 
   Brenna went back to her magazine. “No.”
 
   Kori smacked her on the shoulder. “Brat.”
 
   Brenna put her magazine on the bedside table, and snatched Kori’s away, tossing it to the floor over her shoulder. She grabbed Kori and kissed her. “Now we’ve just had a fight and we have to make up.” Brenna shoved Kori over and held her down as she bit her neck.
 
   Brenna ignored Kori’s protests, and knew that she could not say no this time, it had been too long. But she was aware that Kori was not into it. Still, she persisted, knowing that Kori’s body would eventually say yes, if it received enough stimulation.
 
   The theory proved true, and Kori finally gave in to the sensations that Brenna evoked. When Kori eased into afterglow, Brenna whispered in her ear, “It’s been a long time since you strapped it on.” 
 
   Kori winced. “You know I don’t really enjoy that.”
 
   “I want to enjoy it. Don’t you want to please me?”
 
   Guilt got the better of Kori, and she got up to don the gear, returning to bed. Though mechanical, she followed through, but Brenna could not have an orgasm. 
 
   Her motive in coercing Kori into sex was twofold. She wanted to see if Kori was capable of making love to her anymore, with any amount of enthusiasm (the answer to which was no) and to wear Kori out, knowing that she would sleep soundly and Brenna could then slip out of bed and stand vigil in the living room. If there was a cigarette smoker coming in the house at night, she was bound and determined to catch them.
 
   A full hour later, in which Brenna insisted, probably out of spite, that Kori pound her into oblivion the entire time, Brenna lifted Kori’s dead-weight arm off her chest and placed it on the bed between them. She avoided Kori’s hand as it fluttered after her, and shoved a pillow in her place. Kori pulled the pillow close and grinned, mumbling, “Combokgoleas.” Kori was bilingual only in her sleep.
 
   She settled on a sofa cushion in the corner of the living room and waited.
 
   Some time later, Brenna woke at the sound of the screen door bouncing against the jamb. She blinked her eyes into focus, but could see no one in the room. Carefully, she crept to the front window and fingered the curtain aside an inch. Kori was reaching under the porch swing. She pulled out a pack of cigarettes, took the lighter from inside the cellophane cover, and lit it. She took several drags of it, while Brenna watched in shock.
 
   Soon, Kori replaced the pack under the swing and came back inside, carrying the cigarette with her into the bedroom. Brenna was about to say something, but realized that Kori was unaware of her, even though she had been waiting in plain sight when Kori walked in. She followed her into the bedroom and watched her take a few more puffs before she put the cigarette out in the ceramic bowl by the bed. As if hypnotized, Kori climbed into bed, and closed her eyes, soon snoring away.
 
   The mystery was solved. And although there might be nothing sweeter than shaking Kori awake to tell her, she preferred to confront her after she was wide awake in the morning.
 
   The steam rose from the coffee mug, the scent of Lemon Poppy Seed muffins swelled the air around the bed, as Brenna set the tray down over Kori’s snoring body. “Wake up, my Dove,” Brenna cooed sweetly. Kori did not stir, so Brenna picked up the coffee mug and passed its steam beneath Kori’s nose. 
 
   Her eyebrows smelled it first, though, as they lifted. Her nose followed, then her eyelids. “Mmmmm!” she breathed. “Coffee…” She pulled herself up, propping her pillows behind her and accepting the warm mug. “Thank you, Baby. Ooo! Muffins, too!” Kori picked one up and took a bite.
 
   “Are you alert yet?”
 
   “The world has plenty of lerts,” Kori said with a sleepy smile.
 
   “Oh, joy, you’re in good humor.”
 
   Kori took a cautious sip and frowned. “Why do I need to be in good humor—what did you do?” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.
 
   “It’s what you did, my love.” Brenna poured powdered creamer into her own mug and stirred until it was the right tone of beige. “See that new cigarette butt over there in that bowl?”
 
   Kori twisted to look. “Again?!”
 
   “Yes, again. And guess what? You’re the one who smoked it.”
 
   Kori gave her an emotionless stare. “What are you trying to pull?”
 
   “Nothing. I saw you with my own eyes last night. You were sleepwalking.”
 
   Kori frowned, glanced at the bowl, and back at her lover. Finally her face pinched up in derision. “You set that up. What an imagination! This is really quite inventive, and you could probably put it in your next book, but it won’t get you out of trouble.”
 
   “Kori! I swear to God! You were sleepwalking!”
 
   “Did you bring in my paper?”
 
   “Kori! I’m serious. I saw you walk through the living room and out to the porch. You pulled the cigarettes out from under the porch swing and lit up. Then you came in and put it out in that bowl, climbed back in bed and went back to sleep.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “How else would I know where they were hidden?”
 
   “You knew where they were, because YOU put them there.”
 
   “Well, you’re doing it, now.” She took a sullen sip of coffee.
 
   “Why didn’t you just wake me up with the evidence?”
 
   “Because I read somewhere that you should never wake up a sleepwalker. It’s dangerous or something.”
 
   “Mmmm. Convenient. Brenna. Darling. Why can’t you just admit that you backslid? No one is perfect. I won’t condemn you to hell for having a moment of weakness.”
 
   Brenna growled her exasperation and got up to leave.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To feed the zoo.”
 
   Kori sipped her coffee and watched Brenna stomp out of the room. Writers could be so melodramatic.
 
   While Brenna was feeding the chickens, a black Bronco pulled down the drive and honked. A blond young woman in her mid-thirties stepped out to greet Kori at the porch. Brenna dumped the rest of the chicken scratch from the Folgers coffee can and parted a path between the scratching and pecking hens.
 
   “Annie! What brings you out to the wilds of Hogscald?”
 
   Annie gave them both a hug, re-tucking her white wife-beater into the back of her jeans, and fluffing out the pink flannel shirt she wore on top of it. “I felt like a drive in the country. And I haven’t seen you guys in months. How’s it going?”
 
   Kori glanced at Brenna. “Never a dull moment.”
 
   Annie’s eyes caught the exchange, and then she looked over Brenna’s shoulder at the coop. “Oh, chickens. You really have chickens and everything. You girls are truly living in the sticks. Can I see them?”
 
   “Sure.” The three of them ambled over to the pen.
 
   “Chick! Chick! Chick!” Annie called to them, leaning on the heavy-gauge chicken wire. Annie was tall and slim, her blue eyes knowing and flirty. “How’s the relationship?”
 
   “Never a dull moment,” Kori said again.
 
   Annie studied both their faces. “Okay.”
 
   “How’s the new office?” Kori asked.
 
   Annie watched Festus flail at a bantam hen and proceed to eat her pile of corn. A cool October breeze ruffled the down of the hen’s feathers, and likewise lifted a lock of Annie’s hair. She folded her arms. “Great. Client list is small, but I think it’ll pick up.”
 
   It was always a pleasure to visit with Annie, Brenna thought. Especially when she wears a sexy tank top like that. She wished it was warm enough for her to take the flannel off. “How about some coffee?” Brenna asked.
 
   Annie nodded, “It’s a little bit chilly this morning, isn’t it?”
 
   Yes it is, according to your nipples, Brenna thought.
 
   Annie followed them back to the house.
 
   They were greeted with a blinking light from the answering machine. “Did you hear the phone?” Brenna asked Kori.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Brenna played the message and pushed the appropriate buttons to erase the voice of her father.
 
   “Are you gonna call him back?” Kori asked, stacking wood in the fireplace.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You know why not.” Brenna dropped on the sofa and watched Kori stack new wood in the fireplace.
 
   Annie interjected smoothly, “I don’t know why not—”
 
   Brenna tossed her a weary glance, as Annie took a seat at the other end of the couch and reached for her coffee. 
 
   Annie had been Brenna and Kori’s therapist two years ago, and the relationship developed into a friendship. Annie was straight, but they didn’t hold it against her. “Have I ever told you that you bear a striking resemblance to Jamie Lee Curtis?”
 
   Annie lowered an eyebrow. “You always say that when you don’t want to explore your feelings with me.”
 
   “Let’s put it this way, when my dear old Dad found out I was gay, he went out and got a vasectomy.”
 
   Annie laughed. “Oh, of course. It’s all his fault you’re gay.”
 
   “Something like that. I guess he did the honorable thing: taking that lesbian chromosome out of the gene pool.”
 
   Annie grinned devilishly. “Would you like to have your old appointment time back?”
 
   “Do I have to pay for it?” Brenna shot back.
 
   Annie folded her legs up under her on the sofa. “I could arrange a freebie for you, my dear.”
 
   “I think I’d rather suppress it, let it eat me up inside, have a nervous breakdown, and then let Kori haul me into your office in a wheelbarrow. No since impeding the natural progression of insanity.”
 
   Kori tossed over her shoulder, “We don’t have a wheelbarrow, but I’m sure Brenna will buy one.”
 
   Annie nodded. “Sounds good. That way I can mold you into my slave and make you do all that typing at the office.”
 
   Kori pulled the screen in front of the growing fire, and snorted. “Isn’t that a bit unethical?”
 
   “It’s all the way unethical.” Annie sipped her coffee.
 
   Brenna expertly changed the subject. “Are you going to make it over here for Thanksgiving, Annie?” 
 
   “I think so. I’d like to, even if it’s just to meet this Tilly-character. Brian and I were going down to Florida for that seminar on Radix, but it was rescheduled. They were afraid no one would show because of the Holiday.”
 
   “There’s something about Tilly that … that I can’t put my finger on, but…” She shook her head abruptly. “I guess I just need a second opinion.”
 
   “Does she really believe she’s being abducted by alien spaceships?”
 
   “Evidently. It’s hard to imagine someone who really believes that, but she seems so matter-of-fact about it. You could take some copious notes for an article in the American Journal of Psychiatry.” Brenna sat down next to her while Kori poked at the logs in the fire.
 
   “Didn’t you say she claimed to be…with child?” Annie stifled a smile.
 
   “With alien, would be more exact. What’s your professional opinion?”
 
   Annie frowned and then offered, “Throw her a shower?”
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   Killing Sparks at Sparky’s
 
    
 
    
 
   At lunch with Nina, she slipped into just a portion of her reticence to inflict pain, and made one last effort to impart the reality of their never-to-be-romantic relationship, morphoditic dreams notwithstanding.
 
   After they had placed their orders, Micah told her all about the women she was going to see in Kansas City, and the date she had lined up with this really beautiful, 40-something professional woman. She had printed out a photo she’d found online, and pulled that from her wallet for dramatic effect. She then excused herself to go to the restroom, hoping her absence from the table for a few minutes would provide time for Nina to get the idea.
 
   She paused at the sink, washed her hands, and was tossing the towel in the receptacle, when the door came open and Nina appeared, cornering her near the wall.
 
   “You don’t understand…I have real feelings for you, Micah, and I think you’re very special and I want you to be my first.” With that, she lurched forward, and tried to land a kiss.
 
   Micah grabbed her wrists and said, perhaps too loudly, “Nina, I don’t want to be your first!” Then as Nina stepped back, stunned, Micah tried to explain more calmly. “I thought we could be friends, Nina, and I still hope that’s possible, but there will never be anything romantic between us. I’ve tried in a hundred different subtle and not so subtle ways to tell you but it’s like you’ve only heard what you want to hear. I don’t want to be your foray into the gay world. I don’t want to be with someone who is trying to figure out their sexual orientation. I know what I am looking for and I’m sorry, but you’re just not it, romantically. I’ve never led you on. You have to let that idea go.” She released her hands. “Now, I am going to use the restroom, and when I get back to the table, we can pretend this never happened and just be friends…if you’re not there when I come out of here, then I’ll know you can’t be just friends with me and we’ll leave it at that.”
 
   Nina looked down at her shoes, her face crimson with humiliation. She nodded almost imperceptibly and left the restroom, and Micah leaned against the wall on a sigh. It’s like a circus. Like one big, dark comedy with three rings full of clowns who want to swing from my trapeze of love. I will have to pay a visit to Righteous Clementine and ask for my money back, or demand an altered social mojo.
 
   Then she heard the toilet flush and realized someone was in there. Out walked Karen. Micah had heard through the small-town grapevine, that she had taken Sage back again after all. The woman was again with Micah’s tire-gouging, freeloading, loser ex-girlfriend. She was smiling as she crossed to the sink to wash her hands while she shook her head and said nothing. 
 
   Finally, Karen cleared her throat. “How is it that you inspire such passion in these women?”
 
   She was afraid of the implications of that statement. She sighed. “One of the many mysteries I am trying to solve. Just like where all the missing socks go.”
 
   Karen turned off the water and pulled a towel from the dispenser, turning as she dried her hands. “I finally booted Sage to the curb.”
 
   “Forgive me, but I’ve heard that before.”
 
   “Oh, it took, this time. She finally got aggressive by throwing a beer bottle at me. Hit me in the head, too. I remembered what you said, and she became history at that point.”
 
   Micah was reminded of the flat tire she had recently. The man at the garage said it was a knife puncture in the sidewall, and she immediately thought of Sage, since she had no one else that qualified as an enemy. “You didn’t happen to mention me in that last upheaval?”
 
   “Well, actually, yes, I made the mistake of saying ‘Micah was right about you.’ And all hell broke loose.” She tossed the paper towel in the trash. “So in the heat of the moment I confessed that we had talked at length.” She pulled lipstick from her purse and turned to the mirror. “Sage got the idea that I kicked her out because of something you said.”
 
   “Her perspective was distorted? What a shock.”
 
   “She was pretty mad.”
 
   “Well that explains a lot.”
 
   She frowned. “Like what?”
 
   “I am hesitant to even bring it up, considering.”
 
   She waited, putting the strap of her purse over her shoulder and picking up her cell phone off the sink, looking at Micah expectantly.
 
   “Someone stuck a knife in one of my tires about a week ago.”
 
   She was only mildly surprised. “You think she did it?”
 
   “You tell me.”
 
   “She was pretty mad, and maybe she re-routed that to you again.”
 
   “Thanks, pal.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Micah, really. Like I said, I should have been friends with you instead of girlfriends with her. I can’t change it now. I can just get away from it.”
 
   “Well, good luck with that. I was trying to get as far away from these situations as possible myself.” She looked toward the door where Nina had exited. 
 
   “Looks like they follow you.”
 
   “Yes, I’ve got to go see if she’s waiting at the table, or has stuck me with the check.”
 
   “Good luck with that.”
 
   “Yeah. Thanks.”
 
   “Hey. Give me a call sometime, we’ll do lunch.”
 
   Micah gave her a dry look. “Right. Give some thought to the ramifications of that in a small town with an ex we have in common who has a fondness for pocketknives…”
 
   She smiled and nodded. “Maybe she’ll move to another small town.”
 
   “That could happen. She’s pretty much made the rounds and worn out her welcome with everyone in this one.”
 
   Her cell phone chirped and she looked at the screen. “I have to take this.”
 
   She waved at her on her way out.
 
   Rounding the threshold into the outside deck area, Micah saw the empty chairs at their table. A bit relieved, and resigned to paying the tab, she went over and sat down, their food displayed there, untouched, having been served while both of them were away from the table. She plucked a spinach leaf from the salad and popped it in her mouth, turning slightly to peer out the back windows into the wooded field beyond the café.
 
   The sound of a screaking chair pulled her attention back. Nina sat down and placed a bottle of dressing on the table between them. “They forgot the Ranch,” she said simply, pulling out her napkin and placing it in her lap. She began to dress her salad and Micah did the same, and they said almost nothing for a few moments, and then Nina began to talk about work, and something cute her daughter said, and Micah talked about a movie she saw the night before, and hoped it would continue to be that simple.
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   Ports of Call
 
    
 
    
 
   “How’s…” Brenna indicated Tilly’s abdomen. “How is the little one coming along?”
 
   Tilly patted her stomach. “He’s a growin’, this ‘un. It don’t show much. He’s a little bitty thang. Like his pappy, if I recall right.”
 
   Brenna rolled her eyes and spun on her heel toward the screen door. “There’s about three more cups of coffee left. Any takers?”
 
   Tilly nodded. “That’d be right nice, Miss Brenna.”
 
   Celia nodded, her eyes locked on Tilly as she sat comfortably astride the chestnut. 
 
   Brenna disappeared into the house and Tilly slid down and came over to the porch railing, letting Sassafras’s rein drop to the ground. She leaned on the rail and studied Celia who found it difficult to meet her eyes. She fondled the links of chain at one side of the porch swing and seemed to be counting them with her fingers like a blind person.
 
   “You got a feller?” Tilly asked softly.
 
   Celia looked over at her. “No…I’m…no.”
 
   “Purty gal like you should have a feller.” She moved around to the steps and came onto the porch, leaning against the railing, re-rolling the sleeves of her brown flannel shirt.
 
   “I’m too busy,” she explained feebly.
 
   “Busy,” Tilly repeated dully.
 
   The screen door came open, and Brenna carried the three mugs over, handing one to Tilly and offering the other to Celia. Celia took a quick first sip, burned her tongue and a splash of coffee dribbled down the front of her shirt. She cursed quietly and wiped it away.
 
   “You’re supposed to blow on it,” Brenna offered dryly. Celia made a face at her and pulled her button-down shirt away from her skin. “So,” Brenna began, the cool October breeze fingering through her hair. “Would you like to help me fix the end of the porch?”
 
   Celia shrugged. “Sure.”
 
   “You know, I really could use your help around here this week. I want to repair the chicken coop and paint the living room. You could stay in the guest room and get out of that apartment for a while.”
 
   “What if M—” Celia censored herself, glancing at Tilly. “—Mom tries to reach me? You know she’s not in good health.”
 
   Brenna knew it was Marley’s call she was really concerned about missing, but she couldn’t resist the opportunity to play dumb and make Celia squirm.
 
   “That’s not a problem. We could call her and give her our number.”
 
   Celia cleared her throat, glancing at Tilly again, and took a cautious sip, wincing at the slight discomfort of the hot coffee on her raw tongue. “I’ll think about it.” Celia noticed that Tilly had a cute butt, but stopped herself from pursuing the thought.
 
   Tilly sipped her coffee quietly, the lower half of her right leg resting flat atop the railing, seemingly preoccupied with Sassafras’ search for grass. He settled for a brown clump near the porch. She took a last swallow and handed her cup to Brenna. “Thanks fer the coffee, Miss Brenna. I got to ride inta town. See ya’ll later.” She hopped down the steps and picked up the loose rein, swinging easily onto the chestnut’s back. Lifting a hand at them in farewell, she kicked the horse into an easy lope down the driveway toward the gate.
 
   “Marley might call,” Celia blurted. “You know I can’t stay gone too long.”
 
   Brenna smiled. “You’re here, now, aren’t you?
 
   “I should be getting back, as a matter of fact.”
 
   “C’mon, Celia,” Brenna coaxed, sitting down in the swing beside her. “She hasn’t called in a month.”
 
   “All the more reason for me to spend more time at home.” Celia held her mug in two hands, more out of habit than to warm her hands.
 
   “It’s funny, you know? She’s a soldier, but you’re the P.O.W.”
 
   “If it was Kori who was off in Saudi, would you get very far from the phone?”
 
   Brenna snorted. “Apples and oranges.”
 
   “Why do you always act like your relationship is so much more stable than everyone else’s?” Celia said irritably.
 
   “Do I give that impression? I don’t mean to. Every relationship has its challenges. Even mine and Kori’s.”
 
   “Right. You and Kori are perfect for each other.” 
 
   Brenna made a derisive sound. “Things are going down hill at the moment.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Never mind, It’s just a sex thing. But Marley’s fallen prey to all that insipid patriarchal, war-mongering bullshit, that’s all. If women were in charge, we wouldn’t have wars.” Celia began to roll her eyes, so Brenna decided against her usual flower-child dissertation on the evils of male-dominated politics. “It’s just that…look, the problem is, Marley and you were a mismatch from the start. You know that.”
 
   “That’s your opinion.”
 
   “I guess so. But I know you, Celia. Sometimes I think I know you better than you know yourself. You need more out of a relationship. Marley can’t provide what you need. She’s married to the military, not you. You’re just a port of call. It’s only a matter of time before you admit that to yourself.”
 
   Celia slugged the rest of her coffee and reached over to set the mug on the window sill beside the swing. “I need to go.”
 
   “You just got here an hour ago.”
 
   Celia went into the house, and Brenna followed with both their mugs, knowing she had once again opened her mouth and allowed the acid to seep through. 
 
   Tilly reined up in the field behind the remote mercantile and dismounted. She tied the reins together at the chestnut’s withers and lifted the coils of rope draped there, making a timber hitch to secure one end of the nylon rope to a ring on Sassafras’s halter. The white fibrous bags balanced on each side of the horse’s rump contained oats, and Tilly emptied one into a large pan for the horse and checked the nearby trough for fresh water before patting the horse affectionately and starting for the back door of the store.
 
   Inside, Mr. Hurley greeted her from his place behind the counter and she nodded at the collection of old men gathered around the woodstove on stools, chairs and crates, chewing tobacco, and spitting into a bucket placed in the center of their circle. The mercantile was a page out of recent history, caught on the banks of time, its décor and almost everything else in the store, reminiscent of a time from Tilly’s childhood. Mr. Hurley was adamant about keeping it authentic, and maintained the Southern colloquial banter, because that was his comfort zone.
 
   “I’m much obliged, Mr. Hurley, fer you lettin’ me leave Sassafras out there whilst I stock the store.”
 
   “Ain’t no bother. He reminds me of a gelding I had a few years back. Got a broke leg. Had to shoot ‘im.”
 
   “I ‘member you sayin’ that, Mr. Hurley.” Tilly nodded, picking up a package of horehound candy and reaching into the upright Coke freezer for a squatty, twelve-ounce bottle.
 
   “Name was Chico. Why, that pony was so polite, when I’d ride ‘im, he’d stop at ever ditch and fence and let me go over first.” He laughed at his own joke, and Tilly nodded, indulging his short-term memory. He told that story every month when she came in.
 
   Hurley rubbed his gray stubble and chuckled to himself. “That be all fer ya, missy?”
 
   Tilly nodded, setting the Coke and horehound on the counter. Hurley pressed the buttons of the ancient register and Tilly watched the white and black number plates pop up behind the glass.
 
   “That’ll be a dollar sixty-five cents,” he said, the drawer popping open and striking him gently in the belly.
 
   She counted out the money and dropped it in his hand.
 
   “I can remember when them little Cokes was a nickel…” He divided the change into their compartments and closed the drawer.
 
   Tilly had to grin. He always shared that nickel-Coke bit, too. “City folk calls it progress,” she told him.
 
   “I call it a shame,” he offered emphatically, running his thumbs up the inside of his overall straps.
 
   The mercantile was the only source in the area for essentials, and Hurley did a good business with the backwoods residents. “Did the truck come?”
 
   He peered out the window and then over at the grandfather clock against the wall. “Still got a few minutes. Have a seat by the stove.” She started in that direction when he pointed outside. “Yonder it comes.”
 
   She nodded and turned on her heel toward the stock room. “Holler if you need help up front, Mr. Hurley.”
 
   He nodded amiably and rubbed his stubble again, watching her walk down the aisle toward the back, prepared for a day of lifting and pricing and breaking down boxes.
 
   Kori pulled into the drive at a quarter to seven. She threw her canvas purse over her shoulder by the strap and hoisted her fat silver briefcase and laptop out of the passenger side of the Toyota.
 
   She found Brenna at her computer keyboard, clattering away on some new chapter, a candle burning on her desk, and a cup of coffee warmed on a hot plate nearby. She liked the smell of scented candles and swore it helped her focus.
 
   Kori decided against disturbing her, even to say hello. Years of experience had taught her that when Brenna was on a roll, she should not interrupt the flow of her creative juices. And Kori could always tell when Brenna was on a roll by the degree to which the candle had melted. From the look of the almost non-existent candle wax in the glass bowl, she had been at it for hours. When she finally came out of her fog, she would be starving and have to pee really bad.
 
   As Kori left the room she noticed how refreshing it was to walk into Brenna’s office and not be assailed by the stench of stale tobacco, inevitable in an enclosed space with a creative person who smokes. She left her to it and headed to the living room for her date with Paula Zahn, whom she secretly wanted to poke with that strap-on that she used on Brenna the other night.
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   Sage & Spice & Nothing Nice
 
    
 
    
 
   After lunch, she pulled into her driveway and saw Gizmo looking at her through the glass of her front French Door. He always greeted her there, but this time, he ran away when she walked in, before she could pet him. He was hiding under the kitchen table for some reason.
 
   Then she saw the flowers on the floor. The vase of roses that Nina had sent her last week had been knocked to the carpet. Her first thought was that Giz had bumped the shelf, but it was much too heavy with books for him to move very much. When she looked at the spilled vase again, she realized it could not have fallen without help. Her eyes flew to the sliding glass door off the back porch and she went over and saw that it was unlocked.
 
   Sage. 
 
   Her bladder was full from the tea she had consumed at lunch with Nina, so she headed to the bathroom, mildly concerned. In the toilet bowl was the insert from Layna’s CD, floating, the ink pooling in magenta, yellow and cyan rainbows around it. Had Sage been here after all? Inside, she knew the answer. Was it coincidental that she had just had a conversation with her ex in the bathroom at Sparky’s? Perhaps Sage had been driving by, stalking Karen, and noticed that Micah’s car was also there. She would, of course, assume that Micah and Karen were having lunch together, and it would have seemed a slap in the face. But what of the CD insert? Did Layna represent some imagined romantic competitor? Then another thought crowded into her brain. 
 
   Frantically, she headed for her massage room, fearing for the table, the supplies, even the charcoal drawings she had squirreled away in the closet there. Surely those would be targets of her angst. 
 
   When she entered the room, she immediately saw the white teddy bear with the red heart emblazoned with I Love You on its chest; a gift from Sage during the courtship phase of their stormy relationship. It was hung, noose-like from the headrest of the table, dangling there from one of the drapery cords. The table was thankfully unharmed. 
 
   She checked her stored drawings. Nothing amiss. Her computer in the bedroom was also fine, although she was sure Sage spent some time looking at her email and snooping for information.
 
   A bit shaken, she made a journey through the house, looking for other signs of invasion, other messages from this disturbed individual who had taken her through the quagmire of romance for eight months. She didn’t notice anything.
 
   But she still felt molested. Sage had been in her space, and although done no real damage, had left her message loud and clear. She wanted Micah to be afraid, but angry was what she was. All bullies were essentially cowards. Sage was a coward, just like any other in the schoolyard, and her mentality was not much more advanced.
 
   Sage would not win. Micah would not postpone her trip to Kansas City in a week, nor live in fear. She would just be more mindful of leaving her back door unlocked and would give her landladies the heads up. Scarlet was going to come by to let Giz out periodically, so she’d see if she and Monique wanted to just stay at the house for a couple days. Hen Parties optional.
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   Visions of Sugar Plums
 
    
 
    
 
   Celia had never been on a horse before. She overruled her shyness and held onto Tilly’s waist as they made their way to the tree house that Tilly called home.
 
   The trip was silent, and the leaves brushed their faces, the limbs clutched at their hair, the bushes clawed at their jeaned legs as the wooded path became a thicket. Tilly pulled up the chestnut beneath a massive white oak and lifted her leg over the withers of the gelding so she could slide to the ground. She offered a hand to Celia so that she could dismount as well.
 
   Tilly turned and pointed to the sky. The wind picked up and swirled around them, leaves dancing, as the glow appeared overhead. Celia’s eyes widened and she shrank back, but Tilly’s long fingers closed over Celia’s arm and she gripped it with unusual power. 
 
   The orb was silver and was made from inked lines. It descended over the trees and halted, showering ink pens down into the trees all around them.
 
   Celia shook her head mechanically, and looked over at Tilly, who had been reduced to a two-dimensional cartoon character. The features of her face were exaggerated. When Tilly turned to look up at the orb, Celia could see that she was only an inch thick. The skin where Tilly gripped Celia’s arm was covered with ink smudges.
 
   A white shaft of light bathed them, and Celia could feel herself being lifted. She forced her head to the side, trying to coax a question from her frozen throat. Tilly smiled knowingly, lifted an oversized pencil and began to erase herself. Celia closed her eyes tight, unable to watch what was happening.
 
   Celia fell.
 
   She opened her eyes. The nightstand was right in front of her. She could feel the coldness of the wood floor against her side. In the guest room. At Brenna and Kori’s house. Her foot was caught in the bedcovers. She had fallen, but only from the bed.
 
   Later, Celia stood at the front window and watched the November wind shuffle and rearrange the leaves in the front yard. She sipped coffee and willed away the tremor in her hands. Her imagination was one of her strongest gifts, but it could give her quite a scare sometimes.
 
   “Hey—”
 
   Celia spasmed at the unexpected voice, spilling some coffee on her Ren and Stimpy T-shirt.
 
   Brenna knuckled sleep from the corner of one eye, and stretched both arms above her head with a drowsy grunt. “How long have you been up?”
 
   “About half an hour. I made coffee.” Celia looked up at Brenna’s wild hair, and thought how much it looked like Bill the Cat.
 
   “Great.” Brenna looked her over as she lifted the cup shakily to her lips for a drink. “Are you okay? You look a little frayed around the edges.”
 
   In her mind’s eye, Celia saw the animated Tilly erasing herself. “Another one of my bizarre dreams.”
 
   Brenna nodded. “Let me get some coffee, first.”
 
   Celia turned back to the window and watched a leaf swirl across the yard. She imagined it turning to an animated ink rendering. It had two eyes and a mouth shaped like an ‘O’—it was screaming something that Celia could not hear. She closed her eyes and drank more coffee.
 
   The friends gathered around the fire after Thanksgiving dinner, and Brenna realized the wood box was running low. She went outside to cut some, but promptly snapped the handle on her axe. Tilly offered to “go fetch” hers, and invited Celia along for the ride. 
 
   Remembering the bizarre dream she’d had about going to the tree house with Tilly, curiosity got the best of her, and she was way too intrigued to decline. Besides, she wanted to check out this infamous tree house that Tilly called home.
 
   The tree house was not so much a house in a tree, but a house within some trees. Originally an old open water tower on a platform, meant to catch rain, Tilly had made it into a home for herself.
 
   After they dismounted, Tilly tied Sassafras’s reins to a sapling, and motioned for Celia to follow her to the base of the ladder leading up past the stilts to the round wooden reservoir.
 
   Tilly said nothing, but was smiling strangely. Still not rid of the imagery in her bizarre dream, Celia alternately checked the sky, and the dimensions of Tilly, as she followed her up the ladder.
 
   When they reached the platform, Tilly pushed open the almost invisible door, and stepped inside. She turned and offered a hand up to Celia.
 
   “Have a look around,” Tilly invited with a smile.
 
   Directly in front of her, Celia saw the double-sided fireplace made of adobe. A fire crackled there,  casting warmth throughout the circular room. To Celia’s immediate right, a sturdy oak trestle table was stationed. The table was obviously hand built, and had the look of years of wear and tear. Celia could see that the surface of it had been carved with words and names and pictures. Another small window with a hand latch overlooked the table. Beyond the trestle table, was the kitchenette area. An aluminum sink sat amid a multicolored tile countertop, obviously fashioned with spare tiles from the bargain bin at a home store. A couple of the tiles were even overtly larger than the others, but Celia found the design charming and unique. 
 
   She continued past the kitchen and realized almost the entire South wall of the tower home was made of glass or some facsimile thereof, to nurture the growth of a large collection of pots and bins for vegetables. Although most vegetables were out of season, she imagined in the Summer, it looked like the produce section of the supermarket. Tilly had most likely canned much of them, perhaps storing them in the cupboard she saw to one side.
 
   Continuing around, pausing in front of the opposite side of the fireplace, a shelf teemed with books; volumes of all shapes and sizes. To the left of that, was a small bed on cinderblocks, covered with an old multi-colored quilt, pulled down at the top to reveal a pillowcase with a huge faded daisy design. Beside it, from a long bracket extending from the wall, a few changes of clothes on hangers. Below the flannel shirts and jeans was a pair of work boots and a small two drawer chest. Beyond the bed, full-circle to the entry door, was a bathroom with a small sink, shower, and chemical toilet.
 
   The room was some twenty feet in circumference, and Celia thought it humorous that she was, in the truest sense, walking “around” the room.
 
   The wind howled through the oak leaves and surrounding forest, and Celia turned instinctively back toward the adobe firepit.
 
   “Keeps thangs toasty,” Tilly said.
 
   Celia nodded. She had never seen anything like it. “Did you build this place?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.” Celia wound her way back to the trestle table again, her attention catching on the bookshelves against that wall. She moved over to it, bending down to read some titles. “You seem to have an impressive collection of books—”
 
   “They keep the wind from cuttin’ inta that wall.”
 
   Celia looked over her shoulder at the young woman. She’s using the classics for insulation. Celia shook her head as she raised up again. “I see. Ever read any of them?” She pulled out a thin volume.
 
   Tilly leaned back against the edge of the heavy table, folded her arms and crossed one ankle over the other, considering Celia as she stood awkwardly by the book stacks, holding a volume entitled, The Tempest. She spoke from deep in her throat, slowly, and with no trace of the Southern drawl. “Thou hast vexed me, marvelous much.”
 
   Celia stiffened, her voice soft with astonishment. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Not an exact quote, but it fits.” Tilly ran a slender hand through her short blond hair, and it fell back into place again.
 
   Celia’s jaw went slack. What happened to her accent?
 
   “Not familiar with old William, huh?
 
   “William—”
 
   “Shakespeare.” Tilly moved over to the firepit and tossed another log on the flames. Sparks dancing out onto the tile hearth in front of it, as Celia gawked down at the volume in her hands. Tilly went on matter-of-factly, “I find his work quite stimulating, but I have to be in the mood for him.” She had moved closer to Celia, wiping bark from her hands. A warm glow fell across the room, but the smirk on Tilly’s face was still visible as she leaned back against the table again. “I prefer Dean Koontz, Robert A. Heinlein, and Rita Mae Brown. Those volumes I keep over there near the bed.”
 
   Celia stared at the young woman, as some Kafka-esque event took place, though Tilly remained wholly human. Tilly’s dimensions had indeed changed. Was Celia’s bizarre dream prophetic after all? Celia’s eyes moved back and forth as if rewinding and replaying what she had just heard. “You’re not…you’re a fake.” Celia suddenly felt very vulnerable, and not a little frightened to be out in the woods with this woman that had suddenly turned into someone else.
 
   Tilly grinned. “That depends on how you look at it. You’re a fake, too, pretending to be straight when I’m around.” Celia looked down at the book, opened it, and realized it was upside down, so she closed it again.
 
   Tilly stepped away from the table and moved to stand in front of Celia. Slowly, she reached out and captured the top button of Celia’s shirt, rolled it between her fingers. “I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at me all day today. Especially during dinner.”
 
   “I was…just trying to figure you out—”
 
   “Is that so? Have you come to any conclusions, yet?” Tilly was still rolling the button between her fingers, still attaching a steady gaze to Celia’s darting eyes.
 
   Celia found herself grinning, and a giggle erupted in her throat, and was gone again as she regained control of the quickening mania in her chest. “I didn’t want to…I had some…” Celia moved quickly around Tilly to the table still holding the volume of Shakespeare in her hands, rubbing the cover.
 
   “Some what?” Tilly asked softly, moving closer and taking the volume from her hands.
 
   “Thoughts…about you…”
 
   Tilly lowered her voice seductively. “Were they as carnal as mine?” She dropped the book on the table with pop.
 
   Celia jumped spasmodically, swallowed and reminded herself to breathe.
 
   “Everyone has a fortress, Celia. Perhaps we should loosen a few of those stones.” Tilly reached up to release the button she had been twisting, without once letting her eyes stray from Celia’s.
 
   Celia inhaled deeply again as a geyser of crimson filled the area around her neck and throat. She could feel it heating up and spreading. This is insane! I hardly know this person. I should slap her in the face and walk back to Brenna and Kori’s house. “Tilly—”
 
   She released the second button, still fixing Celia with an unwavering stare. “You think Brenna and Kori are the first gay women to escape to the woods? I know how unhappy women can be. They have to play by rules that some Protestant white male made up. I decided I didn’t like the game. I’m glad I don’t have to play anymore.”
 
   “You’re pretending to be something you’re not. Isn’t that a game, too?” Celia’s voice betrayed a sudden feeling of triumph.
 
   Tilly had released another button as she continued. “It’s my game. By my rules.”
 
   In spite of the voice of reason, Celia heard that other voice. The one that had been lonely. The one that hadn’t been intimate with her girlfriend in such a long time. But, I can’t do this with a stranger—I can’t, because I’m married—She swallowed again, her thumb involuntarily rubbing the underside of her Holy Union band. “Tilly—”
 
   She lifted her eyebrows. “Do you have another question, Celia? Is there something about this situation that you don’t understand?” She lifted Celia’s left hand, her thumb and index fingers rubbing the silver ring on Celia’s third finger. “Are you thinking about this? Trying to decide how much meaning it has these days?”
 
   Celia watched Tilly’s fingers rub the band. The silver began to burn her skin, and she wanted to take it off before she gave into the scream that was building in her throat. Tilly twisted and pulled and the burning band was off; she held it up for Celia to see, rolling it briefly between two fingers and then placed it on the tabletop beside The Tempest. She took Celia’s face in her hands and moved in for a kiss. Celia felt the swift response from her own body in the surge that plunged low and began to burn. The kiss soon ripened into audible panting from them both.
 
   Tilly pressed Celia close to her and began to coax her backward until the small of Celia’s back was against the edge of the table. Celia gave one last valiant effort to resist, but the renewed burning at the thought of saying no, forced her to give in to her own hammering heart. Why doesn’t she take me to the bed?! Celia’s mind screamed. 
 
   The kiss progressed until Tilly, frustrated by a uncooperative button, grabbed Celia’s shirt and forced the remaining ones from their thread tethers. The buttons ricocheted off the hardwood floor, and bounced for long seconds before they were still. Meanwhile, Tilly had pulled the shirt off Celia’s shoulders, and was gnawing on that sensitive nerve at Celia’s neck, whispering, “Say no, Celia. Say yes.” 
 
   Celia clawed at Tilly’s back, inadvertently ripping her T-shirt. This seemed to incite more passion in both of them, and Celia whispered hoarsely, “Do it.”
 
   In one swift movement, Tilly lifted the petite Celia up and onto the edge of the table. She pushed up Celia’s sports bra to expose her breasts and began to suck the nipples. They sank back together on the tabletop, disrupting the salt and pepper shakers. Shakespeare fell to the bench and then to the floor, but Celia could feel the silver band burning a hole in her bare back as Tilly peeled the jeans and panties from her hips.
 
   Celia gripped the edges of the table as Tilly lay down on her, whispering—“I’ll bet you taste like sugar plums…”—kissing her fervently, and then sliding down to her knees beside the table to work on loosening the stones of her fortress.
 
   “What’s taking them so long?” Brenna parted the curtain to examine the tree line.
 
   Righteous came out of the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel and offered in her usual soft-spoken manner, “Maybe they got took-up.”
 
   The room swelled with laughter.
 
   Annie took a sip of chicory coffee and slid forward on the sofa. “I think there’s more to Tilly than meets the eye.”
 
   Brenna turned away from the window. “You only had Thanksgiving dinner with the woman, and you’ve already come to a diagnosis?”
 
   “No. It’s just an instinct. She says one thing, but her eyes say something else.”
 
   “What do her eyes say?”
 
   Annie lifted her cup. “She’s got a secret,” she said, taking another sip.
 
   Jordan was stretched out on the sofa, complaining about having eaten way too much. “What’s the secret, though?”
 
   Annie shrugged. “I don’t know. Everyone here was acting straight, except me, of course, I don’t have to act.” They all giggled. “I thought I saw some humor in her eyes. Knowing humor. Like…I don’t know—”
 
   Brenna only grinned. “Whatever. I’m freezing. We need firewood. Tilly needs to hurry back with that axe. We might have to go out there and gather icy sticks.” She glanced toward the wood line where the two had disappeared. “It’s getting dark. I hope they haven’t frozen to death.”
 
   Kori came over and rubbed Brenna’s shoulders. “Oh, come on. It’s not that cold. Besides, even if Celia isn’t in her element, Tilly is. Tilly will make sure that Celia doesn’t get cold.”
 
   Righteous burst into laughter. “Oh, my God!”
 
   Jordan burst out, “Me too!”
 
   All eyes turned to the two psychically gifted women who were now perched on the sofa, side by side.
 
   “What?” Brenna prodded.
 
   Righteous covered her eyes. “I just had a vision.”
 
   Jordan spewed, “Me too!”
 
   Annie folded her legs up under her on the overstuffed chair. “Well finally I get to be around during one of these things. What did you guys see?”
 
   Righteous laughed again, and covered her face with both hands, obviously amused at the image. “It was only a flash. I’m probably just—” she chortled again. “Shit!”
 
   Jordan pretended to be a detective at the scene of a crime, stood up and pulled an imaginary memo pad from her back pocket, poised an imaginary pencil over it, touched the imaginary pencil to her tongue and said in her best cop-on-the-beat voice, “What exactly did you see, Ma’am?”
 
   They all laughed, and Righteous waved her away. “You would never believe it.”
 
   “Tell them,” Jordan said.
 
   “What did you see?” she asked Jordan.
 
   Jordan leaned down and whispered in the medium’s ear.
 
   “Unbelievable. We both had the same vision.”
 
   They all waited expectantly, and Righteous looked around at them, aware that she would not be allowed to move until she told them what the image was. She glanced over at Jordan, who was grinning and nodding. 
 
   “Okay! It’s Celia. And…Tilly—” The group waited with rapt attention. “On the table…”
 
   —Group frowns of confusion—
 
   “…doing it.”
 
   Silence reigned for long moments before a giggle interrupted, then another, and finally laughter congested the air again.
 
   The hilarity did not wane until the door came open and the wind pushed Celia and Tilly inside. Tilly closed the door behind them and was pulling her gloves off when she noticed everyone staring at them. “Whut’re ya’ll grinnin’ like possums fer?”
 
   Righteous snorted and covered her mouth, while Jordan fell into her, chuckling. 
 
   Celia shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Sure is cold…is that coffee? Great.” She headed for the kitchen in quite a hurry.
 
   Tilly watched Celia make a fast exit. “Axe’s on the stoop. Mind if I have a cup a Joe before I chop some wood?”
 
   Brenna shook her head numbly in response and Tilly disappeared into the kitchen.
 
   There was a whispered group decision that the vision would remain unmentioned, and Brenna suggested coffee refills all around; except for Jordan, of course, who was drinking mint-flavored cocoa.
 
   To Righteous and Jordan, Kori said, “You two are scary together.”
 
   When Brenna stepped over the kitchen threshold, she was just in time to see Tilly hand Celia her ring, and watch Celia shove it back on her finger.
 
   “Everyone wants coffee, too,” she said a bit too loudly as she entered.
 
   Tilly nodded at her as she passed Brenna on her way back to the living room, and when she had disappeared around the corner, Brenna grabbed Celia’s arm, causing her to spill coffee on her sneaker and the floor. “Why did Tilly have your ring?”
 
   Celia opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again, and sputtered, “She was—we—I had—I helped her bring in wood and had to wash my hands …I forgot to put my ring back on, and she brought it and just now gave it back to me.”
 
   Brenna noticed the shirt Celia had on. “Where did you get that shirt?”
 
   Celia looked down at it as if she didn’t know she had a shirt on. “Oh. It’s Tilly’s. I got mine… mine got torn…on some branches. Riding over there.“ Careful not to register Brenna’s expression by making eye-contact, Celia whirled and added coffee to her cup.
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   Sour Milk From the Cyber-Teat
 
    
 
    
 
   Kansas City, Missouri was the largest city in the region. It seemed to be the place where most of her social options were. But with a population of two million, compared to Eureka’s two thousand, that was to be expected.
 
   Micah received an email from Jaycee through an online personals site. JC from KC, was how she signed her name. They chatted via email, Instant Messages, and then on the phone for a couple of days, and Micah thought there might be possibilities, so she agreed to set up a date. 
 
   Micah met Jaycee at a local hotel spa, and Jaycee immediately pulled out all the stops by paying for a massage. This time, it was a massage for Micah, by the MT at the spa, and Jaycee had one too, in the room next door, divided only by a curtain. This was a great way to make points, as Micah was always the one giving a massage and rarely got one. The sweet sensation of Dopamine, Oxytocin and Endorphins had placed Micah in a comfort zone. 
 
   After the massages, the two women went to dinner at Caribé‘s. Throughout the meal, Micah would notice her staring with this certain look on her face—a little devious, a little sexual, like she was having some carnal thoughts. She never knew how to respond to things like that. It was unnerving, yet, of course, flattering. Micah said, “I wish there were little cartoon bubbles above your head so I’d know what you are thinking.”
 
   She said, “You don’t want to know right now what I’m thinking. You might run away.”
 
   “Is it bad?”
 
   “Oh no,” she said. “It’s ALL good.”
 
   They had cocktails at Henri’s for the performance of a singer-songwriter, Greg Klyma, billed as “folk with a back beat.” Micah liked the guy, but wished it was Layna Cunningham instead. 
 
   At one point, Jaycee reached over and crooked a finger in one of Micah’s, and there were subtle exchanges of touching through the next hour or so. The frequent salacious looks were perhaps the most uncomfortable parts of the evening, until the time when Micah was moving her chair to let someone by, and wound up leaning really close to Jaycee’s face. She looked up and said, “Oh my God.” 
 
   “What? What’s wrong?” Micah asked.
 
   She said, “Don’t lean that close to me. I won’t be able to resist kissing you.” 
 
   Micah smiled.
 
   “How do you feel about public displays of affection?” Jaycee asked.
 
   Micah wanted to dissuade Jaycee from moving so fast, but didn’t want to be tactless, so she answered, “I think in general it’s fine as long as you’re not in a place where someone will beat you up for it. Beyond that, like when it comes to kissing, that’s not something I want to share with a room full of strangers.”
 
   She said, “Very well put,” and smiled. Then added sarcastically, “So—you ready to go?”
 
   Micah laughed.
 
   By the time they left there, Micah realized that although she was only a bit tipsy, she should not drive until she was fully sober. She had dealt with Sage’s drunk-driving enough to avoid anything similar. “I need to have some coffee before I get in the car.”
 
   Jaycee said, sort of humorously, “Well, fortunately, I have coffee up in my room.”
 
   “Oh, really?” Micah laughed. “How convenient.”
 
   They went up and stretched out on the bed with coffee, and watched, of all things, South Park. Micah nodded off and then looked over at Jaycee, who had already fallen asleep. Micah got up quietly to put on her shoes, and Jaycee’s eyes fluttered open.
 
   “I have to go,” Micah said, picking up her coat and bag. 
 
   Jaycee was lying there on the bed looking up at her, and Micah decided to give her a thank you kiss before she left. She crawled over onto the bed and kissed her, and Jaycee reached up and put her hands on Micah’s face and looked straight into her eyes and said, “You make me breathless.” 
 
   They kissed again. And again and again. It just became this kissfest with a little petting. Jaycee kept saying “Oh my god,” and what a good kisser Micah was. Micah’s mind whirled over into other areas best left undisturbed. I could sleep with her. So I’m not sparkin’ on her…so what? I’m a big girl. I can do what I want. 
 
   Finally, Micah just grabbed Jaycee’s hands and told her to stop, before things got out of control. Jaycee apologized, blaming it on the Root Chakra treatment she had earlier. 
 
   Although sex on the first date could be considered slutty, Micah had been guilty of it. Did that make her a slut? Why didn’t it seem that way? Obviously, there was a double standard. If Micah had heard of a straight woman having sex on the first date with a man, she’d call her a slut. So why would Micah be anything else? 
 
   Jaycee graciously gave Micah another quick kiss at the door and Micah went home.
 
   A few days later, the subject of sexual activity came up again on the phone, and against her better judgment, she agreed that they would do the deed that weekend when she came to her house for dinner.
 
   Her decision to take part in sexual activity with Jaycee was based on her own damnable frustration. Four months was way too long for Micah to do without intimacy, and it had a way of inciting swift sexual behavior on her part—consistently a mistake. 
 
   Micah seemed to have an orgasmic disorder that continually left her frustrated. She suspected that was why she was usually a “top” in bed. If she could bring pleasure to a woman, she got a vicarious thrill. She hadn’t had what she would deem a real orgasm since falling in love with a woman some ten years ago. She was curious if this older and ostensibly “more experienced” woman could, for lack of a better phrase, “send her to the moon.” She was always interested in THAT.
 
   Jaycee assured Micah, with a generous amount of cockiness, that she could provide transportation to that Lunar surface. So, frustration, coupled with the fact that she genuinely liked the woman, and the tease of possible fulfillment, was enough for Micah to don the space helmet and give in to her more primitive desires. 
 
   The misgivings were few, although formidable. First, she was not physically or romantically attracted to the woman, and second, she didn’t want Jaycee to misconstrue her interest in sex with her as a declaration of undying devotion.
 
   But Jaycee had said numerous times, “I am very patient. If you want to date for a year first, that’s fine” and “We’re grownups. Grownups do what grown-ups do.” When Micah expressed concern that Jaycee’s interpretation of the event would be more meaningful than her own, she said glibly, “Come on, we have known each other two minutes.”
 
   One of her concerns, then, seemed unfounded. Therefore, she let it go.
 
   Her first concern, however, was rooted in a general fear that she might be shallow if she made too much of the attraction-factor. Everyone is beautiful on the inside…Don’t judge a book by its cover…physical attraction is fleeting, it’s the longevity that you want. Blah blah blah…She wasn’t sure she believed that, but her need to be a good person won the argument almost every time.
 
   Jaycee obviously had the attraction-factor in full swing. She had already confessed that the moment she walked into the hotel lobby to meet Micah that first time, that Micah’s “smile lit up the room,” and added, “I fell pretty hard for you right then and there.” 
 
   Micah chose to ignore the red flag in that, instead allowing herself to be flattered. Sometimes people say things to make a point that is merely about feeling an immediate attraction. But then there are some people who really believe or really do develop feelings right away. To Micah, anything more than a little crush or attraction right off the bat are grounds for an about-face and a sprint back to the car. She took Jaycee’s words to mean just an initial attraction. 
 
   The night she finally gave in to intimacies, the brutal honesty after the fact was that she felt exactly zero. She tried to feel something. She really did. But she realized later that she had avoided eye-contact and, indeed, avoided looking at Jaycee at all, and even filled her mind’s eye with fantasies of other women—one of them being Layna. Another red flag, that. She had never thought about another woman other than the one she was with, until Jaycee. Never. Yet that’s what she had done. She hadn’t been attracted to her physically; she didn’t want to see her naked; she didn’t want to see those expressions that people have when they are sharing something so intimate. She didn’t get sent to the moon, she didn’t even make it to the skyline, although she tried valiantly.
 
   When the tables were turned, Jaycee had no trouble at all with the trip to the moon, judging by her reaction. She even complimented Micah on her piloting ability. 
 
   Now, while Micah was a confident and, she felt, competent lover, this was another red flag. She could do no wrong in Jaycee’s eyes. Everything about Micah was great. Charming. Wonderful. 
 
   Judging by the aftermath, what Jaycee felt was a little more than “just initial attraction.” Jaycee wanted to buy Micah things, do things for her—always in a monetary way; always too motivated to impress. She made sure that Micah knew how generous she was, how many toys and gadgets she owned, how much she gave to charity, how many connections she had that could bring the things she suspected Micah desired. She began to say things like, “We need to get you some furniture, you have to stop camping out in your house,” and “We need to get your credit cards paid off,” and “Do you have a passport? We need to take a cruise.” 
 
   We? Jaycee already saw them as a committed couple, when the most she had said was that she would date her for a while. This was mainly for her own sake, as she found it difficult to date more than one woman at a time. She saw now that “exclusively” can be misconstrued as “committed.”
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   Carnal Knowledge
 
    
 
    
 
   Warmed by the fire and the coffee, the guests decided it was time to start back to their respective homes. Annie left first, followed a few minutes later by Righteous and Jordan.
 
   Kori tossed another log on the fire from the stack Tilly had brought in earlier, and Brenna gathered the empty coffee cups and took them to the kitchen. When she returned, Tilly was standing by the door putting on her poplin work jacket and cowhide gloves.
 
   “Leaving?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Celia stood uncertainly by the back of the sofa, watching. Brenna glanced over at her and she looked away. “Thanks for joining us,” she said to Tilly.
 
   Tilly moistened her lips. “Woulda had beans and cornbread otherwise.” Tilly stepped out into the damp wind, throwing a quick look at Celia before she closed the door.
 
   Brenna sighed. “Well. Kori, could you help me finish up in the kitchen?”
 
   Kori caught on quick. “On my way.”
 
   The two of them disappeared into the kitchen.
 
   “Kori, I think that vision was right. I think they did something. Can’t you feel the sexual tension between them?”
 
   “Um, yeah. Like a neon light,” she agreed.
 
   They waited only a few seconds before peeking around the door. Celia was already in her coat and turning the front doorknob quietly. She slipped outside and down the steps while Kori and Brenna raced to either side of the front window, concealing themselves from view while they spied around the curtains.
 
   Tilly was holding one of the chestnut’s reins while Celia spoke to her, her breath coming out in quick puffs. Tilly looked down at the wet, leaf-covered ground and shook her head. Celia turned as if to go, and Tilly grabbed her arm. Celia pulled her arm away and started for the front door. Brenna and Kori raced back into the kitchen.
 
   When they heard Celia come in, they stepped out of the kitchen calmly. “Where’d you go?” Brenna asked innocently.
 
   Celia’s face froze. “Oh. To get some wood.” She turned around and went back outside, realizing she had no wood to show for her intentions. The two women covered their mouths and snickered. Celia came back in with an armload of firewood and crossed to the fireplace to dump it in the bin.
 
   “Are you okay?” Brenna asked.
 
   Celia brushed bark from her jacket. “Sure. Why?”
 
   Kori plopped on the sofa. “You’re acting strange. Did you and Tilly have some kind of disagreement?”
 
   “Disagreement?” she echoed. “Why would we have a disagreement?”
 
   Brenna cleared her throat. “Well, you guys were gone a long time together today, and there’s an undercurrent between you now.”
 
   Celia shook her head and shrugged. “I just…we just talked. About nothing, really. I should get home.”
 
   “I thought you were going to stay the night with us again?”
 
   “Well, I think Marley’s gonna call later tonight, and I need to be by the phone.”
 
   “She has our number, doesn’t she?” Kori wanted to know.
 
   Celia twisted her Holy Union band absently. “Yeah, but, you know, I have laundry to do and stuff.” She gathered her attaché case and her overnight bag and started for the door.
 
   They both got up and followed her. “Well, I hope you enjoyed your Thanksgiving,” Brenna said.
 
   “It was great,” she answered with unusual enthusiasm, but caught herself. “I mean, you’re such a great cook, Brenna.”
 
   “Want some pumpkin pie to take with you?”
 
   “That’s okay. I had two pieces already.” She hugged them both and reached for the knob. “Thanks for…everything. I’ll call you later.”
 
   They watched her walk down the steps and out to her car. She pulled away without letting the motor warm up.
 
   Celia paused against a maple tree and looked around. She wished the woods had road signs. She could have been walking in a circle all this time. Her hands were frozen, her feet were numb, and the wet mist and drizzle was beginning to seep through her jacket to her shirt. She had no idea which direction her car was in. She sat down with her back against the trunk of the maple and tried to catch her breath. What a stupid, stupid thing she had done. It was dark, and freezing, and she was lost. She put her head down on her knees.
 
   “Waitin’ fer a bus?”
 
   Celia snapped her head back up at the voice, the wit of a thick accent not lost on her. “Tilly.”
 
   “You’re lost, aren’t you?”
 
   Celia put her head back against the bark. “I feel like an idiot. How did you find me?”
 
   Tilly pointed above and behind herself, losing the accent. “From my window.”
 
   Celia squinted through the darkness and saw the tiny glow coming from the tree house about fifty yards through the woods. She shook her head in self-disgust. Tilly offered her a hand and Celia got to her feet and followed Tilly to the tower house and up the ladder.
 
   Celia stood close to the firepit, holding her hands out toward the warmth, as Tilly lit an oil lamp on the table.
 
   “Let me have your jacket. I’ll hang it up to dry.”
 
   Celia removed her suede bomber jacket, and Tilly placed it on a hook in the pipe above the fireplace. Her eyes followed the pipe all the way up and out a small hole in the apex of the roof. “What’s your roof made of?”
 
   “An inverted grain chute. Most everything here is salvage. I do a lot of scavenging. Lots of things you can get for free or cheap if you look around.”
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not quite that industrious. If you hadn’t been looking out the window, I might have spent the night out there.” 
 
   “No. I would have found you.” Celia frowned up at Tilly. “I was expecting you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I just knew you’d show up, that’s all.”
 
   “How could you know that when I didn’t even know it until I pulled off the road at the other side of the woods?”
 
   Tilly took off her own jacket and hung it next to Celia’s. “I just knew. How about some coffee?” 
 
   “I’d kill for it.”
 
   “My coffee isn’t THAT good.” She moved over to the sink.
 
   Celia watched Tilly run water in the aluminum coffeepot. “Where does your water come from?”
 
   “I tapped a spring on the knoll behind here.” She hung it by a hook on a parallel rod across the firepit, over the flames. “I need to think about getting a propane stove. Would make cooking easier…”
 
   “Why can’t you get electricity?” Celia rubbed her hands together in front of the fire.
 
   “Couldn’t afford the deposits, yet. And they’d have to hook up a box out here. It’s okay, though. I have candles and several types of oil lamps, and the fire is always going and that gives me enough light. I don’t need a clock or a computer, really…it’s amazing what you discover you can live without…Things are simple, and that’s just what I needed.”
 
   Celia forced herself to focus on the subject at hand. “Speaking of that…Listen, Tilly…we need to talk…”
 
   Tilly turned to meet her eyes. “We already talked. Outside Brenna and Kori’s before I left. You feel guilty, and you want me to give you some sort of solution. I can’t do that. What happened, happened.”
 
   “You act as though you weren’t the one who started it.”
 
   Tilly grinned. “Our hormones started it.”
 
   “That’s not true. It never crossed my mind until you made a pass at me.”
 
   “Maybe not. But it certainly crossed your hormones. I saw the way you looked at me, Celia. It doesn’t take a genius to spot sexual frustration.”
 
   “Oh, so you thought you’d just do me a favor, huh?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   Celia stood sullen, watching the bottom of the suspended pot growing dark with soot as it heated, and making a valiant effort to maintain her resolve. She crossed to the table and sat down. 
 
   “Celia,” Tilly straddled the bench beside her. “I don’t think you’re being honest with yourself. Unless I miss my guess, you probably never are.”
 
   “Don’t pretend you know me, Tilly. Carnal knowledge doesn’t count, here.”
 
   Tilly considered her. “Touché.”
 
   Celia looked up in surprise. “You agree with me?”
 
   “Well, you’re right. I don’t know you well at all. But what I do know, I like. And I’m attracted to you.”
 
   Celia got up and moved back to the fire. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you.” Celia waited, but got no response from Tilly. She turned around to look at her.
 
   “I’m listening.” Tilly’s expression was indiscernible in the shadowed glow of the gas lamp on the end of the table.
 
   “I think it’s imp—” Celia began, but her words were drowned out by the whistle of the tea kettle.
 
   Tilly held up a finger to halt her, used a leather glove to remove the kettle from the hook, taking it to the counter, where she heaped spoons of flavored coffee from a tin into two cups and stirred the boiling water into them. She brought the cups over and put them on the table, taking a seat. Celia sat down across from her, wrapping her still-cold hands around the warm mug and letting the steam rise into her pink cheeks.
 
   “You were saying—” Tilly prompted, stirring the steam from her own cup methodically, with a slight, rhythmic clinking of the spoon against the ceramic.
 
   Celia swallowed as if her throat was as dry as the wood of the oak table. “I came to tell you that… what happened…can’t happen again.”
 
   “It can, too,” Tilly responded softly.
 
   Celia frowned at her. “Tilly, I’m serious. I’m in a relationship—”
 
   “You’re in a what?”
 
   Celia’s face flushed red. She held up her left hand, her thumb against the silver band. “A relationship! I know I’ve already broken my vows by…when—I know I’ve already broken my vows. But it has to stop now.”
 
   Tilly leaned over and blew on her coffee. “Let me ask you something.” She blew again. “Do you love Marley?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why do you love her?”
 
   “She’s…because she takes care of me.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “She…what difference does it make? I made a commitment with her. I have to honor it.”
 
   “Have to, or want to?”
 
   “Both. Are you trying to talk me out of my marriage?”
 
   “Not at all.” She took a cautious sip. “Your mother probably took care of you, too.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Well, I mean, you can take care of yourself. What is it that really keeps you with her?”
 
   Celia searched her mind, as if fingering through dusty files in a cabinet. “I stay with her because I love her,” she said triumphantly.
 
   “Then why did you give in to me?”
 
   Celia’s jaw went hard. “Because!”
 
   “Because why?”
 
   “Because…I don’t know. Because I’m not perfect. Because I’m human. I was frustrated.” She waited for Tilly to respond, but Tilly sipped her coffee and remained silent. “I haven’t seen Marley in six months, and the last time she was home, we had a fight, and… well, I needed… someone…” Her voice trailed off, as she looked away. A second later she looked back up and added defiantly, “And you were there.”
 
   “And Marley wasn’t.”
 
   Celia held her arms and shivered. “It’s her job.”
 
   “She has gone away on trips and training a lot, hasn’t she?”
 
   “Well, the Air Force is her life. You have to volunteer for things to get promoted. She’s just trying to make more money for us, so we can buy a house, and stuff like that.”
 
   “Did she tell you that?”
 
   “Yes, she told me that.”
 
   “Do you believe her?”
 
   Celia whirled around. “Why shouldn’t I believe her? She made the same commitment I made.”
 
   “I don’t know. She’s been without sex for as long as you have, then…or maybe not. Soldiers can be pretty tight with each other.”
 
   Celia was stunned by that thought. Had Marley been faithful while she was away? Sharing a pup tent or a foxhole could certainly create a situation—
 
   “But maybe you’re right. Maybe she is doing it for both of you. But in the meantime, the relationship doesn’t get nurtured, am I right?”
 
   Celia sighed. “It won’t be this way forever.”
 
   “Or maybe it won’t be forever at all.”
 
   Celia started to cry and turned back around to pull her jacket from the hook. “I said what I came to say, Tilly. We can’t let this happen again.”
 
   Tilly got up and came around the table. “You can’t go out like that. Your clothes are still soaked.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.” Celia started around the fireplace, and Tilly blocked her path. “Please move.”
 
   “You may not want to have sex with me again, and that’s fine, but that doesn’t mean I want you to catch pneumonia. Your dramatic exit will have to wait until your clothes are dry and you finish your coffee.”
 
   Celia sighed resignedly and hung her jacket back on the hook, heading for the bathroom. “I gotta pee.” She disappeared behind the door and Tilly added a log to the fire.
 
   Tilly went over and knocked on the door. “You need to get out of those clothes. There’s a robe in there, just hand them to me and I’ll hang them up too.” 
 
   Soon, Celia emerged in the terry robe with the wet bundle and handed them to Tilly, who placed each item on the other available hooks in the pipe. Celia looked up at them. “I don’t know how I feel about having my underwear flying around up there like a flag.”
 
   Tilly laughed. “I won’t tell if you won’t.” Tilly gave her a meaningful glance, and the double entendre was not lost on Celia.
 
   They returned to the table and began to drink the coffee, which had cooled to just the right temperature. Celia drank hers quickly, and Tilly made her another cup, warming her own. “Are you toasty, now?”
 
   “Actually, I’m still frozen to the bone.” Celia watched Tilly stir amid the steam from her fresh cup and stared at her lean, still-suntanned hand. She remembered the feel of that hand on her skin, the way it aroused her, the sensation of—she broke the thought and looked up to find Tilly staring at her.
 
   “You were thinking about this afternoon?”
 
   “How do you know that?” Tilly only shrugged and Celia found it unnerving that Tilly could get inside her head so easily. She knew next to nothing about her, they were virtual strangers. “I know almost nothing about you, Tilly…”
 
   “Is that what this is about? You feel vulnerable because you opened yourself to intimacy with me?”
 
   Celia thought this over. Was that the real problem? Was it less about Marley and my marriage and more about wanting to feel safe with Tilly?
 
   “Do you know how to play Phase 10?”
 
   Celia frowned in confusion. “The card game?”
 
   “Yes, the card game.”
 
   “Um…yeah—”
 
   “Good.” Tilly got up and fished the deck out of the footlocker pushed against one wall. She returned to the table, pulled the cards out of the pack and began shuffling. “We’ll just play a nice game of cards and you can ask me whatever you want. I promise to tell the truth.” 
 
   Celia watched Tilly shuffle thoroughly, and then start dealing. As each card slid into the pile building in front of her, she thought of what she could ask her. The deal complete, they picked up their cards and organized them toward getting the first phase of two sets of three. As they began taking turns with drawing, playing and discarding, Celia finally spoke. “Give me some vital stats. What’s your full name?”
 
   Tilly glanced up only briefly before answering. “My full name is Matilda Alice Bach. Now you know why I go by Tilly.”
 
   Celia grinned, drawing a card from the deck.
 
   “Bach is Welsh. My great, great grandfather was born in Wales.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Thirty-four. I’m a Capricorn, born on New Year’s Day, in Boulder, Colorado.” Tilly rearranged her cards and drew a new one, discarding into the pile.
 
   “Education?”
 
   I graduated from the University of Colorado in Denver with a degree in Architecture.”
 
   “Wow. Really? I guess now I know how you managed to build this place.” 
 
   Tilly laid down her other set of three, and on the next turn, Celia made her phase as well. Tilly then played a couple cards and discarded, going out. She jotted the scores on the pad, noting that they had both reached Phase One.
 
   The coldness of Celia’s body was untouched by the heat she was feeling inside from being close to Tilly. A dangerous heat. The sort of heat that broke up marriages. 
 
   Tilly noticed her shivering. “Are you still cold? Look, why don’t you just go in there and take a hot shower. It really will make you feel better.”
 
   “Okay. I think I will. But I have to leave after that.”
 
   “Whatever,” Tilly shrugged and sipped her coffee. “I’ll just read.” She picked up the volume of The Tempest and started turning pages, while Celia tried not react to the book. 
 
   Hurrying into the bathroom, she closed the door, turning the flame higher on the lamp by the sink. She turned on the water and stepped into the stall.
 
   As she stood under the hot spray, she wondered how Tilly managed to get a shower to work in this remote perch. She suspected there were many skills at Tilly’s disposal. She was obviously capable of handling just about anything. Her mind wondered involuntarily back to that afternoon. She could not stop the images from coming to mind. Tilly’s fingers on the buttons of her shirt. Tilly’s kiss…the way she lifted her onto the table and—
 
   Celia stopped the thought abruptly, aware that the light in the bathroom had gone out. Celia stood in total darkness for a moment before she realized that it must have run out of oil faster since she turned it up. Soon, she closed her eyes, resuming her memories of that afternoon. She could feel Tilly’s hand sliding around to her stomach in the spray, and her body pressed against her back, slick and warm.
 
   Celia opened her eyes to the darkness and realized that real memories had slipped into fantasy. She sighed and put her face in the spray. Her body was warm, now. It was time to get dressed and go home. She turned the water off and stepped out, drying off with a large soft towel, worn thin by whomever must have donated it to the thrift shop that Tilly probably got it from. She wrapped the towel securely around herself and opened the door.
 
   Tilly looked up from her book and her eyes traveled over Celia in the towel.
 
   “What?” Celia moved closer to the fire.
 
   “Nothing, I was just thinking.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I just wish my towels were smaller…” she grinned, looking back down at the book. “With lots of holes…”
 
   Celia smiled. “That’s cute. The lamp went out in the bathroom. Are my clothes dry, yet?” She stared at her clothing as if they were being heated in a microwave and would be ready any second, now.
 
   “Not yet.” Tilly’s fingers toyed with a notch on the surface of the table. “So, are you ready for a rubdown now that you’ve had your sauna, Madame?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It was a joke.”
 
   “Oh.” Celia pulled the towel more tightly around herself and went to the table, sliding onto the bench and reaching for the cup that Tilly had refilled for her.
 
   Tilly got up and tested the dryness of Celia’s clothes. “It’s going to be awhile longer.” 
 
   A few seconds later, Celia felt Tilly move up behind her. She wanted to turn around and see what she was doing, but she knew. She could feel Tilly’s eyes on her skin. Tilly lowered her hands to Celia’s shoulders and began to massage them.
 
   Celia swallowed. “Is this my massage?”
 
   “It’s whatever you want it to be.”
 
   Celia closed her eyes and sighed.
 
   “Do you want it?”
 
   Celia opened her eyes and looked at the table in front of her. She could lie, but her body would give her away. She would have to stop Tilly very soon.
 
   Tilly drew her hands up, smoothing across the skin of Celia’s neck and face. “I know what I want,” she whispered.
 
   Celia’s heart began that damnable hammering again.
 
   Tilly leaned down and kissed her shoulder, trailing her lips up Celia’s exposed neck.
 
   An alarm went off in her head and she stiffened. “Tilly—”
 
   Tilly lifted her hands quickly and stepped away, moving toward the window by the books. “I’m sorry. If you’re really in a hurry to leave, I can just get you something dry of mine wear.” She started around the corner toward her closet.
 
   Celia followed her. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have come here at all tonight.”
 
   “Why did you, then?”
 
   “Because I wanted to tell you we couldn’t—” Tilly had turned, an intense expression crossing her face in the dim light. The wind picked up outside and slapped rain against the metal grain chute roof. Celia thought of the long, cold walk back to her car. She thought of Tilly’s hands on her. She thought of the burning sensation that was beginning.
 
   Tilly reached for the buttons of her own flannel shirt and released them one by one. She shrugged out of the shirt and let it drop to the floor. Then, she removed her socks and jeans and underwear in one movement. She stood there, naked and bold before Celia, her breaths coming deep and quick.
 
   Celia dropped the towel and Tilly stepped forward and kissed her, turning to pull her toward the bed. They fell together onto the quilt, hands groping, lips searching, bodies pushing, straining.
 
   The thunderstorm broke with a clap and the rain began to fall in torrents. Celia watched it pour over the glass of the South windows, moaning as Tilly’s fingers found her and pushed inside.
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   Always After Me Lucky Charms
 
    
 
    
 
   During one of their dates, Jaycee said, “I may not be the best looking thing to come down the pike, but I’ll treat you good and you’ll never want for anything.” She really was trying to sell herself as a sugar-mamma, it seemed. That wasn’t the sort of relationship Micah sought. No amount of money would replace the richness of being in love and truly adoring another person. Jaycee asked at least three times if Micah thought she could ever fall in love with her. 
 
   She had to remind herself that the grand total of their “affair” was 9 days—she had had periods that lasted that long. Like Scarlet said, “You can pick someone up in a bar and have sex with them for that long, and then never speak to them again.” So it was awkward answering that question in a tactful way. Micah knew the answer was NO, but didn’t want to be mean or hurtful. She would just go to her stock answer about needing to feel certain things initially with someone, and that she didn’t feel that with her.
 
   Unfortunately, she had felt the need to test the sexual waters before all this became painfully clear. She could tell by her own reactions to Jaycee that it was going nowhere.
 
   On their dates, Micah dreaded it when Jaycee leaned in to kiss her, dreaded it when she wanted to hold hands. She would sometimes light a cigarette when she didn’t even want one, just to have some kind of barrier—something with a fire on the end—in case Jaycee wanted to get close.
 
   At a party they had attended, she wished she wasn’t Jaycee’s date, because she found herself attracted to about four other women in the room. She was discreet of course, but did take note that these were not the behaviors of someone who was attracted to or seriously interested in the person they were with. She knew she’d have to find a way to ease out of this “exclusivity contract.”
 
   After Micah pulled away too many times during that brief week of dating, Jaycee finally sensed it, and they cut the weekend short. She went home and then the calls and IM’s began.
 
   Around the week of Christmas, when Jaycee had said something flirty to Micah in the first few days, she responded, in an Irish brogue, “Always after me Lucky Charms…they’re magically delicious.” Jaycee was largely entertained by this, and it became an ongoing joke between them. Whenever she would become uncomfortable by Jaycee’s generosity, Jaycee would say, “Don’t get your Lucky Charms in a twist. I enjoy spending money on people. It’s what it’s for.” 
 
   So, on a whim, Micah bought a box of Lucky Charms, cut the front of it out into the shape of a heart and wrote, They’re magically delicious on the back. Jaycee said it meant more to her than the usual gift. 
 
   A day later, she presented Micah with a necklace she had strung with the actual Lucky Charm cereal pieces. In the middle of the string, was a diamond ring. She said it was a token of her esteem, and it made Micah really uncomfortable. 
 
   Micah gave her humorous cardboard, she gave Micah a diamond.
 
   Later, Micah asked Jaycee, “What does this mean? Expensive jewelry usually goes along with a commitment.”
 
   “No pressure,” she said. “Like I said, you make me happy, I have the money to spend, and I wanted to get you something nice.”
 
   Micah had mixed feelings about this. She didn’t even put the ring on until after she had gone home. It was a little big for the finger she had available. She took it down to a local jeweler to have it resized and asked him if she should insure it. He told her no, that there was no reason to insure cubic zirconia. 
 
   At that moment, she had just about had enough of the red flags.
 
   She finally told Jaycee that she just wasn’t feeling it with her. 
 
   “I want you to know,” Jaycee said. “that before I ever came to Eureka and met you in the lobby of the hotel, that I never thought you were anything other than the starving artist type…”
 
   “Oh now you’re typecasting me.”
 
   “Well, I knew you weren’t Salvador Dali.”
 
   “No one is Salvador Dali except Salvador Dali—and just for the record, I am not starving at all. I have plenty of money, and I live quite comfortably, thank you.”
 
   “I know, I just mean, I like that about you—”
 
   “Because you need to be a sugar-mamma?”
 
   “Micah…I’ve been with women who were my corporate peer—if I wanted that, I could have that. That bank president begged me to go out with her again. The fact that you don’t live like that, warms my heart. You don’t have to talk to me about your budget…I don’t care.”
 
   “Again, it’s not ABOUT you. I don’t need you to buy me things.”
 
   “Not the point. When you gave me that cardboard Lucky Charms cutout, that meant more to me than anything…”
 
   “It wasn’t intended to mean more to you than anything. It was meant to be a joke and to keep things light.”
 
   “I don’t want to overwhelm you—I think my nature does that.”
 
   Your nature needs to have control of the purse strings, and to feel somehow ‘above’ your girlfriends.
 
   “I can’t stand it that you haven’t been treated that way—it breaks my heart—”
 
   When did I become some charity case? 
 
   “I don’t want you to feel badly about accepting things from me—”
 
   “Look, Jaycee,” she said. “All that is pertinent, but not really the issue here. The issue is, I need to feel certain things in order to develop anything long-term. I know what I want and—”
 
   “It’s not me.”
 
   “Well, that’s a little harsh—”
 
   “But true.”
 
   “You are not my type, no. And I just didn’t feel what I wanted to feel—”
 
   Angrily, Jaycee spewed, “Well I was feeling that spark, and I thought you were too, and that’s why we slept together, Micah! I am in a whole other alternate reality, I guess…I gotta get off the phone so I can call all my friends and tell them, ‘oops—I was wrong. I thought I met this special woman who felt something for me’.”
 
   “Now just back up the truck, Jaycee. First of all, we both wanted to find that special person. And we both had needs that we wanted to fill, bottom line. And we’re both grownups, as you’re so fond of pointing out. There is no way that nine days is going to seal us into couplehood. I think it’s really easy to superimpose things on the situation that may or may not be accurate. I will not be blamed for your premature announcement to all your friends. You were making some huge presumptions. I know what I need to feel and I simply didn’t feel it—even though I gave it a shot.”
 
   “Micah, sometimes it doesn’t come on like a light bulb.”
 
   “This does. That’s my point. Maybe we’re talking about two different things. Real love takes time. I am not talking about falling in love, right now—I am talking about feeling that attraction, that chemistry, that spark, the first minute you meet someone…I am looking for my soulmate. You have to understand that.”
 
   “Well, Micah, I hope you find your fucking soulmate.”
 
   Micah was livid. “Don’t you dare talk to me that way. I shared that with you because I thought you deserved to know. Don’t make it ugly. I understand you’re hurt, but you can’t turn that on me. I am not the enemy, nor am I responsible for your feelings. Things just happen or don’t happen and it’s a myth—a lie we tell ourselves—that we have any control over it. But it serves no purpose to make it ugly—and ultimately, it won’t make you feel better or bring any love into your life.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Whatever? Jaycee, your reaction to this is way too intense for the short time we’ve seen each other. Maybe you need to see a therapist.”
 
   “I don’t need a therapist. I just can’t believe you gave up so quick, Micah, we had so much potential.”
 
   “First of all, it’s moot to talk about real potential, because if I don’t feel it with you, that negates potential, right there. I want to fall in love. I want some real chemistry.”
 
   “Sounds like you want a fairy tale.”
 
   “If a fairy tale is that I want to be attracted to someone I’m involved with sexually, then, so be it—I want a fairy tale.” But she didn’t believe that. “I know myself pretty well, thank you, and you don’t know squat. You haven’t known me long enough to be qualified to tell me what I do and don’t need.”
 
   Another red flag. Why would any healthy person want to pursue and push someone else who has admitted they have no physical attraction to her? If someone said that to Micah, the last thing she would do is try to change their mind. She’d just migrate all that to friendship. She’d done it more than once. It’s not quantum physics, nor an indication that she should be “over the dating thing” and begin to collect all those cats for the long years ahead of living alone, as Jaycee said. So it doesn’t work out between two people. That’s life. 
 
   Jaycee said, “I thought you felt that spark, just like me, and that’s why we slept together!” she stressed again 
 
   Mmmmm. Not the impression Micah got when Jaycee was so glib about the “grownups do what they want” spiel. It’s not like she didn’t know what Micah’s “type” was. She had pointed that out on numerous occasions, but Jaycee was persistent. People hear what they want to hear. And sometimes they blame you if it doesn’t magically morph into the story they have in their heads.
 
   Over the next few days, Jaycee continued to chisel away at Micah. The day before Thanksgiving, Jaycee called and said that she was enjoying champagne at the hotel spa. As if this was some tease: Oh don’t you wish you had not broken things off, now! I am at a spa drinking expensive champagne…
 
   Micah told her she didn’t like champagne.
 
   “You’d like this, it was five hundred dollars a bottle.”
 
   Micah knew immediately that this was an exaggeration, but didn’t confront her. What difference would it have made? Instead, she said, “God. I’d never pay that for something to drink.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have to.”
 
   “Oh they’re giving away free $500 champagne at that hotel now?”
 
   “No, you wouldn’t have had to pay for it. I bought two bottles.”
 
   Did she think I was stupid? “More expensive doesn’t mean my taste changes. I don’t like champagne. And I just find it a ridiculous waste of money.”
 
   “Nothing as excessive as excess, I always say.”
 
   “There are starving children in ghettos in every city. I’d rather give that to them,”
 
   “I give a lot to the ghetto kids. Twenty five percent of my income goes to charity.”
 
   And twenty five percent more to champagne, sounds like. The problem with this was not just that she was a sort of conscientious objector about blowing $500 on a bottle of champagne, but that she knew good and damn well that it was a lie. For one thing, that kind of champagne was not available in this town. No one who lived here or visited here could afford it. It was a tourist village in the Ozarks for chrissakes. 
 
   And she also knew that even the most expensive champagne was generally around $350 unless it was some collectors bottle from the millennium or something. Micah even called around to verify this. So basically, Jaycee had made up this lie to impress Micah, and had gone overboard by doubling the effect. It had not worked. And she was further disgusted that Jaycee would feel the need to make up something that ridiculous, in her overwhelming need to impress, and insult Micah’s intelligence in the process.
 
   She finally lost her patience, and the next time they spoke, Micah put her foot down. “You know what, Jaycee? I have every reason to believe that you’re a pathological liar and I just don’t want people like that in my life. I wish you the best but I don’t want to be friends with you either.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ve checked out everything you’ve ever told me and they turned out to be lies. You know exactly what I’m talking about, so there’s no need to discuss it further. That would just waste more of my time. I’d return the ring, but since it’s cubic zirconia, it’s not worth the postage to mail it to you. Please just take your garbage to some other doorstep.” And she hung up. 
 
   She had a moment of regret, a moment of actual sorrow, because she didn’t like being such a harsh person. But she had reached her limit with Jaycee and no matter what she said, Jaycee continued her lies and delusions and sometimes harsh was all people like that understood. Maybe if she hated me for it, she’d just go away. Stop pursuing me.
 
   Thanksgiving day garnered Micah a phone call. The caller ID revealed Jaycee’s name. Micah checked the voicemail and on the recording, Jaycee didn’t say anything, but Micah heard a gunshot, followed by the sound of the phone and the gun falling to the floor, like some old time radio show. Her heart was pounding, as she absorbed the meaning. She called 911 and told them her fears, and they said it would take forty-five minutes to get out to Jaycee’s place.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

34
 
   Pillow Talk
 
    
 
    
 
   Celia released the breath she had been holding, and let the warm tingles fade naturally. She pulled Tilly up next to her and nestled in close, their damp skin meshing, while their breathing slowed to normal again. Celia drew in the scent of her: clean, and slightly sweet.
 
   “Tilly—”
 
   Tilly sighed and lifted a hand to push back the tendrils of blond hair that clung to her forehead. “Mmm?”
 
   Celia pressed her cheek to Tilly’s shoulder. “I really wish—” Her eyes flickered over the small, round breast in her line of vision, the thrusting pink nipple. “How do you make a living right now?”
 
   “I don’t really. Some odd jobs.”
 
   “Why aren’t you using your degree?”
 
   “Things just don’t always go as planned.”
 
   “I’m trying to get to know you. Can’t you elaborate a little?”
 
   “Would it make this feel any better?” Tilly moved her fingers over Celia’s breast.
 
   Celia closed her eyes and allowed her skin to drink it in. “I doubt it. But I want to know you—”
 
   “Biblically?” she chided.
 
   “Tilly, I’m serious. We’ve been as intimate as two people can be, and you’ve never told me anything about your life, other than the vital stats. I don’t even understand why I can’t tell Brenna and Kori about us. It’s not like they would be horrified that you were gay.”
 
   “I don’t know if I’m ready to let anyone in.”
 
   “It’s too late. I’m already in.” Tilly’s chest swelled with the sigh that followed. “Did someone hurt you?”
 
   Tilly gave a humorless laugh. “Almost every day for four years.”
 
   “Were you married—?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Celia sat up and pulled the sheet up under her arms. The action exposed Tilly’s slim, muscular stomach. Celia’s eyes lingered there in admiration, then lifted to Tilly’s eyes, steady and silent on the open timber rafters.
 
   Tilly squeezed her eyelids together and sighed again, her voice distant, pensive. “I like seeing you here…in my…my Robinson Crusoe tree house where no one interrupts…” Her voice grew louder. “I don’t answer to anyone here—” She took a breath and her expression melted into subtle composure.
 
   “Tilly. I know you’re holding out. Why can’t you just tell me?”
 
   Tilly sat up and swung her feet to the floor, shrugging into the discarded flannel shirt that lay atop her jeans. She moved to the firepit, fastening a few buttons, and fed more wood to the dying flames. Stoked the fire.
 
   Celia wrapped the sheet around her as she got up and moved up behind Tilly who was jabbing at the kindling with a long stick. Celia pressed herself against Tilly’s back.
 
   “I’m not here to judge you. Whatever it is you can say it. Whenever you’re ready, I’ll listen.” Celia put her face against Tilly’s flanneled shoulder.
 
   The flames had caught and were burning adequately. Tilly looked out the shaded window and could see the tops of the trees. It reminded her why she was here. It brought back the intensity that led to this primitive getaway. Her throat was dry. “Want some coffee?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Shortly, they were seated across from each other at the heavy wooden table, each with a fresh cup. The Phase 10 cards were stacked to the side.
 
   Tilly had carried a small v-gouge with her, as she had done many times in the last twenty-four hours, and she began to add another rendering to the table top of relief carvings and words and symbols incised there. It was a year’s worth of creativity. A year’s worth of history in the life of someone who wanted to forget the past.
 
   Tilly picked up the Phase 10 cards and shuffled through them, until she found the number one. She laid it on the table in front of them. “We’re only on Phase One,” she said. 
 
   Celia looked down at the card. “I hope Phase One includes you telling me more about yourself.”
 
   Tilly put the deck down and took a careful sip of her coffee, picked up the v-gouge and thrust the tip of it upright into the wood; Celia jumped at the sudden action. Tilly kept her eyes on the v-gouge. “I was a prisoner.”
 
   Celia’s eyebrows shot up. “You were in prison?”
 
   Tilly flicked the wooden handle with a finger and the gouge quivered with a deep resonant sound. She looked up at Celia. A challenge dangled in Tilly’s eyes like a land mine, but Celia decided she was up for it. After all, sex was a quick way to get to know someone. Tilly was no hardened criminal. I would know…I would feel it…I would—Celia looked down into her coffee, beige with cream. She liked cream in her coffee. She preferred powdered cream, but she’d use milk or Half n’ Half, or—“What did you do?”
 
   “I married the wrong man.”
 
   Celia looked up. Studied Tilly’s eyes. She was up for this. She was. “You’re…are you still married?”
 
   “In the eyes of the law, yes. In my own eyes, no. I finally found a way to escape.”
 
   Celia could not resist. “On a UFO?”
 
   Tilly’s smile was slight but visible. “Okay, I know it was far-fetched, but it’s fooled everyone else around here. Until you and your gang moved in.”
 
   Celia sipped her coffee. Tasted the cream. Powdered. “You were married for four years?”
 
   Tilly turned her coffee mug around on the table, methodically, as if she were trying to screw it down into the wood. Celia imagined a collection of coffee mugs, screwed down in the wood of the tabletop. Celia thought it might be a good place for Tilly to keep her gouges—
 
   “He was so sweet at first. My whole family loved him, and of course, being gay was not acceptable. I found myself giving in to their reasoning. I wanted so much for my family to accept me. They were always so happy and proud when Blake was around. It was the first time I felt like part of the family. Somehow I ended up marrying him. My family planned the whole wedding. I had very little input. But I thought it was a small price to pay to finally belong…but then, he started to change. Or maybe he didn’t change. Maybe he just allowed himself to be who he really was after he finally got me to marry him. He became controlling and abusive. He had appetites that I wasn’t too fond of. The more I resisted, the worse it got.”
 
   Celia tried to catch Tilly’s eyes, but she kept them averted.
 
   “I went from college into marriage and never got to go into the professional job market. I was offered a job as an apprentice with an architectural firm, but it was after I got married, and Blake didn’t want me to work. That’s why I was trapped with him for so long. He made it so I had no autonomy. And he had my parents so snowed, they never believed me when I told them about how he really was.” She took a sip of coffee, and clicked the gouge again, listening to the sound it made. It reminded her of the bullfrogs that often congregated outside at night. “Then he began to talk to them about how he was worried about my mental stability, and I saw where that was going, so I just stopped trying to explain it to them.”
 
   “My god. That’s horrible. I can’t imagine being trapped like that for so long.”
 
   “Really? How long have you been with Marley?”
 
   Celia made a face. “She doesn’t abuse me.”
 
   “Well neglect is also a form of abuse. And I say that because you deserve better. Everyone does. I just hope you see that. Maybe you could discuss that with her next time she calls.”
 
   “Oh no. That would go exactly nowhere.” Celia pulled the gouge out and studied it.
 
   “Well then, you really are trapped.”
 
   Celia looked up at her, studied her eyes. “Maybe I am…” She laid the gouge down and rolled it back and forth across the tabletop under her palm. “How bad did it get with your husband?”
 
   Celia felt Tilly move away emotionally for a moment, perhaps remembering. “Eventually, he began to tie me up in the attic, to teach me a lesson.”
 
   Celia gasped. “He tied you up? God.” 
 
   “There was this giant tree outside the window.” Her eyes were focused on a point beyond Celia’s head. “I could see only the top part of the tree because the window was so high up, and that window was too high to reach. I used to stare at that tree for hours. I could see the upper half, the limbs…I felt like I was dying inside, and that tree was the only thing that felt alive to me. I wanted to live in that tree, and I swore that when I got away from him, I would have a house in the trees. Somewhere in the woods, where everyone would leave me alone.”
 
   “And you did it.”
 
   She gave a half-laugh. “I had a lot of time to plan it.”
 
   Celia missed the humor. “How did you do all this by yourself?”
 
   “It was relatively easy with the right pulley system. Of course, the water tower was already here. I just had to renovate it, mostly. Planning the design was fun, though. I hadn’t done any drawings in such a long time. It helped me get back in touch with myself.” Tilly sipped her coffee, smiling. The memory of creating a home for herself was obviously a fond one, and Celia could see how proud she was of her accomplishment.
 
   “You must have really liked building this tree house.” Celia envisioned Tilly in cutoff shorts, a tank top, and work boots, hammering nails, the muscles beneath her sweat-glistened skin tensing and flexing in the summer sunlight.
 
   “I really did. It was wonderful. I felt so alive during that time. I would work from dawn ‘til dusk, and I slept like a baby. For the first time in four years I was relaxed, and I didn’t have nightmares.”
 
   Celia’s hand slid across the incised slab of oak, captured Tilly’s fingers. “Didn’t you get lonely?”
 
   Tilly pulled her hand away nonchalantly. “Lonely? It was sheer bliss to be by myself. My husband had frequent visitors.” Her voice had gone hard, cold. She picked up the gouge and began to carve on the table again. Bold, wide strokes. Deep crevices. “My marriage was very social, you see. Blake had lots of friends. It was like Sodom…” She snorted at the newly discovered irony. “I guess I sympathize with Lot’s daughters…”
 
   Celia felt something ominous forming. Her gut tightened. She recalled the biblical story. It had been a rousing session of discovery with the group that came to Reverend Chris’s Bible study. Somehow, Tilly understood the true meaning of those passages without the benefit of a scholar’s teachings. Celia leaned back in her chair and rubbed her hands together, absorbing what Tilly was really saying. Her gut told her what the inference meant, her mind wanted to dismiss it, her heart began to ache. She didn’t know, yet, whether Tilly wanted her to push, or change the subject.
 
   Tilly grated her chair back and went to warm her coffee from the aluminum pot. She poured with her back to Celia, but Celia noticed the tremor at the back of her legs. “Are you saying your husband shared you with his friends—?” Celia said softly.
 
   Tilly turned around and stared at Celia. She held her cup in front of her with both hands. “I don’t think I want to talk about this.”
 
   Celia looked down at her cup and released a measured breath. “Maybe you need to.”
 
   Tilly looked out the window over the kitchen sink. “The wind is picking up. I think it’s going to snow.”
 
   Celia had heard the scratching of the limbs on the metal roof. Absently, she began to take in the carvings on the table. Upside down and across from her, at just the spot where Tilly had been sitting, there was the word trust in tiny letters. Celia looked over at Tilly, who was sipping her coffee with both hands, still gazing out at the trees. She decided to veer off a bit. “Don’t you want to know something about me?”
 
   Tilly turned, her face relaxing, and she came back to the table. “You mean, something I don’t already know?”
 
   “Yes. I think it’s important.” She waited for Tilly to get settled on the bench again, then picked up the deck, found a two, and placed it atop the one card. Tilly did not miss the reference. Celia cleared her throat. “When I was sixteen, a neighbor boy raped me.”
 
   Tilly’s face went ashen. She just kept blinking, staring at Celia. “Why…why would you tell me that?”
 
   “Because…I buried it way down deep, and I tried to pretend it didn’t exist. And it ate me up inside. I finally had to go into therapy. I’ve made my peace with it, and hopefully it will never affect my decisions again. It helps to talk about it.”
 
   A rigid line formed along Tilly’s jaw, her eyes grew moist. She tilted her head back and sighed slowly before taking Celia’s hands in both of hers across the table. She pulled a three out of the deck and dropped it atop the two. “I was my own worst enemy. I resisted his attempts to enslave me. I wouldn’t make it easy. But it’s hard to resist when you’re tied up like an animal. 
 
   “It got worse when my father was promoted and he and my mother left Boulder for Portland. Blake monitored all my calls and made sure I didn’t say anything about how he was treating me.” She adjusted the three card until it was flush with the other cards below. “He’d hold a lit cigarette near my face and threaten to burn my eye out if I said the wrong thing. My parents still thought he hung the moon, and he wanted to keep it that way. That was almost worse than the things he did to me—just knowing that my parents had no idea, and listening to them go on and on about how lucky I was to have such a great husband.”
 
   “Did he ever leave for work or anything?”
 
   “Oh yeah, but near the end, he wouldn’t leave without tying me up in the attic.” Tilly got up suddenly and went to a cupboard, pulling out a small bottle of amaretto. She opened it as she sat down again, taking a substantial swallow.
 
   “I spent most of my time fighting his friends off when they’d come up there. Sometimes he would even join them. Like he was hosting some sick party …and—help…” Tilly saw that she was squeezing Celia’s hands too hard, and let them go, pressing her palms to her cheeks for a moment. “He discovered there was strength in numbers…he and two of his friends would hold me down, while…while another one…” Tilly closed her eyes and swallowed, a fat tear traveling down one cheek. 
 
   Celia’s hand shot out to cover Tilly’s, and the action seemed to give her the strength to find her voice again. 
 
   “After that guy finished with me from the front, he’d push my face into the bunk and…sodomize me, too…” Tilly’s voice broke and she leaned her forehead on the table, fighting for control, her shoulders leaping once with a contained sob. Celia stroked her hair and held tight to her hand, unable to find words to soothe a wound so big.
 
   Tilly lifted her head, her eyes red, puffed by the strain of tears she held inside. She drew in a calming breath. “It would have been less painful if I had just given in, but somehow, it was like giving up my soul.” The line reformed along her jaw. “No one gets my soul. No one…”
 
   Celia recalled once, in their lovemaking, when she had pushed Tilly over to her back and Tilly had responded by pushing Celia back beneath her again. Her need to avoid submission was clear now. Celia felt a profound aching in her heart, and wanted so much to find the right words to say, but felt words were inadequate, so she continued to hold Tilly’s hand.
 
   Tilly continued, her voice released from the previous tension, perhaps in the knowledge that the worst part of her story had been told, and she could again leave it behind. “One day when he had to go on an errand, I managed to pull my bunk to the other side of the attic, and got hold of an old mirror that was up there in a trunk…I think it belonged to his grandmother…I covered it with a blanket and broke the glass. My intention was to slash both wrists.”
 
   Almost involuntarily, Celia glanced down at Tilly’s wrists, searching for scars.
 
   “But then I realized I could use a shard of it to cut through the nylon rope that he’d tied me up with. I stacked some boxes up and climbed out that little window onto the roof, and scaled the outside of the house. I fell and messed up my ankle, but I ran anyway. I ran until I couldn’t run anymore, and my ankle was the size of a grapefruit. Hitchhiked to Denver and then Colorado Springs, working odd jobs along the way. Then I just hitchhiked on through Oklahoma, until I found this area. Got lost in these woods. Then found this water tower and knew. When I saw that Ralph Pate was too old to be a threat, and he had so much land, I figured I could just squat here until I got on my feet, and he’d never know. It was supposed to be temporary. I started growing food, and then I just got comfortable. Here I am a year later.”
 
   Celia moved around the table and put her hands on Tilly’s shoulders, then straddled the bench beside Tilly and wrapped her arms around her, pressing her cheek to Tilly’s shoulder. They stayed like that a long while, listening to the wind whipping up leaves, lashing branches, the crackling of the wood in the fireplace, feeling the warmth of each other’s bodies.
 
   Some time later, Celia took Tilly’s hand and led her back to bed. She held her, touching her softly, and Tilly responded with sweet, hesitant kisses. Celia was careful to make love to her gently, hoping that each time they shared each other like this, the painful memories of violence would fade for Tilly.
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   Cereal Killer
 
    
 
    
 
   The police report stated that the officer had arrived at Jaycee’s lake house, knocked, but there was no answer, so he tried the door and found it unlocked. He entered cautiously.
 
   She was sitting on the sofa in front of an episode of the L Word. On the coffee table in front of her were a collection of empty beer bottles. Quite a few. In her lap was a bowl of Lucky Charms. The phone was off the hook on the sofa beside her, the gun next to it.
 
   “Ma’am?” he said to the back of her head. Circling to the front of the sofa, he saw that her eyes were open. She was staring at the TV, still holding the cereal bowl. 
 
   “Ma’am?” he said again.
 
   She looked up at him drunkenly. “What? What are you doing in my house?”
 
   The officer reached over and pulled the gun from the sofa. “We got a call that you might need some help.”
 
   “I need to be left alone, is what I need.”
 
   “Why don’t you let us take you to the hospital?”
 
   “Hospital? Do I look sick to you?” She bent over the bowl and began shoveling the Lucky Charms in her mouth. 
 
   “Well is there anyone we can call for you? Maybe someone who can come over and keep you company?”
 
   She looked up, milk dribbling down her chin and said around stars, moons and clovers, “Do I look like I want company? Leave me alone—” a Lucky Charm fell onto her thigh and she picked up, saw that it was heart-shaped and threw it angrily across the room. 
 
   “Ma’am we just wanted to be sure you were okay. We’re going to have to confiscate this weapon. You can come down to the station and get it later.”
 
   “You’re taking my gun? How can you take a woman’s gun? What if someone breaks in here and tries to rape me? That’ll be on your head, you fucker.”
 
   “Ma’am, calm down. We’re just trying to help—”
 
   “I don’t want your fuckin’ help!!”
 
   “Calm down, ma’am—”
 
   “Get the fuck outta my house!”
 
   “Ma’am—”
 
   In one sudden but awkward movement, she threw the stoneware bowl, which struck him in the forehead, and doused him in the face with the remainder of her cereal. 
 
   The other officer moved over to them, and they both grabbed her arms, hauled her up off the sofa and cuffed her. 
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   “You’re under arrest for assaulting an officer.”
 
   “I threw fuckin’ cereal at you, ya pussy!”
 
   She was summarily transported to the county jail.
 
   Micah obtained a copy of the police report, assisted by a massage client in KC who was married to a cop.
 
   It seemed there was a gun fired, but it didn’t look like it was any more than a dramatic attempt to get attention. This sort of emotional blackmail was more than Micah could stand, and she was suddenly relieved and no longer sympathetic about cutting her out of her life so abruptly.
 
   So. She would not tell any woman, ever again, that she’d exclusively date her, unless she really meant, “I am really attracted to you and can’t think of being with anyone else.”
 
   And she wouldn’t even kiss another woman unless she felt sparks when they met and had spent some time getting to know her enough to see if there were any red flags.
 
   And she most certainly wouldn’t try to quench any primal urges with another woman unless she thought she might actually LOVE her.
 
   The next time she was intimate with a woman, she wanted it to be an expression of love. Lovemaking.
 
   She didn’t ever want to have sex again.
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   Out of the Bag
 
    
 
    
 
   Brenna stood at the front window and watched the rain fall in a sheet off the roof edge and onto the ground along the porch. There was already a trench developing in the ground. Kori appeared behind her with coffee, handed her a cup. “Whatcha looking at?”
 
   “We’re going to need guttering.” She pointed at the sheet of rain digging into the ground.
 
   “Yeah. I’ll put that on the list of the other one hundred things we need.”
 
   “I hope Celia made it home okay. That thunderstorm last night was pretty fierce.”
 
   “She should have made it home before it started, though.”
 
   “I think I’ll call, just to be sure.” Brenna went to the phone and dialed the number. She held the receiver away from her ear. “Voice mail…” After the beep, she said, “Hey, Sis. It’s 8 a.m. and I was just worried. I hope you made it home okay. Call me.” She replaced the receiver in its cradle and sipped coffee. “I’m going to worry all day, now, unless she calls.”
 
   “She’s probably just sleeping in. Since it’s raining, why don’t we go pick up a few movies in town and have a lazy day?”
 
   Brenna’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s a great idea. We haven’t done that in a long time. We can sit in front of the TV and eat leftover turkey and pumpkin pie and get eyestrain.”
 
   “I’m for it,” Kori said, setting her cup on the sofa table.
 
   “I vote yes,” Brenna said, reaching for their coats. Brenna let the van warm up for a few minutes. “Did you get your paper this morning?”
 
   “It wasn’t out there. I am assuming that mutt ran off with it.”
 
   “I don’t know. The weather is bad. Maybe the paperboy had trouble.” She put the Voyager in gear and pulled out.
 
   A few miles later, they rounded the curve and saw the Tempo. “Oh, shit,” Brenna whispered. She threw the stick into park and jumped out, shading her eyes from the rain as she peered inside the car. “Where could she be?”
 
   Kori looked around, squinting against the light rain. “I wonder why she didn’t come back to the house?”
 
   Brenna studied the ground. “There’s some footprints over here by the ditch. Looks like she jumped over it and climbed the fence into the woods.”
 
   Kori motioned Brenna away from the ditch. “C’mon. Let’s go back to the house and get some raingear. We’ll go look for her.”
 
   A few minutes later, they had donned yellow raincoats, ball caps, and rubber boots, to stave off the icy rain. They got back in the van and headed for the Tempo.
 
   They stopped next to the car. Brenna gripped the steering wheel. “I don’t like this… she could have been…someone could have… shit, I don’t like this at all.”
 
   They sat in the van for long moments, considering the possibilities. All but one.
 
   Celia’s footprints were turning to little kidney-shaped muddy swimming pools. They followed them into the woods until the prints disappeared in the forest, covered by a blanket of dead pine needles and soggy leaves. “I think Tilly’s tree house is over there, somewhere,” Brenna pointed out.
 
   “Would she have gone to Tilly’s instead of our house?”
 
   “I don’t know of any place else.”
 
   They trudged in that general direction until they saw it, round and silent, standing sentry among the oak and dogwood trees. They found the ladder and Brenna climbed to the landing, pausing to knock on the door softly. After a moment or two of knocking with no response, she pushed up on it and peeked inside. “I don’t think anyone’s here,” she whispered to Kori, clinging to the ladder below her. Kori motioned her on, and Brenna opened the door completely, stepping over the threshold. She reached down to give Kori a hand inside and they looked around the dim room. “Cool,” Brenna said.
 
   The two stepped around the stove and were as frozen by the trip through the cold rain as by what they saw. In the small bed, lay Tilly and Celia, wrapped around each other in sleep, their bare skin exposed at the shoulders above the sheet.
 
   Brenna gave Kori a wide-eyed expression. Kori was trying to close her mouth, and pulled on Brenna’s sleeve. They backed away and started for the trap door.
 
   “I think we interrupted,” Kori mouthed standing in front of the door.
 
   Brenna nodded dumbly and looked back in the direction of the bed. She began to giggle, and Kori hurried over to clamp her hand on her mouth. A giggle began in Kori’s throat, and Brenna put her hand over Kori’s mouth in turn. They stood there stifling each other, unable to take a step out the door and escape.
 
   A telling click halted their merriment, and they turned to find Tilly standing by the stove in a T-shirt, holding a rifle trained on them.
 
   “Oh, uh…Tilly…we were…we were looking for Celia…” Brenna stammered. “Have you…have you seen her?”
 
   “Yes. And so have you,” Tilly said evenly.
 
   “I’m sorry. We…we didn’t…mean any harm, we…” She looked down at the floor with a quick breath. “Shit.”
 
   Tilly lowered the rifle and propped it against the tree behind the fire hook. “Well, now that the jig is up, how about some coffee?”
 
   Tilly seemed different. They both noticed, as evidenced by their exchanged frown. Celia appeared behind Tilly, fully clothed and sheepish. “Hi, girls.”
 
   Brenna gave Celia a searching look, and Celia looked away, removing some imagined debris from her jeans-leg, while Tilly prepared the coffeepot and placed it on the stove. “Have a seat,” Tilly offered, indicating the trestle table.
 
   They climbed onto the bench and Celia sat down across from them. “My car quit,” Celia began weakly. “I was trying to find a short cut back to your house, and I got lost. Luckily, Tilly found me. She let me stay here last night.” Celia seemed pleased with her excuse.
 
   Tilly sat down next to her, shaking her head. “Nope. That won’t fly.”
 
   Brenna and Kori looked over at Tilly. Brenna turned her attention back to Celia. “I’m afraid we caught you.”
 
   Celia rolled her eyes. “Man.”
 
   Tilly cleared her throat. “Celia and I have been getting to know one another. I asked her not to tell you two.”
 
   “What happened to your accent?” Kori blurted.
 
   “It’s hanging over there by the door. I only wear it when I go out.” A slight smile played at her lips.
 
   “What in the hell is going on here?” Brenna wanted to know.
 
   “Well, Tilly likes her privacy. The country bumpkin was just an act to keep people away.” Celia fingered a carving in the table. “I’m sorry, Tilly.”
 
   She waved it away. “I was running out of time, anyway. This alien baby,” she patted her stomach. “Should have been showing by now. It would have happened sooner or later.”
 
   “I’ll bet you had a good time stringing us along with that, huh?”
 
   Tilly grinned. “It was just a spur of the moment thing. After I started it, I just had to keep it up.”
 
   The coffee pot she reserved for guests she never had, was now perking in earnest, and the four women spent a better part of the day getting to know one another on a more genuine level. Tilly even opened up and told them about how she had ended up in the water tower tree house.
 
   Tilly had shaved her head completely bald. It was only a necessary part of her plan, yet she couldn’t help but feel liberated by the action. She was starting fresh, and felt an overwhelming desire to be free of past encumbrances. Being imprisoned, even if only by a vicious husband, had a way of making you appreciate the smaller things. Things like coming and going as you pleased; sleeping when you were tired and waking when the fatigue melted away. 
 
   Since procuring her winter residence, she had slept soundly every night, untroubled by dreams or stress. No one expected anything from her; she didn’t have to deal with bills or love interests or the high cost of living. Though her accommodations were not common, they served the purpose.
 
   The female manager of the climate controlled storage unit had been more that willing to allow her to take refuge in one of the rooms. The tale that her husband had abused her and his abuse had eventually resulted in setting her hair on fire, was enough to incite an unusual amount of rule-bending. What woman wouldn’t understand another woman who was trying to get away from a situation like that? 
 
   Tilly felt only a little guilty for the lie; it was necessary for her own survival. The other truths were too hard to impart to a stranger, and not giving some plausible and similar explanation would have left her on the street, penniless and freezing.
 
   As it stood, her little white lie allowed her to sleep on a twin airbed, use a chemical toilet, and shower by using the hose and drain meant for rinsing stored boats. Her hot-plate and Brew ‘N Go coffee maker provided the means for food preparation and liquid refreshment, and it would only be a matter of time before she collected enough money washing dishes for the manager’s restaurant friend, which was only a mile’s walk from the storage units. The weather would have to move into the mildness of February before she could begin the next phase.
 
   Until then, she studied books on the things she’d need to know, read thrift store novels she found for a quarter, and also rediscovered her love for Shakespeare and Plato—an easily found literature—and slept like she hadn’t slept since the womb.
 
   Now, Tilly was content. 
 
   The girls were rapt with Tilly’s story. They knew that Tilly was resilient, intelligent, and capable of doing what was necessary in the worst of situations. Brenna found that encouraging, since Celia seemed to be a little smitten with her. She secretly hoped this would mean Celia’s final departure from Sergeant Marley, the absentee girlfriend.
 
   “So, where does Marley fit into this, Celia?”
 
   Celia cut her eyes over to Tilly, who waited without a reaction for her response. “I think I’ve realized that you were right. I needed to end things with her. They’ve been ended a long time, I just didn’t have the sense to make it official. We haven’t even slept together for about eight months.”
 
   “You were ripe for a pokin’ then,” Brenna cracked, tapping Tilly on the arm. 
 
   Tilly smiled. “So was I.” She took on the bumpkin accent again. “And I been too pooped to pop since the last take-up.”
 
   They all laughed.
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   A Wish Called Wanda 
 
    
 
    
 
   Micah was having lots of sex. She had been in the throes of a new dating relationship for the last seven weeks, fresh off the heels of the debacle with Jaycee, her previous declarations of no meaningless sex, soon forgotten, after a period of celibacy.
 
   She had found instant sexual chemistry with a young woman named Wanda, a corn fed country girl, whom she had met via another personals site. They had one date, and there was an immediate fire in Micah’s loins. Micah had vivid fantasies the entire evening about what she’d like to do to her. It was inexplicable. Micah didn’t like her heavy bumpkin accent, and perhaps that was what caused her to kiss her the first time: so she’d stop talking.
 
   One thing led to another, and Micah again launched herself into a sexual relationship, tempted by the overwhelming sense that Wanda was hungry and willing. She had also come equipped with a blood donor card, and a recent report from the gynecologist, who pronounced her free of communicable diseases, which she had emailed to Micah before they met, when their discussions went that direction. It was too easy to pass up. 
 
   The sex was wild and frequent, and that made Micah want to continue to have it—especially since Wanda preferred being a bottom, and that was Micah’s comfort zone with a sex partner.
 
   “How can you fuck someone named Wanda?” Scarlet had asked her during the first week.
 
   “I don’t think about her name when I do it. I just do it. The sex is great. I wish it could be more than just sex, I really wish it could.” 
 
   “A Wish called Wanda,” Scarlet cracked.
 
   “Oh big ha-ha.” Micah never could connect with Wanda on an intellectual level, and sex naturally became their only avenue of communication. So it took a while before Micah figured out how dense Wanda really was. 
 
   Eventually, though, it became clear that Wanda was about as dumb as a box of rocks. The box of rocks assessment had plenty of corroborating evidence. Wanda seemed not to comprehend most things, like her brain was made of Teflon. Micah had to explain the same concepts to her repeatedly. While Micah was doing this, Wanda would take her gum out of her mouth and play with it, stretch it, make a swing set with it, put it on her drinking glass, and then usually the gum would go right back in her mouth. Micah had the eerie sensation that she was sharing a conversation with a child.
 
   Once, when Micah was considering the purchase of a condo on Holiday Island, Wanda came along with she and Scarlet to view the property. They walked down the small bluff with its natural rock staircase, and sat on boulders overlooking Tablerock lake to discuss the possibilities of the investment. There was a suggestion that it might also be a good investment for Wanda, who had said she wanted to move to the area and claimed to have a hundred and fifty thousand dollars at her disposal, even though she continued to work in an auto parts store because she “loved it.”. 
 
   While this conversation was taking place, Wanda promptly wandered off and got excited about rocks. She would pick up oddly shaped ones, or ones that caught her eye, and hold them up to the other two women. “Cool! Look at this one!” 
 
   Scarlet looked over at Micah with a clownish frown, and Micah just shrugged and shook her head, whispering, “I’m fucking a Jerry’s Kid.”
 
   Scarlet hooted so loud, the sound carried across the lake like the call of a loon. 
 
   Micah ignored her merriment. “What does that say about me, Scarlet?”
 
   “It says that your sex meter must be low and she’s filling it up. Don’t worry about it. She’s thirty-three years old. It’s not like what you’re doing is illegal.”
 
   “It might be if she’s a Jerry’s Kid…”
 
   Wanda called up to them again, holding another “cool rock” and Scarlet cackled and almost fell off her boulder. 
 
   Micah continued her sexfest with the young woman, hard-pressed to deny herself the carnal delights that Wanda presented to her with garnish and a napkin. Micah wondered if maybe she had some sort of sex addiction variant.
 
   After they had performed every single configuration of sex in a bed, Micah would strap on a dildo and bend Wanda over the sofa, and render her exhausted from multiple orgasms. She would push her onto the floor and hold her legs up almost to her ears and pound away at her that way, while Wanda would grin up at her and say, “Is that all ya got?” This behavior brought out the dominatrix in Micah, a trait she hadn’t been aware she possessed. She said, “Oh, you are in so much trouble.”
 
   “I guess you’ll have to punish me, then,” Wanda replied. 
 
   And the game was on. The dynamic shifted to Wanda being a bad girl all the time because that way, she could manipulate Micah into giving her what she wanted, which was sex, and lots of it. Micah even introduced her to the joys of anal sex, to which Wanda responded with high volumes of screaming.
 
   Micah was afraid, partly, that she’d run out of new ideas for arousal, and that all her techniques were now well-known, and must necessarily become “old hat.” The last thing Micah wanted her sex life to be was “old hat.” Wanda made assurances that it felt just as good no matter how many times a day they did it. She would often say, “Wow, I’ve never done that before,” until Micah was sure that the young woman had not ever had sex at all to any appreciable degree.
 
   Ironically, not too many months ago, Micah had been wishing for a number bigger than zero in her sex life. She wouldn’t say “be careful what you wish for” because that implied that she was suffering some sort of punishment, when really she was basking in the sincere and passionate favors of a submissive lover. She would not for an instant insinuate that this was a bad thing.
 
   But over time, more conversation was shared between them, and Wanda soon began to insinuate that she was falling in love with Micah. This, after only three weeks of frequent sexual liaisons, that were rarely supported by any meaningful exchanges, or much time out of the bedroom. 
 
   Micah mentioned that she wanted to be able to have meaningful conversations, and felt they couldn’t because she thought there was nothing deeper in Wanda. “I don’t think you have any other levels.”
 
   “I have many levels,” she said.
 
   “Okay, what are your other levels?”
 
   She seemed stuck, stuttered. “Could you define ‘levels’?”
 
   Micah did so, with a great deal of exasperation, and Wanda said that her other levels were auto parts, fishing and that she was a humanitarian.
 
   The only thing in that she could possibly latch onto was the humanitarian part. Big brothers, big sisters? Hurricane relief? Large donations? Habitat for humanity?
 
   She said she was a humanitarian because she did some volunteer installing on something with Home Depot once, and had United Way coming out of her check…
 
   This was almost as absurd as when she claimed her family always told her she could be a lawyer because she argued her point so well.
 
   Micah also began to worry that stupidity was not Wanda’s only shortcoming. The truth presented itself in the form of lies. She wasn’t sure if everything Wanda said was a fib, or if just some of it was. The only two explanations were that Wanda was (as suspected earlier) either profoundly stupid, or a pathological liar. Perhaps, she thought, it was a combination of the two. During any serious conversation, Wanda could not focus, and would sometimes walk away as if she was unaware that Micah was speaking. She would get wild impractical ideas about things, and didn’t seem to understand nuances or process things that required deeper thought, reasoning ability or common sense. She once made a statement that she thought it made sense to conceal the details of your identity, beliefs, personality levels, etc, until AFTER there is a committed relationship, and THEN she would reveal that. 
 
   Micah tried to explain to her that it’s precisely those details that allow two people to connect and even reach any kind of commitment to each other. Wanda didn’t grasp the reasoning.
 
   Beyond that, Wanda’s discrepancies started to pile up, and the simplified sexual arrangement began to be complicated, which had a way of spoiling the fun. Micah felt that old discomfort seeping in; the one that told her she could not possibly associate herself with a liar, no matter how good the sex was. Wanda’s lies were ultimately more numerous than Jaycee’s had been. 
 
   Micah told Wanda that she could not continue the relationship if there were trust issues, and began to demand some sort of explanation for all the things that didn’t add up. The pronouncement that Wanda could “pay 150 thousand dollars cash for a house right now” took on several different forms.
 
   First, the story was that the money came from Social Security of $400 per month—after her dad’s death—which her mom put into Certificates of Deposit. When Micah did the math on that, it didn’t explain a hundred fifty thousand. Then the money was a trust fund which she then converted to CD’s at 18, after Micah pointed out that trust funds usually are released at 18.
 
   “Where’s the information on these CD’s?
 
   “They’re in a lockbox at the bank.”
 
   “Can I see them?”
 
   “No, I don’t have the key.”
 
   “Who has the key?”
 
   “My mom.”
 
   “Why does your mom have the key to your safety deposit box?”
 
   “I just thought it was safer that way.”
 
   Wanda was in the process of moving out of her parents house, (another bit of oddness, at her age, though she said she had only moved there after returning from a living arrangement in another state) and was to be getting her own place nearer to Micah, along with a new job. 
 
   She said she was going to use the $7,000 in her 401K to finance the move. When she gave Micah’s as a temporary address, the 401K statement came and Micah opened it to verify what Wanda had said. There was not $7000, but a thousand, and only $400 of that was actually dispersed to her in the enclosed check, after the penalties. And she was not vested, as she said.
 
   When Micah confronted her on this, she then said the other amount was really in stocks.
 
   “Which stocks?”
 
   “Um…Coca Cola, K-Mart and Wal-Mart.” 
 
   Micah, tired of the confusing stories, asked her to show her the papers on those stocks. 
 
   “They’re in the lockbox with the CD’s,” she said.
 
   When Micah asked her why she didn’t handle her own financial business, she said that an ex girlfriend’s mom taught her how and helped her invest. Further, that account was arranged by the ex’s mother, and Wanda didn’t know the passwords, or how to get to it.
 
   “Why don’t you just contact her and get that information?”
 
   “Because,” she said. “She’s dead.” 
 
   Using information gleaned through previous conversations, Micah tried to clarify. “Let me get this straight: You took advice from one of your ex-girlfriends’ mother about stocks, handed over fourteen thousand dollars? to her to invest for you, and now she’s dead and you can’t even access the details about these stocks?”
 
   She shrugged, nodded.
 
   Later, Micah asked how much she lost when the Martha Stewart thing happened—when her K-Mart stock plummeted. Wanda denied having K-Mart stock. When Micah reminded her that she had said she did have it, she said she might have had it at one time, but not now. She “wasn’t sure.” 
 
   “How can you not be sure? You’re a stockholder—they send you statements…either from the company itself or from your broker. Where are your statements?”
 
   “Probably in the lock box or in storage.”
 
   “Be that as it may, you would still know what your status was because you received those statements.”
 
   “I never opened them.”
 
   This swamp of confusion and suspicious reasoning was compounded when Wanda mentioned that her father had co-signed for the truck she was driving. “Why would you need a co-signer if you have a hundred fifty thousand in assets?”
 
   She then backpedaled, saying the truck was already in her father’s name, and she just hadn’t gotten around to changing it over. 
 
   Then she later said something about her father having filed for bankruptcy, and Micah knew he couldn’t have co-signed anything if he had recently filed bankruptcy.
 
   Then there was the ex-husband from seven years ago. She said she found a video tape of him doing “something weird with a broomstick” and told him she wanted a divorce. She said she hadn’t told anyone about the video but Micah. Then later, she said she told her mom; then that she only told her niece; and then that she told her dad before she told her mom; and then some other version. 
 
   And when Micah asked why she didn’t own anything, Wanda said she walked out and let him have it all. They had, during the marriage, filed taxes married but separate, because her husband had his own issues with the IRS. There was no community property agreement; they made a “verbal agreement” to have a divorce without doing that. But she was unfamiliar with the term “uncontested divorce.”
 
   This was the same husband who came from a family of multi-millionaires. She said he didn’t know about her CD’s, or investments. Yet they had a joint checking account, which he emptied out during the divorce and “ran up” her credit cards, which she let him keep also, when she left. But her ex-girlfriend had also stolen one of her credit cards and “ran it up” too.
 
   The whole story was so convoluted that it was hard to keep track of the details. The lies continued and procreated like kudzu, until Micah was so frustrated, that she just wanted Wanda out of her life. During one of the many confusing, unbelievable explanation sessions, Micah got up, opened her front door and said, “Get out.”
 
   It took a physical dragging to get Wanda to the door and outside so she could get it closed. Wanda knocked and said, “Can we talk?”
 
   She locked the door and walked away.
 
   It was perhaps understandable that Micah grew increasingly jaded about the quality of women she had come across. She reaffirmed her previous vow to avoid sex until she had real feelings and there was promise it might go somewhere; and that the woman had control of her belongings, her ex-girlfriends, and her credit cards.
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   Broiled Donna Karan
 
    
 
    
 
   Inspired by the sprouting love between Tilly and Celia, Brenna decided to attempt a rekindling of the embers between she and Kori.
 
   When they returned from the tree house, Kori headed for the shower, both to warm up and because she got muddy in their trek through the woods in search of Celia.
 
   Brenna pumped up the airbed and placed it in front of the fireplace with fluffy blankets and pillows, and turned the lights down, lighting a fragrant candle on the coffee table. She retrieved a bottle of merlot from the ‘fridge and put it in an ice bucket nearby with two goblets.
 
   Thinking hard about romantic things she had done that Kori liked, she remembered that she used to put a loving or sexy message on the scrolling marquee of Kori’s laptop, so that she’d find it at the office later in the day when her computer was idle for awhile.
 
   She got the laptop out of the bag by the door, and sat down at the table with it, opening it up and waiting for Windows to load. The hourglass remained on the screen a little longer than normal, and soon, Brenna realized it was because Outlook was in her startup folder, so it was loading the mail program. She drummed her fingers and tried to be patient, listening to make sure the shower was still running, so Kori wouldn’t catch her, and ruin the surprise.
 
   The mail screen loaded, and Brenna was about to click the control panel when her eye caught the words on the subject line of the new mail to Kori.
 
   Miss you.
 
   Confused, Brenna looked at the from column, and it was from a woman named Sasha with an email addy that matched Kori’s. Someone at her work? Brenna felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up and her heart began to thump in her chest with dread. She selected the mail and it appeared in the preview pane.
 
   I can’t stop thinking about you. You’ve got to tell her. I want us to be together, and need you in my arms again.
 
   Brenna was stunned. She read it again. It was dated today. There was no mistake.
 
   Looking toward the hallway, still hearing the shower, and the sound of Kori dropping the soap, Brenna moved into the bedroom, and pulled out a huge armful of Kori’s work clothes, walked outside, and tossed them in a heap in the yard.
 
   A few minutes later, Kori emerged from the bathroom, in her pajamas, rubbing her head with a towel. “Brenna?” She looked around the living room, saw the candle, the airbed by the fireplace. She glanced over at the table and saw her laptop open. Leaning down to close it, she saw what was on the screen.
 
   “Fuck me,” she whispered. Her attention went to some activity outside, and she went to open the front door.
 
   Brenna was standing over the heap of clothes, squirting lighter fluid all over them. She pulled out a matchbook, lit all the matches in it at once, and tossed it on the clothes.
 
   Kori didn’t understand fully until she came outside and recognized her best Donna Karan work clothes under the flames. “Brenna!”
 
   Brenna turned with the lighter fluid in her hand. “You have about 60 seconds to grab whatever you like and get the fuck out, or the next thing I burn will be your truck.”
 
   Kori stood with her mouth open for a moment. “Bren’, let me—”
 
   “Oh shut up. Sixty seconds.”
 
   Kori cursed and hurried inside for her bag, briefcase and laptop, and a coat. Still barefoot, she hoped to reason with Brenna enough to get some of her other things, but when she got outside, Brenna was standing next to her truck, with the lighter fluid, keeping track of the hands on her watch.
 
   Kori tossed her stuff into the seat and turned. “Brenna—I’m sorry—”
 
   “Ten seconds,” she warned, still staring at her watch.
 
   “Goddammit, can’t you just give me—”
 
   One long squirt from the lighter fluid landed across the hood of the Toyota.
 
   “Fuck!” Kori got in and started the engine, and backed out of the drive, heading slowly toward the gate.
 
   Brenna sat down on the porch steps and watched Kori’s clothes burn, smelled the odor of broiled Donna Karan.
 
   And cried.
 
   She awoke on the airbed, the merlot bottle empty, the ashtray full of butts. Last night’s events flooded back into her mind, and she got up to pee, took a Xanax and went back to the airbed.
 
   On some submerged level of her psyche, she had known that something was awry. She had just not allowed herself to entertain the idea that Kori could be unfaithful. Even with the obvious distaste Kori harbored for Brenna’s utopia, even with her disappearing sexual desire, Brenna had chosen to see only what she wanted to see, blinded by her own enthusiasm for this dream she had finally made a reality.
 
   Well, the dream would be a solitary one, now. She would keep it together, and refuse to let this sully the beauty of it.
 
   Even as she listened to her own mind reaching for strength, she felt the abysmal pocket of darkness that had settled in her heart.
 
   The Xanax took hold, and she drifted gratefully back into oblivion.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

39
 
   Guitar Arms 
 
    
 
    
 
   Scarlet had called to let her know that Layna was to be in town, and wanted a massage. Micah was excited to see this songbird again, who had so impressed her with both CD’s, and excited also that she was going to be able to put her hands all over her. She was only slightly ashamed of this momentary loss of her professional demeanor. It was always a plus when your clients were sexy. Perks of the job. Micah just hated that for herself.
 
   She didn’t usually give massages from her home to those she didn’t know well, because it could lead to difficulties with all sorts of things. Stalkers were born out of situations like that. But if there was any threat of stalking, it would likely be on her part, not Layna’s.
 
   She opened the door to a gray V-neck sweater over a bodacious pushup bra and black jeans. The wind chill had done wonderful things for the frontal presentation of her blouse. Layna smiled as Micah quickly lifted her gaze to meet her eyes. “Hey. Great to see you again.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   “Come in,” she offered, standing back, the door wide. 
 
   The scent of Youth Dew perfume swept in with the cold, moist air, accosting Micah’s olfactory senses as she moved past. She swore she could feel the heat of the woman touch her as their energies crossed.
 
   Out the door, she caught a glimpse of movement at the cluster of trees in her front yard, and she knew immediately what it was. She closed the door behind the woman.
 
   Layna said rehearsals had left her a little grimy, so Micah directed her to the guest bath and told her everything she needed was in there. She thanked her and disappeared behind the door to undress, shower and put on the guest robe hanging on the bathroom wall.
 
   Micah hurried to the kitchen window, and knew that she had not been seen. The outside eyes were trained mostly on the bedroom windows. Micah lifted the binoculars and watched her, watching.
 
   She fancied herself stealthy and clever. She was in the tiny grove of trees some fifty yards away in the expansive front yard.
 
   Micah knew what she was doing, and hoped she would tire of watching her house and keeping tabs on her, and take her Hefty bag to someone else’s house, take over someone else’s bed. Although on second thought, Micah would not wish that on anyone.
 
   Sage Brier lit another generic cigarette and kept her eye on the windows. Micah knew what she was thinking, she could tell by the expressions on her face. She had seen Layna come inside. She was wondering if this was her new girlfriend, if Micah liked her because she was thinner and more femme than Sage, if she was the reason she had kicked her out, and if Layna was as good in bed as she was. She was just about now telling herself that it was Micah’s fuckin’ loss.
 
   She watched through the binoculars as Sage sucked the cigarette hard and released the smoke harshly, adjusting her Sherwin-Williams ball cap and blinking as the sleet peppered her eyelashes. 
 
   Placing a hand on the pine tree, she kicked one of a congregation of rocks away and sniffed. Sometimes it seemed the Ozarks should have been called the O’Rocks. Everywhere you walked, it was a major endeavor not to twist an ankle or get a stone bruise.
 
   Long dead limbs of January lay cold where they had fallen all around her. Her cheeks and nose looked red enough to be numb by now, and she held the cigarette in her mouth while she raised the collar of her threadbare thrift shop jacket, watching the ash fall off the end and onto the thigh of her paint-smattered pants. She’s wishing for a cup of coffee right about now.
 
   Sage had loved Micah’s coffee. It was from one of those online stores and came delivered in a big box every few months. Micah would bring it to her each morning, and they’d sit on the sofa together. She always tried to have some meaningful discussion with Sage during those times, and she knew she always tuned her out in favor of the Monster Garage program on TV. “There’s no reason to talk about every fuckin’ thing,” Sage would say. “Why can’t you just let things be simple? Why do you always have to figure everything out all the time?” Sage seriously believed it could have worked between them if Micah hadn’t always wanted Sage to be something more. “I like who I am. Why do I need to change?” she’d say.
 
   There was an inherent misunderstanding with this. Micah had told her numerous times that she wasn’t trying to change her, but rather, help her reach her potential. Help her to be the person she wanted to be. She knew she’d had a shitty childhood and that her mother had been the Poster Girl for Absentee Parenting. Micah had this obviously delusional idea that she could show her the love and support she’d never had and then she’d blossom into the woman she could be. But Sage was simply not capable of evolving. That concept was foreign to her, and Micah had never known anyone that was incapable of personal growth. 
 
   Sage knew she was manipulating Micah when she pretended to listen, and when she made a pitiful face and held up her grimy fingernails. She knew Micah would always get out the manicure set and spend an hour or two repairing the damage she had done at her on-again-off-again painting jobs. 
 
   Once, Micah looked out the kitchen window while preparing dinner and caught her dragging her nails through the driveway dirt so she’d have something to clean. She had an odd, almost sensual response to manicures. To each her own, but it was a manipulation. 
 
   Now, she wondered if Sage knew that most of the women who came to her house were massage clients. She wondered if she knew she was giving massages out of the house, since breaking up with her. She probably thought Micah was doing phenomenally well at the dating game, and that was eating her up.
 
   It was a small town, though, and the grapevine was thriving daily. Sage could have gotten some woman to tell things about her. She believed that all you had to do was take a woman out, buy her a few beers, make her feel sexy, touch her a lot, and give her some wild sex and she’d tell you anything. Sadly, that could be true if the woman was lonely enough, horny enough and willing to see only the best in people. That had been Micah’s mistake, and she was sure it was a tactic that continued to be effective.
 
   The sex with Sage had been passionate, but not unlike being with a man. It was carnal and lacked depth, and she needed that depth—her recent debauchery with Wanda aside. 
 
   Once, she had managed to skirt Sage’s defenses, and she had broken down and cried like a baby in front of her. She knew that was something that scared her to death and she never let it happen again.
 
   She watched Sage, now, standing in the tree line, her hand going to her stomach. That was the familiar sign of a stomach ache coming on. Sage never did know what to do with her own stress, except throw Micah down and defile her. 
 
   She dropped the spent cigarette and ground it into the soggy pine needles, turning to make her way through the small grove to the road where she had parked her truck. She was on her way to the Lumberyard Saloon for way too much beer. 
 
   Putting the binoculars down, Micah went into the massage room, just as she heard the shower turning off. Though Layna was only an acquaintance, and a straight one at that, she was the polar opposite of Sage, and Micah was thankful. 
 
   She started the soothing music, relighting one of the hazelnut candles that had gone out since Layna walked by. Absurdly, she imagined that Layna’s energy had doused it. Another odd thought where she was concerned. Layna had affected her that way from day-one. 
 
   They had met at one of Scarlet’s monthly hen parties. A group of women got together and drank coffee and wine and beer and talked trash about their spouses, girlfriends or dating experiences, and the evening was always great fun and often filled with enlightening information. 
 
   Layna had brought her guitar last time and shared some of her music. She had been a touring singer-songwriter for many years but had recently chosen to play regionally, and enjoyed visiting this quaint little tourist village for gigs or a getaway. She still played regularly, but said she didn’t want to get back to the grind of regular touring for the label. At 44, she was well into retirement age for musical performers, but her appearance belied even that age. She could pass easily for 35.
 
   Layna emerged from the bathroom wearing the maroon flannel robe provided, smiling demurely beside the massage table. “I could not wait to see you—”
 
   Micah was only slightly disgusted by the flutter that evoked. It is almost never a good idea to become emotionally attached to her clients. “Oh?”
 
   “Scarlet raves about your massages. She said I would leave here feeling like I’m walking on air.”
 
   “Well now I feel the pressure,” she laughed. “But hopefully I’ll be able to live up to it.” She rubbed her hands together to get the energy flowing. “Now, if you’ll just get situated, I’ll be—” Before she could turn to step out, give her privacy, Layna had dropped the robe and climbed under the sheet and blanket of the massage table without a second’s modest hesitation. The movement lasted fully five seconds, wherein Micah didn’t have the presence of mind to turn around. The woman lay there on her stomach, grinning over at her. Regaining her composure, Micah said lightly, “Well. So much for me respecting your privacy.”
 
   She waved her away. “We don’t need that much privacy. Just us girls, right?”
 
   “Right. Just trying to be professional.”
 
   “Admirable,” she breathed, placing her face in the cradle.
 
   Micah scratched an itch at the back of her head and stared at the back of Layna’s. Long chocolate colored hair, pushed up over the top to dangle at the front of the table, her velvety neck exposed to Micah in a trust that is often amazing to find in her clients. When you have the ability to take pain away and replace it with peace and pleasure, women will turn themselves over to you as if you are their lover. It was a bold line that she had never crossed professionally, but the line becomes less opaque when you’re dealing with consenting adults who may develop an attraction that has nothing to do with the massage itself. 
 
   She had dated a few women who had initially been clients, but she never made the first move, and never took advantage of the fact that she had them naked on a table before her.
 
   Micah took her place at Layna’s head. She always quizzed her new clients about health issues and specific concerns so that she could do them the most good without inflicting harm. Micah had asked about this in an email, and Layna had responded with the usual complaints. 
 
   There were quite a few creative people in this town—artists, writers, musicians. All of them tended to suffer from similar strains from using computers, playing instruments and holding brushes or charcoal sticks in front of a canvas. Carpal tunnel and Cubital Tunnel syndromes, rotator cuff injuries, tendonitis, bursitis, cervical strain…all these were common among the artistically inclined. In this town, she had many of them as clients. 
 
   She suspected that Layna had the usual Guitar-Arms. Standing on stage, holding a guitar and strumming with one hand, playing chords with the other, holding the arms aloft, can cause a great deal of strain in the upper extremities, shoulders and neck. The Deltoid and Trapezius muscles are the usual victims, along with carpal tunnel from playing too many barre chords in less than ergonomic positions. She had become specialized in helping Guitar-Arms. 
 
   She rubbed her hands together, warming them, and pumped out some massage oil, covering her palms. She folded back the sheet and blanket to expose her shoulders and back and placed her hands softly on either side of her spine, beginning the smooth stroke all the way down. Layna moaned through it, and in spite of herself, Micah felt an answering tingle in a place that a massage therapist should ignore during a massage. This was not only unprofessional of her, it was fruitless. Barking up the proverbial wrong tree. Why is she affecting me this way? She is not even gay. Not that being straight was necessarily a boundary. In her experience, straight was not a label attached with super glue. It was rather like a Post-it note; it could be removed and replaced at will. Most women were open to the possibilities. 
 
   But she had heard the stories Layna told at the hen party about her wild boyfriends and the husband that became an ex-husband a week after she’d married him. 
 
   She took a calming breath as she worked the Latissimus Dorsi muscles that sheath the mid and lower back, cleansing her thoughts and focusing on connecting with her as a healer, rather than a fantasy lover.
 
   “I love your hands,” Layna said, not at all helping her to focus on platonic thoughts. They love you, she found her brain responding. Immediately, and with some surprise, she halted that progression… what the hell? Layna and she had never had a romantic thing pass between them. What is my problem today? 
 
   Perhaps it was Layna’s energy. She had a reputation as a veritable Pied Piper. Both genders seemed drawn to her. It was not merely that she was svelte and beautiful, or had the voice of a slightly naughty angel; nor that her musicianship was superb and unique, nor her stage presence at once engaging and endearing. Those things would be reason enough. But something else created that magnetic charm. Something that resided in her aura; the energy that seemed to hover all around her. Everyone wanted to be her friend, most wanted to be her lover. So am I a victim of that mojo as well? Is this something she cannot control simply because she has this magic spell over everyone? Or is this just another example of the power of Righteous Clementine?
 
   Layna’s groan brought her back to the present space again, as she kneaded the trapezius on her shoulder, worked at a knot. The sound Layna made was attached to a dart that made contact with a few of Micah’s private nerves, and she was at once aroused, and again horrified at her lack of professional focus. 
 
   Her hands moved to the arms, working triceps, biceps, deltoids, pressing the usual trigger points where guitarists hold the strain. She funneled the woman’s upper arm through her hands off the side of the table, then extended the movement down the length of her arm, holding her wrist and shaking her arm gently to release tension.
 
   She sighed. “God, you’re good.”
 
   Moving to the other arm for more of the same, she said simply, “I’m glad you like it.” And I am glad. I want you to like it. I want you to like it so much that you’ll sit up and grab me, and—
 
   “I should have had you on the road with me.”
 
   On the road with Layna Cunningham. Her personal MT. Few things in the world would have been more pleasurable. She had a soft spot for female singer-songwriters, loved travel, and loved making women feel fabulous. “I guess I missed my chance,” she answered amiably. 
 
   When she re-draped her upper body and moved to her legs, the singer sighed again with a long, humming noise. Even her sighs were musical. She had one of those voices Micah responded to on some indefinable visceral level. She’d always been auditorily sensitive. This tendency revealed itself in sexual situations as well; she loved a woman who was very vocal in bed. But the almost emotional, sensuous reaction to certain voices was there whether they were singing, speaking, or responding to intimate stimulation. 
 
   A certain quality she responded to the most was an alto with body to it—almost a rasp, but well-controlled. As hard as it was to describe, it was even harder to understand. She had become completely aroused by listening to certain voices, especially female vocalists. Layna had that sort of voice. Layna had that affect on her. 
 
   When she sang for the Hen Party women months ago, Micah had been mesmerized, even more so in that intimate setting than at the Auditorium. The ease with which she fretted the chords, the percussive technique she used to get more sound from the Takamine; the way her voice rose and fell with such precision and such emotion. Micah’s heart had been pounding as the last note oozed into silence. Everyone had applauded with delight, and Layna’s smile was as endearing as everything else about her. It was the smile of a movie star.
 
   Now here she was on her table for the first time, of hopefully many more times to come. 
 
   The first session she spent “learning” someone. It usually took a couple of sessions with a person before she had a feel for them. Every body was different, and it took some time to be able to give them the best massage she could. 
 
   She uncovered the left leg and began the full palm pressing strokes up the calf. 
 
   “I played a gig last week in Tulsa and did lots of dancing around the stage…”
 
   “Yes, I feel the knots.”
 
   She had seen the singer dance around a stage a couple of times in the past. When Layna played the Aud last time, she went to her show with the Hen Party girls. Afterward, Scarlet introduced them backstage. Even in the college days, Scarlet had told her, Layna had been a local celebrity, destined for at least a modicum of greatness, if the music industry fates smiled on her. 
 
   Backstage, Micah was again introduced by her full name, and Layna had not parroted “Rose Royce?” but merely smiled while all her friends giggled. She took that as a sign that Layna was just a bit more classy than the usual woman.
 
   They all went to Henri’s for a drink after the gig and she was rapt by Layna’s stories of the road. She wouldn’t say she hung on her every word, but she shamelessly dangled from a few. When Layna confessed that her body was feeling the effects of all those years in buses and on bad hotel beds, Scarlet suggested she come see Micah for a massage, but her schedule kept her from it, and she promised to come in next time around.
 
   Finished with the back of her legs, she lifted the edge of the bedding up high, respectfully blocking her own view, instructing Layna to turn over to her back. She spent extra time on the front of the thighs, as this was usually where the strain was most severe for musicians who perform with a guitar, standing up. Especially if they dance around a lot. 
 
   “Oh, that’s really sore,” she breathed.
 
   “This is the muscle that helps you to do all that standing and dancing around. It’s called the Rectus Femoris.”
 
   Layna giggled.
 
   She grinned. “Everyone laughs when I say that.”
 
   “Sorry. It’s just that next time I’m dancing around, all I’ll be able to think about is my Rectus Femoris…” 
 
   “There are worse things to think about, I suppose,” Micah chuckled.
 
   “And better things…” Layna said cryptically.
 
   When she’d finished her legs, she covered her again and moved back to her head, began working at the neck, loosening the tension that usually settled there when musicians strap a guitar to themselves for hours at a time, pressing the pressure points at the base of her skull. 
 
   “You could have made lots of money touring with bands.”
 
   “Ya think?”
 
   “Oh, yeah.”
 
   “Well maybe if it was Heart, I would have.”
 
   “Love them.”
 
   “Yes,” she confessed lightly. “I’ve always had a crush on Ann Wilson.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Me too? A crush? “Do straight women really get crushes on other women?” Oh that was brave. Or crazy. Maybe brave and crazy. Melissa Etheridge would be so proud.
 
   “Who said I was straight?”
 
   Without her consent, Micah’s hands stopped. She was cradling the sides of Layna’s face. She got them moving again, working the deltoids of her shoulders, a bit of pectorals, but careful not to wander into breast tissue, which was considered invasive. “I’m sorry. That was really inappropriate for me to say—”
 
   “Well why?” she asked sleepily. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”
 
   “I suppose so…but we don’t know each other that well…” She began to work on her hands. The hands that brought so much beauty out of 6 bronze-and nickel-wound strings…
 
   “So let’s get to know each other well.”
 
   She only stopped for a nanosecond that time, probably imperceptibly. Layna didn’t notice at all, most likely. “Sure.”
 
   The remainder of the massage took place in silence. When she was finished, she instructed her to lie there as long as she liked and there would be some water waiting for her when she came out.
 
   She started a fire in the corner fireplace of the living room, and short moments later, still in the robe, Layna wandered in, and she offered her the recliner. “You should sit for about 15 minutes before you try to drive.”
 
   “As you wish.” She dropped into the chair and Micah handed her a bottle of mineral water, taking a seat on the sofa across from her. “How do you feel?”
 
   “Divine. Like I just had sex.”
 
   She laughed. “Oh, that’s good. That’s pretty much how you should feel. You have endorphins and oxytocin and dopamine rushing through your body and brain right now.”
 
   “It’s the same way I feel after a good show.” So performing was like sex for her. Massage was like sex for her. What was sex like for her? 
 
   Layna unscrewed the cap on the water and took a long drink. Her eyes wandered around the room to the fire crackling in the corner, and then came to rest on a charcoal drawing framed on the wall. The depiction was of two beautiful women in a passionate embrace. “I really like that.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   One eyebrow went up. “Did you do that?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “So you’re an artist as well?”
 
   “Not professionally. I just do it for fun, and it’s meditative.”
 
   She got up to tour the room, pausing to look at other charcoals peppered on the walls. “You like drawing women.”
 
   “I find the female form beautiful.”
 
   “I imagine touching the female form all the time helps you to draw it—”
 
   She wasn’t sure where this was going, but she played along. “Actually, drawing it helped me touch it. I began drawing during the time I was training to be an MT. It was a way of helping me understand structure and where muscles and ligaments and bones were. Then it just became artistic after that.”
 
   “Well you are certainly very talented.”
 
   “Thank you. I have great respect for what you do, too. I used to be a sound engineer for bands.”
 
   “Really? Then I could have used you twofold on the road. Or threefold.” 
 
   What was the third fold? Micah wondered.
 
   She took another draw of water, still looking at the charcoals. “Do you draw from your head, or pictures, or live models?”
 
   “I prefer live models, but they’re sometimes hard to find. I like well-proportioned bodies because of the aesthetics.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Well, I mean, I feel like the female body is so beautiful and it’s not as pleasing if anything distorts that.”
 
   “Well put.” Studying the charcoals a moment longer, she asked, “Do you find my body aesthetically pleasing?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “My body. Is it well-proportioned?”
 
   She smiled vaguely. “Um…yes.”
 
   “I would love to pose for you.”
 
   “You…would?”
 
   “Are you uncomfortable with that?”
 
   And what could she possibly say that wouldn’t come out giddy or absurd or like some schoolgirl crush? She ran through a list of responses, none of which sounded like good choices. 
 
   While Micah was stuck in neutral, Layna said, “We could just get some things out of the way first, and then it’ll be okay.”
 
   Things? Out of the way? 
 
   Layna moved toward the sofa. Pausing in front of Micah with this playful, smoldering expression. 
 
   Oh God. 
 
   “You are attracted to me—”
 
   Be cool. Don’t leap up and scream and cry or something. “Everyone is attracted to you, Layna.”
 
   “But we’re not talking about everyone right now.” She straddled Micah, settling on her lap, her arms around her shoulders. She could smell the Youth Dew perfume mixed with the massage oil. “Chemistry is chemistry…” she was saying. “We have no control over that. We either feel it with someone or we don’t.” 
 
   My thoughts exactly. Her heart became a leaping animal in her chest. 
 
   “I like the way your hands feel…” she continued. “You already know how to touch me.” She ran a knuckle down the side of Micah’s face, slowly. 
 
   “Christ…” Micah breathed.
 
   “No,” she smiled playfully. “Just a woman with a guitar.”
 
   She smiled up at her. Humor is good. She needed a buffer zone of something to prevent the sensation that she was about to do something crazy. 
 
   Layna leaned in, pressed her lips to Micah’s and the spark it sent through her was unlike any she had ever known. She thought that electrical response was the stuff of fantasy—a romantic idea based on exaggeration. She would never believe that again. I sing the body electric.
 
   As they continued the kiss, Layna placed her hands on Micah’s chest, as if to feel the sensation of that muscle as it flailed inside. She pulled back. “You’re as good at kissing as you are at touching.”
 
   She felt her face flush, hot with a coyness she didn’t usually feel; hot with anticipation she hadn’t felt in some time. What am I doing? Will I be sorry I did this? Is she just toying with me? “Layna—”
 
   She put a finger to Micah’s lips. “Don’t say it.” She pushed Micah down onto the sofa and slithered on top of her. Layna’s body against her engendered other feelings she hadn’t had in a long time. “Let’s just enjoy each other, darling girl…”
 
   She felt her resolve melt away as Layna’s hand slipped down to the top button of her Old Navy jeans.
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   It’s a Good Sign
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon, when the Xanax wore off, Brenna forced herself out of the airbed and began to pack up Kori’s stuff. She cried through each box, and reinforced her decision to kick Kori out by reminding herself that infidelity was an unforgivable sin. She stacked the boxes on the front porch with a note attached that read, This is all your stuff. Take it and go. And don’t try to contact me.
 
   With only her own belongings left in the house, she wandered around, making decisions about where things should go, now that she didn’t have to consider anyone but herself. The living room furniture got rearranged; she hung up her stored clothing in the spaces left by Kori’s now-burned ones; she re-evaluated every domestic decision they ever made together. The house would have to become fully her own before she’d avoid a memory every time she looked around.
 
   Kori was never cut out to live in the country. Brenna had known that on some level, but preferred to ignore it. Brenna knew she had made her own dreams more important that Kori’s, but she also knew that she had lived Kori’s life for the duration of the relationship, and it was only fair for her to have her own life, on her own terms, for once. For good, now, maybe.
 
   She would nurture her utopia. She would name it. She would make a sign to hang over the entrance so that everyone knew this wasn’t just a house, but a dream. She let the ideas for names stew in the back of her mind, avoiding the obvious moniker, Utopia. She wanted something more meaningful, more unique than that.
 
   She was hungry but not in the mood to eat, so forced herself to eat a piece of baloney folded into one slice of bread, so that she wouldn’t faint. 
 
   That night, as Brenna lay on the sofa in front of the fire, she heard Kori’s truck pull up outside, heard her mount the steps, pause to read the note, and then heard the sound of Kori loading the boxes. Brenna was thankful that Kori hadn’t brought Sasha to help. That would have been too much to endure, and she feared she would barrel through the door and knock the hell out of Kori for such insensitivity.
 
   The next morning, Brenna carried a fresh cup of coffee outside, sat down in the rocker, and pulled the blanket around her shoulders against the cool breeze. It was raining, and she allowed herself to enjoy the peace and quiet accented by the patter of drops on the roof. She also indulged in an almost spiteful cigarette.
 
   Before she had quite finished her first cup of coffee, she heard the car. The Tempo was on its way down the drive. She sighed, knowing she’d have to explain it all again to Celia, and dredge up the emotions she had been trying so hard to suppress. But she needed the company. She needed a friend.
 
   Celia got out, followed by Tilly, and the two of them sprinted onto the porch, avoiding the chilling rain. They both looked at Brenna wrapped in her blanket.
 
   “Aren’t you freezing?” Celia asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Can we go inside?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Brenna got up and went in, followed by the two women who were puzzled by Brenna’s demeanor.
 
   At the hearth, Brenna added a few logs and sat down on the chair.
 
   In unison, Tilly and Celia stood facing the fire, their hands out to the warmth, then they both turned to warm their backsides, looking at Brenna.
 
   “What’s wrong, Brenna, are you sick?” Tilly asked.
 
   “Kori cheated on me. I threw her out.”
 
   She received expressions of sympathy.
 
   She studied their faces. “You don’t seem shocked.”
 
   “Well I thought something was going on, from what you told me.” Celia said. “Tilly and I talked about it and we both thought that maybe Kori was seeing someone.”
 
   “Why is the girlfriend always the last to know?” Brenna sniffed.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie.” Celia came over to comfort her, and Tilly followed, laying a supportive hand on her arm as she squatted by the chair. Celia sandwiched one of Brenna’s hands in her own. “You had to have known, Brenna.”
 
   “Well I guess I did on some level.”
 
   Tilly patted her. “How did you find out?”
 
   “I was about to leave a romantic marquee message on her laptop, and the mail loaded, and I saw an e-mail from this chick she works with.”
 
   “Man, that sucks,” Tilly commiserated.
 
   “Any chance you two could work it out?” Celia wanted to know.
 
   “Nope. I could never trust her again. That’s where I draw the line.”
 
   “When the trust goes,” Tilly offered. “that’s just the death knell.”
 
   Celia was growing a little angry, now. “Was she sleeping with that woman and then coming home and sleeping with you?” 
 
   “No. She was sleeping with that woman and then coming home and NOT sleeping with me.”
 
   Tilly said, “Yeah, when the sex goes, that’s just the death knell.”
 
   Brenna tried to laugh. “Yeah, that was pretty much gone since right before we moved here.”
 
   Tilly moved to sit on the fireplace ledge, and Celia got up and stood by the fire again. “Kori wasn’t happy here, was she?”
 
   “No. But that’s not an excuse to fuck someone else.”
 
   “Well, no.”
 
   “What are you gonna do?” Tilly asked.
 
   “Carry on, Tilly. I’m just gonna carry on.”
 
   The rest of the day, the three women worked on repairs around the house, hoping to keep Brenna busy enough so she wouldn’t think too hard about Kori.
 
   Brenna decided it was time to make the sign. She had thought about it a great deal, and her musings always led her back to the same theme. She wanted a great deal from her life. Not the least of which was a faithful girlfriend. She didn’t feel the need to switch genders, really. She had always been most compatible, romantically, with women. And the idea of getting involved with a man, who was much more likely, statistically, to cheat, made her cringe. She was in no rush to be involved with anyone. What she wanted was to fashion her utopia, to erect a sign that spoke of her intention to have it all someday. Until that happened, she was perfectly content to enjoy her quiet time and the company of a few trusted friends.
 
   Much later, at the end of the driveway, Tilly and Brenna stood on two ladders, holding opposite sides of the sign against the arbor they’d constructed over the entrance. Celia stood below, directing them side to side until it was centered on the arbor, hanging from oversized S-hooks. 
 
   The two of them climbed down and stood on either side of Celia, admiring the handiwork of Brenna who had used chisels, a Dremel, and a hand sander to create the masterpiece that represented her dream.
 
   It was perfect.
 
   Their attention was then drawn to the approaching Rally Wagon. Righteous Clementine put it in park and got out to join them. “I had a dream about you, Brenna. Something happened. Something got severed. Do you have all your fingers?”
 
   Brenna hugged her. “Got all my digits. The thing that was severed was me and Kori. She cheated, and I kicked her out.”
 
   Righteous hugged her for a long time, trying to impart healing energy to this woman she had grown to care for a great deal. When they pulled apart, Righteous noticed Tilly and Celia, peering up at the sign. She followed their gaze, and an odd, knowing smile slithered onto her face.
 
   “What do you think?” Brenna asked her.
 
   “It’s a good sign.”
 
   Brenna leaned toward the other women. “I told you.”
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   The One That Got Away
 
    
 
    
 
   Her fingers were inside Layna now, working the G-Spot, her mouth against Layna’s as the woman gasped and groaned and clenched at Micah’s long, amber hair. 
 
   “Micah—God!” she growled.
 
   Micah’s own heart sledge-hammered her sternum as she absorbed the beauty of the woman writhing beneath her. She kissed her neck, buried her face in her chocolate hair, imagining that it smelled like a Hershey bar, and silently thanked whatever deity it was in the cosmos who had deigned to bestow Layna upon her. Or under me, as it were…
 
   This ineffable benefaction was the utmost fantasy—to be with a woman like Layna. She didn’t want it to end; in fact, teased the woman and brought her back down again, to prolong her own selfish pleasure in this encounter.
 
   She drank the softness of Layna’s kiss, merged tongues with her, felt the fire of the singer’s passion, sensed the need in her that had perhaps been neglected for some time. 
 
   At once, Layna bucked against her, a shrill cry escaping those full lips, a cry that was as much a song as any that Layna had performed in front of a microphone on any stage. She tensed, clung to Micah throughout the intensity of the music that now enveloped her, and Micah waited patiently, enraptured with the sweet beauty of it. 
 
   The Buddhists called sleep “The Little Death,” but she believed it was more appropriately applied to orgasm; that moment of letting go, giving in, flying. Layna was encased in it as the journey faded and she relaxed into the sofa cushions beneath her.
 
   Micah removed her fingers gently and settled to the side of the woman, holding her. “You okay?” she whispered.
 
   “God, woman. You do know what you’re doing.” Her smile was languid, content.
 
   She kissed Layna lightly and pushed herself up to go to the bathroom, where she washed her hands, doused a washcloth in hot water, and brought it back. Placing the cloth between Layna’s thighs, she gently cleaned her, closed the robe over her respectfully, and sat down beside her.
 
   Layna was smiling. “I could fall in love with you.”
 
   “Do it,” she grinned.
 
   Layna laughed, a lilting, light hearted sound. She raised up, kissed Micah lovingly and then padded into the bath to get dressed.
 
   She thought of what it would be like if Layna had returned the favor, but hoped she would find out at some later date. And if not, that was okay, because she had just experienced enough pleasure to last a while, and if she had to be stone-butch to have this again, she certainly would. 
 
   Micah retrieved a pack of cigarettes from the end table and lit one, wondering why she always craved a smoke after sex. It was like they tasted so good afterward. She wondered if it was about the chemicals in her brain reacting to the stimulation of nicotine.
 
   Layna emerged, back in her gray sweater and jeans, and dropped into the recliner again. Micah tossed the water bottle to her. “Do you provide this service to all your clients?”
 
   “No I do not,” she smiled. “Do you do this with all your massage therapists?”
 
   “No I do not.”
 
   She had been warned by one of her MT friends to never do it on the table, and she had said in jest that she would roll them to the floor first. “Don’t forget—you started it. I was trying to remain professional.” 
 
   She chuckled. “Glad you let that one go.” She unscrewed the cap on the water and took a drink. “Now, see, there won’t be any awkwardness when I pose for you.”
 
   “No awkwardness. Just distraction.” She crushed out the cigarette in the oriental dish on the coffee table.
 
   “We’ll deal with that somehow, I imagine.”
 
   “Somehow.”
 
   “So what’s this I hear about you moving to Kansas City?”
 
   “I’m not sure about that. I like it, but it might be better if I just visit and not move. I have quite a clientele building here, and only a few there.”
 
   “And now, you apparently have another,” she smiled.
 
   “Lucky me.”
 
   “Good. I’ll just have to hire you to come fix me after a gig…” One lovely eyebrow lifted. 
 
   Micah responded only with a flirtatious expression, then took on a Yoda voice. “Fix you, I will. Yes, mmm-hmm…”
 
   “Let me ask you something, Yoda…do you always practice safe sex like that?”
 
   “Always. Unless I have paperwork. Why?”
 
   “Don’t you miss the other intimacy?”
 
   “The other intimacy….well of course. That’s my favorite. But it’s just not worth the consequences, should I come across someone who isn’t as safe as she should be.”
 
   “Wise.”
 
   Micah propped her feet on the coffee table. “Something on your mind?”
 
   “If I could provide you with health records, blood tests for the last year…would you engage in other forms of pleasure with me?”
 
   Is she really asking me this? “Layna… you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on…and I am infatuated with your music. And I like you, as a person—”
 
   “And so?”
 
   She let her eyes caress Layna’s body as she sat relaxed in the recliner. “And so…bring it on.”
 
   They laughed.
 
   “I’ll get those papers to you right away,” she said collusively.
 
   She wants to make love with me. Again. And she wants to be even more intimate. One of the reasons she was considering a move to Kansas City, was to find a different caliber of women. The reputation of the Ozarks was sadly accurate in those areas. Lots of dykes, lots of Bubbas, and very little upscale culture. Oh, there was Branson, across the state line in Missouri, and Kansas City and St. Louis… and there were plenty of quaint little shops and activities in Eureka. But no matter where you went or what you did, there was still an unfortunate lack of single, highly educated, beautiful, feminine women. And she could not work up an attraction to the ones that were available in the dating pool. As far as she was concerned, the dating pool needed a little chlorine. 
 
   But here was a woman who seemed interested, and fit every ounce of criteria that she had set forth in her New Year’s Dating Resolutions. What of that?
 
   Over the past four months, she had been notoriously adept at mercy-kissing and mercy-fucking. Her inability to say no or in any way hurt a woman’s feelings got her into these romantic fiascos. Somehow she had developed a pattern of giving in to sexual activity because she needed intimacy, and because the woman was attracted to her, and because it seemed perfectly fine, considering they were each consenting adults. It appeared normal enough on every episode of Sex & The City. But Scarlet always joked to Micah that the ways to get rid of a woman did not include giving them a mind-numbing orgasm.
 
   A few days later, Micah’s phone rang and Layna Cunningham’s name come up on the caller ID. Excited, she snatched the receiver from the cradle. “Hi.”
 
   “Hey, you. How’s it going?”
 
   “Good. Where are you?”
 
   “Back in KC. Listen, I wanted to tell you. My old road manager called and told me the label wants me to do one more tour. I accepted, because I don’t know how many more road-years I have left in me. Anyway, that means I’ll be out of pocket for a while, and I wanted you to know so you wouldn’t think I was blowing you off.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Are you okay?”
 
   “Sure. Sure.” Dammit. “Well you know, I’m disappointed. But happy for you. That’s great. I hope it all goes well.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m actually getting pretty excited about it. Maybe when it’s over, we can hook up again. Provided you’re still single.” 
 
   Yeah, right. With my luck, that won’t be a problem. “Sure, give me a call.” Micah knew that a missed boat is a missed boat. Even Layna said of her career, “That ship done sailed.” It probably was too good to be true after all, meaning, anything that might have developed with she and Layna was not on the back burner, but perhaps sitting cold, with no hope of a fire at all.
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   What If The Hokey Pokey Really IS What It’s All About?
 
    
 
    
 
   Brenna decided to write a book. Not just any book, but a departure from her usual fiction. She was going to write a book for lesbians. A book about dating and relationships and sex. An instructional manual, if you will. 
 
   She knew the best way for her to understand something was to write about it, and the best way to write about it was to research it. And in this research, she would find some plateau of comprehension. And maybe it would help other women deal with the particular environment of dating other women. 
 
   She logged on to a popular personals site for lesbians, and created a profile that shared her intent to gain testimonials from lesbians. 
 
   After uploading a photo of herself, she punched in search criteria and a search radius of 100 miles from her zip code.
 
   To her surprise, there were only ten results. Either fewer people in the area owned computers, or fewer of them were single, or perhaps they were on some other site.
 
   The first profile was a transgendered individual who had listed him/her self as a lesbian. Brenna wondered what the lesbians who saw this felt about it. Were you a lesbian only because you identified as one? Or were you a lesbian because you were physiologically a female who was attracted to other women? She might have to write another book about that one.
 
   Moving down the list, there was an obese woman in a ball cap who called herself softbutch4u, and declared in her title statement that she was tired of getting hurt. This struck Brenna as a neon announcement: I am a chump. If someone was always getting hurt, that was a pattern; and it probably had nothing to do with everyone else’s behavior. She probably set herself up for that every time. Like P.T. Barnum said, there’s a sucker born every minute. 
 
   So there was a great deal of psychology involved in dating and relationships, that Brenna had not thought too much about. She started feeling excited by the fertile ground this might present to her writing. She would have to find out what was really going on with single lesbians and then try to offer advice to the ones who were just starting out. Maybe she could help them avoid the usual pitfalls. She was surprised be her own generosity, considering a lesbian had just shafted her, royally.
 
   The next five profiles on the list were similar to softbutch4u, most had blue-collar jobs, little education, and their interests were almost identical: fishing, spending time outdoors, camping…and their spelling was horrid, their grammar reprehensible, and their ability to write a complete sentence, non-existent. Brenna was sure that high school was supposed to prepare you for writing a correct sentence. Maybe they were absent that day. All of them.
 
   The others that followed didn’t have a picture, and no information in their profile, as if those who browsed the personals were clairvoyant. What was behind that reasoning? she wondered. How did anyone expect to be noticed if they didn’t post a photo? Did they think their intrinsic value would be recognized without even a few lines of text? 
 
   Brenna knew that human beings were creatures who processed information about romance and attraction through the visual cortex first. And on a practical side, it was just more time-consuming and tedious to wade through text when your interests could be narrowed much faster by seeing photos first. It didn’t matter how sweet a woman was; if you were after romance, you had to be attracted to her. That’s what separated friends from lovers.
 
   The final listing was for someone with the handle, HandsOn. She was an attractive, blond thirty-something, lesbian who lived in Eureka, and cited her interests as reading, intelligent conversation, and human nature. Her headline read, “What if the Hokey-Pokey Really IS What It’s All About?”
 
   Brenna laughed, and clicked the send a message button.
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   A Whole Lotta Plethora
 
    
 
    
 
   Scarlet paused, which was something she rarely did. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes,” Micah answered.
 
   Scarlet said, “She’s straight…you really fucked her?”
 
   Holding the phone closer, Micah said, “Scarlet. I didn’t fuck her—we shared an intimate encounter.”
 
   “You fucked her,” she laughed.
 
   There was no reason to believe Scarlet would be anything but ribald when she told her about Layna. 
 
   “Has Jaycee called you?”
 
   “Nope. I think she finally got the message.”
 
   “And that chick from Missouri—have you talked to her?”
 
   “Which chick from Missouri? I date a lot of chicks from Missouri.”
 
   “The one who lives with her mother.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Met her for lunch. No sparks. And she was pretty pushy, rude to the waitress, and seemed a little jealous and clingy. Cut her loose.”
 
   “What about Sage? She still stalking you?”
 
   “Periodically. Saw her outside when Layna came over.”
 
   “Freak-loser. What happened to Nina?”
 
   “Nothing. I heard from her a couple of times since Sparky’s. She’s still trying to buy me lunch.”
 
   Scarlet was laughing in vicarious glee, amazed that Micah was suddenly having more sex than she’d ever had in her life. “I go out of town for a while, and all hell breaks loose.” She understood her friend was a late bloomer and missed out on the usual escapades of youthful folly, but it was a continual source of surprise when Micah would learn something about sex and dating that Scarlet had learned when she was eighteen.
 
   “Do you think it has something to do with Righteous Clementine? She laid her hands on me and said plethora, which is a whole lot of something. Do you think it meant sex?” 
 
   Scarlet laughed. “Well, you certainly are having a whole lotta plethora. Do you think this thing with Layna is going anywhere? I mean, she’s the only good one you’ve had.”
 
   “I don’t know. She called and said she’s going to do one more tour before she’s too old to do it. She may not even be around for a long time.”
 
   “Maybe you’ll be one of her pit stops.”
 
   “I don’t want to be anyone’s pit stop. I want a real relationship with a quality woman, and I don’t ever want to be single again.”
 
   “I know, girl, but that’s kind of dangerous. You may let that desperation get in the way. You might lower your standards because you want that so much.”
 
   Was that where this was all heading? Micah wondered if maybe she ought to just stop dating altogether. Like maybe she’d been creating some bad karma. “The Buddhists believe that when you pay attention to something, you give power to it.”
 
   Scarlet said, “Well that makes sense. You’ve been paying attention to sex. And you’re getting lots of it.”
 
   “Precisely. Except that I’ve been paying attention to meaningless sex, and that’s really what I’ve been getting. Maybe I better shift my attention to no sex unless it means something.”
 
   “Perhaps. But you are a chick magnet. Probably because you put your hands on naked women as a vocation. That makes things difficult.” She laughed. “And there’s that little thing about you having a problem saying no.”
 
   “I’m aware of that.”
 
   “Listen, I gotta go. Monique is all whiney cause she has a cold, and I have to make dinner.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Talk to you later, chicklet.”
 
   Micah clicked the portable phone off and stared out the sliding glass door at the wooded back yard, half expecting to see Sage out there, peering back at her. The only thing peering back at her was Giz, who wanted in. She opened the door to oblige, knowing he would disappear to play with his canine buddies in the area if she left him out too long. He raised up and put his feet on her legs, and she patted his head. “Mommy’s gotta stop having meaningless sex,” she told the dog.
 
   He grinned, like dogs do.
 
   In the bedroom, she dropped into her desk chair to check her email, and received a message from one of her many personals sites. One of a plethora of sites, she told herself ironically. 
 
   Pausing for a moment, she considered deleting it. It was probably some other loser who would turn out to be a liar or a stalker. Or someone who was perfectly nice, but totally unattractive to her. Suitable as a friend, perhaps, but not at all relative to her romantic interests. Had she befriended all these perfectly nice women over the last few years, she would have about seventy two perfectly lovely friends. Who had time for that many? She had to remain realistic about it. Besides, she didn’t place an ad online to make friends.
 
   Micah scrolled down in the mail and looked at the photo. Shoulder-length, black hair, olive complexion, intense but kind eyes. She was also a Gemini, just like Micah. The user name on the profile was EurekaWriter. The headline read, “Author seeks local lesbians for research.”
 
   What sort of research? Micah grinned. She noticed that EurekaWriter’s orientation was bisexual, and Micah always tried to avoid getting involved with them for fear that they would miss the other gender a little too much at some point. And there was the added fear of greater exposure to STD’s, since they slept with both sexes. 
 
   But that didn’t mean she couldn’t be friends with this woman. Maybe she did need some additional friends in the area to do things with socially, and take her mind off the quagmire of dating. And if she was a writer, she was probably educated and smart, and that counted for a lot. She never underestimated the value of an intelligent conversation.
 
   She hit reply. 
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   Chicken Soul For The Soup
 
    
 
    
 
   The Lumberyard was a saloon in Eureka that had become home to an odd assortment of clientele. While there were no gay bars in the little burg, many business owners were gay, and all orientations tended to socialize together. It was often a comical incongruity to see a huge, leather-clad biker elbowed up to the bar with a nelly man; the two of them laughing and joking and buying each other beers.
 
   Brenna climbed the steps onto the front porch and opened the French doors to step inside. She had been there several times with Kori on their way home from shopping, and found it comfortable. 
 
   The room was dim in the waning light of afternoon, and she strained to see down the long bar in front of her that extended into the bandstand area and around a corner to the left into another room of tables. On a lower level beyond, there was an area with two pool tables and an air hockey game. 
 
   At a small table across from the video poker terminal at the end of the bar, along the mirrored wall, sat Micah, the woman who had answered her ad almost immediately after she had placed it.
 
   As Brenna moved closer, Micah looked up from the Lovely County Citizen she was reading, and smiled. It was as if that smile released a stingray that hit Brenna right in the knees. She was thankful there was a chair nearby.
 
   “Brenna?” Micah stood and extended her hand.
 
   “Micah?”
 
   Brenna transferred her notebook to the other hand, and they shook.
 
   Micah could feel the energy from Brenna’s hand traveling up her arm. She wasn’t always able to feel energies this strong, and it was only during a massage, or during sex. She met Brenna’s eyes firmly, and the two of them smiled, standing there, their two hands still clasped in greeting. 
 
   Brenna broke away first. “Um—I’m gonna get a beer. Do you need another one?”
 
   Micah looked down at her Bud Light. “No, thanks, I just started this one.”
 
   Brenna moved the few steps to the bar and the owner came out of the kitchen to serve her. Known to most as “Bean,” the slim, cute lesbian with short hair, was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a Dallas Cowboys ball cap. Brenna had enjoyed several long conversations with the young woman. 
 
   “Hey,” she said simply.
 
   “Hey, Bean. Can I get a Bud Light, please?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   As she went to retrieve it, Brenna glanced over her shoulder at Micah, who was—she was sure of it—staring at her butt. She had looked away quickly.
 
   Micah hoped that Brenna hadn’t noticed her eyes on that perfectly round, perfectly touchable rear end. She had a thing for butts. A good one would always draw her attention, and Brenna’s had her going off on all kinds of mental tangents. The Old Navy jeans were just like a pair Micah had, and snug enough to show off her form, but not so tight that she looked uncomfortable. They fit her perfectly.
 
   Returning to the table with her beer, Brenna took a big drink and opened her notebook. “So… you said in your email that you didn’t mind being part of my research?”
 
   I wouldn’t mind being part of your ANYTHING. “I think it’s fascinating. How long have you been writing?”
 
   “Since I could hold a pen.”
 
   “Published yet?”
 
   “Oh, yes. Seven.”
 
   “Wow. Non-Fiction?”
 
   “No, actually, they’re all novels.”
 
   “Lesbian?”
 
   Brenna checked Micah’s expression, to see if she was asking about more than a genre. Her perusal was met with a slight, innocent smile. “Yes. Mostly. There are a few with straight characters and bi characters. But they are all pretty much in the Chick-Lit category.”
 
   “Where can I get them?” Micah glanced down at the nice round cleavage peeking out of Brenna’s blouse.
 
   “Checking me out?”
 
   Micah felt embarrassed. “What?”
 
   “My writing. Are you trying to see if I’m legit?”
 
   “I believe you. I’m just an avid reader, and curious about your work, that’s all.”
 
   Brenna pulled a card from her back pocket and slid it across to her. “My website is on there.” 
 
   Micah picked it up and looked it over. “Brenna Clay dot com. I’ll check that out. Is this new book also a novel?”
 
   Brenna cleared her throat. “I’m supposed to be interviewing you, Micah.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” 
 
   She flashed a disarming smile that Brenna found hard to look away from. Her teeth were so perfect and white. “No…no, it’s not a problem. I appreciate your interest.” She clicked her ink pen, and wrote Micah’s name at the top of the page. “Micah…?”
 
   She hesitated. Knowing the usual response to her name was about to come up again.
 
   “Are you afraid to give me your last name?” Brenna asked.
 
   “No. Nothing like that. I just get ribbed about my full name.”
 
   “And that would be?”
 
   “Micah Rose Royce.”
 
   Brenna smiled, bent to the paper and wrote it down. “That rocks.”
 
   Micah smiled and took a drink. Thank God that’s over.
 
   “It’s a beautiful name.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   “Micah Rose… Micah Royce…Micah Rose Royce…”
 
   Micah felt a tingle in her chest and on her scalp. She liked the way her name sounded when Brenna said it. After a nanosecond, she realized what was happening in her head. She was sparkin’ on Brenna. She actually had a real spark for this woman. Please let her be single… “So to be fair…what’s your middle name?”
 
   “I’m not telling.”
 
   “Aw…come on!”
 
   After a beat, she said, “Leigh.”
 
   “Brenna Leigh Clay. See, now that’s a cool name.”
 
   She grinned. “So now that we’ve established we both have cool names…” Brenna drew in a little dot on one line of the notepaper. “Mind if I smoke?”
 
   “Not at all. I was hoping you would, because I’d love to have one myself.”
 
   “I recently started up again…” 
 
   They both retrieved their cigarettes and lit up.
 
   Brenna began by asking Micah about recent dates, and how they went, and her thoughts on what it was like to be a single lesbian in the dating world. 
 
   Brenna learned a great deal about Micah during the interview, and found herself sharing similar experiences from the past, and even mentioned her current experience with a cheating girlfriend. Within the next few hours, they had another drink and then some coffee, and were oblivious to the other patrons straggling in and out of the bar. 
 
   “The women I’ve met have been like soup with only one or two ingredients,” Micah was saying. “I want it to be this soup with so many ingredients that you can’t tell what you like best, but you just know that it’s all good.”
 
   “You sound jaded.”
 
   “I am. Well, and I’m also just plain scared that I won’t…won’t find the right woman for me.”
 
   “Chicken Soul For the Soup,” Brenna cracked.
 
   Micah burst out laughing. This woman could make her laugh unexpectedly; a trait that she found disarming and refreshing. She didn’t want this time with Brenna to end. Usually by this point, she was looking for excuses to go home. But she sensed a connection with Brenna that overshadowed all those meaningless encounters with other women. If this woman was only to be her friend, she would feel blessed by that. Yet, she hoped it could be more. She hoped it could be what she was looking for. Finally. It was frightening on some level that she was even entertaining such thoughts. Was Scarlet right, then? Was she becoming desperate?
 
   Brenna was looking over her notes, and noticed that somehow, she had not discovered what Micah did for a living. “You didn’t say in your profile… and somehow it hasn’t come up, but what’s your occupation?”
 
   “I’m a massage therapist.”
 
   Brenna immediately thought of all those times after a writing marathon, when her shoulders and neck would just scream. How great it would be to know someone who could expertly rub all that out… and even greater, if she looked like Micah…her mind slipped into a few seconds of typing away at her computer while Micah was under the desk, doing wonderful things—
 
   “Are you okay?” Micah asked.
 
   Brenna came to. “What?”
 
   “You looked like you zoned out for just a minute.”
 
   “Oh, I was thinking…well you know, I could use a massage now and then…” Brenna jotted down another note and asked, “So, are you currently involved with anyone?”
 
   Micah folded her hands between her knees and leaned forward. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I’m just curious, because I have this friend who would like you immediately… and I need to know if I should tell her to give you a call.” 
 
   Micah sat back up, frowning, slight disappointment on her features, until she continued to study Brenna, and realized she had fallen for a line. “Oh you’re a clever girl, aren’t you?”
 
   Brenna grinned and enjoyed the view of Micah’s face. Be cool. You don’t want to seem too desperate. See what she says.
 
   Straining to keep the glee from her face that the idea of a date with Brenna incited, she bit her lip. Why am I so excited? I barely know her. But the chemistry is there. That’s what I’m excited about, she decided. Finally, some chemistry with someone who’s available. 
 
   Micah made a circle in some condensation on the tabletop a few times. Then she reached out and took the pen from the other woman, reached over and took Micah’s hand, turned it palm-up, and wrote her phone number on it. “Since I don’t have a card with me,” she explained. “It might be rubbed off by the time you show it to your friend though, so you might want to write it down in your little notebook.”
 
   Brenna had felt every stroke of that pen on her skin as if it was liquid fire. “Hard to lose this,” she waved her ink-adorned hand. In an effort to recover her slipping professional demeanor, she took a breath and continued. “So why didn’t you put your occupation in the profile?”
 
   “Because I think some women try to date me for a free massage.”
 
   Brenna bent forward with her head against the table in complete ironic chagrin.
 
   Laughing, Micah reached over and patted her shoulder. “It’s okay.”
 
   Brenna lifted her head. “I’m so sorry.” She took a sip of coffee, spilled some, and dried her hand on her jeans before picking up the pen again. “I didn’t  …I wasn’t—” she stuttered.
 
   Micah placed a hand atop Brenna’s. “I know. Listen, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll trade you a massage for a copy of one of your books.”
 
   “Well, that’s not a fair trade.”
 
   “Why not? I’m a good masseuse.”
 
   Brenna laughed. “I’m sure you are. That’s not how I meant it. My books are about ten bucks. I imagine I’d need to give you all seven to equal a massage.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Brenna grinned, looking down at Micah’s hand, still resting on hers. She thought it looked very much like the hand of a masseuse. Strong, but feminine. Soft, knowing, filled with energy. She imagined what it would feel like to have Micah’s hands all over her skin, rubbing, kneading, caressing, sliding through warm oil like—
 
   “What in the world are you thinking about?” Micah asked.
 
   Brenna looked up and felt her face flush with heat.
 
   She’s having thoughts about me. She’s actually embarrassed by her own thoughts. Is she having the same ones I’m having? Is she thinking about how my hands will feel? Honestly, she had to constantly quell the images of what she wanted to do with Brenna… most surprising, that she wanted to kiss those fabulous, full lips, and explore every inch of her naked body. All those promises of taking it slow when she met someone special, were beginning to melt away. Again.
 
   Closing her notebook and moving her coffee cup aside, Brenna asked, “Are you busy Friday night?” She heard herself asking, without much warning that she was forming a question at all.
 
   “I hope I’m going out with you.” Micah said, that leaping animal in her chest renewing its activity.
 
   “Well, you are.”
 
   Micah gave her that huge smile. 
 
   The phone was ringing as soon as Micah got home. 
 
   “I just wanted to be sure you gave me your real number,” Brenna said.
 
   Micah giggled. “Is that really why you called?”
 
   “No. I wanted to make sure you got home okay.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Micah giggled again.
 
   “I called because I wanted to talk to you some more.”
 
   “Okay, that sounds more like the truth.”
 
   The two women spent the next six hours talking about anything and everything. Micah told Brenna every dating experience she’d had in the last few years, and Brenna told her all about Kori, and how she had realized after the initial shock of her betrayal wore off, that she didn’t miss her as much as she thought she would. She said she thought that maybe they had both become just friends, but Brenna had not noticed. “Kori just became very comfortable to me, like an old shoe.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound very romantic, no.”
 
   “Well it wasn’t.”
 
   “Did you two still sleep together?”
 
   “Well…not much in the last year. Something always in the way. And honestly, Kori and I had different tastes in the bedroom.”
 
   “How so?” Micah asked.
 
   “Oh, I should not be talking about this with you.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It’s just dangerous,” Brenna said. “You’re dangerous.”
 
   “I’m not dangerous.”
 
   “You are a big temptation, Micah. If we start talking about sex, we’ll open a big box that might be better off closed. At least for a while.”
 
   “And why are you afraid of being intimate with me?”
 
   “You’ve told me all about your other escapades.  I don’t want to be just another in a long line of…”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “Fucks.”
 
   Micah thought this one over. “This directness you have is a very charming trait. I like it. But let me just say…if you’re not comfortable with intimacy at any point, I’m fine with that. I had just about decided I was going to stop having sex altogether before I met you, anyway. I wanted to try to meet someone and develop something meaningful before I jumped in the sack. So, I see this as a sort of test…a little cosmic giggle from the Universe, to test my resolve. I like sex. What can I say? I just love it, love it, love it. But I’ve always been safe about it, and I can bring you my paperwork to prove my STD status. That’s without expectation that you’ll want to act on it at the time.”
 
   Brenna was surprised by Micah’s candor. It was refreshing. “Well, I’m a regular blood donor myself, and I just had my annual GYN exam last month.”
 
   “Good. Then should the situation present itself at any time in the future, we won’t have to worry with those details.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Brenna shared a silence over the line with Micah for a long moment. “I’m very attracted to you.”
 
   “I’m attracted to you, too.”
 
   They giggled in unison.
 
   “You know we’ve already had our first date…” Brenna offered.
 
   “Yeah. We just didn’t know that’s what it was until afterward.”
 
   “Okay. Well. I want to spend some time getting to know you.”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   “Good. I’ll pick you up tomorrow night at seven?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll email you directions to my house.” Micah hung up feeling like she was about to have the biggest test of self-restraint in her life.
 
   She had rescheduled two of her clients the next day, so she could clean house, knowing that even if Brenna came in only for a moment, she wanted to make a good impression. 
 
   By the time Brenna’s Voyager pulled into the driveway, Micah had hazelnut candles burning, filling the room with a sweet aroma, and had tuned the satellite radio on TV to a soft rock channel, fearful of playing music that seemed overtly romantic. 
 
   She opened the door to Brenna, who was dressed in black jeans and a black shirt. They both immediately started laughing, since Micah was dressed in the same thing. “Great minds,” Brenna snickered. She stepped inside. “Mmmm. Smells good in here.” 
 
   Giz came out of his slumber in the bedroom closet, to greet her. She petted him and Micah could tell he immediately liked her. That dog was a great judge of character, so Micah saw this as a positive sign.
 
   Brenna looked around the small house, and out the sliding glass doors to the back yard. “Great house.”
 
   “Thanks. So what’s the plan?”
 
   Brenna turned and took in Micah, looking trim and sexy in black, with her luscious amber hair falling onto her shoulders. She wore a coral shade of lipstick that made her lips seem edible. Brenna had to push that thought away. “Um… first, let me just say, you look stunning.”
 
   “Thank you. You’re pretty hot tonight yourself.”
 
   “Thanks. Okay. Um. I thought I’d take you to The Crescent…”
 
   “You’re taking me to a hotel on our second date?” she asked, with generous amounts of sarcasm.
 
   “Doctor Baker’s Lounge,” she clarified. “Have you been there?”
 
   “Yes. The view is gorgeous. Food’s good too. I actually did some training under a masseuse who works there in the spa.”
 
   “Great.” Brenna said. “It’s chilly out, you might want to bring a jacket.”
 
   The Crescent Hotel stood sentry atop the highest point in Eureka Springs. Built in 1886 of Arkansas limestone, the hotel was famous as a spot for ghosts. This added bit of charm would not have been necessary to draw attention, however, as the structure was massive and beautiful, with a spa and the Victorian-style Crystal Dining Room, surrounded by formal gardens and accessible via a carriage ride for those who wished to use that mode of transportation.
 
   Brenna parked in the lot and the two of them strolled up the hill. Brenna lifted her wrist to her mouth, as if speaking into a hidden microphone. “Cue the horse and buggy,” she said, as a horse and buggy came round the corner. Micah laughed.
 
   They climbed the steps of the palatial entrance, strolling over red carpets and past mahogany banisters, ornate antique chairs, an antique pipe organ, and a double sided fireplace. 
 
   At the elevator, they both reached for the button at the same time, their faces inches apart. They both pulled back, then realized neither had pushed the button, so they both leaned in to do it again, and found themselves in close proximity a second time.
 
   “Oh my God,” Micah breathed.
 
   “You press the button, Micah. If that happens again, I’m going to kiss you.”
 
   Micah sighed her agreement, and pressed it, and soon they were inside the tiny cart on their way to the fourth floor. Almost involuntarily, they were drawn close together, their hands fluttering out to clasp together as they waited for the ascension to end. Micah felt like her emotions were ascending along with the elevator, and Brenna wondered how long she would be able to go without pressing her lips to Micah’s. 
 
   They chose to dine on the balcony, and although chilly, they both had jackets, and it was reasonably comfortable. With the bit of daylight that still remained, they could still enjoy the panoramic vista before them. It was hard to miss the Christ of the Ozarks looming in the distance. It was the second tallest statue in the world. The view added to the feeling of serenity, and Micah wondered if it was because it looked like Christ Himself was sanctioning their date. Underlying the serenity, they were both aware of an electricity between them that was becoming more and more difficult to ignore.
 
   The lounge’s namesake, Dr. Norman Baker, ran a cancer hospital in the hotel in the late 1930’s, and the lounge menu played off this theme with menu items referred to as “First Treatments,” “Surgical Experiments,” “Pasta Therapies,” and “Desserts to Die For.” There was also “Liquid Diets” for those who were there only for the bar. 
 
   Micah ordered the Initial Diagnosis, a dish of beggars purse sweet red pepper egg pasta filled with chicken, mushrooms, cheese and herbs in a red sauce, with a drizzle of Alfredo. Brenna ordered Cross Aunt Theodora, a croissant sandwich named after one of Dr. Baker’s famous patients.
 
   “There are a lot of things I’ve been wanting to do, but never got around to it. I was always so busy with the house. Have you ever been to Branson Landing?” Brenna asked, taking a bite of her sandwich.
 
   “No, but I heard it’s really nice.”
 
   “Will you let me take you there next weekend?”
 
   Micah swallowed the pasta she was chewing and smiled. “Sure. That sounds like fun.”
 
   “How about the wax museum and the go carts in Branson?”
 
   “Never been there either.”
 
   “Ripley’s Believe It Or Not museum?”
 
   “Nope.” She smiled. 
 
   “We should go do that stuff.”
 
   “I’d love to.” Micah was pleased that Brenna seemed so sure about spending time with her. “Do you like to play cards?”
 
   “What kind?” She took a sip of wine.
 
   “Phase 10.”
 
   “Never played that. Why?”
 
   “It’s a lot of fun. I often go over to Scarlet and Monique’s and we grill out and play cards. Would you like to do something like that?”
 
   “Sounds like fun. I’ll take that over hanging out at a bar any day.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Their discussion continued into a long list of things they had both always wanted to do, but never found time for. By the time they reached the end of their dinner, they had an itinerary that would take them many dates to accomplish.
 
   Brenna pushed her plate to the side for the waiter and ordered refills of their wine, lighting a cigarette. Micah reached over and took the smoke from her, having a long draw before handing it back. “Sounds like we have a full schedule of extracurricular activities planned,” Brenna said.
 
   “Scarlet has this theory I want to try. She thinks that if you have seventeen dates with someone before you become seriously involved, that you will know by then all you need to know to make a sound decision about where it’s going. She says after seventeen dates, you’ll have seen each other in all kinds of situations, with people and without people, and have a pretty good idea of what that person is about. And if you make it through seventeen dates, and still like each other, you’ll also know you really like each other, and you’ll be pretty sure whether that’s a romantic like or a platonic like.”
 
   Brenna considered this, drinking the last of her wine. “Sounds like a great idea. You want to do that with me?”
 
   Micah smiled in the growing darkness. “I think it’s probably a good idea.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why?” she echoed.
 
   “Yes. Why do you think it’s a good idea for us?”
 
   Micah squinted at Brenna as she sat back in her chair, her features obscured by the shadows. She reached over and lit the candle on the table and then looked at her again. Brenna was holding the dinner napkin over her face. Micah laughed and snatched it away from her. “This is a trick question?”
 
   “No. I just want an honest answer.”
 
   “Honestly…I’ve made some bad decisions in the past based on my hormones…” 
 
   The waiter arrived with the fresh glasses of wine and Micah paused until he left.
 
   Brenna mashed out the cigarette and took another sip of merlot. “You were talking about your hormones—”
 
   Micah tossed the dinner napkin at her. “I was saying that my hormones have gotten me into situations I wish I had avoided. I think that if you make a decision to sleep with someone based on being…”
 
   “Horny?” Brenna offered.
 
   She chuckled. “Well, yes. If you base it on that, then you never know if what you feel is real and if it’s because you have something substantial. The chemicals are great, but they can get in the way of common sense and reality.”
 
   “That’s true. And do you think that’s what we should do?”
 
   “If I ignore my hormones, yes.”
 
   “What if you don’t ignore your hormones?” she tested.
 
   “Then I’m afraid I would move pretty fast with you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why would I move fast with you?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Because I’m attracted to you, and I feel we have great chemistry, and it would be easy to give into that on a carnal level.”
 
   “Mmm. Carnal, eh?”
 
   Micah looked around for something else to throw, and Brenna offered her the napkin. She just smiled and relaxed back into her chair. “Am I all by myself on this? What’s your take on it?”
 
   Brenna sat up with her arms on the table, took a  sip of wine before answering. “My take is that we are quite possibly a match made in heaven.”
 
   Micah was surprised by this. But Brenna’s words warmed her. 
 
   “I say that knowing that we have just met and in the grand scheme of things we know almost nothing about each other. I’m only talking about this chemistry I feel with you.”
 
   “I feel it too,” Micah said softly. “So let’s just see if we can find out what’s beyond it.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d say that.” Brenna held up her glass. “To seventeen dates.”
 
   They clinked their goblets together in salute. “Seventeen dates,” Micah agreed.
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   Seventeen Dates
 
    
 
    
 
   Self-employment had its perks. Brenna and Micah were able to spend time together almost every day, except when the interruptions of life prevented it.
 
   Saturday, they went to Branson, stopping at the go-carts, where they acted like kids, speeding around the multi-level track and trying to run each other off the road. Laughing and critiquing each other’s racing skills, they headed off to Branson Landing and walked around the pedestrian type mall, tried out the massage chairs in Brookstone, listened to a street musician, and even popped into Victoria’s Secret, where Micah took a picture of Brenna defiling the shapely female mannequin, saying she was looking for Victoria’s Secret. 
 
   They had dinner at Famous Dave’s, and on the boardwalk by Lake Taneycomo, they enjoyed a water and light show at the fountains created by designers from Las Vegas. Satisfied and weary, they went back to the car and headed back to Eureka.
 
   On the way, they listened to CD’s and talked about their favorite music, what they used to listen to when they were younger, and how sad it was that CD’s cost so much these days. While Brenna navigated the dark two lane Highway 86, Micah turned the volume down on the stereo and unbuckled her safety belt to slide over next to Brenna. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Brenna asked suspiciously. 
 
   “I just want to sit next to you.”
 
   “You should have your seatbelt on.”
 
   “Just for a few minutes.”
 
   “If you don’t put your belt back on, I’m going to pull over.”
 
   Micah grinned and didn’t move.
 
   Brenna slowed down and pulled over into a church parking lot. “Slide back over there and buckle up, young lady.”
 
   Micah put her arms around Brenna and laid her head on her shoulder. “Can’t we just have a moment here?”
 
   Brenna sighed.
 
   Micah raised her head and leaned back. “What’s wrong?” She studied Brenna, who kept her eyes averted, out the window, her demeanor one of great discomfort. “Oh. I’m sorry. I thought—” Micah slid back over to the passenger seat, her face flushed with embarrassment. 
 
   Brenna looked over at her and wondered why she seemed so disturbed. 
 
   “Let’s go,” Micah said softly.
 
   “Micah…what’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I guess I got caught up in my own thing and I forgot to check with you…”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   She took a deep breath and met Brenna’s searching gaze, off balance by the level of her own hurt. “It’s okay if you…if you just want to be friends.”
 
   Brenna laughed. She covered her face and laughed again.
 
   Slightly angry, Micah said, “What’s so funny?”
 
   Brenna looked over at her, and took her hand. “Micah. I do want to be friends with you, but—”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But I’m afraid that’s going to be difficult.”
 
   Micah felt her heart folding in on itself. How could she let herself develop feelings? How had she opened herself up to this? Her eyes slid to the lilting lights of the stereo as Shawn Colvin’s voice serenaded them at low volume. She could make out the tune. 84,000 Different Delusions…perfect. Just perfect.
 
   “Micah.” Brenna squeezed her hand to regain her attention. Micah looked over at her. “The reason I don’t want you over here next to me is…well, first, this is a winding road and there are deer out on it at night and I want you to have your seat belt on…I want you to be safe…” 
 
   Micah blinked. She cares… 
 
   “And the other reason is…if you’re over here, I’m going to want to kiss you…”
 
   Micah made a huffing noise that revealed her shocked amusement. “Oh…” She thought about this, and then became confused again. “But…why is that a bad thing? We’ve spent some real quality time together…what’s so bad about wanting to kiss me?”
 
   “I know I won’t be able to stop.”
 
   Micah felt something quicken in her chest. It felt too small to be her heart, but she couldn’t figure out what else it could be. 
 
   “And if I don’t stop, we’re going to have our first intimate encounter in a car. And you’re too special for that.”
 
   I could fall in love with this woman, Micah thought. She lifted Brenna’s hand to her lips and kissed it lingeringly. She reached for the seatbelt and snapped it into place around her.
 
   Brenna smiled and put the car in gear, pulling back out onto the blacktop road. They held hands the rest of the way home, and ended the date with a quick hug.
 
   On Sunday, they went out again. This time, to see Brokeback Mountain at the matinee in Rogers. They sat in the back row holding hands, sharing popcorn and Dr. Pepper and both of them cried profusely at the end and shared rough paper napkins to absorb the tears.
 
   The following night wasn’t exactly a vibrant time for social life, so they drove to Fayetteville and browsed the large bookstores, sharing coffee and playing Scrabble. Micah bought Brenna a new Reverse Dictionary, since her old one had managed to leap out of the U-Haul during the move. Brenna bought Micah a gift basket of coffees and teas, and paid for their drinks and snacks. 
 
   Delivering Micah to her door, she hugged her goodnight again, quickly, before hurrying back to the van and returning to her own house in Hogscald. Micah called to make sure she made it home okay, and they talked on the phone for three hours.
 
   On Tuesday, Micah had double her usual clients, as she didn’t want to schedule any toward the weekend. She and Brenna talked on the phone for five hours that night, and Micah fell asleep holding the phone. Brenna listened to her breathing for a long time before she hung up. 
 
   Micah rented bikes and they rode all over Holiday Island on Wednesday, and on Thursday, she took Brenna on the Eureka Springs Railroad lunch train for a scenic ride through the mountains. 
 
   On Friday, they both dressed up and Brenna escorted Micah to Déjà Vu Comedy club in Columbia, Missouri, where they spent the night laughing over cocktails. Brenna suggested they order dinner to help soak up the liquor, and paid for a large pizza, and then after the show, they remained for a time, listening to a band, before wandering outside for a walk to Cherry Street Artisan for a round of latte’s. 
 
   Holding hands, they made their way back to the van, and started the long trip back, talking about everything from their childhoods to the current political climate.
 
   On Saturday, the two of them went over to Scarlet and Monique’s. Micah introduced Brenna to her friends, and they played Phase 10 and grilled steaks.
 
   On the balcony overlooking Tablerock lake, Scarlet found a moment out of earshot of Brenna and Monique. “How many times have you two done it?” she whispered to Micah.
 
   “Zero.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “I swear to God. We haven’t even kissed yet.”
 
   “No way! Not you! You guys seem so good together. How many dates have you had?”
 
   “Counting the first time we met and tonight? Eight. But they’ve been really long dates, and we’ve logged about 24 hours of talk time on the phone, too.”
 
   “What’s the matter? You not attracted to her?”
 
   “Oh god, yes. I am. And she is attracted to me, but we’re trying to do that seventeen date thing of yours.”
 
   Scarlet sucked on her Tiparillo, blowing smoke. “Well I’m shocked that you have been so chaste, but dammit. I didn’t mean you couldn’t kiss.”
 
   Micah related the story of their return trip from Branson wherein Brenna had told her she couldn’t kiss her or she wouldn’t be able to stop and that she didn’t want their first experience to be in a car.
 
   Scarlet glanced over at Brenna who was laughing and talking to Monique at the grill. “Oh, she’s a keeper.”
 
   Micah and Brenna talked on the phone when they parted ways, and realized that they were both behind in their respective responsibilities. The following week would have to include noses to the grindstone.
 
   By Wednesday, both of them were realizing how much they missed each other.
 
   Brenna picked Micah up and they went back to Dr. Baker’s lounge.
 
   After dinner, they had wine and cigarettes and enjoyed the night air and each other’s company. Soon, they were the only ones on the balcony, and Brenna said, “I have something for you. Two things, actually.”
 
   “I have something for you, too,” Micah admitted. She pulled an envelope from her coat, just as Brenna pulled another envelope from her jeans.
 
   They smiled at each other, and exchanged the envelopes. Opening them, they both saw lab results for various blood tests and gynecological exams. They looked up and stared at each other for a moment and then both started cackling.
 
   “Great minds,” Micah said. “What’s your other thing?”
 
   “Oh.” She pulled out an oblong, gift-wrapped box and placed it on the table in front of Micah.
 
   “What’s this?” she asked with a grin.
 
   “A little something.”
 
   Micah pulled the bow and released the ribbon, lifting the lid off. She squinted down into the dim candlelight to the small wrinkled objects lined up across the bottom of the box. “What are these?”
 
   Brenna smirked. “They’re dates.” Brenna explained. “Seventeen of them, actually.”.
 
   Micah absorbed that and then looked up at her slowly, a sly smile on her lips.
 
   “As soon as you have those, we can discuss where we stand.” 
 
   Micah laughed until she thought she’d choke. She had to drink water and compose herself.
 
   Brenna waited patiently.
 
   “That’s so clever, Brenna…” She laughed again, looking at the seventeen dates. “So you want to know where we stand?”
 
   “Please,” she invited cordially.
 
   Micah put the lid on the box, had some wine and leaned in close to Brenna across the table. “I think you’re the best thing since sliced bread.” Brenna smiled faintly and remained silent. Micah could see that she was serious. “Okay. Really. I can’t think of a thing I’ve learned about you that I don’t like. I enjoy every minute I spend with you. I respect you, I admire you, and I am intensely attracted to you.” She reached across the table to lay her hand atop Brenna’s. 
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Good? Aren’t you going to say anything back?”
 
   “No.” Brenna pretended to be oblivious, and drank her wine, peering off into the darkness. 
 
   Micah pretended to be insulted and stood up, as if to leave. Brenna laughed and jumped up to block her path, and they stood in a clench for a long moment. Brenna leaned close in a hug and placed her cheek against Micah’s, kissing her softly there, and stroking her back. They stood like that for a moment longer, slow dancing a little to the music of the night air, and then Brenna pulled back, motioning toward the table. “Let’s finish our wine and have a smoke.”
 
   Micah nodded and took her seat again.
 
   The conversation, perhaps naturally, turned to matters of intimacy.
 
   “So,” Micah began. “On the phone you said that you and Kori were not exactly well-matched in the bedroom. Do you think that now you can tell me what you meant by that?”
 
   Brenna stifled a grin, hoping it was camouflaged by the hovering darkness around the candlelight. “I like penetration. She didn’t, really.”
 
   “Giving or receiving?”
 
   “Her or me?” Brenna asked.
 
   Micah huffed. “You. I’m not dating her.”
 
   Brenna giggled. “I’m a switch, but at the very least, I have to receive it, or I just feel like something’s missing. She didn’t like to strap it on, so to speak.”
 
   Micah mentally made a note of that. Brenna likes being penetrated. I like to penetrate. Got it.
 
   “We did both like oral. And the usual hand stuff  …but,” she said, blowing a gray smoke ring into the darkness. “I liked something else a whole lot that she just wouldn’t do.”
 
   “What was that?” Micah’s heart was pounding.
 
   She took a long drag of her cigarette, released the smoke, considering Micah. “I’m not going to tell you.”
 
   Micah released a pent up breath. “You’re just torturing me now.”
 
   “Gotta leave a little mystery.”
 
   “Is it really deviant?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “What am I talking about?” Brenna teased.
 
   She smiled. “I’m not going to tell you.”
 
   Brenna crushed out her cigarette in the ashtray. “I am so turned on, now.”
 
   Micah laughed. “Well, not to worry. If this goes there, you don’t have to worry about boundaries.”
 
   “God, I bet you’re good in bed,” Brenna said suddenly.
 
   “You keep talking like this, and you’ll find out.”
 
   Brenna met her eyes flirtatiously. “Ready to go?”
 
   Micah laughed. “Yeah. Where are we going?”
 
   “To your house, first, to get your massage table. Then to my house, where I’m going to give you copies of my books as agreed, and then I’m going to start a fire.”
 
   “How do you mean that?”
 
   “Both ways.”
 
   They got up, paid the check, and rode the elevator down in silence, strolled through the parking lot, holding hands, and Brenna opened the door of the Voyager for Micah to get in.
 
   Micah unlocked the front door, let Giz out, and went in to retrieve her table. She folded it up, secured the latches and carried it to the door. She placed a hand on the edge of the padded table. “You know. If I give you this massage, I can’t promise you that I’ll behave.”
 
   “I’m sure I won’t want you to behave,” Brenna said, pushing her gently to the wall and moving her face close to Micah’s. “I can’t stand it anymore. I have to kiss you.”
 
   “Then kiss me,” Micah invited, her pulse already racing.
 
   When Brenna’s lips made contact, Micah felt a surge of energy that pooled in that place that got her into trouble every time. Her kiss was at once intimate, searingly sweet, passionate, and promised things Micah could only dream of.
 
   Brenna felt she had never kissed anyone who’s lips so matched her own; whose style so melded with hers; there was never a second of awkward searching for a comfort zone. The kiss lasted mindless minutes and the two of them were both breathing heavily when it finally ended.
 
   “Oh my God,” Micah breathed.
 
   “I know,” Brenna said. She reached up and touched Micah’s face tenderly. “I have never been so wildly attracted to anyone in my life.”
 
   “I feel the same way. I’m not just saying that. I do. From the first second I saw you, I couldn’t get my brain to function properly. And then spending this time with you, getting to know you…I love who you are.”
 
   “I love who you are, too.” Brenna leaned in and put her lips to Micah’s ear, whispering, “Let’s go. I want that massage. I want to feel your hands on my skin.”
 
   Micah’s knees began trembling, though she was supported by the wall behind her. “My hands want to feel your skin.” She ran a hand up Brenna’s arm, as if in preview.
 
   Brenna kissed her again, softly, briefly, and then turned, picked up the heavy table and headed out the door with it. She is much stronger than she looks, Micah thought. And that gave her a little zinger in her jeans.
 
   Micah let Giz back in and locked up, thinking that she would probably have to make a call to Scarlet to let him out in the morning…so was she expecting to spend the night with Brenna? Maybe they could just explore each other a little and still not get too deeply into intimacy. She joined Brenna in the Voyager.
 
   On the way down Highway 23, the silence between them was not awkward, but just charged with so much emotion that neither of them knew what to say. Micah took a breath and tried anyway.
 
   “You know…I feel like I won’t be able to concentrate on having any kind of conversation until we get at least some of the mystery out of the way.”
 
   Brenna said, “I know. And I don’t want to seem like I’m easy, but—”
 
   “I don’t think you’re easy. We’ve spent a lot of time together, and we didn’t even kiss until tonight.”
 
   “I’ve never left that out of the equation before.” Micah took a deep breath and seemed nervous.
 
   Brenna took her hand. “I’m feeling it, too.”
 
   “Some things are just bigger than us, I suppose.”
 
   They glanced at each other in the February moonlight, and understood.
 
   Finally at the driveway, Brenna paused to show Micah the arbor and sign that she and her friends had finished only last week. 
 
   “What’s the sign say?” Micah asked.
 
   “It’s the name of my little homestead.” 
 
   She clicked her brights on, and when Micah read the sign, she thought her heart would stop beating. “Oh. My. God…”
 
   “What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
 
   “That sign…that really is a sign.”
 
   “Yes, it’s a sign…what—”
 
   “I’d have to explain it to you. I left out part of the story about my dating stuff, because I thought it would make me sound like a flake. But now, I have to tell you.”
 
   “Okay. Let’s get inside and start a fire, and you can set up your table and we can have some wine while you tell me all about it.” Brenna put the van in gear again and moved under the arbor. 
 
   The sign said, PLETHORA.
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   Synchronicity and Dual Duplicity
 
    
 
    
 
   Micah swallowed the last of her wine. “…and so I took Scarlet’s advice and went to see this medium from Kansas City, who was down here at Diversity…”
 
   Brenna turned with the fireplace poker in her hand, shocked. “Righteous Clementine?”
 
   Frowning, Micah tilted her head. “You know her?”
 
   “She’s a friend of mine.”
 
   “No way.” Micah then began to think it over. “Maybe she just thought we should meet and—”
 
   “I’m sorry, you lost me.” Brenna put the poker back in the stand and sat down at the other end of the sofa, kicking off her shoes and stretching out. More as a professional habit than a conscious decision, Micah pulled Brenna’s feet into her own lap and began to massage them as she continued. “Okay, so here’s what happened. She read my cards, not knowing why I was there, and then asked me if I was unhappy about my romantic life. I told her I was. She then did this kind of chant, laid her hand on me and said, “Plethora.”
 
   Brenna’s eyes went wide. “Are you kidding me?”
 
   “No… My brain wants to rationalize it, but…I don’t see that she had any direct hand in us meeting each other, do you?”
 
   “No. She never mentioned you to me.”
 
   “So, do you see the weirdness in this? The synchronicity?”
 
   They locked eyes, and Micah stopped rubbing Brenna’s feet for a moment, while they absorbed the ramifications of such a thing. The moment quickly moved into one of profound and reverent silence. Micah began to massage Brenna’s feet again. Brenna drank more of her wine and tried to remember if Righteous had ever done or said anything to lead her to Micah. She came up with nothing.
 
   Presently, she became aware of Micah’s hands, working at her feet, and noticed how incredible it felt. “God, I’ve never had a foot rub this good.”
 
   “I’m glad you like it.”
 
   Micah indicated her empty glass on the table. “If you’ll get me a refill, I’ll get the table set up and you can have a full body massage that good.”
 
   “Oh, I’m so there!’ she enthused, swinging her feet to the floor and heading for the bottle of merlot in the ‘fridge.
 
   Micah unfolded the table and took out the white flannel sheets and put them on it, adding a tube pillow near one end for Brenna’s feet to rest upon, and later, when she turned over, for the backs of her knees.
 
   Brenna returned with the fresh glass of wine and handed it to Micah. “Okay. What’s the procedure?”
 
   “Have you ever had a massage before?”
 
   “Not a real one.”
 
   “Really? Never?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Well then you’ve been horribly neglected.” She pulled the top sheet off and handed it to her. “Go take off your clothes and put this around you. Then come get on the table, face down.”
 
   Brenna felt a surge of excitement and didn’t know if that was appropriate for a massage. But then again, she knew this was not just any massage. She could not wait to feel Micah’s touch, but was determined not to let it go past that. She still wanted to be hard to get.
 
   Micah watched Brenna pad off to the other room, and took a deep breath, trying to still her own hammering heart. She had never looked forward to touching any woman as much as she did Brenna. Not even Layna. That last thought took her by surprise, as Layna had been such an extreme source of excitement. But that had been strictly physical and sexual. With Brenna, it seemed like more. Crazy as the idea was, Micah really felt like she was somehow connected to Brenna on a soul level. Were they soulmates? Had she finally found that? Everything about Brenna was endearing and charming to Micah. She loved her voice, she loved the quirkiness of her personality, her quick humor, her curiosity about everything around her, her ability to have an intelligent conversation, and still be silly. She also paid attention to the clues that told her of Brenna’s character. The fact that she had thrown Kori out for infidelity, with not an inch of leeway; Brenna had spoken of her level of commitment to her own integrity, and that meant she expected the same from a partner. She thought about Brenna’s laughing eyes, merry one minute, and intense the next. Truly a Gemini, fraught with duality, just like Micah. Had she ever felt this connected, this fast, with anyone? She knew the answer.
 
   As Brenna removed her clothes, she tried to make sense of how she was so immediately drawn to Micah. She could not figure out why she felt such an urgent need to be close to this woman from the moment they met. It frightened her a little. They had only met two weeks ago, but in their seemingly endless phone conversations, dates and excursions, she had heard and seen all the right things. Micah was easy to talk to. They were in sync. She recognized so much of herself in Micah. That constant battle with two selves that were always pulling in opposite directions. Micah was sensitive and sincere; genuine and funny. She really listened and really seemed interested in what Brenna had to say. She’d even expressed an interest in helping her with the house, and was anxious to read Brenna’s books. Brenna had watched the way she treated other people, had seen her compassion and her honesty. When Brenna talked, Micah looked into her eyes and tuned in. She felt truly understood. It was hot fudge on the top, that Brenna was also intensely attracted to her. It had been a torturous struggle to keep her hands off Micah, and the kiss they had finally shared was everything a kiss should be. Was she falling in love with her already?
 
   Brenna emerged, swaddled in the flannel sheet and got on the table, stretching out on her stomach and pulled the sheet out over her. 
 
   Micah situated the sheet, and told her to put her face in the cradle, and she moved over to the potpourri pot she had plugged in earlier by the wall of the fireplace. She dipped her fingers into the now-warm oil and rubbed it into her hands. Standing at the crown of Brenna’s head, she placed her hands on her shoulders, and began the first long stroke down either side of her spine. Brenna moaned, and the sound felt like a clit piercing to Micah. Holy God, I will never make it through this massage, she told herself. She began to knead the muscles of Brenna’s shoulders, finding many knots, and took her time gently working them out, while Brenna continued to respond with the kind of sounds that Micah associated only with sexual activity.
 
   Brenna’s skin was flawless and tanned from working in her yard, and the texture soft as silk. Micah felt she could touch it all night long, and at this rate, she might. She had already spent twenty minutes on her shoulders.
 
   Working on her legs, Micah made sure to tuck the sheet respectfully, and worked at the gluteus muscles that arched over the hip joint, realizing she was dangerously close to sliding her hands just a few inches higher, to touch the rise of Brenna’s ass. But she maintained the boundary, not wanting Brenna to feel taken advantage of. Most people will stop making pleasure-sounds when you get close to an intimate area, because they subconsciously don’t want you to misinterpret and go too far. Brenna had fallen still, so Micah was careful to respect that boundary. It mattered to her. She didn’t want to take from Brenna. She wanted only to give. 
 
   Brenna lay captured beneath the hands of a healing angel, and could not imagine how she had gone her whole life without experiencing such a profound pleasure. When Micah’s hands smoothed over her hip, she forgot to breath, knowing that she wanted her to go beyond the draped flannel sheet, into regions that craved touch. But Micah didn’t. At that moment, she was as frustrated with herself, as she was impressed with Micah’s professionalism.
 
   By the time she had Brenna turn over, they were both overwhelmed by the sexual energy swelling between them. As Micah began to work on her arms, Brenna’s hand came up to clench Micah’s shirt, her eyes smoldering, and she pulled Micah down into a kiss that was imbued with so much passion, that Micah forgot completely about her professional demeanor. She slid her oiled hands across Brenna’s chest, and up her neck, resting there as she returned the kiss. 
 
   Brenna pulled away. “I don’t want to rush into this. But I also—”
 
   “I know. I’m a Gemini, too.” Micah agreed. “We’re tortured by our own duplicity.”
 
   Brenna thought about this for a moment. “I am therefore ruled by my zodiac, and can’t help myself.” She reached back up and put her arms around Micah in a hug and whispered in her ear, “I love the way you touch me…” She kissed her neck. “I want you inside me.” She pushed Micah’s hand back down her chest, over her own stomach, and between her own legs. Micah felt the small tuft of hair above, and the clean shaven labia below. Just as she liked it. 
 
   Her fingers found the fleshy lips and slipped between them, immediately aware that they were covered in natural lubrication. “Oh, Brenna. You are so wet.”
 
   “All your fault. You did this to me. You turn me on so much…”
 
   “You are making me crazy…” Micah unfastened her jeans with the other hand and tugged them down enough so she could guide Brenna’s hand to her. 
 
   Brenna found the woman soaked with desire, also. She sat up on the table, straddling Micah’s hips and they shared another passionate kiss. “Let’s move to the sofa.” Brenna spun on the table, and hopped down on the opposite side, and the sheet fell off her. She bent to retrieve it and Micah was graced with a complete view of her backside. She felt a renewed burning in her clit.
 
   Brenna spread the sheet on the sofa. Turning, she looked into Micah’s eyes as she pulled the other woman’s jeans off, exposing her fully, as she was exposed. 
 
   Micah had never let a woman do this. For the first time in her life, it felt perfectly natural. 
 
   Micah and Brenna sat facing each other on the sofa, kissing. Brenna pulled back and searched Micah’s eyes. “I think I’m…”
 
   “Falling in love with you…” Micah finished.
 
   They studied each other again for an intense moment, and then began to kiss each other again, lovingly, passionately, their hands finding intimate places and teasing, pushing. 
 
   Hours later, they held each other, the fire warming them when the sweat cooled their skin. They slept. Content. Happy. Satisfied. Two bodies entwined on the sofa, as rain began to fall softly outside.
 
   Both had found Plethora.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next few months, Micah and Brenna fell deeply in love, and could not get enough of each other. The intensity of their emotions manifested in every version of lovemaking. They often forgot to eat, and when they did, the food tasted brand new, like it was some manna dropped from the heavens. 
 
   They didn’t answer the phone or the door, and received witty little notes from their friends, who knew that the two women were in their own private heaven, not to be disturbed. They only slept from exhaustion after sharing each other until their bodies were completely spent with exertion.
 
   When they finally emerged, they professed their undying devotion to all their friends
 
   They both threw caution to the wind, unwilling to follow the conventions of wisdom that told them to move slowly. They could not bear to be away from one another, and so Micah rented out her house and moved to Plethora to be with Brenna. “We can’t put the water back into the hose,” Brenna had said.
 
   Giz made fast friends with both Hob and Skeeter, and the three of them explored Plethora, and Skeeter even spent some time off the porch.
 
   And the homestead lived up to its name. A sort of blessed vortex opened up around them. Brenna finished her book for lesbians, calling it ISO: In Search Of: Dating, Relationships and Sex for the Discerning Lesbian, and managed to get noticed by Oprah, who then included it in her book club. The money was rolling in, and the love between she and Micah was growing along with it.
 
   Micah insisted on keeping her massage business going, with Brenna as her most enthusiastic client, as she felt it was connected to maintaining her own identity, and not merging with Brenna any more than they already did. She gave massages to a list of private clients in their homes, and spent the rest of her time reading all seven of Brenna’s books, and making love to the author, who turned out to be everything she had ever hoped for. They were best friends, passionate lovers, and nurturing companions.
 
   Brenna could not imagine her life anymore, without Micah in it. They were compatible on so many levels, and when they butted heads, the result was always a compromise and a complimentary romp in the bed.
 
   Within six months, they had redecorated the house, built a barbeque pit in the back yard, bought Brenna a new van, and welcomed other couples into Plethora, who built cabins in the woods near Tilly’s tree house. 
 
   Scarlet and Monique built a house and moved to Plethora, where Scarlet served as the exclusive real estate agent for the homestead, and the tiny community was growing steadily.
 
   Jordan and Righteous moved into a little house they had built on the spot next to the shed, and the group all finally learned that Righteous Clementine’s real name was Betty Clemmens.
 
   They all landscaped the entire place, built the gazebo Brenna dreamed about, and used it to have Reverend Chris Kettleman perform a dual ceremony. Celia and Tilly had worked their way up to Phase Ten, and they stood with Brenna and Micah in a dual ceremony of Holy Union. Tilly handed Celia the ten card before they kissed to seal their vows.
 
   Tilly and Celia decided to maintain their residence in the water tower tree house, and renovated it to make it even more modern, the cost covered from Micah and Brenna as a Holy Union gift.
 
   There were frequent hen parties, cookouts and social gatherings for the residents and outside friends, and Plethora was a place of joy.
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   Kelli Jae Baeli began writing as a child, exploring poetry and journaling, and eventually moving on to short stories. After a romantic fling in the military with another female soldier, she decided to write a book based on the experience. The story that evolved took on a life of its own, but it became her first novel, As You Were. This was followed quickly by Armchair Detective, a book she said she wrote because she couldn’t find other lesbian fiction she liked and so wanted to write something she would want to read. She’s been doing that ever since. 
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   Blurbs from the novels of Kelli Jae Baeli
 
    
 
   Curse of Cache La Poudre
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   (novella)
 
   Danica and Rikki have missed their plane, which couldn’t be worse news because now they might just miss their own wedding. When a pilot of a small plane offers to fly them there himself, they jump at the chance; after all, the man swears he has one short stop to deliver supplies to a ranger station in Cache la Poudre, then it’s clear skies all the way.
 
   The only trouble is, the stop along the way turns into a destination all of its own, when the pilot, telling the women they’re his cargo, delivers them into the hands of an armed man. They’re needed for a babysitting job, whatever that means, but job or not, being kidnapped is not on Danica and Rikki’s itinerary. They have a wedding to get to, and a honeymoon, and being chased through the wilderness, while a great bonding exercise, is not the romantic getaway they were expecting.
 
   Then there’s the ‘babysitting’. Even if they get away from the kidnappers, dare they leave without checking first that there’s not a baby there somewhere?
 
    
 
    
 
   Armchair Detective
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   (Book 1 of AKA Investigations Series)
 
   View Book Trailer
 
    
 
   Jobeth O’Brien awakens on the floor of her kitchen, her battered face and the memory of an angry visitor tells her that she is close to something important in her investigation. In between this surveillance and delivering newspapers, her beloved ‘62 Falcon is the scene of middle-of-the-night romps with a lonely socialite, who gives her more than she bargained for. 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.
 
    
 
   Also Known As DNA
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   (Book 2 of AKA Investigations Series)
 
   View Book Trailer
 
   Newly ensconced in the house on Manor Lane, Jobeth and Phoebe are enjoying the city of Lakewood, Colorado and Jobeth’s newly licensed AKA Investigations. 
 
   After a fresh start in the Denver Metro region, life seems idyllic and full of promise. The dream is soon shattered by ghosts from the past, appearing to tear the fabric of love and trust. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Also Known As Syzygy
 
    [image: ] 
 
   (Book 3 of AKA Investigations Series)
 
   On December 3, 2012, Saturn, Venus & Mercury aligned. On that same night, three women align to see that justice is done. 
 
   Ponzi Bonnet thought she had 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.
 
   Kenda Harper, an actress and Ponzi’s best friend, will do anything to help. Even if it means endangering her own life and denying the yearning in her heart.
 
   Anna Dew, an artist and HSP, could not tell her friend Ponzi why she pulled away, but when she learns that her solution only enables bad men to do bad things, she is compelled to make it right.
 
   Three women, finding strength amid their weaknesses, embarking on a journey into darkness, and the labyrinths of selfhood, match wits with the men who would inflict harm on other women, and they won’t give up until justice is done.
 
    
 
    
 
   Also Known As Rising & Falling
 
    [image: ] 
 
   (Book 4 of AKA Investigations Series)
 
   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.
 
    
 
   As You Were
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   (novel)
 
   Tru, a performing singer-songwriter, and Brittany, a photographer, shared a beautiful home on Castle Mountain in Colorado, enjoyed horseback riding in the snow-laden hills, and romantic nights in front of the fireplace. 
 
   But when an average day ends in a tragic accident, Tru must embark upon a quest to regain the life she once had with her lover, while sinister outsiders take advantage of the precarious situation.
 
   Yearning, revelations, and lurking danger pull at the threads of a once-idyllic life. As You Were is a romantic story driven by mystery and suspense.
 
    
 
   Plethora
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   (novel)
 
   Brenna Clay, a quirky bisexual author, escapes with her lover to the remote Ozark area of Hogscald. Brenna easily becomes distracted by the machinations of her proposed utopia—a place where Mother Nature is not always nurturing, and her nearest neighbor lives in a treehouse and thinks she’s been inseminated by aliens. As an added bit of entertainment, the Bubba’s have out their binoculars, and are watching from the knoll, having never seen a real, live “Lezbean Homo-Sek-shul.” 
 
   Meanwhile, Micah Rose Royce lives in Eureka Springs and works as a masseuse. Fresh off a prolonged disability, she is anxious to feel human again, but has difficulty getting started. Micah’s social life almost magically increases, yet she finds the choices fraught with peril. Things are complicated by her tendency to give in to her sexual appetite. She trudges through the exasperating and often comical dating scene in real life and on the Internet, still desperately searching for a suitable partner?
 
    
 
    
 
   Random Act of Blindness
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   (novella)
 
   In this erotic novella, Rachel Leeds is a repressed literature professor who struggles with taboo fantasies that invade her sexual identity with razor-sharp intensity.
 
   Just as Rachel’s answers begin to overpower her questions, she crosses paths with a clever young lesbian who isn’t who she appears to be, and manages to turn her staid academia into a firestorm of desire, pulling at the threads of Rachel’s carefully controlled existence.
 
   Random Act of Blindness is a steamy lesbian tale that takes an often superficial genre, and imbues it with eloquence, and multi-dimensional facets; Baeli has created characters a reader can truly invest in and care about. 
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“...a Southern Gothic lesbian hybrid filled
with quirky characters and ribald humor.”
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