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   Summary: 
 
   After Katrina, a family's darkest secrets are revealed, 
 
   and lives once separate, now intertwine in an exploration of 
 
   desperation, forgiveness, morality, and redemption.
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Dedication
 
   For the victims and survivors of Hurricane Katrina, whose plight inspired the creation of this book. Through tragedy and challenge, we all learn to weather the storm of the human condition.
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   The city of Pass Christian was often mispronounced by outsiders to sound more like an American religious subset, than a Southern coastal city. "Pass-kris-chee-ANN," as the correction often came from locals, was touted as "the birthplace of yachting in the South." It was nestled between the coastal cities of Bay St. Louis and Gulfport. 
 
   Dominic Fontaine embodied the nautical elite, here, with his 50 meter Benetti, upon which he had spent most of his weekends, until recently, when much of his seafaring had been in Maine, with a certain real estate agent.
 
   After landing in Gulfport-Biloxi, Sienna rented a car and drove the short distance down Highway 90 to Pass Christian. 
 
   Within twenty minutes, she was creeping through Dominic's neighborhood. Finding the  house left her stunned. He was even more wealthy than she imagined, by the looks of it. This was not the usual fare; not an antebellum mansion with white columns in front. This was designed after a French chateau, with both light and dark brick, round turrets and steeple points on the burnt umber roofing shingles. A house fit for a king. The king of deceit, she thought bitterly.
 
   She continued past and parked nearby, swinging her laptop case and purse straps onto her shoulder, and eased into the bushes alongside the monstrous modern castle.
 
   Close to an hour had passed, her skin dotted with perspiration from the muggy air flowing off the Gulf, before her patience was rewarded. The maid came out the kitchen entrance, bearing a sack of garbage, and put it in the wheeled garbage bin. She rolled the plastic tub down the driveway, and Sienna jumped up and ran over the threshold into Dominic's domestic kingdom.
 
   Invigorated by the bracing chill of the inside air, and trusting the maid was the only person in the house, she traversed the hall into the expansive, marble-floored foyer, and turning to the left, she saw the straight stairway leading to the second floor. Taking the steps two at a time, she passed family photos that only garnered a glance. 
 
   At the top, she spotted a small door to the right of the landing, which opened to another, more narrow stairway; presumably leading to an attic. Inside, she turned and peeked out, holding the door close to the jamb. The main entrance was clearly visible at the bottom of the stairs. Good vantage point. Now what?
 
   Leaving her bags on the small attic steps, she crept out to the landing again and down the hallway. Finding the master bedroom, she slipped inside, closing the door behind her, and spent a good deal of time gathering any jewelry she could find. Without a moment's regret, she stuffed the baubles into her pockets. She might need to sell them all, soon, to cover expenses she was sure loomed on the horizon, just like that hurricane she kept hearing about on the way down here.
 
   The man who called himself Lincoln, told Sienna he needed to head toward shore, because the hurricane was headed for the Gulf--he had property down there he wanted to secure before the storm. She was agreeable only because she could not stand another minute in his company. And she had a plan that begged to be underway.
 
   When they parted ways on the dock, she drove immediately to the Bangor airport, purchased a ticket for the next flight to Gulfport-Biloxi Regional. From there, she would find the address of his home on the coast, having committed the information to memory from the yacht's bill of sale. 
 
   While waiting for her flight at Bangor, she logged on and Googled Dominic Fontaine. Her new "husband" kept a rather low profile, and she only found information about him in social pages. She used her credit card to pay for a full background check, and the information was considerably thorough. He had numerous real estate holdings in Maine and on the Gulf Coast. No doubt he'd wooed many real estate agents such as herself. She thought of how it would feel to own most of it, if her plan met with success. Wealth would be helpful, though not nearly ample to make up for him lying about who he was and then infecting her with HIV. 
 
   Dominic also owned stock in all the best Fortune 500 companies. He had, in fact, invested in the very search engine she used, before it had become the high-traffic behemoth it was. Smart investor, Dominic. How could someone that smart be so abysmally stupid about his health? And how could he then endanger the life of someone else with his carelessness? Conceit knows no bounds. She knew he was a proud man, and that pride often gave way to arrogance and a sense of immortality. Well judgment day came and went for Dominic Fontaine. The question was, why was she being punished? 
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   Noah's mother allowed him to do the gig for  two reasons: she knew the owner of the pub, and she wanted her son to be a safe distance away in Jackson during the hurricane. 
 
   It was the second time the boys got to do an out of town gig at Granger's Pub. The owner was a jolly man named Bug, a moniker stemming from his thyroid eye disease, which caused his eyeballs to swell and protrude. The pub owner always treated Noah and his mother like they were his own. He had known Noah's mother since high school, and Noah always suspected the Bug had a crush on his mom, though she never verified this. Verification wasn't necessary. Noah could see the affection in Bug's bug eyes. 
 
   The drummer, Andy, was 19, and the oldest in the band. The guitarist, Richard and vocalist, Kevin--were both 18, and Noah was the youngest, at 16. Noah had formed the band himself, calling it Noah's Ark because his bandmate's initials happened to spell "Ark," and because it was a catchy name that looked good on a flyer and inspired creative album art. They sometimes forgot Noah was younger, as he handled all the bookings and finances, and even provided the P.A. for rehearsals  and gigs out of his own money from odd jobs. Noah's Ark was gaining popularity, and it was natural for them to branch out to other regions, even though they had all the bookings they needed around Bay St. Louis, New Orleans, Algiers Point, Long Beach and neighboring coastal towns.
 
   Noah's Ark was capable of getting a gig at one of many hurricane parties, if only by virtue of their name, but Noah's mother would not allow it. The gulf coast had survived many hurricanes, but she didn't want her son in the path of one. If Katrina got too bad, she said she'd evacuate and follow him to Jackson, but she didn't want to leave unless forced to do so. She'd been in that house for over sixteen years, and there was no way she was going to leave it to the looters, if the weather damage was substantial. 
 
   On the first break, Noah drank a Coke and watched the silent television mounted over the bar, noticing that Katrina was looking extraordinarily mean. He called his mother.
 
   "I don't know, Mom. It looks bad. Maybe you should come on up here."
 
   "I'm afraid if it's not that bad, I won't be here to defend the house from the looters."
 
   "I hate the thought of you having a shoot out with somebody. Please get in the car and come up."
 
   "Well, I'm going to give it another hour or two." 
 
   He could tell she'd been hitting the bottle. "Stay sober, Mom. You might have to drive."
 
   "Oh honey, it's only to take the edge of my nerves. I'll be fine. I've driven with more liquor in me than this." 
 
   He'd given up long ago on reasoning with her. A drinker could always justify the drink. 
 
   "Call me on your next break, honey," she said.
 
   He hung up with queasiness in his gut that he suspected was unrelated to the copious amounts of Coke he'd had, telling himself she'd be fine. He then went to tune his bass for the next set.
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   In the shadow of St. Louis Cathedral, Zenobia sat before her fabric-draped table in Jackson Square and read tarot cards for the tourists. At any given time during the season, there might be forty other tarot readers, but that didn't mean any of them went home penniless. There was plenty to go around.
 
   Zenobia was thankful for the open air and the milling of people from all walks of life. She was grateful, too, for the freedom to come and go as she pleased. These are things often taken for granted by those who have never had their freedom ripped away. After six months, she still relished it all, though the demons would creep into her dreams and she would see those she loved most dearly, and wonder how their lives were going; wonder if they ever thought of her.
 
   During the times when she was between customers, she would focus on her own concerns, and do a layout for herself. The spread was always new in places, but three cards continued to appear, no matter when she asked for a comment on her own life. She continued to get the Tower card, as if some big change was coming. And the Death card continued to appear as if the change would be predicated on someone's demise, even though this card was not usually taken literally. Tarot readers uniformly agreed that it signified change. Either way, something was on the horizon. 
 
   Without fail she would also get The Knight of Cups and the Six of Cups. Some kind of fortune was also headed her way, and it had to do with a younger person of fortitude and strength. It seemed the cards were telling her that she would suffer a great misfortune, but that it would be matched by great prosperity and good fortune. A mixed blessing, to say the least. She tried to bolster her own courage by knowing there would be a good outcome. 
 
   She had been studying the mysterious universal force known as synchronicity, and hoped to master it, thus regaining control of her stagnant life. On the day of her freedom, she arrived by bus in New Orleans, her intention to find a hotel for the night. That's how she saw the banner for the Abraham-Hicks seminar at the Royal Sonesta Hotel on Bourbon street. Join us in understanding the "Law of Attraction," it read. 
 
   Stepping into the lobby, she moved toward the room reserved for the seminar, scheduled to begin in only a few minutes. Zenobia picked up the flyer on the table and learned that the Law of Attraction was rendered by Esther Hicks, through which the collective teacher known as "Abraham" spoke. She embraced the gift of synchronicity, and paid the fee, which was most of the money she had in her pocket.
 
   The information had rung true to her, stricken her to the core, and she knew that it might be the most important spiritual information she had ever encountered. Skepticism aside, she flung herself headlong into studying the tenets of this belief system and found through her own experimentation, that she could manifest the life she wanted if she applied the teachings. The process was predicated on the power of humans to tap into the universal life force, to understand how things really worked, and why we were all here. It was a new cosmology only in her exposure to it; but the original cosmology, overall, to be sure. We were all vibrational beings in a vibrational universe, and it was upon that truth all other truths rebounded.
 
   Seeking to rid herself of the negative aspects in her life, she embraced these concepts of personal power. Her life had always been a diptych of good and bad. She longed for the balance that came from living in the middle. 
 
   Many years ago, as a young woman in college at "Ole Miss" as the locals called it, she was excited about her future, though it promised only a reasonable distance away from poverty and pain. When she met the young man who would sweep her up into wealth and security, her life suddenly became a catalog of possibility. Her new beaux was about to sit for the bar, and with a law degree, a man could make magic happen.
 
   His father felt he needed to experience hard physical labor, however, so he'd appreciate the path he'd been given. Thus, the young collegiate took summer breaks in New Orleans and worked on shrimp boats. Zenobia's mother owned a tiny seafood café in the French Quarter, and that's where Zenobia met him. He came to deliver the catch of the day, and all it took was a single shared moment, before they were spending all their spare moments together. 
 
   She suffered through his last year of school, only seeing him periodically, but their romance blossomed until he appeared one day after graduation, dressed to the nines, gallant and confident, and asked her mother for her daughter's hand in marriage.
 
   They were wed in a modest ceremony, and against the wishes of his wealthy parents, who felt that Zenobia was an inferior choice for their son. She was a French-Creole, after all, her blood mixed and mingled until it retained no purity. Though she did not appear to be African-American, her skin was still a few shades darker. No different than some rich co-ed who spent her spring breaks on the beach and her weekends at the tanning salon. Yet, because his parents knew she was a "mixed breed," they vehemently disapproved of their son's association with her. Still, Zenobia was all he thought about, and they jumped impetuously into their lives together, as her young husband promptly began making his own fortune.
 
   Strange, how two people can change so severely, as to be unrecognizable. Along the way, she began to dread him coming home from the office. She suffered the pangs of loneliness, only relieved by the pangs of childbirth--two children, a boy and a girl. But as the kids grew older, and needed her time and attention less and less, she craved the validation and comfort and intimacy that had all but disappeared in her marriage.
 
   Thus, Zenobia fell prey to her own needs, and sought comfort in the arms of another. Blinded by the attention she received from this man, perhaps she had not seen the signs. But as time progressed, he became controlling and angry, and they fought bitterly because she would not leave her wealthy husband. One night, after liquor had rendered her lover a product of his primitive tendencies, he became abusive and then physically violent. He had grabbed the hand that hosted her wedding ring and pushed it toward the garbage disposal in his apartment, angry at the glittering diamond that mocked his Cajun simplicity, his inability to compete with wealthier men. 
 
   She had grabbed the chef's knife as she felt her hand passing through the rubber flaps of the disposal, toward the whirring, unforgiving blades, forced there angrily by her lover's own calloused hands. She had only meant to stop him, but the knife had found purchase in the space between some ribs and had done the right amount of damage for him to bleed to death before she could get help.
 
   She was arrested that very day.
 
   Now, after 17 years, she was 55 years old, and starting over. She returned to her roots in New Orleans, hoping to find healing for her shattered heart; tormented that her children couldn't or wouldn't keep in contact, though she wrote frequent letters to them at their father's address, to prove she still thought of them, still loved them.
 
   Dominic had told her that Cherise descended into mental illness, and eventually banged her head on a wall and suffered some brain damage. He had to send her to an institution for constant care, and if Zenobia tried to see her, it might send her deeper into the abyss of psychosis. 
 
   As for Jerrin, Dominic said he blamed Zenobia for his sister's illness and never wanted to see her or talk to her again. Since her release, Zenobia had used the computer in the local library to search for her son, but even though she searched every state, there was no Jerrin Fontaine listed. She didn't know where he was, or if he was even alive.
 
   As Zenobia began another reading for a customer in Jackson Square, she repeated the mantra of manifestation in her mind: My children and I will find each other by October.
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   Lawrence Kitcher viewed the weather too. He cheered the hurricane on, knowing that he would be able to make a big profit on looting afterward. He was still on good terms with his Gulf Coast buddy, and had already coordinated the trip down there to join him. 
 
   Last year, he had met him in Gulf Shores, Alabama, after Hurricane Ivan. The take there had been phenomenal, what with everyone's belongings strewn about, and everyone's doors missing. The profit from the treasures he brought back allowed him to start the much more lucrative and easy online business. He fared amply since he didn't have to pay rent. 
 
   Lawrence Kitcher was not without education or opportunity. Computer savvy, he had two ID's on eBay; one for selling baggage, and one for selling the things people carry around in their baggage. Homeland Security was so preoccupied with checking people in and out, they spent little time making sure a passenger's luggage was protected, once it was coughed up onto the conveyor. It was the easiest thing in the world to stand by the airport carousel and select an expensive bag, pick it up, and walk out with it.
 
   This was precisely his activity for the last year, until he saw the impending attack of Katrina. Another windfall. He phoned his buddy on the coast and got the scoop on their operation. They had nearly everything they needed except a working truck, which he had. He said he'd drive down and join them in their periodic enterprise, if he could have a piece of the action again.
 
   Kitcher made his home in the growing Ozarks suburb of Bella Vista, situated only two miles from the Missouri border. He lived alone in his mother's house, having sent her to the nursing home last year, pleased he'd convinced her to buy such an extravagant policy to cover those expenses. 
 
   As for Kitcher's daughter, Haley, she was at boarding school. This allowed him to have a sex life without always being interrupted by the excessive needs of a child. She wouldn't have been happy living with him anyway; his schedule was erratic, and he liked being able to go out and get his drink on when the weekends rolled around. He needed that time to de-stress. Besides, he hated to cook, and the boarding school served three meals a day.
 
   He much preferred sitting in front of his computer and listing items for auction, than freezing his gonads off on the street corners and off-ramps, like he'd done in Gulfport. Modern technology afforded him the luxuries that previous generations of panhandlers could only dream of. Before hurricane season brought him such a windfall--and he always chuckled at that little pun--he used to carry a sign that read, Will Work for Food. Since discovering a cleaner, more profitable way to support himself, however, he had thrown those signs away and bid farewell to his cohorts who gathered in basements and designed their signs and clothing to affect the biggest take from the soft-hearted.
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   With the weather channel droning in the background, Jerrin made hard, sweeping strokes on the canvas. Inspired by nature's fury, he couldn't resist the impulse to load up a large brush and interpret the storm on canvas. He wore a T-Shirt, lounge pants, and Jellies, all paint-smeared from repeated exposure to his creations. Anticipating a showing next month, he was driven to complete a set of works that would serve to anchor him in the regional art community.
 
   Copious paintings, varying in size from diminutive to mammoth, lined the walls of the warehouse studio he had called home for the last 15 years. In Bella Vista, he lived simply for the most part, though his investments in area real estate had paid handsomely in only a few years. The property values were now four times what he paid for them originally. Most of that equity had blossomed in the last twelve months. 
 
   With the latest hurricane threatening the gulf coast, Jerrin thought only briefly about his father, comfortably tucked inside the mansion in Pass Christian. 
 
   At 16, his education began, starting with the lesson of betrayal his father had taught him so abundantly. He walked out of his father's house, never to return, and began hiring himself out as a commercial painter, portrait artist, and muralist. He managed to support himself, while lying about his age. 
 
   At 18, he traveled to all the best places for artists to make a living: New Orleans, Provincetown, New York, San Francisco and even Paris. Though Paris turned out to be such a cliché, and dreadfully expensive and glutted with wannabe Van Gogh's, that he didn't reside there long. 
 
   In 1993, he turned 21, and began to think about settling down. He wanted his own art studio; a place he could call home; a place where he could create without thought for where he might lay his head each night. Growing weary of seedy motels and living out of a suitcase, he spent every night before sleep, fantasizing about his perfect life, willing it to be so, and determined to watch for signs that it was about to begin.
 
   Leaving San Francisco, Jerrin made the trek East, eventually pulling off Interstate 540, in Fayetteville, Arkansas, planning to get a hotel and sleep off the 18 hours of driving behind him. 
 
   The following morning, he went in search of a good place for breakfast, and found himself in a fender bender. Pulling to a side street, he got out to check the back of his Pathfinder. The man in the Beemer joined him and apologized profusely. He admitted to talking on his cell phone, and not stopping in time. There was no damage to either vehicle, and Jerrin appreciated the guy's integrity, so he waved it off, and started back, as the man said, "Hey, I see you have California plates...are you new to the area or just visiting?"
 
   Jerrin turned back around. "Both. Never been here before."
 
   "You wouldn't be looking for any real estate, would you?" He pulled a card from his wallet and handed it to Jerrin.
 
   "Ah. You're an agent. I can see why you drive such a nice car. You don't miss a chance, do you?"
 
   The guy laughed. "Kenny 'always-the-best' Price--" He held out his hand, and they shook.
 
   Jerrin chuckled at the self-promotion. "Actually, I might be interested."
 
   Kenny motioned down the street. "Meet me down there at Denny's and I'll buy you breakfast."
 
   Jerrin thought it over. Couldn't hurt. He was looking for a place to eat, along with a place to settle down. What were the chances that he would cross paths in this way with a real estate agent? It occurred to him that all those pre-sleep wishes might actually be manifesting.
 
   Jerrin was wise to the power of intention. He had manifested many of the things he wanted in life, through sheer force of will. And he had learned that what John Lennon said was true: life is what happens while you're busy making other plans. He didn't intend to ignore any odd synchronicities. Especially not when  he had a fat bank account from his now-matured trust fund, that thankfully, his father had set up as irrevocable. Otherwise, the old man might have made some changes to it when Jerrin left home.
 
   At Denny's, their interaction was amiable, as was the usual case with the people he had encountered in this area. Those he had come across all seemed to have a friendly, Southern air, leisurely, and slow to anger. He had experienced culture shock traveling all over the nation, and had come to understand that not everyone was accommodating. The infamous Southern hospitality was refreshing. 
 
   The breakfast with the young real estate mogul proved not only informative, but enjoyable. Kenny was sure he could show Jerrin some properties he'd like. They shared an interest in golf and fishing, and while he showed him around, Kenny also promised to take him out on the lake and the green. "In fact," Kenny said, "I own some property myself a few miles from here in Bella Vista."
 
   "Bella Vista?"
 
   "Yeah. It's a retirement village, really, but it's about to start booming, because some pretty big fish are discussing building businesses in this area. I think all the young professionals are going to be moving in by the droves. It has eight golf courses and five manmade lakes." 
 
   Though Jerrin had never heard of this region in the Ozarks, Kenny told him all about Bella Vista Village, which was a Property Owner's Association, rather than an actual city. He asked what kind of place Jerrin was interested in, and Jerrin told him he was an artist and wanted privacy, but enough room to have a studio and living space together. Kenny thought a moment and then smiled. "I know just the place."
 
   Jerrin followed Kenny down Highway 71 to Bella Vista, and into some winding suburbs. On a lone stretch of road, he pulled into the parking lot of a small warehouse. Jerrin had hung out many times with other artists in different parts of the country, and some of them lived in old warehouses. There was a reason for that. It was the perfect place for painting and hanging pictures, and the usual concrete flooring insured that no carpeting would be ruined by splatters of cadmium red and linseed oil.
 
   While touring the monstrous structure, Kenny let him know that Bella Vista, Arkansas was likely to be a gold mine for real estate investing. Large companies would eventually recognize it as an untapped resource, when urban sprawl forced the population to seek new ground. With privacy, the low cost of living, the tranquility of nature, golf courses and lakes, all only a few miles away from four neighboring cities, and a short jaunt to places like Springfield, and Tulsa, it was an ideal location for those with vision. 
 
   He had in mind all along that he wanted a place free of hurricanes and severe weather, but ripe for development, and it seemed that both Bella Vista and  Kenny Price, had been served up to him on a platter. 
 
   A few hours later, Jerrin went with his gut and signed the papers. At only fifty thousand dollars, Jerrin got a five thousand square foot warehouse to do with as he pleased. He pulled out his cell phone and had a cashier's check wired from his bank in San Francisco, to Kenny's office in Fayetteville. 
 
   Kenny handed Jerrin his copies of the paperwork. "I'll get the rest of the stuff to you after I go to the office. Now, let's go play a round of golf."
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   Through weekly golfing and fishing excursions, the two men became fast friends. Kenny even commissioned Jerrin to paint a portrait of himself, albeit, one that was meant to be comical. He dressed in a smoking jacket, holding a huge Meerschaum pipe, and tried to look dashing. It was fun for both of them. Kenny also hooked him up with other wealthy clients for more serious portraits and murals. Jerrin had all the work he wanted.
 
   In the conversations they shared over the next few weeks and months, while renovating the front room of the warehouse into a kitchen and living area, Kenny provided him with an inside track. He advised Jerrin to buy residential lots, because the price would soon be rising. As time passed, and each property he bought continued to appreciate in value, he grew to trust Kenny's advice. At only a few years older than Jerrin, the guy was already pulling down a hundred thousand per year. 
 
   Now, after fifteen years, Kenny was still Jerrin's best friend. They both enjoyed the spoils of their wise investments, and Jerrin found great pride in the fact that he had made his own small fortune dabbling in his father's line of work.
 
   Father. Such an unassuming word. He had no father anymore, and that was fine. There would be no forgiveness for what Dominic Fontaine had done to him and to Jerrin's first and only true love. Dominic had defiled that love when he allowed his carnal nature to override his good sense and his character.
 
   Jerrin turned 16 the same year his mother died.  Her ashes had been spread on the Gulf of Mexico from Dominic's yacht, while he and his sister, Cherise, watched. Six months after that quiet ceremony, Jerrin thought about that day less and less, as he fell more and more in love with Tina, a girl two years his senior. They had met at a party, and he had been immediately taken with her. She was intensely interested in him and his art, and always enjoyed coming over to view his latest painting. 
 
   Tina Thorn had always been on Jerrin's sixteen-year-old mind. He was ebullient when he held her, smelled the fresh flowery scent of her hair, touched her hand. This wellspring of joy was soon tapped by his own father, and Jerrin had escaped to the comfort of New Orleans. 
 
   That evening, when it all went sour, he had skipped an after school art class, and climbed the stairs to ask permission to go see Tina. He had his license, now, and had been given a new Corvette for his birthday. He loved the feeling of freedom it gave him, almost as much as he loved Tina. To have her next to him in that car, was the epitome of teenaged bliss. 
 
   Upstairs, his father's bedroom door was closed, and he lifted his hand to knock, halting, as he heard Tina's voice. What was she doing here? 
 
   He grasped the knob, and paused as the sounds continued. He had heard those noises a few times. They did not belong behind this door without him. He turned the knob and nudged it open.
 
   He would never get that image, those sounds, out of his mind: They were both naked; his father on top of Tina, grunting and pumping, as she whimpered in pleasure.
 
   He was frozen in the doorway, unable to move, though he wanted nothing more than to erase what he had witnessed, and retrace his steps, rub out this knowledge, as easily as he could paint over the errors on canvas. When his father rolled off her, he noticed Jerrin, and Tina followed his gaze and saw him there too. They appeared dismayed, but unabashed, both wearing only expressions of peevish conceit.
 
   Jerrin spun on his heel and trampled down the main staircase into the foyer, rushed through the threshold into the living room, and beyond, to his room. He gathered all he felt essential, like painting supplies and a few clothes, making a frantic trip into his father's den to swipe the cash he had seen hidden in a drawer. Tossing his backpack and art gear in the Corvette, he left that big house in Pass Christian, never to return. 
 
   Though Jerrin's sister, Cherise, had never betrayed him, she was a daddy's girl. It would have done no good to explain to her. She would not believe her beloved daddy could ever do something this heinous. And his mother was dead. Thus, to Jerrin, family was a useless affiliation. No better than any pick-pocket in the French Quarter.
 
   Now, in this renovated warehouse which had embraced him like his father never had, he nurtured his talents, enjoyed being a wealthy bachelor with his buddy, Kenny, and created his art with the hope that one day he would be famous, rather than purely rich.
 
   He still had about half of his trust fund left, having supported himself mostly on his art, and learned all he could about his vocation, while bedding women he knew he'd never try to keep. There was no use in it, after all. They could not be trusted any more than a father could.
 
   At 33, he proudly displayed his credentials on the wall: a degree in art, and a resume that guaranteed him commissioned paintings in a regular fashion. He never actually needed a trust fund, and never mentioned his family history to anyone--even legally changed his name from Fontaine to Boudreaux, his mother's maiden name.
 
   His mother. Another loss. He could not understand why she had been taken from him--twice. At fifteen, he said goodbye to her when she began her incarceration in 1987. She had promised to write, and had said how much she loved and adored him. She was then remanded to Central Mississippi Correctional Facility in Pearl, the only state prison to house female offenders. He exchanged letters with her for a few months, and then her responses ceased. Cherise also stopped receiving letters. The siblings questioned their father, and Dominic sat them down and told them that their mother had been killed by another inmate.
 
   Stricken with grief, Cherise had run away, and Jerrin found her hiding in their mother's closet, covered by her clothing, pulled off of hangers, sobbing uncontrollably.
 
   Cherise had never been quite the same after that. She spent lots of time in that closet, even getting up at night to sleep there. She told Jerrin once that it made her feel close to her mother, because some of her clothes still held her scent.
 
   Inexorably, Dominic had packed away the contents of that closet, believing it was time for his daughter to let go. When Cherise came home from school and opened the closet door, finding it barren, she screamed and pummeled their father with her fists, and when he tried to calm her, she banged her head into the wall several times before he could stop her, and bled so profusely that he had to drive her to the hospital. This began years of visits to a therapist for Cherise. Eventually, Cherise came to revere their father.
 
   But Jerrin blamed Dominic for his mother's death. Had he loved their mother as he should have, she never would have reached out to someone else. Then, when the episode with Tina took place, it was all Jerrin needed to convince him that solace and safety was not to be found through familial affiliations.
 
   The idea had taken root in his young mind and had remained, growing there like some ugly, unwanted plant. He'd never seen the point in uprooting it. That soil was too compacted with grief and bitterness.
 
   Now, with big business moving into the Ozarks area, his investments had come to fruition. There were plans for a World Trade Center, a Disney theme park, and a world-class art museum. Those old memories had been grayed by time, and he was adept at living inside his work, enjoying the windfall of investments and what was left of his trust fund. He never allowed anyone to swim in the river of his pain. That, he saved for his paintings. Lucky for him, pain sells. 
 
   Jerrin applied another bold stroke of paint, thick with red and orange and white to signify the screaming gale of Katrina. In the distance, he painted the visage of a mansion by the shore, half-eaten by the maelstrom.
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   In Bangor, Cherise kept the television on the Weather Channel as she cleaned the parrot cages and fed her African Grey, Keegan and her Goffin's Cockatoo, Sophee.
 
   The two birds had been her constant companions for ten years, now. They had been with her when she moved from Pass Christian to the house her father bought for her in Bangor, and were a constant source of amusement, affection and purpose. She knew that they often kept her from traveling as much as she liked, but the trade-off was worth it, since she hated to fly, and didn't care much for long road trips, either. 
 
   Though largely a homebody, Cherise could have easily supported herself with her parrot breeding business. The birds sold for a grand, easily, and she loved nothing better than to spend hours caring for them, cleaning the aviary cages on her enclosed sun porch, and eventually placing them in responsible, loving homes. She tried to volunteer at a bird sanctuary to get herself out of the house more, but became panicked after a few hours. She was content to subsist at home and raise her birds, watch lots of television and host an occasional dinner party or coffee klatch. 
 
   She had a large circle of acquaintances, and all of them knew that if they wanted to spend time with Cherise, they'd have to go to her house. They didn't mind, however. Game nights were a blast, and Cherise was also an accomplished cook and loved to make lavish spreads of all kinds. Still, she could boast no best friend, nor any relationship that was anything other than cursory.
 
   Currently, she had sold all her birds, and even her breeding pairs, hoping to start over with younger ones. She kept Sophee and Keegan, because they'd always be her special pets. Yet, she was feeling restless without much to do, and each time she'd contact someone to come keep her company, it would seem their lives were too full of other endeavors, to spend time with an agoraphobe. She prayed for companionship, but went to bed alone each night, her arms empty. Sometimes she'd even dream of being made sufficiently tiny to ride on Keegan and Sophee. They'd soar through a make-believe world, and she'd feel liberated and joyful, until the alarm clock reminded her with its rude beeping, that she was not free; she was a prisoner in her own home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

5 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Ignorance really is bliss, sometimes. She had been blissful these last few months, enjoying the company of a man who reminded her how lonely she'd been. It didn't hurt that he was also handsome, charming and stinking rich. 
 
   One afternoon, that new beau, Lincoln Berringer, called her and insisted she had to postpone her meeting with another client. He had something to show her.
 
   She drove to the marina and parked, and he was waiting on the dock, as expected. Taking her hand, he led her to one of the slips where he invited her onto a luxurious yacht.
 
   "I just finalized the deal. It's mine, now." His eyes were shining like a little boy who had run into the living room Christmas morning, to find a mother lode of presents. Helping her onboard, he added, "I got it at an auction. It was a steal."
 
   It was.
 
   He pointed to the fresh lettering on the bow. "I already named it." Elegant script announced the moniker, Gemini.
 
   "What made you think of that?"
 
   "Well, several reasons. This is my second yacht. And I'm also a Gemini."
 
   "Appropriate, then."
 
   He helped her down into the belly of the boat. She took in the exquisite décor of the main room and sitting area, fine fabrics, shiny brass, and rich mahogany wood, punctuated with a galley more formidable than most of the kitchens in many houses she'd sold. 
 
   They had gone out in the yacht that same day and had a sensational time. The ocean mist sprayed onto her face, the sun toasted her skin, and Lincoln was affectionate and accommodating; even preparing a complete meal of lobster, steamed vegetables and cheese biscuits.
 
   She was blissfully happy.
 
   The bliss was shattered, now, as ugly truths began to emerge. She had seen him stuff papers into this drawer, and lock it. Instinctively, she had remained out of sight as she spied him duct-taping the key underneath the table.
 
   She set the key down and looked at the signature on the bill of sale for the yacht she had spent so much time in these past few weeks. The signature wasn't Lincoln Berringer, but Dominic Fontaine. A copy of the Driver's License was there, too; it also read Dominic Fontaine. And the picture was decidedly the man she had come to know as Lincoln Berringer. He had obviously hidden the license in the locked drawer to avoid any chance of finding it in his wallet.
 
   The bastard had lied about his identity. 
 
   Beyond those papers were official-looking documents of some kind. She pulled them out and saw that they were blank marriage certificates, complete with a notary stamp and the signature that matched the name on the bill of sale as previous owner. The man who had the yacht before Lincoln--or Dominic--had obviously performed weddings at sea. 
 
   But Lincoln Berringer's other lie was the one that seized her like cold, uncompromising fingers around her throat.
 
   She read the label of the prescription bottle again; the prescription was also assigned to Lincoln Berringer. Obviously he had used this assumed name for other purposes besides dating. The prescription hadn't expired, and it was stuffed in this drawer with his other locked-away things. She wouldn't want her name on a bottle like that, either. AZT. The medication of choice for those with HIV.
 
   Her hand went to the counter in an effort to steady herself. She thought of him on the top deck, sunning himself in the cool Atlantic breeze; thought of how close she came to resisting his advances. She should have listened to that instinct. Now it could be too late; she might already have the disease in her bloodstream. 
 
   Fear and shock gave way to anger and rage. She wanted to kill him with her bare hands; watch him take his last breath, knowing his demise was at her choosing, and he would not be going to meet his Maker with clean karma, but instead be sent there prematurely with the bitter knowledge that his actions had been answered by her own righteous punishment. 
 
   Aware of the necessity for planning, her realtor's mind went to the purview of paperwork. She looked down at the certificates of marriage. Sitting at the table, she tried to mimic his signature on a piece of paper. Satisfied, she signed his name on one of the certificates. 
 
   Sienna had forged her broker's signature many times while making a deal. Most real estate agents had done it, rather than lose a sale waiting on the broker to make time in his schedule. Sienna added her own endorsement to the proper line, backdating it to before the time the yacht was found without its original Captain; to before the time when Lincoln--or Dominic--purchased it. 
 
   Hearing him moving toward the steps above her, she put the other documents and the prescription bottle back in the drawer, relocked it, and carried a soft drink and a magazine to the table again, where she stuck the key back in the same place, and the marriage certificate under the table cloth. She opened the magazine as he climbed down the steps.
 
   "Hey."
 
   She greeted him with the best smile she could muster. "Hi, Baby."
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   Now, Sienna moved out to the top of the stairs, her hand on the rail, listening. 
 
   Downstairs, she could hear Lincoln--no, Dominic--speaking to his maid.
 
   "Berta, you need to go on home. Gather your things and head North. Your house is not safe."
 
   "My sister is in Jackson, now. I'll go stay with her."
 
   "Good, good," he said. 
 
   Moments later, as Sienna moved out of sight, the maid was at the front entrance, turning to her employer. "Mr. Fontaine, you're not gonna stay here are ya?"
 
   He chuckled. "I might. I rode out all the others."
 
   "Well, they sayin' this 'un is bad. Maybe you could go up to your place in Maine?"
 
   "I might do that, Berta. Now you go on. I want you to have time to get to Jackson before this thing hits."
 
   "Okay. See ya later, Mr. Fontaine."
 
   He shut the door behind her against burgeoning wind, leaves whooshing in.
 
   Sienna waited until he was back in the kitchen, and then slunk down the stairs, tip-toeing across  the  marble floor to the den, where she was sure he'd end up, since that's where he'd been mostly, since he came home. 
 
   The den's two French doors were still open, and she swept in, finding a spot in the storage closet, bobbing her head up and down to see through the louvered door. 
 
   Presently, Dominic entered the room, and sat at his desk. He made a few calls, instructing various people to do various things for him before they left town. Sienna learned that he moored the Gemini at Bar Harbor, and flew home on a private jet to secure his Pass Christian property, to include his first yacht. His second nautical acquisition was the one she had enjoyed for those few, blind moments of happiness with him. The Gemini. That's his cheating and lying yacht, she mused hatefully. Appropriate name for a two-faced, apathetic, STD-infected bastard.
 
   She listened to him making arrangements for his first yacht to be moved to a safer location. "I built this house after Camille," he was saying into the phone. "and I made sure it was hurricane-proof. It's still standing, and I'm sure it will make it through this one, too...what?...what, you mean insurance papers and valuables? I guess I could gather all that...but I don't think it's necessary...all right, Wilson, if it'll make you feel better, I'll take some things with me...We should get together later, though. I have some news. Might need some legal advice...never mind. I'll give you a call next week. Right. Take care, Wilson." He hung up the phone, spun around in his high-backed leather chair to slide a square, inconspicuous panel aside, revealing his floor safe. 
 
   All Sienna could think about was how flawlessly Dominic had set the stage. This news he mentioned to the Wilson-guy could have been his impromptu wedding at sea. He would certainly want legal advice for that. 
 
   A blustering outside took her eyes to the window. Wind was picking up. Peeking back through the slats, she saw him loading papers, envelopes, and small boxes into a large silver briefcase. He secured the floor vault again and carried the silver case into the kitchen.
 
   She crept out of the closet, pausing in the hall to make sure she wouldn't be seen, and hurried up the stairs to hide again.
 
   Ensconced in the attic stairwell, she went over her plan. She'd need something heavy. And she'd surely have to steel herself for the act, as homicide wasn't an act she had ever tried or considered committing. It was common for the spurned and betrayed to utter vows of revenge. But statistically uncommon for any of them to carry it out. Thus, the moment of truth remained a mystery to her. How consummate was her rage?
 
   As the storm worsened, Sienna wondered when Dominic would climb the stairs to the master bedroom. She wanted to get this over with, and make her own escape from the storm. He kept the briefcase by his side, and she intended to have whatever she could use or sell from it. She hoped to administer her retribution, and be gone before Katrina made landfall.
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   At the following break, a quarter to midnight, he called again. It took her seven rings to get to the phone. "Mom?"
 
   "That sonofabitch just keeps gettin' bigger." 
 
   "Mom, I know, I can see the Weather Channel here...please, just pack and come on up. Please."
 
   "Okay, honey, don' worry about yer mamma," she slurred. "I already have a bag packed...we'll go to Denny's when I get there, okay?" 
 
   "Okay, Mom." He heard her drop the phone. "Mom? Mom!"
 
   The dial tone accosted his ear, and he hoped she just missed the cradle and was on her way out to the car, although driving in her condition was never something he encouraged. He'd have to bring her to all his gigs from now on, for her own safety.
 
   Back on stage, Noah played the set by rote, his mind back in Bay St. Louis, praying his mother was in the car and on her way to him.
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   He put his brush down and wiped his hands, drawn to the television. A swath of mid-day sunshine illuminated the overstuffed chair in front of it, and Jerrin sat down, increasing the volume on the remote.
 
   Reporters were chattering about the swath of devastation from Louisiana to Florida, with hundreds feared dead. Winds of up to 135 miles per hour pummeled the coast, the eye of the hurricane scoring a direct hit over Gulfport-Biloxi, with comparable damage to surrounding coastal cities. The levees in New Orleans had reportedly been breached, and he knew that meant the French Quarter would be under water. It was the first time he felt real sadness. He loved the French Quarter. He used to do portraits there for tourists. It was one of the happier times in his early years as a self-imposed orphan.
 
   Jerrin got up to retrieve a beer from the 'fridge, and returned to the chair, awed, along with the entire nation, by the magnitude of the storm. He knew that Cherise now lived safely in Maine, and he reached for the portable phone, punching in her number.
 
   "Hey."
 
   "Did you see it? Are you watching television?"
 
   "Yeah. I see it. I'm glad you're not down there anymore."
 
   "Daddy's down there, Jerrin! Don't you even care?"
 
   "Cherise--"
 
   "I know you hate him, but for God's sake, Jerrin, he's our father."
 
   "He's your father. My only concern was about you."
 
   "What if--"
 
   "Cherise, I'm sure he's not even there."
 
   "I talked to him yesterday. He said he was going to Pass Christian to secure the house."
 
   The mansion. To secure the mansion, he thought. "Yeah, but I'm sure he left afterward."
 
   "I don't know! How do I find out?" Panic imbued her tone.
 
   "Did you try his cell?" Jerrin asked.
 
   "Yes. No service. Wouldn't he have service if he was here?"
 
   Where was the old man? "I suppose. I don't know, Cher." 
 
   "Well, what am I going to do?" She held Keegan, the African Grey, to her chest, stroking his feathers more as a comfort to herself than to the parrot. 
 
   "I'm so frustrated," the parrot said, picking up on her tone. She released him, and he climbed to her shoulder and turned around, settling there to pull feathers from his chest. "Stop that, Keeg," she instructed him. He obeyed and said, "Good boy!" to praise himself. "Jerrin, I'm scared. I don't know what to do. What if--"
 
   "Cherise, just stay calm. Let me know when you hear from him. He'll call you as soon as he can."
 
   "If I don't hear from him soon, I'll have to go look for him."
 
   "No. Don't do that. I'm sure you won't be able to get in there. Looks like all the in-roads are closed. Besides, you know how dangerous it is after a hurricane. Looters. Just stay put and let me know when you hear from him."
 
   "Okay..."
 
   Jerrin ended the call and turned up the volume in time to hear a rain-swept reporter declare, "Hundreds of casualties are expected in what officials say is the worst hurricane in United States history..."
 
   Sighing, he took another drink of beer.
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   As hurricane Katrina spun closer to the gulf coast, Sienna realized Dominic's intent to ride out the storm, just as he had in all the other hurricanes. His decision was no marvel to her. He obviously considered himself invincible. 
 
   She peeked through the slightly ajar door to the attic stairway. He was, of course, too rich to have a standard pull-down ladder; no, Dominic Fontaine had to have a stairway to his attic. 
 
   Sounds of shattering glass came from the foyer. The formidable Katrina was hammering at the front of the mansion, morphing into a beast that clawed at the rafters, pounded at the flooring, and made promises to inflict still more. It seemed God Himself was behind the maelstrom. Sienna had never been in a hurricane, and anxiety crept into her mind. Was it always this bad? Was it only this frightening because she had never experienced it? 
 
   She had her own Katrina thumping against her chest cavity. Thrashing in the sea of her own trepidation, she tasted it in her mouth, then recognized it as meaningless. I am going to die anyway. He had made sure of that when he pushed himself inside her and essentially mingled his diseased blood with her own. After all those years of being judicious. All those years when her party-happy friends were taking chances like a capricious vacation in Vegas, and prodding her mercilessly with monikers like Sainted Sienna, Sinless Sienna, Spotless Sienna, and even Snowy Sienna, to imply that she was frigid, rather than careful. Now, she felt the fear slipping away, replaced by her own resolve, her own fury; an apoplectic bitterness that was matched only by the tempest that pummeled the mansion of the man she despised.
 
   Pleased to have placed herself correctly, she saw him hurrying up the staircase, silver briefcase in hand, dragging a yellow nylon rope. Pulling the door closed a bit, she observed him through the tiny crack as he lashed himself to the newel post at the top of the grand staircase that fed down into the foyer.
 
   The compromised portions of the house were revealed with every slap of wind and rain. As the storm bullied on, moaning its feral incantation, the window beside the attic stairs blasted inward, shards of glass spattering to the hardwood floor, as Katrina sneezed into the opening. 
 
   Dominic held onto the rope with one hand, and the briefcase with the other, his own features touched by terror. 
 
   Shelving collapsed, and she heard more shattering glass downstairs. Pictures leapt from the walls along the stairs, their glass spitting out onto the steps. In the hall beyond the top of the grand staircase, Dominic's fish trophy plaques clattered to the floor. The gigantic swordfish rattled against the wall, as if preparing to reanimate and swim away in the sodden air of Katrina. 
 
   She reached down to pick up the small bronze sculpture she had taken from the occasional table at the top of the stairs. Her fingers closed around it firmly, and she waited for the right moment to confront him. As water began to drip onto the landing from above, and a puddle grew near the ravaged window, she pushed the door open and stepped onto the landing.
 
   Raising her voice above the din, she said smartly, "Well, Lincoln Berringer, as I live and breathe--" 
 
   He turned to the voice behind him, a moment of keen astonishment and recognition on his features, that had little to do with his joy at seeing her, and much to do with the realization that she knew who he was. His fate became clear, when he saw her holding the heavy statue, saw her lift it high. 
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by the moaning of Katrina, sucking the window frame from the wall. Debris struck her shoulder, and she fell to the slick floor, the statue toppling away. Steadying herself by holding the door knob  of the attic stairs, keeping her head low against the incoming sheets of rain and wind and debris, she watched the giant swordfish drop to the floor, and move toward the hole where the window had been. A shifting of wind, and the monster fish spun, rolled, became airborne, and in mindless seconds, had impaled Dominic's back with its rapier beak. Sienna captured the attic door jamb, to stop herself from being sucked toward the window. 
 
   Her attention back on him, the swordfish rocked back onto its tail, as Dominic leaned backward into it, soon limp. The briefcase toppled to the floor, as his arms spread open, his torso propped on the swordfish, its beak protruding from his chest, his waist still secured to the newel post.
 
   Stunned, she stared at him, splayed there like some fisherman's crucifixion. Euthanasia performed by God.
 
   A blast of rain slapped the side of her face and she scrambled to the silver briefcase, which was already being sucked toward her on the sodden floor, snatched it up and ran down the hall to the bathroom, where she grabbed a rectangular wooden table, broke the legs off and huddled in the garden tub, holding the briefcase on her chest, the table over her head, waiting for the end of Katrina's blitzkrieg. 
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   At the end of the last set, Noah went directly to the phone and called her. He got a message that the circuits were busy, and to try again later. More likely, the storm had knocked out the electricity and the phones. He prayed that she had already left.
 
   Collecting the gig pay, he divvied it up with the other guys, and asked if they had talked to their families. They all said everyone was already waiting it out in Baton Rouge and Hattiesburg and other cities farther North. They loaded out into the van and headed for the motel.
 
   After trying to call his mother another time, and getting the same message, Noah left word at the front desk to expect his mother late, and direct her to his room, then he unzipped his backpack to retrieve his toothbrush. An envelope fell out. 
 
   Over the years, they had come to refer to it as simply, "The Envelope," as if it had an identity of its own. It contained emergency information about how to contact his father, should anything happen to his mother. He had largely dismissed it until now. Now, it might be meaningful. He had never peeked inside The Envelope, because he didn't want to know who his father was. Any man who would abandon his own son was not someone he wanted to pal around with. He put The Envelope back into his pack, and elbowed his way into the bathroom, where Andy and Rich were making a big mess with some shaving cream.
 
   After he was ready for bed, the boys all began to drink beer, and he sat on the end of the bed watching the Weather Channel. It was 2:30 a.m., and there were already reports of severe wind and rain damage and flooding all along the coastal cities. Periodically, he'd go down to the deserted lobby and look around for his mother, peer out the front door into the parking lot, wishing to see her car through the rain-drenched darkness.
 
   Back in the room, events were looking dismal on the weather reports, and he fell asleep at the foot of the bed sometime around five, his bandmates already snoring away, having fallen prey to the sedating effects of beer.
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   The phone woke him, and he snatched it from the cradle. It was the front desk. There was a call from Kevin's dad. He handed the phone over, and one by one, his bandmates got calls and gave directions to family members who were coming to get them and take them to wherever they had found refuge with various friends and relatives. 
 
   Noah turned down offers to go with each of his friends, telling them he would have to wait a little longer on his mother, and then if she didn't appear, he'd have to go look for her.
 
   He found himself alone in the hotel, knowing that he could only afford one more night, at best, and unsure of how to go about searching for her, when the news of the coast was little more than a report of catastrophic destruction. 
 
   He still held out hope until news choppers relayed video of Bay St. Louis. It was practically leveled. He felt a rush of grief overtake him, and reached for the cooler of beer, intent on deadening the anxiety rising in him. If ever there was a good time for a drink, it was now.
 
   Plucking the last bottle from the pool of icy water, he sucked down the brew, grimacing. Why did everyone seem to like this stuff? He mused. It tasted like old socks. 
 
   He wondered how much he could get for the PA and his bass rig. Would it be enough to launch a search for his mother? Pawning the only belongings he had left, and perhaps the only possessions that had any value to him, was an ugly thought. But what was the point in having band equipment and a bass guitar, when his whole home region had been blown off the map?
 
   As he concentrated on the news over the next few hours, it seemed a backpack, some gas money and a van were not exactly the ideal resources for what would surely be a full-scale rescue mission. And he didn't even know where to look. The house was likely gone completely, if the images on television were any indication. Reporters reminded viewers who were on the gulf coast to sign up on Internet lists of survivors so that family and friends could locate each other. His computer was at his house. Or more likely, floating in a storm surge. 
 
   He finished the beer and fell asleep in front of the television.
 
   When he awoke, it was nearing check-out time and he couldn't justify spending the money for another night. 
 
    Brewing a cup of coffee in the tiny coffeemaker, he drank it while watching updates. When he finished his coffee, he brushed his teeth, turned off the TV and went to check out.
 
   There was a pawn shop a few blocks away, and he drove there.
 
   Inside, he asked if they would buy his P.A. and bass guitar. The man at the desk came out to look at it, and said he might make him a deal. Noah's relief was obvious. The pawn-guy squinted at him.
 
   "This stuff ain't stolen, is it kid?"
 
   Noah could see that he'd have to explain, or the guy might not buy the stuff. "Look, I'm in a band and we had a gig over at Granger's the other night when Katrina hit...my mom was still back in Bay St. Louis, and she was supposed to meet me here, but I don't know what happened to her...I need to sell this stuff so I can go look for her...I don't think I even have a house left down there. All I've got left is this stuff and my van..."
 
   The man studied him for a long moment and then nodded and started inside. He followed, and the man opened the cash drawer, and counted out $500. He knew that pawn shops were notorious for paying a fraction of what items were worth--it's how they stayed in business--but perhaps the man had truly taken pity. And for that he was grateful. He thanked him, and shoved the money in his pocket.
 
   It was near noon, and the Mississippi sun was blazing hot. He wasn't looking forward to being stuck in the van in the middle of the day. Might as well head for the coast and see how close he could get. There was a gas station right up the street. 
 
   Before he could reach for the door handle, he was shoved roughly against the side of the van. From the corner of his eye, he saw the young black man, wearing a blue bandanna. He also saw and felt the pistol pressing against his right temple. The thug was leaning heavily against him, pinning him to the hot metal of the Econoline.
 
   "Don't you move, mothah fuckah..." A rough hand plunged into Noah's left jeans pocket. Finding nothing, the gun was transferred to his left temple and another hand went into his right pocket. Closing his fingers on the wad of money, the young man laughed. "Don't eyeball me, white boy. Just stay right there with yo' little blue eyes closed 'til I'm gone."
 
   Noah swallowed hard, releasing a tense breath and closed his eyes. The pistol left his temple and he heard the sound of sneakers running away. A long moment later he looked around discreetly. His mugger was nowhere in sight. 
 
   Leaning against the van, he ran his hands down his face. "Shit."
 
   Regaining the use of his shaky legs, he pulled the door open and slid into the seat. He only had some change in the console. Nothing for gas money, nothing to eat on. 
 
   Noah looked over at his backpack in the passenger floorboard. He reached in the side pocket and pulled out The Envelope. After an agonizing few minutes, he opened it.
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   Several hours later, with bathroom  fixtures and shampoo bottles in the garden tub beside and on top of her, Sienna emerged with the briefcase, listening to the haunting quiet of normal rain and slowing winds. A breeze cooled her face as she stepped over the threshold into the hall and felt the rain speckle her skin. Peering upward, she saw most of the roof gone. 
 
   A few steps through the debris, and she stopped, saw him there, still propped on the swordfish, still bound to the newel Post, with most of the surrounding walls gone. He was right about the staircase being the sturdiest part of the house. Too bad it didn't do him any good. She checked his pulse, to insure that he was dead. His skin was clammy, and there was no throbbing of life from his neck. Blood pooled at his feet, diluted by the steady rain into a ghoulish fuchsia. 
 
   Her own pulse thrummed in her neck, and she had to fight off a wave of panic as she looked around at the wreckage. Swallowing her revulsion, she pulled the wad of money from his pocket, and placed it in her own, remembering that he always carried a roll of cash around with him. He rather enjoyed whipping it out and flashing it around.
 
   Peeking over the landing, her eyes told her brain that the floor had moved up. But it was not the floor. It was water.  A flowing deluge, crammed with more debris. The storm surge must have been twenty feet deep. She thought of food and drinking water. The refrigerator in the downstairs kitchen was now fully engulfed. She might have to go diving to gather anything to sustain her while she attempted an escape.
 
   Sitting down on the landing, she opened the briefcase. Inside, the first thing she noticed was the Glock. She was slightly relieved to have found it after the fact, since having it beforehand might have been too tempting. She had made the right decision to simply bludgeon him with something, even though she never had. She sequestered the pistol at the small of her back, in the waistband of her jeans, covering it with her T-shirt. She might need it for protection. Looters would be along as soon as they could get in, and Sienna didn't want to get into a situation that might endanger what little life she had left; what paltry time remained to get treatment and create a reasonably comfortable life while she withered away from the disease in her veins.
 
   Also in the case, were the insurance policy on the house, and some other legal papers. She moved them aside to reveal a bundle of cash. She shoved that in her pocket, and also removed the jewelry from the box, tossing the boxes over what was left of the railing, into the pond that had been the foyer. 
 
   With the money and jewelry, and the signed marriage certificate, she now had a reason to at least try to live long enough to enjoy her reward. She felt even more entitled, since she had not actually murdered him. Was wanting to kill as much a sin as actually killing? She didn't know. She had always avoided the confused religious teachings from childhood. She could only figure that somehow the hand of God had impaled Dominic with the swordfish. Perhaps to show her that he did, indeed, deserve to die, though not at her hand.
 
   Closing the briefcase again, she tossed it across the floor, and stood to consider the river below. It was too deep to swim in with a purse and a laptop bag. And she had heard all the stories about people who stupidly step into even a foot or two of water and get swept away to their demise. She opened the attic stairway door and placed her laptop case and purse on the steps. Making her way back down the hallway, she hoped the house didn't collapse around her. 
 
   Opening the closets, she searched for something that would float. Snow skis, camping gear, clothes...when she went to a hall closet, she found it. A surfboard. Sneering, she grabbed it, along with a large flashlight. Sienna glanced at the fish-crucified Dominic only once before making her way down the soggy, debris-filled stairs.
 
   At the last step showing, she placed the surfboard in the water. Climbing on carefully, astraddle the board, she laid down flat in the middle, and began to paddle with her hands toward the kitchen. The high ceiling of the foyer ended at that wall. Surveying the area, she noticed the crystal chandelier hanging only a few feet above her, so she pulled apart the Velcro ankle strap of the surfboard leash and attached it to the chandelier.
 
   Taking a lung full of air, she dove down and swam through the kitchen doorway to the kitchen cabinets. Underwater, she opened them all and grabbed a few pull-top cans of vegetables, swam back through the doorway and placed them on the surfboard. In this manner, she gathered what little food she could carry, along with a sharp knife, a spoon, and several bottles of water. Thus stocked, she placed the items on the board, pushing it along like a miniature tugboat nudging a tiny barge. At the stairway, she unloaded, and brought the surfboard up with her in case she needed it again.
 
   Since the stairway had survived the storm, she knew it would be the safest place for her until the storm surge drained away. The idea of keeping Dominic Fontaine's corpse company was not appealing, but she was now in survival mode. To that end, she sought the shelter of the attic stairwell and pulled out her laptop. Taking the knife, she flipped the machine over and unscrewed the back plate, removed the hard drive and put it in her purse. If she had to barter with it, or leave it behind, she didn't want her whole life floating around for thieves.
 
   Fretful the other parts of the house would fall in, she dragged large pillows the size of dog beds to the landing, along with some bedding, and plopped down there, to eat some cold black eyed peas for breakfast. 
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   The phone buzzed, and Wilson Brice touched a button "Yes, Andrea?"
 
   "Wilson, there's a young man on the phone who says he's been instructed to talk to you. He says his name is Noah Thorn."
 
   The attorney stopped writing on the notepad. Noah Thorn? Oh hell. He must have found out. "Put him through," he told her.
 
   "Mr. Brice?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "Do you know who I am?"
 
   Question is, he thought, Do YOU know who you are? "Yes. What can I do for you, Noah?"
 
   "My mother gave me an envelope with two numbers in it, to open if something happened to her. I think...something happened to her."
 
   The boy explained his situation and Wilson's heart went out to him. Ironically, he had only moments ago taken a call from a panicked Cherise Fontaine, who said she couldn't find her father. Now, here was this boy, unable to find his mother. Both parents were likely Katrina victims. How could he tell this boy that he might have lost both parents in the same storm? "Don't worry, Noah. Your father is a wealthy man, and I'm authorized to make sure you're taken care of. Where are you?"
 
   "If he's wealthy, then maybe he can help me go look for my mother."
 
   "Oh, son, you don't want to do that. It's an ugly circus down there. Let me get you a ticket. I'll make sure you have some money, and put you up in a hotel until we get this all straightened out."
 
   "What if my mother needs me? What if she's trapped down there?"
 
   "You still live in Bay St. Louis?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   Oh boy. "Noah...that place is in shambles. It's practically gone, son. If she did survive, she'll be dealing with the Red Cross. We can monitor that from here until they get the troops in there, and FEMA. Until then, it would just be a wild goose chase. Give me the phone number there and I'll arrange everything and get back to you. We'll get it all worked out. Don't worry."
 
   Reluctantly, the boy agreed, understanding that Wilson's reasoning was sound. He looked at the spot where phone numbers used to be posted, but knew already that most payphones didn't post the numbers. Thugs like the one who had just mugged him often used them for drug deals because they couldn't be traced. "I can't give you the number, it's a payphone."
 
   Wilson thought for a moment. "You don't have a cell phone?"
 
   "I wish."
 
   "Is there any other phone nearby?"
 
   "Well, I'm in the parking lot near the Pawn shop. That guy might let me give his number to you." 
 
   Wilson told him to call back, collect, again, from the Pawn shop's phone.
 
   While he waited for the return call, he wondered if he was also about to be handling the final estate of his friend, Dominic Fontaine.
 
   Andrea came in, and he handed her a note, with instructions to arrange a car and the first available ticket for Noah. She hurried out to get it done.
 
   When Andrea connected the return call to his office, Wilson spoke with the pawn shop owner, explaining the situation, and the guy said, "I've only got one employee here other than me..." He listened for a while, and then seemed agreeable. "Okay, Mr. Brice. I guess he can mind the store for a half hour or so." He handed the phone to Noah.
 
   Wilson explained that the shop owner was going to drive him to the airport, and that in exchange for the trouble, Noah was to sign over the title of the van to him. "What? I can't do that, it's the only transportation I have..." Brice assured the boy that he would be provided with a vehicle later, and a car would be waiting for him at the Bangor airport to take him to another hotel. "How do I know I can trust you?"
 
   Brice pulled at his ear a few times. "I guess you don't...but I wouldn't go to all this trouble for nothing." 
 
   Noah understood that his reality had changed. He knew that the things he normally saw as valuable were now meaningless. A few beats later, Noah agreed, and handed the phone back to the shop keeper. He told Brice they would be leaving in the next minute.
 
   As he hung up, he said, "Five hundred dollars and a ride to the airport...things are looking up."
 
   "I don't have five hundred dollars anymore."
 
   "What?"
 
   "I was mugged outside a few minutes ago."
 
   The man shook his head and sighed. "Damn gang-bangers."
 
   Two hours later, Noah was boarding a first class flight to Bangor, with only a backpack and a head full of doubt.
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   After disconnecting with Noah, Brice picked up the phone again and retained the services of two brothers in Jackson, who were helicopter pilots Dominic had used many times in the past to get him to a destination promptly. Now, they would be acting as either a rescue squad or a body transport service. They could handle it; they were both ex-marines. 
 
   Daniel and Douglas Troy were 42 year old twins who lived for flying choppers. They both enlisted and went to flight school together, and were both veterans of the Gulf War and had served two tours in Iraq. They had returned home with the love of flying still potent, and created their own transport company: Troy Aviation; their logo, a Trojan horse. There was scarcely two other pilots who were more qualified than they, to handle such a perilous mission
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   By mid-afternoon, rain still bathed the seascape that was once an affluent neighborhood. Situated directly inside the entry to the attic stairs, protected from the thrashing wind, Sienna adjusted the large pillows and the bedding until she was comfortable. She listened to the rain swatting the landing nearby and what was left of the roof. 
 
   As a young girl, she had often walked in the rain, and it reminded her of those times when life wasn't complicated by romance and deception. For years since, she had slept every night to a CD of the sound of rain, and it was instinctive that Sienna fell asleep on her pallet, strangely soothed by the steady beating of water on surfaces. 
 
   Sometime near mid-afternoon, she awoke to the sensation of something jostling her foot. Raising up, she found herself looking down the barrel of a pistol.
 
   The young man was breathing hard, sweating, seemed shaky. "Give me your bag."
 
   She had shoved her purse under the pillows, and realized he was referring to her laptop bag. "It's all I have, come on--"
 
   He cocked the pistol to show he meant business. He was obviously a tweaker, his addiction ignored by Katrina, as thoroughly as all other needs were ignored. He undeniably needed something to sell. Convinced she had no choice other than an opportunity to avoid her inevitable withering away from disease, she handed him the bag.
 
   He grabbed it and glanced once in horror at the body of the Fontaine patriarch before running down the stairs.
 
   Glancing at Dominic's back, she retorted, "Why didn't you do something?" Careful, her brain warned. Don't start acting crazy. 
 
   Knowing she still had her hard drive nestled in her purse under the pillows, she felt somewhat relieved. She still had all that counted.
 
   Sienna pushed herself to her feet, and saw that the storm surge had gone as fast as it had appeared, leaving in its wake a debris field that reminded her of those terrains in World War Two movies. The first floor of the mansion was gutted by the river that had run through it. She realized she could have saved herself the diving expedition, had she employed a bit of patience. But she had never been in a hurricane and didn't know how long it would be before the water receded. She did know that more thieves and looters would be along soon, the motivation of greed or vice stronger than the fear of getting caught. Who would catch them? She was sure there would be no National Guard, no police, for a while.
 
   She was only sure of a single aspect: she had to find some help, a way out of this smashed coastal city and to Jackson, where she could get a flight back to Maine. Her plan could still work. Soon, she'd be able to buy a new laptop. Among other things. Like medicine. Like that bottle of AZT hidden in the yacht drawer. 
 
   She tried not to let her mind go there. The implications of a deadly STD caused way too many tragic fantasies. Way too many scenarios of her mother and father crying their eyes out on their little farm in Vancouver, Washington. She'd go see them after all this, take them on a vacation anywhere they wanted to go. Make her last days with them meaningful. She'd tell them she'd sold a huge property. They never had to know the truth. Maybe she'd arrange to die in an accident before her health deteriorated. Tragic, yes, but worse than her folks brooding over a daughter tainted by a sexual disease, reminiscent of all those promiscuous barflies she'd avoided most of her life.
 
   She retrieved her purse and other things and moved down the stairway to the kitchen, where she found a plastic sack and added a few more items she thought she'd need and then headed for the front entrance, which was now only an opening where the door had been.
 
   Stepping over the threshold, she was again struck with the catastrophic remains of Katrina. A couple of people milled about dumbly in the debris, and the sound of heavy machinery hummed in the distance.
 
   The landscape looked like a junkyard for the elite. Fallen trees, crushed statuary, smashed luxury cars and SUV's, lumber, and household items covered pretty much every inch of ground. Her rental car did not fare well, as it was upside down in the elegant fountain of a neighbor's front lawn. Shaking off her shock and anxiety, she focused on her goal: get out of this hell and back to Maine, where she could claim to have been all along while her new husband went to take care of his property.
 
   Surveying the rain-soaked desolation, she trudged through the debris on what was left of the street, its pavement buckled like black taffy. 
 
   She tried to follow the street signs from memory in a Northerly direction, her trek a constant aberration of reality. In the street in front of what remained of a house, she stepped over a tree limb, noticing a broken pocket watch tangled on the tiny branches, reminiscent of the soft clocks draped absurdly in the famous Dali painting The Persistence of Memory. Her own memories persisted, and her consciousness was also warped by the cruelty of time; the time now forfeited to the reality of disease, the surrealist mimicry her life had become. 
 
   Her sodden shoes were creating some formidable blisters, and she paused only to shake out her socks and let her feet breathe. Aware that she carried a large amount of cash and jewelry in her pockets, she avoided close contact with the few people she passed. When someone approached her asking for help, she'd hand them a can of food or a bottle of water. They seemed satisfied with that. And they undoubtedly needed it more than she did, especially the women with children.
 
   Hours later, she let the wind have the plastic sack. It didn't seem like littering, since the entire landscape was a single, gargantuan landfill. She paused to rest again, watching a truck pulling a flatbed with a backhoe as it trundled toward her, and parked a short distance away, in front of the remains of a once-luxurious estate. Maybe she could bribe the guy in the truck to give her a ride.
 
   She secured her purse around her shoulders and moved toward him. The side of the pickup had a magnetic sign that read, Tree Trimming and Waste Removal, Jackson, MS. "Excuse me," she said, as he was pulling out a bundle of plastic bags from the cab. "Are you going back to Jackson today?"
 
   He turned toward her with a look of irritation until he saw that she was an attractive female specimen. His testosterone kicked in, then. "Well, ma'am, probably later in the day, yes."
 
   She saw one of the men from a Jeep going into the house with a garbage bag. "Do you think I could hitch a ride with you?"
 
   He smirked. "I've had that request more times than I'd care to count, lady."
 
   It only took her a moment to realize how valuable the ride was. "Did they offer to pay you?"
 
   He grinned again, shaking out the plastic bags. "Lady, I make about three grand a day after hurricanes."
 
   She remembered the bundle she had in her pocket. She'd counted it during her time on the stairs. "I'll pay you five thousand."
 
   His eyebrows went up.
 
   "And all you'll have to do is drive."
 
   He checked the status of his friends. One was in the house, and the other was easing the backhoe off the trailer.
 
   "Five grand?"
 
   She nodded.
 
   "I suppose you just happen to have that kind of cash in your pocket..." he chuckled.
 
   She pulled the bundle out and held it up for him to see. Again his eyebrows shot up. He looked back over at his cohorts, then at her again, moistening his lips. She thought he looked adequately greedy, and she was confident he'd take her offer. She also knew the men were looting while they worked, but was not about to retract at that point. She couldn't do anything to stop them anyway.
 
   "Jake!" he called to the guy on the backhoe. "I'll be back in a little while!"
 
   Jake saw her standing next to him and nodded knowingly. The man moved to the rear of the vehicle, disconnected the electrical cables and safety chain, then wound the jockey wheel down until the trailer tongue rose above the ball on his bumper. "Get in," he told Sienna.
 
   She went around and climbed in the passenger side. He was in time to see her shoving the money back in her pocket. "Don't lose track of that."
 
   "Oh I won't," she assured him.
 
   "Name's Kitcher," he said. "What's yours?"
 
   "Sienna."
 
   "That's a pretty name." He guided the truck along the streets, avoiding debris, running over some. "So, do you live near here?"
 
   She held her purse closer to her chest. "I was just visiting."
 
   "Yeah?" He laughed. "Me too." Pushing his hair back, smoothing it, he added, "You from Jackson?"
 
   She sighed. "I don't want to be your friend, I just want to get to the Jackson Airport."
 
   He made a face. "Sure. Okay. Whatever. Just trying to be nice."
 
   "I imagine nice is not one of your qualities."
 
   His foot went to the brake. "Look lady, how about I just stop and let you out right here?"
 
   She gave him a droll expression. "And lose an easy five grand? I don't think you want to do that."
 
   He huffed. "Yeah. You're right. My mama didn't raise no fool."
 
   A thief, she wanted to say. Your mamma raised a thief. 
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   Katrina pushed her waning moisture north, and fat drops of rain smacked the front window. The motley pair rode, unspeaking, to the rhythm of the wiper for approximately an hour, gradually finding streets that were more and more passable. Kitcher made it onto Highway 49 and they began the journey North. An endless three hours later, they had only made it to Hattiesburg. The man pulled over at a gas station, but there were signs posted that the gas was gone. "Why are we stopping?" 
 
   "I gotta take a leak."
 
   She glanced at the keys in the ignition and had a fleeting thought about stealing the truck when he got out. He must have read her mind, because he smiled and pulled the keys out. "Wouldn't want you to go on any joyrides." He went inside the station and she stayed in the truck, daunted that leaving, even to relieve herself, would be a mistake. Although he'd no doubt wait on her and her five thousand dollars...
 
   She got out and ran inside, heading for the ladies room. When she emerged, he was standing by the pickup, looking for her. She got back in, as did he. "Thought you'd bolted."
 
   "And miss the pleasure of your company?"
 
   "You've got a wise mouth on you, lady." He started the engine.
 
   "Just drive," she said.
 
   The remainder of the trip was only ninety minutes, since the roads were clear, although congested. She saw the Jackson International Airport sign ahead, and felt relief flood her. At a turn-around spot on Airport road, he pulled over and put the truck in park.
 
   "What are you doing?"
 
   "Aren't you going to thank me?"
 
   She frowned at him. "I'm not at the airport yet."
 
   "Close enough." He lurched toward her, burying his face in her neck. She shoved and pushed at him, but he continued. "The price just went up...you're gonna have to give me a little bonus..."
 
   "How about if I let you have this?" she said, holding the muzzle of the Glock against his temple. 
 
   His eyes rolled over to the gun and he leaned away from her slowly. 
 
   "We can do this one of two ways," she said. "You can drive me right up to the front, and I can give you this gun and leave, or I can shoot you right in the nuts, shove you out on the road, and drive myself."
 
   "Easy. Easy, Lady." His hands were still up in the air, and he dropped them to the wheel, pulling the truck into gear. "Can't blame a guy for trying."
 
   "Can't blame a girl for shooting his nuts off, either."
 
   He smirked, and pulled back on the road.
 
   At the front entrance, she continued to hold the gun on him, pulling the money out. She took a thousand out and put it back in her pocket. "Here's four thousand."
 
   "Hey! The agreement was five."
 
   "You altered the agreement when you tried to help yourself to my body." She handed him the money, and climbed out, closing the door. At the open window, she released the magazine from the pistol, and checked the chamber to be sure it was empty before tossing the weapon on the seat. "There's your bonus," she said, turning and walking through the automatic doors. She wouldn't be needing the gun, and could not have taken it inside the airport anyway. It had served its purpose.
 
   He picked up the pistol, lip curled. "Four grand and a Glock for being a taxi. Not bad, Kitcher. Not bad at all."
 
   Lawrence Kitcher put the truck in gear and headed back to Pass Christian.
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   When Jerrin answered the phone that night,  he knew his father was dead. Cherise was crying so profusely, that he could hardly understand her. "Take  a breath, Cher. What happened?"
 
   "Jerrin, Daddy...Wilson Brice called...he sent some ex-marines down to Pass Christian...he was at the house, he was...they found him..." She was sobbing uncontrollably now. "He was at the house. He was in Pass Christian...they found him in the--in what was left of the house--" More sobbing. "He's dead, Jerrin. Daddy's dead."
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   Jerrin carried his suitcase and garment bag out to his Honda Element. He turned to shake hands with Kenny. "Thanks for watering my plants, man."
 
   "No problem. I'll swing by and check on the place. But you know, this is a safe neighborhood."
 
   "Yeah. No hurricanes here," he offered sardonically.
 
   Kenny half-smiled, half-grimaced. "Sorry about your dad, Jerrin."
 
   Jerrin closed the back hatch. "Thanks. But you know we weren't close. I'm going up there to help Cherise with things. She's a mess."
 
   "I know. You're a good brother." Kenny gave his friend a hug, and Jerrin got in and backed out of the drive.
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   He put the Element in long term parking and made his way into the airport at XNA in Fayetteville. Accepting the baggage check at the counter, along with his boarding pass, he went to wait for his flight.
 
   While sitting at the gate, he pulled out his sketch pad and began drawing portraits of those around him, to pass the time. He tried not to think of his father. He didn't want to waste any emotion on the man. Instead, he thought of his sister. His naïve sister, Cherise, with her parrots and her hermitized lifestyle, unwilling to step outside and take on the world. She had been taking anti-anxiety medications for years. He knew she was agoraphobic as well as grief-stricken, and would need him to get through this. Maybe he'd see if she wanted to get a place near him, since she would no longer have her father to lean on.
 
   Jerrin finished the sketch of the teenaged boy with the Walkman headphones on, playing something on a Game-boy, and it reminded him of himself at that age: intent on blocking out the world, and creating his own. This led to thoughts of other skeletons in the closet. Tina. His father. Betrayal. He flipped over the page in his sketchbook and focused on the old woman in the big hat.
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   Sienna had to make do with cleaning up in the airport restroom along with other stranded travelers, and then waited in a long line that reminded her of the concession stand at Bangor's Mansfield Stadium. Author Stephen King had funded the place, and she actually got to sit behind him once at a Little League game she attended during a date with a single father. Those days were gone, she thought ruefully. Now I'm damaged goods.
 
   When she finally reached the airline clerk, the story was the same: no flight available until tomorrow. They were closed. Sienna asked if she could book the next flight out to Maine, and the clerk scheduled her on a flight the next afternoon. She paid with her credit card and headed for the café. Pulling out her cell phone, she checked to see if there was a signal. No bars. Nothing. She put it back in her purse. Settling at a table in the eatery, she noticed no one else using cell phones. Towers must have been damaged. 
 
   The airport was a noisy place, even when it was closed. People still had to eat, go to the restroom and talk to each other. The eatery was still operating--a wise decision, since business was good due to hundreds of stranded travelers, most of whom were fleeing the gulf coast. They were easy to pick out; they were the ones taking naps in the booths. It sounded like a good idea. More than anything, she wanted to sleep. She laid down in the booth and soon drifted off.
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   The sound of a helicopter passing overhead woke her. She had been asleep for three hours, but fitfully. 
 
   In the restroom, a woman was at the sink, brushing her teeth. She nodded at Sienna in the mirror and Sienna smiled back--the obligatory courtesies that strangers pay to each other.
 
   Sienna splashed her face with water as the woman finished brushing and left. The large bottle of water Sienna had consumed before her nap was seeking exit, and she headed for the stall.
 
   When she came out, she realized her purse was gone.
 
   Confused, she rushed back into the stall, even checked the purse hook, since she often hung it there for safe keeping out of habit, while in a public restroom. It wasn't there. She went back to the sinks. The woman.
 
   She dashed out and searched the crowd frantically, vigilant to find her. All her credit cards and her check card were in her purse...and jewelry...and her hard drive...and...then it struck her. Her entire plan for the rest of her short life was in that purse. The marriage certificate. 
 
   She rushed over to the nearest trash receptacle and pushed in the flap, peeking inside. On to the next trash can, with no luck. She knew people were beginning to stare, but she didn't care. That woman could be anywhere. Was it even her? Maybe someone else came in while she was in the stall? Then why couldn't she find the other woman? Her boarding pass was also in that purse. Would it keep her from getting on the plane? 
 
   She chastised herself for the idiocy of walking away and leaving her purse on the sink, after she  had taken great pains to protect the hard drive and everything else.
 
   Sienna went to the clerk again and told her what happened, and while sympathetic, she said there was little anyone could do to find it. That sort of thing happens, she added. She did say she could print out another ticket for her.
 
   Back at the booth in the eatery, Sienna knew that she still had a few pieces of jewelry in her pockets, and the thousand dollars. While that was not a small amount, she knew there was to be no windfall in the shadow of a Fontaine fortune. Now she would have to worry about her medical status without financial help. She'd have to go back to selling real estate in Bangor. She was essentially right back where she began, with the added stress of an uncertain lifespan. 
 
   She'd always believed that things happened for a reason, but was having difficulty, now, accessing that Higher Self. All she could feel was a swelling of anger. The kind of anger that made bitter, ugly people do bitter ugly deeds. The kind of anger that made people empty a clip on a crowd. 
 
   She wasn't capable of shooting innocent people, and guessed the bitter and ugly part was in the offing. Was she being punished for her murderous intent toward Dominic? Was her laptop stolen for the same reason? Did that also mean that the jewelry and cash in her pocket was about to bring more of the same down on her head? Was it all cursed by ill-intent? Sullied by selfishness and rage?
 
   No portal in the time-space continuum opened up with a message from God. Instead she sat staring at the beleaguered masses filing by the café, and wished for clarity and hope. 
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   Arriving at Bangor International, he walked up the tunnel to the gate, and crossed the concourse to the reception area. She was standing right there at the entrance, chewing her nails. She saw him and bolted forward. He had to drop his carry-on luggage to catch her in his arms. She hugged him tight--perhaps for the first time since they were children--and began to cry. "Oh, Jerrin--"
 
   He patted her head, now unaccustomed to being her stronger big brother. She needed him more than he realized. She felt like a fragile little bird in his arms. He held her for a time, felt her shivering. "You are a wreck, honey. Did you take a Xanax?" 
 
   "I was afraid to. What if I made a mistake or had an accident? There would be no one here to pick you up, and--"
 
   He touched her face to still her chattering. "Take one. I'll drive us." 
 
   She dug in her purse and pulled out a small tin. She chattered again about how she kept her stash in a peppermint tin because she said it made sense and it also made the pill taste better. He handed her his half-gone bottle of water, and she washed the pill down.
 
   "Do you want to get something to eat?"
 
   "Oh no, I have plenty at home. I haven't really had any of it, but I figured you'd be hungry. Oh, you like spaghetti, don't you? I've got that. I could make us some spaghetti."
 
   "That will be fine. I love spaghetti."
 
   She nodded, feeling better now that she had decided what to cook. They walked arm in arm to the baggage carousel, and he waited for his bag. "It's black leather, with wheels and a handle...and a matching garment bag..." he told her.
 
   She chewed her fingernails and moved away from those who crowded her, watching for his luggage. Glancing at him, she noted, "You look good. You look  ...healthy."
 
   "I'm doing all right."
 
   She nodded, watching the baggage going round and round. "Dating anyone?"
 
   "Here and there. Nothing serious."
 
   "Are you ever going to find the right woman and settle down?"
 
   "Jury's still out." He spotted his bag. "There it is." Lifting it, and the garment bag next to it, she tried to help him. "I got it, Cher. Just show me where you parked."
 
   She nodded again, relieved to be leaving the crowded main lobby. 
 
   Outside, she seemed more calm as she took a deep breath of the Maine air. "I got lost on the way over here."
 
   "You've lived in Bangor for ten years."
 
   "I know, but, I haven't been to the airport much. A couple friends visited a few times from Pass Christian--" her words tapered off and he knew she was grasping that some of those friends might not have survived the storm, and maybe she was also thinking about their father. Everything had changed there, and everything had changed for her, too.
 
   "Well, I'm sure it's easy to get lost when you don't get out very much. You made it, though, huh?" he offered encouragingly.
 
   "Yeah." She took another deep breath.
 
   Jerrin couldn't imagine how debilitating it must be to have a panic attack every time you leave the house. He never would have had all the great experiences he'd had if he was like his sister. He had received umpteen calls from her at odd hours, when she had to steer to the side of the road, disoriented and panicked, unable to remember how to get home. He'd have to find out where she was and coach her through it.
 
   When they reached her Volvo, she pressed the unlock on her keychain and handed him the keys. He put his bags in the back and they got in.
 
   Jerrin adjusted the seat. "You've got short legs, Sis." He glanced at her as she sank back against the leather, the Xanax kicking in. "Feel better?"
 
   She nodded. "You remember how to get to my house?"
 
   "I think so."
 
   He headed toward 95 to Bangor, wondering if she was going to function without dear old dad in the picture. He'd wait awhile before he asked her if she wanted to move to Bella Vista.
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   As they entered the house, the African Grey said, "Hellooooooo!"
 
   Jerrin chuckled. He always liked that bird. "Hello, Mr. Keegan."
 
   "Want some cheese?" Keegan asked.
 
   "No thank you," Jerrin laughed.
 
   Cherise went to the cage and opened it for both birds to climb out. Sophee couldn't enunciate as clearly as Keegan, but you could make out some of what she attempted. Now she was saying, "Whattaya doin?" in her own garbled way. Cherise grabbed her at her feet, and placed her on top of the cage, since she had a crippled leg and struggled to climb the bars. Her leg had been broken during shipment and the vet told Cherise there was little he could do. She got along fine, though, as Cherise made sure she got liberal amounts of love and attention, and assistance in moving around. She gave them both some treats and turned her attention to her brother. "So...spaghetti?"
 
   "Sounds great." She moved into the kitchen, and he followed, helping himself to a beer, as she brought out the pasta pot and a sauce pan. "How's the parrot biz?"
 
   "Really good. I sold all my breeding pairs. I think I'm going to get new younger ones. I had some customers who wanted to buy the parents." She seemed suddenly at ease, now that she was in her own space. Or maybe it was the Xanax. Either way, all remnants of her recent panic was now gone.
 
   He took a drink of beer. "Dating anyone?"
 
   "Ah...not really. Every now and again." She filled the pasta pot with water and set the gas flame to it while she pulled out hamburger and sauce. "I get invitations, but...you know."
 
   He imagined that agoraphobia could destroy a dating life, too.
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   Sienna had a hard time sleeping when there were noises around her. It didn't help that the noises were being made b a herd of strangers. She caught a few catnaps, but mostly read magazines and newspapers thought the long hours of night and morning.
 
   Brooding in the eatery booth, Sienna had a cup of coffee before her flight. She only had a few minutes, and then she'd at least be on her way back to the place she called home for the last six months. She wasn't sure what she was going to do next, but she remained confused by the luck she'd been having.
 
   A young woman entered the cafe and perused the menu, holding the hand of her young daughter. "How 'bout a biscuit? Would you like a biscuit?" she was saying. The youngster was pointing at bigger fare. "Mommy can't get that for you right now. You can have it later, okay?" She gave the cashier her money and handed the biscuit to the child. Searching the room for a place to sit, the woman saw Sienna alone in the booth. Sienna knew there were no other free areas, and she was going to be gone soon, so she waved the woman over.
 
   "Do you mind?" she asked sweetly. "We're both exhausted..."
 
   "No, please. Sit down. I have to catch a flight soon anyway." Sienna smiled at the little girl. "Hi there, Sweetie, what's your name?"
 
   "Trudy," the girl said.
 
   Sienna held out her hand. "Well Trudy, it's nice to meet you. I'm Sienna."
 
   The girl shook her hand and Sienna was endeared by how tiny that hand felt. She had a moment of melancholy that she'd never know what it was like to have a child...She looked up at her mother, and the woman was smiling, but behind the pleasantry lay great sadness. She looked as though she had been surfing all day in the sun. "You look tired."
 
   "I'm thankful, is what I am. We survived."
 
   Sienna was sobered by her meaning. "Katrina?"
 
   She nodded. "Lost everything."
 
   "My kitty swam away!" the little girl said sadly.
 
   Sienna looked at the child. "Oh, Trudy, I'm sorry about your kitty. Maybe you can get another one."
 
   "I want MY kitty..." the child said.
 
   "Well, if you're a brave little girl, that kitty will come back to you, but she'll just look like another kitty."
 
   Trudy frowned. "Really?"
 
   "Really."
 
   The woman smiled at Sienna and mouthed thank you. 
 
   "So, where were you...?"
 
   "Gulfport. My husband is in the military...he's in Iraq, so we're...on our own. Aren't we sweetie," she said to the girl.
 
   "Daddy should come home, now. We need him."
 
   "Mommy's working on that, honey."
 
   Sienna asked, "Do you have a place to go?"
 
   "My sister's in Nashville...we're trying to get there." 
 
   Trudy piped up. "Mommy, I'm thirsty."
 
   The woman looked at Sienna. "Can you watch her?"
 
   Sienna nodded. "Sure."
 
   The woman got up and walked back over to the counter, as Sienna leaned in to talk to Trudy again. 
 
   A few moments later, Sienna left the café elated. She had regained her hope. Things weren't that bad. She had always been skillful at getting by, and this was no different. As she crossed the floor toward her boarding gate, she heard Trudy saying, "She told me to give you this, Mommy..."
 
   Sienna thought that maybe dirty money could only be cleansed by giving it away.
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   Her flight didn't land in Bangor until after 10 p.m. the next day. She'd had connecting flights in Dallas and New York, and had been traveling for over nine hours. The devastation of Hurricane Katrina was two days behind her.
 
   Relieved to be back at her room in the boarding house, Sienna dumped her stuff at the foot of the bed and headed straight for the shower. She felt filthy, and knew that part of it was emotional. She had intended to kill a man, and though God or fate had stepped in to do the job for her, the intention itself left a residue on her that she felt a need to wash off. Even though she had given that money away, she still felt unclean.
 
   After her shower, she ignored the urge to watch the news, unwilling to refresh the images they would show, since they were already rudely present in her own mind. Sienna climbed naked into the sheets and went right to sleep, and didn't awaken until eleven the next morning. 
 
   That's when she realized the sound that had awakened her, was the message beep on her cell phone. She grabbed it, flipped it open and saw that she had a voicemail. Accessing it, she listened to her boss droning on about cutbacks, and heard the phrases, "last one hired" and "So sorry" and "I'll give you a glowing reference." Just like that, her job was gone. Not because she wasn't good at it, but because the company needed to thin out its agents. It happened in her business all the time. Ironic, that right after she lost her laptop to the Tweaker in Pass Christian, and her hard drive with all her files to the purse-snatcher, she didn't really need either of them. Yet now, she was broke, jobless and about to be homeless. That, on top of being infected with HIV.
 
   Over coffee at a local beanery, she used her cell to call all her credit card companies and report her cards stolen. It would be a while before she got the new ones sent. She had some money in the bank, but she'd have to decide how to spend it. Rent would deplete it at an accelerated pace. The boarding house wasn't exactly cheap, but at the time she began her job, it was better than having a lease until she made her fortune in Bangor and bought her own house. That plan was looking more and more dismal. She did feel good about giving the money to the woman and her little girl, though, and that thought cheered her, though it seemed that karmic act was not instantly coming back to her. Was there even such a thing as Instant Karma? She thought of the rain and flood of Katrina...Instant Karma, she thought. Just add water.
 
   She opened the newspaper and leafed through it absently. What was it her father used to say? If you have to figure something out, go do something physical. She didn't think she'd have an epiphany on the treadmill at the gym, but maybe it was worth a try. She might as well use her remaining membership for the month.
 
   Drinking her coffee, she turned another page of the Bangor Daily News and saw the obituaries. Her eyes went right to the funeral announcement for Dominic Fontaine. 
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   Jerrin agreed to help his sister go through some of their father's personal effects, and accompany her to Bangor Bank & Trust, all the while, warring with every prickly feeling arising in him again. Wilson had told them to take the death certificate with them, so they could gain access to the accounts and the safe deposit boxes, as they were all listed Pay on Death.
 
   In their late father's safe deposit box, Jerrin and Cherise found letters from their mother--most of them were about legal matters. One in particular was a divorce decree, dated within the first few months of her incarceration. She had not felt she had the right to contest it, since she felt Dominic had a right to his freedom with her having been unfaithful and then sentenced to such a long prison term. But there were additional letters--all addressed to Cherise and Jerrin.
 
   Livid, this new information about his father compounded Jerrin's previous hatred. He had kept them from their mother in those precious months before she died. "That's just one more thing!"
 
   "Jerrin, what was the other thing? Why have you hated Daddy all these years?"
 
   "It doesn't matter now, he's dead."
 
   Cherise never understood where her brother's belligerence came from. She did feel betrayed by her father, now, with the concealed letters, and wondered what else her father must have done to make his only son hate him with such vehemence.  Though she had no answer for that, yet, she wasn't quite as judgmental of Jerrin now. 
 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
    
 
   After receiving their temporary check cards for Dominic's accounts, they headed back to Cherise's house. Jerrin had been quiet the entire trip, and when they stepped inside, he went straight for the refrigerator, and took out a beer. He sat on the sofa, brooding.
 
   Cherise joined him, holding the satchel she had emptied the contents of the safe deposit box into. Extracting a few small jewelry boxes and various papers, she sifted through. Her attention paused on an envelope from the Mississippi Women's Prison, addressed to Jerrin and Cherise Fontaine. She removed the letter, tossing the envelope on the coffee table. 
 
   Their mother wrote that she understood they were ashamed of her, but that she would write to them even if they hated her, because they were her children and she loved them, always. They had never seen the letter. Shocked, Cherise handed it to her brother and he read through rapidly. Then he bent forward and grabbed the envelope. The postmark told him it was mailed soon after he had left home for good, and not too long before Cherise had been sent away to boarding school.
 
   This could only mean that Dominic had intercepted the letter, and any others appearing afterward. Jerrin's anger was refreshed. "Son of a bitch!"
 
   "What?"
 
   "This letter came after I left home, and he never mentioned it. Not even to you. You still lived there for a few months afterward."
 
   "Wait..." She picked up the envelope and went backward in a mental calendar. "Daddy told us that mom was killed long before this..."
 
   "Yet, she wrote to him after she was dead?" Jerrin's anger moved aside for a new revelation. He met his sister's supplicating eyes. "Mom could be alive!" Forgetting his rage for a moment, he scooted over to the end table where the phone was, and called information for the number of the Mississippi Women's Prison, and connected to a woman who said that no information could be released over the phone. 
 
   Turning to the truth, he explained that his father had died in Katrina, and he and his sister had found a letter from their mother in a safe deposit box, which their father had kept from them. They had grown up believing their mother had died many years ago, while incarcerated. Now they suspected this might not be true, but wanted to know if she was still alive and still behind bars. If so, they both wanted to arrange to see her.
 
   The woman seemed sympathetic, and asked for their mother's name. "Zenobia? I knew Zenobia. Wonderful, sweet lady." 
 
   "What do you mean, you knew her?" His heart began to ache in anticipation of bad news. Had his mother died alone in prison, after all? Just at a later time? Another period of time that had been stolen from them?
 
   "Zenobia was released about six months ago, honey."
 
   Relieved, he asked where she went. 
 
   "Honey, she served her time and didn't have to report to a parole officer. Um...let me think..."
 
   Jerrin knew that his grandmother owned a small restaurant in New Orleans for years. "Did she go back to New Orleans?"
 
   "Yeah! I do remember her talking about that. She said she could make good money there reading tarot on Jackson Square. But honey...the hurricane..."
 
   "I know," he said somberly. "Thank you so much."
 
   "She was a smart lady. I'm sure she knew to evacuate. Good luck, honey," the woman said.
 
   Jerrin turned to his sister with a mixture of optimism and distress. "She was released around six months ago. She went to New Orleans."
 
   Cherise's face brightened for a moment before it sunk in. 
 
   Katrina.
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   Lawrence Kitcher left Mississippi with a cache of valuables, consisting mainly of jewelry, knowing that it was not only easier to transport, but garnered a higher profit margin. Cash was also part of the take, but a bit harder to find as it tended to get washed away, disintegrated in the deluge. 
 
   Still, his favorite item was the only one given to him, albeit from a vixen who thought too highly of herself to stoop to his advances. He fingered the smooth metal of the Glock's barrel, knowing it was a firearm popular with law enforcement agencies due to it's simple design using fewer components, it's reliability and versatility in caliber. This model was a Glock model 22, taking .40 caliber Smith & Wesson rounds. He'd have to get a clip for it, though. The bitch he took to the airport removed that before tossing it in the seat. He was anxious to take it out on the shooting range when he got home.
 
   With that in mind, he noticed a Red Cross vehicle and some volunteers arriving in the area, and knew his chances of getting caught were increasing. 
 
   In Jackson, Kitcher unhitched the trailer, and bid farewell to his partners in crime. Pointing the truck North to Jackson, he expected to be back in Bella Vista by early the next morning, and begin listing the items on eBay, capitalize on his pillage.
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   In Bangor, Noah was settled on the bed in Marriott's Fairfield Inn, ruminating on how only a few hours ago, he had been in Mississippi, and now, he was on the other side of the country, in a state he'd never dreamed of seeing. He hadn't ever been out of Mississippi, in all his 16 years.
 
   The amenities at the upscale hotel were many, and far more swank than the little motel he had been in only a day before. Regardless, he found it hard to enjoy the indulgence. He could only think of his mother. 
 
   The phone rang. Wilson. "Hi, Mr. Brice."
 
   "Hello, Noah. Are you comfortable?"
 
   "Yeah, it's great. Thanks."
 
   "Well, I don't know quite, uh, how to tell you this. I'm afraid your...your father...was a casualty of the storm."
 
   What was he supposed to say? "I'm sorry to hear that. But I didn't know him, Mr. Brice."
 
   "I understand. But you are his biological child, and that means you have the right to be at the service and at the reading of the will after that. So if you're okay with staying there until then--"
 
   "That's fine. I just want to find out about my mom."
 
   "I know. And I'll do what I can to help you in that regard...but it might take a while. The gulf coast is such a mess right now, and communication is difficult. But I have resources. We'll do what we can."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   "In the meantime, try to make yourself at home, and I'll arrange for a suit for you to wear to the service and a car to pick you up."
 
   "That's a little...can I just take a cab there or something?"
 
   "Well if you're uncomfortable with the limo, I suppose I can have a rental car delivered."
 
   "That would be better, I think."
 
   Wilson agreed to make the arrangements, and Noah hung up, wondering what he would do without his bass, to pass the time. His sadness over the loss of his van, his P.A. and his beloved bass guitar, though, paled in comparison to the thought that he might never see his mother again. At least he was about to be doing something, going somewhere. Maybe he could find his mother with the attorney's help.
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   Jerrin and Cherise began to brainstorm. 
 
   "Okay, let's assume she went back to New Orleans. Then let's assume she went somewhere else to get away from the storm...where would she go?"
 
   "To a friend's house?"
 
   "Yeah. Maybe...now, which friend, where?"
 
   "Most of her friends were on the coast I think."
 
   An interlude of subdued, clotted silence hovered around them, then, "Do you still have those photo albums and scrapbooks?"
 
   "Yes!" she stood, and then hesitated. "Oh, wait...I think they were in Pass Christian..."
 
   "Now in the rubble of Katrina..."
 
   "No, wait! I do have one." She dashed into the bedroom and dug it out of the top of the closet and returned.
 
   As they examined the old photos, nostalgia reigned, causing them to lean against each other, sharing the energy of bonding siblings. Pictures of their parents in younger days, having just met and fallen in love...memorabilia, like a small felt flag bearing the logo of Oxford University. "They met in Daddy's last year of college, there...do you think she could have friends in Oxford?"
 
   He shrugged. "I don't know."
 
   They continued to scrutinize the album until they came upon a photo of their mother standing arm in arm with another girl. "Who's that?" Cherise wondered.
 
   Jerrin took the album, and peeled the sticky page back, gently removing the photo from the ancient glue, and turning it over. In dim ink, he saw the name Cassie Rhineholdt. "Sound familiar?"
 
   "Vaguely. I think she mentioned her a few times. I don't know how close they were."
 
   Jerrin snatched the phone again and asked the operator for a listing in that name, but was told there was none. "She probably got married," he said.
 
   "Yeah, and maybe moved away, too." She thought for a moment. "Hey. I can do a background search on her online!" She hurried around the corner to the little room where she kept her computer.
 
   Typing search terms in the Google bar, she pressed enter, and clicked the first link on the page that appeared. She typed Cassie Rhineholdt in the search box, along with Oxford, Mississippi, for the location. A few seconds later, the page refreshed, displaying a single listing. "Gotta be her," she said. "It's an unusual name."
 
   "Yeah, but it was a maiden name."
 
   "This searches for that, too, I think..." She entered her credit card information, and clicked next. 
 
   A page appeared with several addresses, all in Oxford, and a last name of Meyer, which came along in 1972. "That must be her married name."
 
   The last address on the list also had a phone number. Jerrin picked up the desk phone. 
 
   "What are you doing?"
 
   "I'm going to call her."
 
   "What are you going to say?"
 
   "I'm going to ask her if she's heard from...our mother." He began to dial. On the third ring, a man answered. "May I speak with Cassie, please?"
 
   "Hang on," he said. Jerrin heard him call "Cass!" and a few seconds later, she said hello.
 
   "Hello...this is Jerrin Boudreaux--"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "I'm sorry, my last name changed. Fontaine."
 
   "Jerrin?"
 
   "Have you--"
 
   "Zenobia's boy?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Oh my goodness! Chuck!" she called to the man. "It's Zenobia's boy!" Back into the phone, she said, "How in creation are you, Jerrin?"
 
   "I'm fine, thank you--"
 
   "Oh my gosh, I can't believe it..."
 
   "I'm--"
 
   "You must be all grown up by now!"
 
   "Yes ma'am," he humored her. "Mrs. Meyer, I wanted--"
 
   "Oh you don't have to be so formal, Jerrin. Please call me Cass."
 
   "Okay. Cass. How long has it been since you heard from my mother?"
 
   "Well good Lord, son, I talk to her all the time!" 
 
   "Have you talked to her since the hurricane?" He tried not to lose his breath, waiting for that answer.
 
   "She evacuated."
 
   "Where did she go?"
 
   "She came here for a few days, and then..."
 
   Jerrin waited, his mouth dry, wishing for the beer he'd left in the living room.
 
   "Let's see...Chuck? Where did Zenobia say she was going?" 
 
   He heard the man's voice in the background, but couldn't make out what he said. 
 
   "She needed money, since FEMA was going to take a while...she said she was going to go read tarot at this festival or something...oh where was it? Let me think..."
 
   Jerrin thought he would scream.
 
   "I think she said something about starting over again."
 
   "Yes ma'am, but where?"
 
   "I haven't heard from her in days...I can't recall where she was going, but she said she'd call me." 
 
   "So, you don't know where she went?"
 
   "Oh, you know, she talked about all kinds of places. It kind of kept her going while she was--"
 
   "In prison?"
 
   "Well, yes. She never belonged there, I tell you."
 
   "I know. My sister and I just want to find her."
 
   "Well she told me you haven't written to her in years, Jerrin..." Her tone was chastising.
 
   "That was a miscommunication, Cass. Our father told us not long after she was incarcerated, that she had been killed. And he hid the letters she did write after I left home and Cherise went to boarding school. We both believed she was dead, you see."
 
   "That rat bastard!" She said. "I'm sorry. I know he's your father, but--" 
 
   "No need to apologize. He was a rat bastard."
 
   She giggled. "Oh, well...that just makes it easier, doesn't it?"
 
   "Can you try to remember anything she might have said about where she'd go?"
 
   "Well, now, I suppose I'd have to read through some of her letters to find a clue..."
 
   "You have letters from her?"
 
   "My, yes. She wrote to me all the time, for years. I was so happy when she finally got out. We had a great time while she was here, and--"
 
   "Cass. We need to find her."
 
   "Oh yes, of course, I'm sorry...well..."
 
   "Can you look through the letters and see?"
 
   "Sure, sure I expect her to call any day, too, Jerrin..."
 
   He gave her Cherise's home phone and his home and cell, and she promised she'd call immediately, if she discovered anything she thought might help, or if Zenobia called. After he hung up, he stood in Kairos for a turbid moment, remembering the word from his studies in Greek art; an indeterminate amount of time wherein something special happened. He felt that something special swell in him like the brush strokes of Van Gogh. It was the first time Cherise had seen her brother cry. She stood to hug him.
 
   "Mom's alive," he said.
 
   She cried with him.
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   At the funeral, Jerrin sat through the eulogies of his father's friends and associates, silently seething.
 
   The pastor looked out across the gathering and asked, "Anyone else?"
 
   Triggered by all the obligatory and maudlin adulations his father had received from other mourners on the podium, Jerrin stood and climbed the steps to the rostrum.
 
   Clearing his throat, he began. "Some of you are here because you have great respect for my father. You are the ones who know him...the least." Murmuring swelled in the crowd. "I haven't spoken to my father for years. There was no love loss between us. His legacy should be a confession--not of his sins, but of his secrets. Since he is not able to do that, allow me to do the honors. My sister and I uncovered one of those secrets in a safe deposit box...we discovered that all this time when we thought our mother was dead, she was not." More whispering from the gathering. "He cut her out of lives as though she were a tumor, and yet, he was the real cancer. He let us believe she was dead, all these years."
 
   Whispering became an undulant rumbling, now, moving through the room like febrile lava meeting the frigid sea.
 
   "And before you make excuses for that behavior, know that I left home at 16, after I found my father in bed with my 18 year old girlfriend..." 
 
   A collective gasp shot through the room.
 
   "Now he has not only taken my innocence, but the love of our mother. She believes we don't love her. She's out there somewhere, alone. Dominic Fontaine punished all of us for his own sins..."
 
   Cherise had both hands over her mouth, tears streaming down her face. Everyone else sat stunned, listening to this eulogy from an embittered son. 
 
   "I left his house and never went back. That girl he defiled was my first love, and she disappeared after that..." Jerrin felt his eyes tearing and he wanted to be done with it before he fell completely apart in front of a roomful of strangers. "So, knowing what I know of Dominic Fontaine's character, maybe you won't hold him in such high regard. This man has gone to his final judgment...may he burn in hell."
 
   Jerrin descended the few steps of the podium and paused at the urn. In full view of the mourners, now astonished by his dubious eulogy, he picked the urn up and opened the lid. Unzipping his trousers, he held the vessel close, and urinated on his father's ashes, amid shrieks and moans from the gathering. No one was lucid enough to stop him, nor prevent him from leaving as he closed the lid, replaced it on the altar, zipped back up and strode down the aisle toward the exit.
 
   A young man rose from his seat in the back and hurried through the portico after Jerrin.
 
   Wilson Brice motioned to the organist, who began playing Amazing Grace, for lack of anything else.
 
   Whispers and exclamations filled the sanctuary, as Wilson maneuvered to the end of the aisle, and soon glided into the empty space left by Jerrin, comforting Cherise, holding her hand. "Cherise, I'm so sorry..." he whispered. "He's obviously very angry. I had no idea what Dominic had done, please believe me, I had no idea about any of it...I would never have allowed him to tell you your mother was dead, if I thought it was a lie..." He tilted his face to look into her tear-stung eyes. "I was aware that he had some kind of brief relationship during that time, but he never told me it was with an 18 year old girl, nor that she was Jerrin's girlfriend--" 
 
   She leaned against him and he held her as she continued to cry.
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   At the rear of the sanctuary, Sienna shook her head, morose that Dominic's betrayals extended to his own children. She perceived an impulse to go after Jerrin and tell him she truly understood his pain, but understood there would be no way to do that, without confessing her own sins. Had she atoned for those? She wasn't sure. How tragic, if her own impending memorial service revealed the ugliness of recent days.
 
   Jerrin's sister was now moving to the internal exit of the sanctuary, beyond the pulpit; plainly overwrought by embarrassment and disillusionment. Sienna felt sorry for her, too.
 
   The boarding house awaited the necessity of packing. She would have to go somewhere and get a blood test, and then go home and visit her folks in Vancouver until she figured out what to do. 
 
   Criticism from her ravenous stomach reminded her of the need for food. Her palate imparted the desire for a good steak at Applebee's. It wasn't a glamorous place, but casual and clean; she had often met clients there. Both the food and service was reliable. Maybe it would be the solution to her melancholy. 
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   Outside, Noah watched Jerrin get in the Element and exit the lot, and he rushed over to the rental car Wilson Brice had got for him, following the other embittered son of Dominic Fontaine.
 
   Well into Bangor, Jerrin swept onto an access road along the highway, and then parked at a pub called Beer & Billiards, stepped out and strode inside, as Noah entered the lot, and guided the rental alongside the Element.
 
   From the entrance of the pub, Noah saw two men playing pool in the far corner, and Jerrin, sitting at the bar, accepting a stiff drink from the bartender. With only slight hesitation, he commandeered the barstool next to him. Jerrin glanced over, then did a double take. 
 
   Noah met his eyes boldly. "My name is Noah. I  followed you from the service..."
 
   Jerrin swallowed his mouthful of Crown, wincing, and frowned at him, his eyes still red from crying. "I thought you looked familiar..."
 
   "That's because we're related."
 
   The glass halted part-way to his mouth, and he set it down to regard the boy. "What?"
 
    The bartender appeared. "I need to see some ID."
 
   Noah squirmed. "Can you give us a minute?"
 
   "No, but I can give you a quick trip to the door. You look underage. Show me some ID."
 
   Noah pulled his wallet out, flustered, and tossed his Louisiana Driver's License on the bar. "I'm not drinking, I'm just talking..."
 
   "You're sixteen. You're not drinking or talking, you're leaving."
 
   Jerrin held up a hand. "What if I act as guardian? Here," He tossed a twenty on the bar. "Bring him a Coke."
 
   The bartender looked down at the twenty and back up at Jerrin. "You're responsible."
 
   "No problem. Just bring him a Coke, and give me another Crown."
 
   The bartender took the bill and went to get the drinks.
 
   He turned to Noah. "Now, what do you mean we're related? Are you some second cousin or--"
 
   "We share the same father..."
 
   Jerrin gave the kid a perfunctory perusal, saw that he was wearing a notably expensive suit and tie. "Looks like you're getting good stuff out of it, why do you want to pal around with me?"
 
   The bartender set the Coke and Canadian whiskey down and went back to stocking the coolers.
 
   Noah took a drink of his Coke. "Wilson Brice gave me this suit. I've never owned a suit in my life."
 
   Jerrin's only answer was to take another drink.
 
   "Mr. Fontaine was a bad man, then."
 
   "Bad is relative, kid. Maybe all those other people never knew that side of him. Wait...Mr. Fontaine? Why are you calling him that if he was your father?"
 
   "I never met him. I only found out his name...right after Katrina."
 
   "Oh, another family secret...Wilson must have called you...I'm sure he knew all about it. Those two were as thick as thieves."
 
   "No, I called him. I had this envelope with information in it. My mother gave it to me. It said that Mr. Fontaine was my biological father, and it had Mr. Brice's number in it..."
 
   "So, you lived in Pass Christian?" He regarded the boy, realizing the kid might have been in the storm. "The hurricane..." 
 
   "I was in Jackson. My mom gave me this envelope before I left. She always does that when we're separated for any amount of time. She said if anything happened to her, to open it and find one of the people inside."
 
   "Oh." Then Jerrin realized the Crown was affecting his brain. "Your mother--?"
 
   "She was in Bay St. Louis. She was supposed to join me in Jackson, but the phone lines went dead and ...she'd been drinking...and...I haven't heard from her since."
 
   "Oh, God." Jerrin came out of himself for the first time since leaving the funeral. "I'm sorry...Noah, is it? I'm such an ass. I'm so sorry..."
 
   "I understand you're upset. Sounds like you have plenty of reasons. It's okay."
 
   "So, you're a Katrina survivor?"
 
   "Well, not really. I wasn't down there at the time." He took a drink of Coke. "I felt like I had nobody, and then I suddenly knew who my father was, and now he's dead, and it seems like he was this awful person anyway, and maybe my Mom's dead too..." Noah's eyes welled, one tear spilling over, which he swiped away. "I don't think anyone could survive that..."
 
   Jerrin felt a poignant urge to give the kid a hug, but thought better of it. "I'm sorry, Noah..."
 
   "Well, whenever I can get back in there, I'll go look for her."
 
   "What's her name?" 
 
   "Tina Thorn."
 
   Jerrin felt like he'd taken a meaty fist in the chest. A fist from the past. "Tina Thorn?"
 
   "You know her?"
 
   Jerrin turned back to face the bar mirror, trying to focus on the bottles lining the shelf...Absolut...Jim Beam...Jose Cuervo...Jack Daniel's...so many ways to get drunk...
 
   "Do you know her?" he repeated, hopefully.
 
   Jerrin swallowed and then took another drink of Crown to coat his arid throat. "I knew her a long time ago...we...went to school together..." As the kid took a long drink of Coke, Jerrin looked at him again. The boy resembled Jerrin at the same age. Jerrin thought back to his time with Tina...recalled that first sexual experience as a young man...Tina had been his first. And then his father had made it all ugly by--
 
   A numbing thought occurred to him then. How did Tina know that Noah was Dominic's child? He and his father had both slept with her within a short time frame...
 
   "Why are you looking at me like that?"
 
   Jerrin looked away, tried to absorb the possibility. He could have a son. That son could be sitting right next to him. If Noah was his son, that meant he'd missed 16 years of his life...the thought suddenly made him angry. Tears rose in his own eyes, and he pressed them back in with his thumbs. Then he glanced at Noah again, and the anger faded. He would have to figure this out. He'd have to talk to Wilson. "Hey," He laid a hand on Noah's arm. "Since we're related and all...why don't you let me buy you some dinner?"
 
   Noah looked around on a sigh. "My stomach started rumbling when you said that. I forgot to eat today. Yesterday too, I think."
 
   "Well let's go then."
 
   They got up and Jerrin felt a bit lightheaded. Noah noticed. "I'll drive. You need food as much as I do. Tell me where."
 
   Jerrin grinned. A sixteen year old boy who acted as designated driver. This one was not the usual fare.
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   Food had always comforted her. She had grown up on a farm, and her evening meals with her family made things feel stable and loving. As she took her time enjoying her steak at this neighborhood grill, she thought of her parents. How would they react when they found out their only daughter was infested with a sexually transmitted disease? Would she even be able to tell them? Maybe she'd suffer in silence, alone. But until that nasty bit of reality got a foothold, she shifted her focus. Life is now. Life is right now. What was it John Lennon said? Life is what happens to you when you're busy making other plans. That was true. She would live for the moment, from now on.
 
   After her meal, she ordered a beer and idly inspected the traffic going by outside, while she waited for some epiphany to slip into her consciousness, tell her what to do next. 
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   Jerrin had to encourage Noah to order anything he wanted. The boy seemed patently uncomfortable spending someone else's money, and that characteristic endeared him. Jerrin ordered a big steak smothered in shrimp, and suggested Noah have the same. Noah seemed hesitant. "I don't have a money issue, Noah. Live a little."
 
   Noah politely told the waitress he would have whatever Jerrin was having.
 
   While they waited on the food, Jerrin asked Noah about himself, and he said he had a rock band. Once the kid started talking about it, his spirits lifted and Jerrin could tell the boy was as passionate about music as Jerrin was about art. He encouraged Noah to keep chattering, expecting it would keep him from concentrating on his mother. But his mother had been a fixture in his life, even when he spoke of the band. "I should have made her come with me on that gig."
 
   "You couldn't have known, Noah." Jerrin thought he might try to help him find her, but then, he realized that chances were slim to none that she could be found, and if she was found, it's nothing a kid should see. Consequently, he didn't mention it. Instead, he found himself offering something else. "Hey. You know you're welcome to come stay with me in Bella Vista."
 
   Noah put his fork down and stared at his plate for a moment. "I don't know..."
 
   "Well, I know it's a lot to think about...but the offer is there...let's get through the next few days and we'll talk about it."
 
   "Ok." Noah took another huge bite of steak, and Jerrin was glad to be feeding this boy. It made him feel purposeful, amid all the helpless chaos of the last few days.
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   Sienna signed the credit card slip and headed out. The greeter thanked her for her business and she thanked her back, her eye catching a face over the greeter's shoulder. Upon closer inspection, she realized who it was. On a whim, she approached his table. "You're Dominic's son, right?"
 
   They both looked up. Noah realized she was addressing Jerrin and not him.
 
   Jerrin leaned back to regard her. "I'm sorry, have we met?"
 
   "Not really. I was at the funeral."
 
   "Oh." His features revealed slight discomfort. "You knew my father?" 
 
   She said, "I hope you'll forgive me if I express my regret over that fact."
 
   He gave her a mild grin of understanding. "How did you know him?"
 
   "I was one of his real estate agents." That statement was a double entendre, since his dating method was evidently to browse real estate listings until he saw an agent he found attractive, and then finagle the tour into a date or two. God knew how many of those agents were now infected with HIV. She felt her rage swelling again.
 
   "In Mississippi?"
 
   "No, here in Maine, actually. I saw the announcement in the paper, and for whatever reason, I felt I needed to go to the service."
 
   Noah said, "I'm glad I went. Now I know what kind of man Mr. Fontaine really was." 
 
   Confused at his tone, she frowned at him.
 
   Jerrin made excuses for the boy. "None of us are too fond of the Fontaine patriarch right now. Death has a way of revealing secrets."
 
   Sienna felt her neck getting hot again. "Yes...yes it most assuredly does."
 
   "Would you like to join us?"
 
   "I wouldn't want to intrude."
 
   "No intrusion." He stood and offered his side of the booth. "Please."
 
   She took a long breath. "Okay. Maybe just for a moment." She sat in the vacated side of the booth, and he slid in next to Noah. "So, what kind of real estate do you sell?"
 
   "Land and houses, both. I sold Li--I sold Dominic a little beach house."
 
   "Mmmm. I wasn't aware that he had a beach house."
 
   "Well, it was pretty recent--only about a month ago."
 
   The waitress appeared. "Can I get you folks anything?"
 
   He looked at Sienna. "Coffee?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   "Two coffees...Noah, would you like anything?"
 
   He looked at the waitress. "Coffee."
 
   Jerrin was mildly startled. Sixteen year old boys didn't usually drink coffee. The waitress nodded and headed for the kitchen.
 
   Noah noticed Jerrin's surprise. "I love coffee, dude."
 
   Sienna looked at Jerrin with mild amusement, though her manner became somber again. "I'm...sorry about what your father put you through. That's awful."
 
   "Well I'm afraid I made a spectacle of myself at the service."
 
   "I think you're entitled to your anger."
 
   Jerrin didn't miss her tone. "I take it you had some unpleasant dealings with him?"
 
   She sighed. "You could say that."
 
   "Okay...I won't pry," he said.
 
   "No, it's just...complicated."
 
   "Well," Jerrin said. "Maybe you could show me that beach house while I'm in town."
 
   She made a sound like a match striking on a matchbook cover.
 
   "What?"
 
   "I was a victim of downsizing yesterday."
 
   "Oh, I'm sorry. Do you have some other companies in mind?"
 
   "No...not really. I'm a little at loose ends."
 
   The waitress brought their coffee, and as they all doctored it with cream or sugar, Jerrin considered her. "I don't know if you're open to relocating, but my best friend happens to be a broker, and I'm sure I could get you on with him, if you're good."
 
   Her eyes widened for a nanosecond. "I'm good."
 
   He grinned. "Well, after the reading of the will tomorrow, I'll be headed back to Bella Vista." He reached for his wallet and pulled out a card. "Give me a call, if you decide to check it out, and I'll hook you up."
 
   "That's very nice of you." She took the card. It said simply Jerrin Boudreaux, Artist. "Boudreaux?"
 
   "It's my mother's maiden name. I changed it some time ago."
 
   "I won't ask...So, where is Bella Vista?"
 
   "It's in Northwest Arkansas, in the Ozarks region, right on the border of Missouri. It's the fastest growing region in the country."
 
   "Really? I've never even heard of it."
 
   "Most people haven't. But that might work to your advantage. You wouldn't be competing with the agents in more popular areas."
 
   "That's a good argument. I might take you up on that. I've got to make a decision soon. I've been staying in a boarding house here in Bangor. I came here to check out that market and try to carve out a niche for myself. Then I got carved out, instead..." She took a sip of coffee. "I'm either going to have to move out, or pay for another month."
 
   They chatted a while longer, finishing the coffee, and Sienna excused herself. As she rose, he stood in gentlemanly fashion. Endeared by his gallant gesture, she volunteered her name. 
 
   On the way out, she glanced back at Jerrin. He was seated again, mugging at Noah, and pretending to pour sugar on the young man's lap. 
 
   She stepped outside and started for her car. It was a leased SUV and turning it back in if she had to, would not be difficult. She actually felt excited, but didn't know why. It was the first glimmer of hope she'd had in some time. Maybe Bella Vista would be worth checking out.
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   Noah returned Jerrin to his car. Before he got out, he said he intended to just leave his sister a note and go. "I'm probably the last person she wants to see right now. She idolized our father." 
 
   "Well it's better that she knows the truth." Noah said. "The truth is always a good thing."
 
   Jerrin looked over at him. "You think?"
 
   "Always," the boy said.
 
   Noah followed Jerrin to Cherise's house. His sister's car was in the drive when they arrived, and Noah joined him on the front porch, as Jerrin reluctantly knocked. She flung the door open and threw herself at him. He jumped back in a swift moment of paranoia, thinking she was trying to attack him, and came close to falling. Instead, she had her arms around his neck, crying, "Oh Jerrin, I'm so sorry. It must have been so awful for you all these years!"
 
    He looked over his sister's shoulder at Noah, who was smiling.
 
   She pulled back and noticed Noah. "Who's this?" 
 
   "Um...It's--" Jerrin stuttered.
 
   The boy reached out his hand in greeting. "I'm Noah."
 
   "Hello." She shook his hand. "Are you hungry?"
 
   Jerrin laughed. Cherise wasn't happy unless she was feeding someone. 
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   Inside, she brought them coffee, since Noah insisted he drank it each morning with his mom. "Do I know your mom?" she prodded sweetly.
 
   Jerrin spoke up. "Yah. About that. Listen, Cher, I have to explain something..."
 
   She sat down on the sofa, patting Noah's leg affectionately and then gave Jerrin her attention. 
 
   "I only found out about this today...a few hours ago...but remember that thing I mentioned in the eulogy about dear old Dad sleeping with my girlfriend?"
 
   Her smile faded. "Yes..."
 
   "Noah is her son."
 
   "Oh, uh-huh," she said, still not understanding.
 
   "Noah just found out who his father is...he's...related to us..."
 
   Cherise blinked a few times, processing the information, looked over at Noah, who gave her a little wave. She looked back at Jerrin, frowning, and then the light dawned. "Oh...my god..." She looked at Noah again. 
 
   He simpered and said, "Hi, Sis."
 
   After a brief degree of lingering shock, she leaned over and hugged him. "I would say welcome to the family, but...I'm not sure that's a good thing."
 
   "I only found out a few days ago, myself," he said.
 
   She sniffed, still thinking about it. "More coffee?" she asked.
 
   They watched her go into the kitchen without their cups, and they grinned at each other. Cherise must have recovered her senses, as she covered her mindless action by returning with the carafe, giving them refills they didn't need. 
 
   Noah related the story of how he was in Jackson when Katrina hit, and his mother was possibly caught in it. She held his hand and tried to reassure him. 
 
   "I know she...probably didn't make it out."
 
   "Well don't lose hope, Noah. Jerrin could take you down there and--"
 
   Jerrin made an interruptive noise.
 
   They both turned to him. "What?" they said in unison.
 
   "I just...I'm not sure, Noah, that it's something you should do..."
 
   Noah swallowed. "If you mean, I might find her, and she'll be dead...I've already thought of that. I mean, what that would be like. But I can't let my mom die alone like that and then disappear..."
 
   Jerrin nodded. "I understand. We'll figure something out."
 
   "I have to know what happened to her."
 
   Jerrin nodded, impressed by the level of maturity this boy revealed. "Okay, well, let's talk about other things. Cherise? Did you know that Noah had a band on the coast?"
 
   They talked about the music again, and once more, Noah's spirits lifted. Eventually--perhaps inevitably--the talk turned back to somber things.
 
   Cherise continued to apologize for her naiveté about their father. "You should have told me the truth, Jerrin."
 
   He looked at Noah again, who lifted an eyebrow meaningfully. "I didn't want to hurt you," he told his sister.
 
   "Well, it's all out in the open now, so we can all...just...move on. I baked a cake and I have some divine vanilla bean ice cream to go with it..." She got up and went to the kitchen without asking if they wanted any.
 
   Noah wandered over to the parrot cages, and began playing with them. When Cherise reappeared with the cake, she was shocked that the two parrots seemed completely comfortable with him. While the two became involved in a lengthy conversation about parrots and breeding, Jerrin used the opportunity to slip into the next room to call Wilson Brice. He asked him first if he had any idea where Zenobia could have gone, and the barrister told him he didn't, since he hadn't even known she was alive. Jerrin then asked him to set up a DNA test, and explained why.
 
   Back in the living room, Jerrin invited Cherise to move to Bella Vista. "I live in a huge warehouse with plenty of room for you to breed parrots. Maybe Noah could help you with that, since he seems so good with them."
 
   Cherise petted Keegan quietly. "I'll give it some serious thought," she said.
 
   "What do you think, Keegan?" Jerrin asked the bird.
 
   "Want some cheese?" the parrot answered.
 
   They laughed. 
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   Taking a seat at his desk in front of the small gathering, Wilson Brice shuffled the papers in front of him, his thoughts on his old friend, and wondered how he could have missed the dark portions of someone he had known fifteen years. For the family, it remained a mystery to whom Dominic would bequeath his beloved yacht, and indeed, his entire fortune.
 
   The details of his friend's fate had been imparted by the pilots to the attorney. Though suicide was never an intention, Dominic Fontaine was responsible for his own death. He believed he was immortal, and it was this misconception that eventually became his demise, when Hurricane Katrina slammed into the Gulf Coast. The two ex-marine chopper pilots had found him erect, tied to the newel post of the second floor of his mansion in Pass Christian, propped on a swordfish, his corpse still attempting to weather the storm...
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   When Jerrin called the attorney from his sister's apartment two days earlier, he'd asked how long a DNA test would take.
 
   "What the hell are you talking about?" 
 
   "I think Noah might be my son." Jerrin explained, relating that when he was 16, he had slept with Tina only twice. The last time, was just before his father did, and there was a chance the boy was really his son, not his father's. "I'm still furious that your friend Dominic had a best-kept secret that may mean I missed knowing my own son for 16 years."
 
   "I'm fairly convinced these days, that Dom was not the man I thought him to be," the attorney admitted. Wilson agreed to arrange the tests.
 
   Now, at the reading, through Jerrin's insistence, Wilson imparted the story of the Fontaine patriarch's passing with a measured amount of tact and euphemism. Still, Cherise cringed at the imagery that appeared in her mind, and felt a slight bit of offense by the sneer on her brother's features. Though she did understand why he felt the way he did. For years, she never quite understood, perhaps until now, the strength of Jerrin's hatred for their father; he usually only elaborated by deed and not by word. She could never know what sort of whirling dervish of spite he had been fostering all these years. Now, it seemed there was good reason for her brother's hatred. And she was still unsure about where in that spectrum of hatred, she, herself, fell.
 
   Wilson Brice cleared his throat. "Before we begin, please understand that disbursements can't be made until the will is out of probate. You two should be fine, since Dominic put a POD on all his accounts and safe deposit boxes. Jerrin," he handed him a slip of paper. "This is another account that has your name on it with a Pay on Death disbursement." 
 
   Jerrin looked down at the slip with the name of another bank in Maine. The attorney then looked over his glasses at the boy, before pushing a button on his phone. "Andrea, please send her in."
 
   A lab technician came in, setting her tray down on the desk and putting on rubber gloves. "Noah, Jerrin has requested a DNA swab for both of you...I hope you don't mind, it'll only take a second." 
 
   "A DNA swab? What for?"
 
   "Well, we need to be sure--"
 
   Noah cut him off. "Oh I get it. You want to be sure that I'm really Dominic Fontaine's son...well I don't know if he's my father either. I only know what you know. This is what my mother left me...this is all I have..." He tossed a sidelong glance of hurt toward Jerrin.
 
   Jerrin leaned forward in his chair. "Noah...I don't want you to think this is about proving you're Dominic's son."
 
   "What else am I supposed to think--isn't that the deal? I mean, isn't it about money? I don't need anything from you people...I just don't know where I'm gonna go after this..."
 
   The lab technician waited patiently, the oversized cotton swab in hand.
 
   Jerrin motioned the technician over, and opened his mouth for the sample. The technician placed the swab in a glass vial and sealed it with a rubber cork. She turned toward Noah with a new swab, as Jerrin added, "I guess I should just tell you...there's a chance that Dominic is not your father, and...I am."
 
   Noah's mouth dropped open sufficiently for the tech to swab it, but he closed it and leaned away before she could. "I don't understand..."
 
   "Let her take the sample and I'll explain everything." After studying Jerrin's eyes, and having a quick look at Cherise and Wilson, he acquiesced, and the technician headed back to the lab.
 
   Noah kept his gaze mostly on Jerrin, but he could see that Cherise was equally shocked by the revelation. Perhaps more so. 
 
   Once seated again, Jerrin said, "Sixteen years ago, Noah, I was in love with your mother. Tina. My father thought it would be okay if he...had his way with her too. I caught them together. I left home that very day, just like I said in the eulogy, and soon afterward, your mother disappeared. I had no idea she was pregnant, or where she was. After you introduced yourself and we talked, it occurred to me that it was possible I am your father..." 
 
   Noah sat stunned. "Well that explains those checks she always got in the mail. I guess my fa--I guess Dominic was the source of that money she always seemed to have..."
 
   "Most likely, he sent her away and promised to do that so she wouldn't tell anyone about you."
 
   Noah's shocked expression gave way to disgust. "Hush-money. Like some mobster. Well then, I hope he's not my father. What a pig."
 
   Jerrin half-smiled. "I know how you feel. Noah, I'm not trying to hurt you or make your mother look bad. She was young then, too. And he took advantage of both of us. But the bottom line is, you have a right to know who your father really is. And...I need to know that, too..."
 
   Noah thought back to the caustic eulogy Jerrin gave. "So he took your mother away from you, and then maybe...took your son, too..."
 
   Jerrin sighed, relieved to have this part over. "That's the condensed version, yes."
 
   "No wonder you pissed in his ashes."
 
   Wilson interjected like a stern Uncle, "Noah--"
 
   Cherise knew the reprimand was on her behalf. "It's all right, Wilson. He has a right to his feelings. Both of them do." She was still watching her brother. "Jerrin...why didn't you tell me this? All these years?"
 
   Jerrin squirmed. "I guess...I was too humiliated. And I knew you thought he hung the moon. I didn't think you would be able to take it if you knew who he really was."
 
   "But Jerrin, it would have explained so much. I thought that when you left and stopped loving Dad, you stopped loving me too. It felt just like Mom..." She caught herself in a sob and covered her mouth, closed her eyes. 
 
   Jerrin got up and went to her, getting down on his knees in front of her. "Honey, I'm so sorry. Maybe I didn't make the best decision...but I was sixteen." He looked over at the boy. "The same age Noah is now...how could I know how to handle that? I ran away. I didn't have anyone to talk to. I would have gone to Mama, but...you know...we both believed she was dead. That's what he told us." He took out a handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes, until she took the cloth from him. "And I was heartbroken. Tina was the only girl I'd ever been in love with. He took her from me, and then she fell off the face of the earth. I had no idea she was pregnant. If I had known, I would have run away WITH her, and we would have raised the child—Noah--" He reached over and put a hand on Noah's knee. "Both of you deserved better out of that, but all we can do is move forward, now." 
 
   Cherise nodded, regaining her composure, and Noah frowned, an obvious question arising in his mind. "If your Mom didn't die, how...where did she go?"
 
   Cherise and Jerrin both met his eyes, then Cherise averted her gaze. 
 
   "She was in prison," Jerrin said. 
 
   Noah frowned more deeply. "God. That sucks. What did she do?"
 
   Jerrin took a long breath. "She got involved with this man, and he turned out to be...let's say he had an anger management problem, and she had to defend herself, and he died."
 
   Noah responded dryly, "You mean, she was trying to find comfort somewhere because your dad wasn't giving her any, and she met a psycho man who attacked her and she killed him to save her own life?"
 
   The others in the room let out a collective humorous gasp. 
 
   "That's...that's about it, yeah," Jerrin said.
 
   "Well, hey, you know, more women should do that. Then maybe men would stop knocking them around."
 
   Now, collective surprise.
 
   "You're a very blunt young man," Cherise said.
 
   "Sorry. I just call it like I see it."
 
   "It's okay." She patted his leg. "Like I said, you're entitled. And really, you might be right."
 
   Jerrin got up and took his seat again, and saw Noah reach over and take Cherise's hand. The gesture inspired moisture in Jerrin's eyes, and he was mystified by his own reaction.
 
   Wilson cleared his throat. "Okay, now. The DNA tests will be ready within a week. But right now, we have to get to this other business..."
 
   All of them seemed to have forgotten, and they all shifted to face him as he began to read the Last Will and Testament of Dominic Fontaine.
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   Dom's instructions, overall, were to "share and share alike," in regard to inheritance. Certain specifics were given, but the main stipulation was for all of Dom's off-spring to receive an equal share. One yacht was left to Jerrin, the other to Cherise, though it was unlikely that she would be able to use it, considering her phobic tendencies. Jerrin was moderately surprised that he got anything, much less a yacht. There was no mention of Zenobia, or Noah.
 
   "Wilson, are you sure he didn't leave anything to my mother or Noah?"
 
   "He didn't...and since she didn't contest it, she lost all legal claim. So it shouldn't be tied up in probate very long."
 
   "And you don't know where she is, right?"
 
   "No I don't. I swear. I can only suppose that she might have returned to New Orleans. But as for where she went after Oxford, I have no idea."
 
   "That's what I was afraid of. I told you what we found in the safe deposit box. She obviously wanted to be in our lives, but Dominic made sure that didn't happen by hiding the letters. She loved us. And of course, by that time, we thought she had died. I have to find her, Wilson. What's mine is also hers, regardless. And she deserves something for what she's been through. I have to find her."
 
   The attorney looked uncomfortable. "Jerrin, if she believes you two don't want to see her--"
 
   He held up a hand. "I still have to try to figure out where else she would go."
 
   Cherise had been absorbing all this news...the death of her father, compounded by the awful ting he'd done to her brother, and then the resurrection of her mother, who may never be found--each a suffocating weight on her sternum, an oppressive  burden on her heart. She jumped up, crying, and rushed out of the room. Jerrin went after her. She ran down the corridor toward the front door and he chased her. 
 
   When he stepped outside, she was bent over, her hands on her knees, shaking and breathing rapidly. "Where's your Xanax, Sis?"
 
   She handed him her purse, and he dug around and found the peppermint tin, taking half a white bar and giving it to her. She swallowed it dry.
 
   "It's going to be okay, Cher. I promise."
 
   "How can it ever be okay, Jerrin?"
 
   "Look at it this way: our mother has been dead to us all these years. I hope I can find her...I won't stop trying to do that. But we missed a good deal of time with her...and now we might have her back, even though it was almost like we never had a mother."
 
   She raised up. "I had a mother! I missed her every day! Didn't you?"
 
   He placed a hand on her shoulder. "I missed her, Cherise. I did. And I'll do my best to find her. She probably didn't return to New Orleans. I don't know what that area could offer her right now. So maybe she went somewhere else, and I'm sure Cassie will hear from her. Regardless, I'm going to find her."
 
   She leaned back against the stucco of the office building. "Where are you going to start?"
 
   "I don't know. Maybe Cassie will call us with some clue. If not, I may fly out to Oxford and look at those letters myself, see if I can spot something she didn't. I have that showing next week, and I'm obligated to do that. And I have to make sure Noah's okay...but after that, I'll focus on it."
 
   Cherise moved into her brother's arms, hugged him. She could feel his strength. She needed him. She really needed him.
 
   Noah stepped outside awkwardly. "Are you...are you okay, Cherise?"
 
   She went over to him and gave him a hug too. "You're a sweet boy, Noah. No matter what the results say, you're a part of this family, now."
 
   Noah looked over her shoulder at Jerrin, who tried to smile and nodded his agreement. 
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   Back at his sister's house, Jerrin again asked if she wanted to go back to Bella Vista with them. Cherise said she was going to remain behind and take care of some things, but that she would try to come for a visit soon.
 
   Jerrin knew better than to count on that. He  wished she could swallow her neurosis long enough to take one step out of her comfort zone. 
 
   After Jerrin and Noah said goodbye, and headed for the airport, Cherise had renewed anxiety. She had lost everything and home didn't feel much like home anymore. On the sofa, she looked through her photo albums again, at pictures of her mom and dad and brother. She realized that she had no baby pictures of herself...they had been in the house at Pass Christian...it made her feel like her past didn't exist...that she was disappearing...perhaps had already vanished.
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   Almost without forethought, Sienna had found herself packing, notifying the innkeeper that she would be leaving. Her belongings fit into three suitcases, and she then borrowed the innkeeper's computer to book a flight that evening to Northwest Arkansas Regional. It wouldn't hurt to check out the job with Jerrin's broker-friend. The only other place she felt she could go was back home to her parent's farm, and she'd never accomplish a valid explanation to them. Though she had little to show for herself, and had endured the last few horrid days, she was strangely elated. It felt like a new beginning.
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   At Bangor International, she checked her bags, went through the usual tight security procedures in place since 9-11, and waited at the gate.
 
   She was leaning forward in her seat, stretching the kinks out in her back, when she saw the pair of two-toned brown and burnt umber men's shoes in front of her.
 
   "And...we meet again," he said.
 
   She looked up into Jerrin's radiant face. "Well hello there, Mr. Boudreaux."
 
   He sat down next to her, and soon Noah appeared. "Hi, Noah. You going to Bella Vista too?"
 
   "Looks like it. I don't really have anywhere else to go."
 
   "I know the feeling," she smiled wanly, wondering what the relationship was between these two. They didn't seem to know each other well, and yet, she had seen them together several times in the past few days. 
 
   "Which flight did you get?" Jerrin asked. She handed him her boarding pass. "You're on our flight." 
 
   "No way."
 
   "Way," he said.
 
   Noah looked at them. "It's sorta like the Universe keeps throwing you two together."
 
   Jerrin and Sienna exchanged mock-mysterious glances.
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   As luck or fate would have it, the seat next to Jerrin was unoccupied, and he invited her to take it for the purpose of continuing the acquaintance. 
 
   As the plane began the slow taxi down the runway, Noah was perfectly happy to watch from his window seat as the tarmac moved past them.
 
   "So," Sienna said. "How long have you lived in Bella Vista?"
 
   "Fifteen years. It used to be a retirement village, but now it's got lots of thirty-somethings. I invested in some real estate there, and I live in a warehouse."
 
   "A warehouse?"
 
   "Yes, but I prefer to think of it as a warehome." 
 
   She chuckled. "How very bohemian. Is it filled with paintings and a concrete floor?"
 
   He laughed. "Actually, yes. I guess I'm an artistic cliché."
 
   "You don't strike me as the cliché type."
 
   The overhead intercom dinged and a flight attendant asked for them to direct their attention to the obligatory demonstration by the other attendants about safety and where the exits were. Most passengers blithely ignored the display, having all heard it a hundred times before. Afterward, the captain's voice came on to tell them the weather was clear and when they'd be arriving, and thanked them for their patronage. The jet engines fired up another notch and the plane picked up speed in preparation for take-off.
 
   Sienna noticed Noah's wide-eyed interest out the window. She whispered, "Is this his first plane ride?"
 
   Jerrin glanced at him. "Um. I don't know."
 
   Persisting, she asked, "Is Noah your son?"
 
   He grinned slightly. "I don't know that either." She frowned at him and he added. "Long story."
 
   "And waaay complicated..." Noah piped up, having surprisingly good hearing, considering how much of his young life he had played rock music. 
 
   "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to pry."
 
   "No harm done." Jerrin said. "We hadn't even met until a few days ago...the day of the funeral, actually."
 
   The jet engines pushed the big plane into the clouds, and Noah said, "Whoa. What a rush!"
 
   They both grinned over at him.
 
   After the plane reached cruising altitude, Sienna unbuckled her seatbelt. "I get the impression you weren't close to your father."
 
   "No. And it disintegrated completely sixteen years ago." 
 
   Noah looked up from his Stephen King novel briefly. 
 
   Jerrin continued, "We've barely exchanged three words since then."
 
   "That's a shame."
 
   "Depends on how you look at it."
 
   Sienna sensed the simmering anger in Jerrin's tone. It was not unlike her own, when the subject of Dominic Fontaine arose. "I'm prying again, aren't I?"
 
   "It's okay. How well did you know my father?"
 
   "Um..."
 
   He regained his more cheerful demeanor. "I'm prying again, aren't I?" he grinned.
 
   She smiled back. "There's bound to be something two strangers can discuss safely."
 
   "We're not strangers now. We've had several conversations."
 
   She caught his eyes and saw something sincere behind his mirthful exterior. "I hope we have many more."
 
   Jerrin could see Noah smirking. 
 
   "Why don't you two just go out on a date and get it over with?"
 
   Jerrin frowned over at him comically. "Hush, or I'll make you ride on top of the plane."
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   Disembarking at Northwest Arkansas Regional, Jerrin told Sienna, "You can also call me if you need a tour guide, or want to go have a drink or lunch or something."
 
   Noah cleared his throat rudely. "Smooth."
 
   She shot him a sardonic glance, as he and Jerrin walked away. Oh what a tangled web. She detoured to the ladies room.
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   At the baggage carousel, Jerrin handed the keys to Noah and told him to go fetch the Element in long term parking, and pull it around to the front. The request was less an errand than a way to make Noah feel respected and trusted. The boy smiled and hurried out.
 
   In a few moments, Jerrin spotted his suitcase, but also spotted a man about to pick it up, as if it were his own. He hurried over. "I believe that's mine," he said.
 
   The man looked up, flustered. "Oh, I'm sorry...yes. Mine looks just like it...what are the chances?"
 
   As the man took his hand away, Jerrin noticed the watch. A custom-made white gold Swiss watch with the image of a yacht on the facing. His father's watch. He knew there wasn't another like it, and as he lifted his suitcase off the carousel, the man walked out of the building. Now, why would he walk out, if he was waiting on his luggage? Because he was a thief? That would mean, that somehow, the watch really was the watch of the now-deceased Dominic Fontaine. 
 
   As Jerrin hurried out, Noah was already waiting in the passenger side of the Honda. Jerrin hastily tossed the luggage in the back and sped off.
 
   "Someone chasing you?" Noah asked.
 
   "Just in a hurry." Jerrin squealed tires around the curve out of the airport, careful to keep the truck in view.
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   After thirty minutes of going everywhere the car in front of them went, Noah said, "Are you tailing that guy?"
 
   Jerrin glanced over at him. "I'm just..."
 
   The car pulled into the driveway of a house, off Cooper road in Bella Vista, and Jerrin cruised by, watching him get out and go to the front door and unlock it. He continued then, for the warehouse.
 
   "So what's up with that?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Okay, None of my business. I get it."
 
   "I'll tell you later maybe. It's just business."
 
   "I thought you were an artist, not a detective."
 
   "I'm a lot of things." He reached over and punched Noah lightly, and the boy grinned. "You're okay about hanging out with me for awhile, still?"
 
   "I figured you wouldn't have offered unless you wanted to. So I'm not gonna feel weird about it."
 
   A rational and well-adjusted sixteen year old. Jerrin was continually flabbergasted by this kid. "Okay. Good."
 
   Noah leaned down to pick up the zippered music case. "You mind?"
 
   "Go ahead."
 
   Noah leafed through the booklet sleeves of CD's. "You listen to Green Day?"
 
   "Who doesn't like Green Day?"
 
   Noah shrugged, a bit pleased, and slid the disk into the stereo. "I also like the Chili Peppers...Flea is the best bass player ever...he's heavy in the groove and he just gets better. He started out with punk lines and then went to slap and pop on Mother's Milk, but then he learned about space and how less is more."
 
   Jerrin had no idea what Noah had said, but it sounded impressive enough to warrant his commiseration.
 
   After several winding suburban-type streets that led farther and farther away from the city, Noah said, "I get it, you're taking me out to the sticks to knock me over the head so I won't get any of the inheritance."
 
   Jerrin laughed. "I was hoping you wouldn't see the tarp and the duct tape...we're almost there."
 
   He pulled up into the large parking area by the warehouse. "You live here?"
 
   "Yep."
 
   "Cool."
 
   They got out and lugged their things inside. Noah looked around the large main room that combined kitchen and living area. "This rocks."
 
   Jerrin showed Noah to one of the rooms. "You can fix it up however you like."
 
   Noah looked at the sparse room with a twin bed in one corner flanked by a simple nightstand and a trunk at the foot. He set his backpack down and shoved his hands in his pockets. 
 
   Jerrin suddenly realized that his preoccupation with his own drama, caused an oblivious oversight; this kid had nothing. No clothes, no personal items, aside from what was in the backpack. "Hey. I'm sorry. I've been distracted. Let's you and I go into town and get you some stuff."
 
   Noah sat down on the bed. "I'm okay. I'm just ragged."
 
   "No, come on, you've got nothing of your own. You tell me where you like to shop for clothes, and we'll go there first."
 
   "I appreciate that. But I don't want you to feel like you have to do anything for me. You're giving me a place to stay, man. That's more than I had when we met."
 
   "I pretty much do whatever I want. And I want to do this. I haven't gone shopping for a long time. I could use some new jeans." He had a thought. "I'll tell you what. Why don't you grab a nap and a shower, and let me go run an errand, and then we'll go."
 
   Noah smiled slightly. "If you insist."
 
   Jerrin pointed down the hall. "There's a guest bath a couple of doors that way. It's stocked. I'll be back in a while."
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   At the baggage carousel, Sienna lugged her suitcases off the contraption, and asked a security guard about local hotels. He gave her directions. She rented a car and was on her way into Fayetteville.
 
   Checking in at the Days Inn on College Avenue, she collapsed on the bed and was asleep before realizing how tired she was. When she awoke, it was dark out, and she ordered a pizza, then got in the shower. After pizza and a few movies, she fell asleep again, and didn't wake until morning.
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   The paradigm of her father's virtue now lay twisted and broken on the floor of her heart. She could not fault her brother for his eulogy, nor his angry defilement at the funeral. She began to understand why she never felt close to Jerrin--she could never get past his defenses, because she knew now they had been an impenetrable fortress necessary to his survival. 
 
   Cherise swallowed the Xanax and took a calming breath. Why was she so nervine? She looked over at Keegan and Sophee, happily devouring a millet spray on their perches by the window. Because they're all I've got now. It occurred to her that she had lived her life largely as a single person. Not as a single person, meaning, sans boyfriend, but as a single person, meaning, alone. She hadn't realized the comfort that could be had from family and friends. Just people. Someone to talk to on a regular basis. Someone to care about, and someone to care about her. She had depended mostly on visits from her father for that interaction, and now he was gone.
 
   Jerrin had been wonderfully supportive through this, though he carried his own deep wounds. Now he was back in Bella Vista. And there was Noah. They were family. She felt closer to her brother now that they had shared something so painful. She felt a pull to be near him. A visit wouldn't hurt. She'd just take some extra Xanax for the plane ride and take Keegan and Sophee with her in carriers. He said he had a warehouse. There would be room for her feathered kids.
 
   Cherise called him. Noah answered. "This is Cherise--is this Noah?"
 
   "Yeah. Hi Cherise. Are you feeling better?"
 
   "You're sweet to ask. Thank you. I'm feeling a little lonely...I think I might take Jerrin up on his offer and come for a visit."
 
   "Cool."
 
   "Is he there?"
 
   "Oh, sorry. No, he went out on some errand. But I'll tell him to call you when he gets back."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   "How are Sophee and Keegan?"
 
   She brightened, touched that he showed such an interest in her beloved parrots. "They're fine."
 
   "Are you gonna bring them with you?"
 
   "Well, yes. I don't really leave home without them."
 
   "So they're like an American Express card."
 
   She giggled. "Yes, they are. I am unnaturally attached to them, I hate being away from them very long."
 
   "Well, there's plenty of room here. This place is huge...it's like a...well, like a warehouse. Have you ever been here?"
 
   "No, regretfully. I haven't. And it's time I visited."
 
   "Well I'm sure Jerrin will love to have you. He worries about you, you know."
 
   "He does?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   She was endeared, not only by this boy's easy sensitivity, but by the knowledge that Jerrin was concerned about her. She had been away from her brother's life far too long. She resolved to change that, starting right then. "Well, you tell Jerrin that I'm booking the next flight I can get. He can call me when he gets back."
 
   "I'll do it."
 
   Cherise got on her computer and ignored the instant messages waiting for her from all her cyberfriends. On an airline website, she booked a ticket for a flight leaving in two hours. Partly, her haste was to avoid any niggling phobic reaction that would render her incapable of stepping outside, much less boarding an aircraft. Her last-minute reservation cost more, but she reminded herself that money was not an object. Not that it had been before her father's death left her such a hefty inheritance, but it now seemed that she could do things that before she wouldn't even think of. It was not common for her to book a flight and take off by herself; she had, in fact, never done so. She never spent the money she had, unless it was on the parrots, or exotic food to prepare for infrequent dinner parties, designed to offer the company of a few peripheral friends.
 
   Before she talked herself out of it--prevented her anxiety from whispering to her until she turned on the TV or began chatting online to avoid engaging in her life in any real way--she opened her closet. She was, essentially, out-smarting herself.
 
   Opening the largest suitcase she had, she began to pack.
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   Noah hung up the phone, and went to the kitchen to make himself a sandwich, and then walked around the warehouse, exploring. Jerrin's paintings were everywhere. He had a display of them in a large room near the back, and his talent was obvious. Most of them were abstract, and he paused for a long while in front of one that had musical notes hidden within the myriad of colors. He liked it best. He missed music. He missed his bandmates. He also missed those hours he spent in his room, practicing his bass. Since the age of 13, he had not missed a night with his hands on the strings and the fretboard.
 
   Noah headed for the bathroom, turning on the shower and removing his jeans and T-Shirt. He noticed there were lots of things for women in this guest bath. Apparently Jerrin had lots of female visitors and wanted them to feel at home. That was smooth.
 
   Noah stared at himself in the mirror. His skin had always been a shade darker than his mother's skin. From pictures, he knew that Dominic Fontaine didn't look any darker than normal. But Jerrin's skin was bronze, like someone with a really good tan. He understood that Jerrin came from a Cajun mother, after overhearing a conversation with Cherise, and liked the idea that Jerrin might be his real father.
 
   After a shower in which Noah used girly shampoos, and girly soaps and dried off with a girly pink towel, he returned to his room, stretched out on the twin bed, with the girly pink towel still around him and read more of the Stephen King novel he'd bought at the airport. Soon, he drifted to sleep with images of Hurricane Katrina in his head.
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   When he awoke, there was a plastic sack in the floor next to the bed. The note attached was from Jerrin. Didn't want to wake you. Here's something you'll probably like.
 
   He opened the sack and pulled out the box with the jog-proof radio and CD player, complete with headphones and a few new CD's. One of them was Green Day. 
 
   Noah smiled, and opened the box. He loaded the Green Day CD and put on the headphones, listening to a song, before he turned it off and went into the Great Room of the warehouse, where Jerrin was on the couch watching television.
 
   "Hey, sleepy-head," Jerrin greeted him.
 
   Noah lifted the CD player. "Thanks."
 
   "You're welcome."
 
   The boy plopped down on the other end of the sofa. "What are you watching?"
 
   "Some home improvement show...I recorded it a long time ago, because I wanted to renovate this place."
 
   "Do you have the tools?"
 
   "Oh yeah, I've got a whole closet full of tools in the back. I never got around to using them."
 
   "I'm pretty good at fixing and building things."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yeah. I could help you."
 
   "That would be great."
 
   Noah watched the host of the fix-it show instruct the viewer on drywall tips. "Did you get the note about Cherise?"
 
   "Oh, yeah. . I guess we'll have to postpone the shopping spree. Maybe she'll go with us. I can't believe it, but her plane is landing in another couple hours. I'm gonna go pick her up."
 
   Noah grabbed a handful of popcorn from the bowl on the table. "She's kinda phobic, huh?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Well, then, this is a good thing for her."
 
   "I suppose it is, yeah." Jerrin reached for his bottle of water and took a drink. "So tell me what your life was like in Bay St. Louis..."
 
   Noah leaned back. "I don't know...the band took up most of my time. I hung out with older guys...that was better for me, except I had to be the designated driver a lot. But I already did that for my mom a lot too, so..."
 
   A great kid like this, he thought, having to deal with an alcoholic mom. Why had Tina descended into that? Was it also because of Dominic Fontaine? "What other things did you like to do?"
 
   Over the next hour, Jerrin learned that by being the designated driver so frequently, Noah had learned to be responsible, in spite of the irresponsible people around him. Sports never held much allure for him, and he had been a music geek most of his life, always dreaming of going on tour with a rock band. His favorite bass guitar was a subject he related with abject enthusiasm. Playing it was a source of joy--"like going to another place," he said. Jerrin was familiar with the sensation. All artistic people experienced that bliss that only comes from letting go and allowing the muse to take over. It's how Jerrin felt when he painted. It was a comfort zone; a place where nothing held significance except the moment, and the moment was filled with promise and delight.
 
   Jerrin knew this was the right time. He got up. "Stay right there." Moving to the back of the warehouse, he retrieved the other gifts he'd picked up for Noah when he was out getting the bank cards. "Close your eyes," he said as he came back into the great room. Noah obeyed. Jerrin set the items down. "Okay."
 
   Noah opened his eyes and saw the guitar case and small amp. His eyes grew large. "Is that a Modulus?" He rushed over and opened the case to reveal the gloss white, signature bass of his idol, Flea, from the Red Hot Chili Peppers. "You bought this for me?" Noah squeaked. It was the first time Jerrin had ever heard Noah this vibrant.
 
   "Yeah. I talked to a guy at the music store, and asked him about it, since I knew you admired him, and he said this was the bass to get."
 
   "Man! This is a twenty eight hundred dollar bass!" Noah began to appear disturbed then, when the price tag became part of the gift.
 
   "Hey. I'm a wealthy man, Noah. You're a good kid, and I know you lost everything in Katrina. I want you to be happy."
 
   Noah laid a hand on the strings reverently. "Man!" he said again. Continuing to gawk at the instrument, the boy began tearing up. Jerrin was shocked, yet pleased, that something he did could bring such animated glee to someone else. He liked the feeling. Had he been too self absorbed in the past, then? Noah wiped tears and took the bass out, sitting on the floor with it in his lap, and heard him play a few riffs, slapping and popping. "That's great just like that. I can't imagine what you'll sound like when you plug in." 
 
   "Can I do it in my room?"
 
   "Of course," Jerrin laughed, picking up the amp and following the boy.
 
   Noah plugged everything in and began to play, and although Jerrin was no expert, he thought this boy was incredibly talented. He left him to it, and went back to the great room, where he turned the TV off and stretched out on the sofa, listening to Noah practice, until it was time for him to go get Cherise. He left a note on the coffee table, and carried a buoyant sensation with him to the airport.
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   Cherise came down the escalator to where he stood, hugged him cheerfully and handed him the carrier with the two parrots inside. He said hello to Sophee and Keegan and followed Cherise to the baggage carousel.
 
   "You sure are in a good mood."
 
   "I just got on a plane without planning to, and came to visit my brother. I feel great."
 
   "Did you take something other than Xanax?"
 
   "Nope. Just the Xanax. But only half as much as usual."
 
   "What's got into you?"
 
   She watched the carousel for her suitcase. "I think I finally realized that I've missed out on spending time with you, and I've let myself become so hermitized...I'm ready to change that."
 
   Jerrin continued to wear a half-frown, half-grin, unsure of what magic had a hold on his sister.
 
   "There it is," she pointed at her bag. Jerrin handed her the carrier and lifted it off and they started for the parking lot. 
 
   "How's little Mr. Noah?"
 
   "He's happy as a clam. I bought him a bass and amp and he's at home, thumping away."
 
   "That's so cute." She peeked inside the carrier to the parrots. "We're almost there, you guys...you'll have your freedom soon." Sophee made her odd little noise that sounded like "Heh."
 
   Cherise leaned down toward the carrier. "Maybe Keegan could sing for a while..."
 
   Keegan sang, "Whoo let the dooogs out? Woo, woo woo woo-woo..."
 
   "That's right, Keeg!" she said.
 
   He praised himself. "Good boy!"
 
   Jerrin laughed. "You're a funny bird, Keegan."
 
   From inside the carrier, Keegan added, "Want some cheese?"
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   At sunrise, she was drinking coffee and reading the paper retrieved from the lobby. Afterward, she called her folks and told them she had gotten the ax, but assured them she was checking out a new prospect in the Ozarks.
 
   "The Ozarks?" her mother squeaked. "Isn't that in the mid-South or something?" 
 
   "Yeah, but Mom, it's growing there. They say it's the fastest growing region in the country, and they need agents. The competition in Maine was so fierce, I never had a minute to myself."
 
   "Well, I don't want you to have to work that hard. You should do whatever you think is best. And the mid-South is only half the distance from here."
 
   "Listen to your mother, Si..." her dad intoned from the other phone. "You know she's always right." Then he burst into that gleeful laugh she had missed so much. The two of them teased each other all the time, but it was always good-natured and she could feel the love behind it. They had set a great example for her, and all her life, she had hoped for that kind of love. 
 
   Melancholy again seeped in; this kind of devotion, this prolonged love affair her parents enjoyed, could never happen for her now, and so she got them talking about everything going on at the farm, to distract herself. She didn't want them to know what her life had become. She wanted them to be happy up until the very last second she could give them.
 
   After the phone call, she knew she'd have to occupy herself to get her mind off the hovering sadness that seemed to be following her around like an ugly bumblebee. She asked the hotel clerk about places to go walk around, and was referred to Dickson Street in Fayetteville.
 
   Taking College Avenue for a few miles, she saw the clock tower the clerk spoke of, turned right on Dickson, and parked. She began her walk down the street, pausing at an old fashioned bookshop, crammed with every imaginable thing to read. Browsing for over an hour, she selected mostly positive thinking books, and then stopped at a coffee shop called Common Grounds for lunch, and afterward, slipped into Willy's D's, a quaint little piano bar, for a cocktail some soft live music, while she read her books.
 
   One of the books was by Jerry and Esther Hicks. It was about a collective group of "non-physical" teachers who spoke through Esther, using the moniker, "Abraham." She was usually immune to such far-fetched ideas, but found herself drawn in to the message in the book. It stated, in no uncertain terms, that we all have the power to manifest the lives we want, and that most of our physical reality is based on how we "vibrate." She knew that the body was essentially an electrical thing, that was no secret, but the detail about how it all worked, cosmically, was unsurpassed in this book. It wasn't merely about positive thinking, it was about how thoughts are really things, and profoundly affect our bodies on a cellular level. Deepak Chopra had spoken of this for years, but while she had read many of his books, the deeper meaning had not resonated quite as comprehensively with her, until now.
 
   She spent a solid hour reading the book, enjoying a margarita, and came away feeling uplifted, hopeful. Any book that could do that in her situation, was indeed worthy of taking seriously. She resolved to continue her interest and find the other books by those authors and others like them. It couldn't hurt, and it might help her face what would be the biggest challenge in her life.
 
   Sienna continued her stroll around the Dickson Street area, pleased that it was clean and seemed safe. It was only blocks away from the University, and college students milled about in great numbers, carefree and looking forward to long happy lives, good jobs, marriage and babies. The infectious atmosphere permeated the stress residing like Cerberus at the gates of her soul, and she managed to still the multi-headed beast with the warm light of hope. 
 
   Maybe she wasn't doomed. Maybe she, like Hercules, could overpower the beast with knowledge, rather than brute strength. She could learn more about her illness and take a proactive role, find a good doctor. The medications these days were much better, and she remembered reading about many people who lived for a long time with HIV. Relieved by her mythical stance made manifest, she headed back to her car, and by five, was on her way to Bella Vista, anxious to get a feel for the area.
 
   Interstate 540 North, became Highway 71 into Bella Vista, a half hour away. Exiting at Lancashire, she paused at the Arvest Bank ATM to get some cash. While pulling out, she saw another vehicle pulling into the lot, and noticed it was a white work pickup much like the one that snake, Kitcher, drove. She remembered his hands on her, his face in her neck, and then recalled pushing the Glock into his temple, and got a bit of renewed pleasure out of that recollection. 
 
   Checking as she went by, she noticed the white truck pulling out onto Lancashire. There was an obvious blank spot on the driver's door, where a sign had been, and her eyes shot up to the face as it passed. For a second, she thought it looked like Kitcher. Then as she focused, she was practically certain. What would he be doing here? Intrigued, she followed the truck down Lancashire. It was Bella Vista, after all, and she thought it was worth the ride, even if her suspicion proved false. He turned three more times before ending up on Marina drive, and pulled into the Shrimpman's Yacht Club. She steered in across the lot and saw him get out.
 
   It was Kitcher. She was sure of it. What the hell is he doing here? She recalled him saying he drove down to do the tree-trimming, that was really looting. Was he actually from Bella Vista? An odd sensation of tiny centipede feet traversed her spine. She had read the Celestine Prophesy, as had millions of others, and synchronicity was the prevailing theme in that book. It seemed an interesting and plausible theory, but she had never truly experienced it on any visceral level until now. So these things really did happen, they had just not happened to her? Or had she merely been oblivious until circumstances caused her to frame her experience in a new way? Curiosity won, and she got out and slipped inside.
 
   He was at the small bar, and she looked around for a place to sit where he wouldn't recognize her. Her second eerie synchronicity sensation made itself known as she saw the young man at a table, his eye on Kitcher.
 
   Jerrin Boudreaux. 
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   Intrigued, she sat down while he was twisted around watching Kitcher. "Do you believe in synchronicity?"
 
   He turned to her voice. "Well...hello, Sienna."
 
   "Good memory."
 
   "We did share a plane ride, and a conversation at Applebee's...and you're not exactly forgettable."
 
   She inclined her head at him in silent gratitude, grabbed a napkin from the dispenser and swiped it across the table to clear it of any debris or water rings. 
 
   "Are you following me, Sienna?"
 
   "Oh, piffle. You found me out. I was on my way to a Stalkers Anonymous meeting and had a relapse."
 
   He laughed. "Well forgive me, but this is the third time we've crossed paths, in as many days."
 
   "Kismet, maybe."
 
   "Mmm. Or synchronicity. Maybe." 
 
   "It could even be both."
 
   "Aren't they the same thing?"
 
   "Oh no, kismet is just plain old fate. Synchronicity is a meaningful alignment of people or things, or events. Carl Jung coined it and James Redfield brought it to the masses."
 
   "Are you sure you're a real estate agent?"
 
   "I had a double major in college. Psychology and philosophy."
 
   "But the money was better in real estate?" he chided.
 
   "Uhhh...something like that."
 
   He nodded, his eyes slid back over to Kitcher.
 
   "Why are you watching that man?"
 
   "I think he's got something...that doesn't belong to him..." 
 
   "He probably does, since he's a thief."
 
   "You know him?"
 
   "We bumped into each other once. I might tell you about it, if you're nice."
 
   "Tease. I think he's also wearing my un-father's watch." 
 
   Sienna experienced a spooky tingle around her throat and chest. Jerrin couldn't know that she had intended to kill Dominic. But at some point, she might have to relate the whole sordid story if she wanted to continue keeping company with him. "Well, I happen to know he was on the Gulf Coast right after Katrina. Are you sure it was your father's watch?"
 
   "I got a really good look at it when he had his hand on my bag at the airport carousel. That watch is one-of-a-kind."
 
   "Where was it the last time you saw it?"
 
   He gave her a dead look. "It was forever on my father's wrist. He never took it off."
 
   Sienna did recall the watch. She had seen it many times during their mostly seafaring dates. "Strange, that Kitcher would have it."
 
   "Kitcher? You know his name, too?"
 
   "Kitcher. Don't know if it's his last name or first name, but that's what he told me when I had my little run-in with him."
 
   "Curiouser and curiouser," he said, eyeing her with some suspicion. "I am having a dinner tonight. Would you like to join us?"
 
   "Are you...asking me on a date?"
 
   "I feel obliged, since the universe keeps tossing us together, as Noah said." 
 
   "Where is Noah, by the way?"
 
   "He's at my place with my sister. I've invited my broker friend, Kenny…So, see? It's perfect. You could impress him with your real estate agenting. It would be a fairly non-threatening dinner date with my family."
 
   She laughed. "Who told you dinner with a man's family was non-threatening?"
 
   "Well mine is. You and my sister, Cherise, would hit it off. She needs some friends, anyway, she keeps to herself too much. She breeds parrots. But she's a phenomenal cook. So you'd really be missing out if you don't come."
 
   She considered him a moment, his eyes dancing now, and was taken in by his charm. Did charm run in his family? she wondered. "I'd love to, but I'll need to see your license."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Just humor me. I've had to deal with fakers in the past."
 
   Although suspicious, he nonetheless pulled out his wallet and gave her the card.
 
   Jerrin O. Boudreaux, it read.
 
   "What's the 'O' stand for?"
 
   "Ontario."
 
   "Come on."
 
   "Really. The old man thought it would be funny to name me that when they were there on vacation and found out my mom was pregnant with me."
 
   "Oh. Okay. If you didn't like it, why didn't you change that too?"
 
   "Well I needed the middle initial. The clerk at the courthouse said I needed a middle name and I couldn't think of anything else on the spot. And I was kind of used to it. But mostly, I think I like the idea of having initials that spelled job. That way, I could tell my father I finally got a real J-O-B."
 
   "Those are also the letters for Job, from the Bible."
 
   "True. He and I both were sorely tested by our fathers."
 
   "Oh, that's cute." She watched him grin at his own wit. "It's a good name. Ontario. But I like the name Jerrin better. I'll call you Jerrin."
 
   "You can call me anything you want, except 'not your type'."
 
   A smile oozed onto her face. "Oh, you're my type, all right."
 
   "Don't be coy, Sienna." They both laughed. "Right. So, you'll come to dinner, now?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   "Great." He looked back over at Kitcher. "So what do we do about him?"
 
   She considered this for a pensive moment. "Maybe we could follow him around together until we figure out what to do." She brazenly grabbed his beer and had a sip.
 
   "Maybe." Elevating an eyebrow, he asked, "Would you like me to get you a drink?"
 
   "No thanks. I'll just drink this one."
 
   He smirked at her and she laughed. "I'm kidding." She waved at the waitress who came over. "Two more of these, please."
 
   They both peered over at Kitcher as he alternately checked his stolen watch and the entrance, his eyes gliding over the room in case he might have missed the entrance of whomever he was waiting on. 
 
   Sienna watched him with a hand half-blocking her face. "Maybe we should confront him."
 
   "Would he recognize you?"
 
   "Oh, yeah. I left an indelible impression, I believe."
 
   "I bet you did...did you go out with him or something?"
 
   She gave him a droll expression. "What do I look like?"
 
   "You look like a lovely way to spend an evening," Jerrin said.
 
   "Oh you're good." She gave him a demure smile, as the waitress dropped off the two bottles of Tequiza and when Jerrin made a move for his wallet, she stilled him and pushed a ten into the waitress's hand. "Keep it." Her attention back on Jerrin, she considered his generous mane of hair and bronze complexion, his full lips framed by a mustache and goatee. She knew why romance novels always referred to some men as having "smoldering good looks." Jerrin was that kind of guy. He could have missed his calling as a model. Although the idea of him standing at a canvas with paint all over him was equally alluring. "What do you do with yourself when you're not following time-thieves?"
 
   "I'm an artist, remember?"
 
   "Yes, but what else?" She took a long drink of beer. 
 
   "Is that a trick question?"
 
   "Okay let's go with this: what kind of artist are you?"
 
   "Starving." Only a slight, ironic humor danced in his eyes.
 
   She knew he had inherited a fortune from Dominic, and appreciated the fact that he didn't flaunt it. "Well are you any good?"
 
   "At what?"
 
   "Art." She lifted a sardonic eyebrow.
 
   "Yes. As a matter of fact, I have a showing coming up at The Starving Artist Gallery in Kansas City."
 
   "Ah. You made another joke..." She nodded, considering him. "I think I'd rather share the evening with you, than Kitcher over there."
 
   "I would hope so."
 
   She saw that Kitcher was becoming more and more antsy. "So this watch...you're really sure it was Dominic's?"
 
   "No doubt whatsoever."
 
   "How do you know? You said you'd had no contact with him for many years."
 
   "Let's say it's custom made, and I secretly lusted after it since I was a child."
 
   "What would a child want with that expensive watch?"
 
   "It was shiny," he answered cryptically, watching Kitcher drink his scotch and squirm in his chair.
 
   "I have an idea," she said.
 
   "I do too."
 
   She smacked his arm playfully. "Wouldn't it be a bit of poetic justice if Mr. Kitcher were mugged outside this establishment, and his watch stolen?"
 
   Sienna saw all of Jerrin's teeth, then. They clinked their bottles together in an unspoken toast.
 
    
 
   Continuing their banter, they waited until Kitcher's patience wore out, and he dropped a bill on the bar and moved toward the front.
 
   Outside, they caught up to him. "Excuse me--" Jerrin said, choosing the direct approach, rather than a pipe upside his head.
 
   Sienna scoffed, "I thought you were going to mug him?"
 
   He gave her a wry look, addressing Kitcher. "You have something that belongs to me."
 
   "Oh? What might that be?" Kitcher said haughtily, his attention on Jerrin, not noticing that the woman next to him was the Glock-wielding hitchhiker he had driven to the Jackson airport days ago.
 
   "My father's watch."
 
   Kitcher looked down at it and sneered back at him. "Now, how in the world would I have your father's watch?"
 
   "I assume you were a looter on the Gulf Coast after the storm."
 
   "Really? Buddy, you've had too much to drink." Kitcher made a move to walk away and Jerrin grabbed his shirt at the back, stopping him. "There's an inscription on the back of it. It says All my love, Zenobia. That's my mother. Now, if you can show me that the inscription doesn't exist, I'll let you walk away."
 
   Kitcher now resembled a convict stuck under the prison yard fence. "I don't have to show you anything, pal." That's when he recognized Sienna. "Hey...you're--"
 
   Jerrin seized the element of surprise and grabbed the man's arm and spun. In a few swift moves, Jerrin had Kitcher's arm pinned under his own, and had forced the watch off him. Turning it over, he saw the inscription was there, and handed the watch to Sienna. "Now, beat it, before I have one of my mental fugues and peel the ears off the side of your head."
 
   Kitcher flushed white, took another look at Sienna, and headed to his pickup.
 
   "Mental fugues?" Sienna asked. "You'll have to elaborate on that over dinner."
 
   "Not until you tell me how you met that vermin."
 
   "I'll think about it." She started walking toward her car.
 
   "Where are you going?" 
 
   "Back to the hotel."
 
   "It's almost dinner time, why don't you follow me home?"
 
   She continued to her car, as he strode after her. "Because I'm not a puppy."
 
   "Oh my god, woman. You are really playing me, aren't you?"
 
   She opened her door and turned to him. "Not at all. I simply don't want to appear desperate."
 
   "You don't. See, the way I figure it, we keep crossing paths for a reason. Don't you find that strange?"
 
   "It's a lot stranger than you could possibly know."
 
   "What does that mean?"
 
   "Maybe I'll tell you one day. Today is not that day."
 
   He chewed the inside of his cheek, regarding her. "What am I going to do with you, Sienna Bachman?"
 
   The answer, something good, I hope dashed through her mind, and she pushed it away. She could not very well let herself get involved with the son of Dominic Fontaine...and yet, Noah had been right. There did seem to be some cosmic manipulation going on. 
 
   He continued to goad her, weighing the imaginary choices in each hand. "Let's see...go back to the hotel ...go to Jerrin's for dinner...hotel...Jerrin..."
 
   "Oh all right. Lead and I shall follow."
 
   "That's more like it." He turned and headed for his Element.
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   Kenny rang the bell, and then opened the door to peek in. "Everybody decent?
 
   "No, but we have clothes on," Jerrin retorted. "Come on in, you freak."
 
   Kenny wore a silk shirt, emblazoned with large tropical flowers.
 
   "Nice shirt," Jerrin said as his friend moved toward the kitchen bar.
 
   He took a seat on a barstool. "You're mackin' on this shirt, dude."
 
   "Um...no, I'm really not."
 
   "It looks like some of your paintings," he defended.
 
   "Um, no, it really doesn't."
 
   From the rear of the warehouse, came female laughter, moving closer to them.
 
   "Oh, man, you got me a date!" Kenny whispered.
 
   "No, it's Sienna and Cherise."
 
   "Well I haven't met either of them."
 
   "Sienna belongs to me," Jerrin cracked.
 
   "Oh I do, do I?" She stood a few feet away, hands on hips.
 
   "Um, Sienna, this is my best friend, Kenny Price."
 
   He extended his hand to shake. "Kenny 'just the right' Price."
 
   "Did you come up with that all by yourself?" she cracked.
 
   He looked at Jerrin. "Oh, I like her already."
 
   Jerrin smirked. "Thought you would."
 
   Cherise joined them, and Kenny looked up and then found his eyes glued to her. "You must be Jerrin's sister..."
 
   She held out her hand. "Cherise."
 
   He took it. "Kenny." A few seconds later, he still had not let go.
 
   Sienna smirked. "Oh, only 'Kenny,' now? Not Kenny 'just the right' Price?"
 
   He glanced at her but found his attention back on Cherise. "I'm so happy to finally be meeting you."
 
   "Jerrin speaks highly of you," she said, blushing.
 
   "And Jerrin failed to mention how exquisite his sister is."
 
   Sienna turned to look at Jerrin. "Did you bring his leash?"
 
   Jerrin laughed. "I'm afraid he's off the chain more than he ought to be."
 
   Kenny came back to himself then, gleaming as he sat back down on the barstool.
 
   "Let me get that chicken in the oven..." Cherise moved to the counter and removed the poultry from the marinade, placing it in a baking dish.
 
   Kenny noticed a distant thumping. "Is that thunder?"
 
   "No, that's Noah, playing his bass."
 
   "Noah?"
 
   "Yeah...come on, I'll introduce you..."
 
   Jerrin paused outside the door as the thrumming of the bass continued. "Let me give you a little background so you won't be confused."
 
   "Okay..." Kenny was already confused.
 
   "We thought Noah was my dad's son..."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Well, we're waiting on a DNA test, to be sure. His mom was in Katrina, and had left him information about his father, should anything happen to her...he hasn't found his mother since the storm. The information directed him to Dominic."
 
   "No kidding?"
 
   "But we think there's a possibility he could...be mine."
 
   Kenny had a deep frown. "And this is possible, because..."
 
   "Because Noah's mother was my girlfriend when I was sixteen..."
 
   Kenny blinked rapidly. Then his eyes went wide. "Your father--?"
 
   "Yeah," he confirmed, without enthusiasm.
 
   "What a guy. No wonder you ran away from home."
 
   "Yeah. You sound like Noah." Jerrin ran his fingers through his lush hair. "So Noah is staying with me...he didn't have anywhere to go. He's a good kid."
 
   Kenny leaned against the wall. "Heavy."
 
   Jerrin knocked, and heard, "It's open."
 
   He swung the door wide. "Hey."
 
   "You don't have to knock." Noah said mildly. "It's your house."
 
   "A guy needs his space." He turned to his friend.
 
   "This is Noah...Noah, this is my best friend, Kenny."
 
   Kenny stepped forward, and they shook.
 
   There was a long, awkward silence, and then Noah said to Jerrin, "You told him, huh?"
 
   "Just now, yeah."
 
   "Welcome to the weirdness."
 
   Kenny chuckled. "I heard you practicing. You're great. How long you been playing?"
 
   "About three years."
 
   Kenny nodded, unsure of what else to say. Noah saved him.
 
   "You think Cherise needs help in there?" 
 
   Jerrin shrugged. "You could see."
 
   Noah put his bass down. "Nice to meet you."
 
   "Yeah," Kenny said, watching him leave. He turned to Jerrin. "The eternal bachelor has a special lady, and maybe a son...I'm having trouble wrapping my head around that..."
 
   "Me too." 
 
   Retracing their steps to the main room, they saw that Cherise was having Noah set the table. Jerrin's bohemian warehouse was now looking like a home, complete with family and friends.
 
   Sienna lingered in the kitchen with Cherise, and Noah joined the two men in front of the TV. They were watching some home improvement show, and Jerrin was brainstorming with them about what he wanted to do to the warehouse.
 
    
 
   In the other end of the warehouse, a window screen was removed, and Kitcher climbed in, careful to be quiet. Keegan turned to look at him. "Want some cheese?" the parrot asked.
 
   Kitcher whispered, "No, I don't want any damn cheese." He grabbed Keegan swiftly and stuffed him in a carrier. He did the same with Sophee, and was out the window again.
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   An hour later, Cherise was announcing dinner was ready, and they all gathered around the table.
 
   Jerrin took in the group. "Well, this is a new experience. I've never used more than two place settings before..."
 
   Sienna tossed him a knowing look and he rolled his eyes. "I mean I'm not used to having family dinner."
 
   "Here's some practice for ya..." Noah said. "Pass the rolls."
 
   They all laughed and started handing the food around.
 
   Over dinner, Jerrin spoke of his upcoming show at the Kansas City gallery, and everyone present promised to be in attendance. Kenny even offered to escort Cherise, and she gracefully accepted. It was all the others could do not to snicker. Kenny was behaving like a school boy, where Cherise was concerned. Sienna even suggested he might try pulling her hair. 
 
   Jerrin laughed along with them, but he kept a close eye on his sister, watching for her to respond with some form of panic. She never did. 
 
   As the evening wore down, it became apparent that Kenny was not only sweet on Cherise, but so impressed with Sienna that he felt she'd be an asset to his company. He offered her a job. She said she'd give it some thought and let him know in a day or two.
 
   He clenched at his chest, dramatically. "Oh, you're gonna make me wait? You're killing me--"
 
   "Oh my god," Jerrin said in his best South Park voice. "She killed Kenny! You bastard!"
 
   Everyone laughed.
 
   While Sienna and Kenny cleared the table and began loading the dishwasher, Cherise went to give treats to the parrots, and Jerrin went to check on Noah, in his room. He was again playing bass with the headphones plugged into the amp to avoid disturbing anyone. He saw Jerrin, and ceased, tugging the phones off. 
 
   "You don't have to use those, you know. This place could use some music."
 
   "I'm used to it now. My mom made me wear the phones. Now I'm not sure I could do it another way."
 
   "Ah. Ok." Jerrin nodded and thought about how much the kid needed clothes, even though he had given him some of his old jeans until they went shopping. He wasn't sure he knew what sixteen year old boys were wearing these days. His thoughts were interrupted by Cherise, screaming.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

33 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   When Cherise found the parrots gone, and the window open from the outside, she panicked. Everyone ran to the back of the warehouse.
 
   Noah moved immediately to Cherise, and put an arm around her, trying to calm her, and Kenny peered outside the window.
 
   Sienna pulled Jerrin aside, whispering, "A few hours ago, we left the company of a thief with an axe to grind. Guess who followed us over here?"
 
   Jerrin took a breath and knew she was right. "No one else could know there were parrots out here..." he whispered back. "Maybe he initially intended to steal something out of revenge, and hit the mother lode when he saw them...I think you're right." He moved over to his sister. "Cherise. We know who has them. Don't worry. We'll get the parrots, they'll be fine..."
 
   Cherise rubbed at a finger, and paced around, still frantic. Noah took her hands and looked into her eyes. "Look at me," he said. "Take a deep breath." She did. "Now let it out slowly..." She obeyed again. "If Jerrin says he'll get the parrots back, you know he will..."
 
   She nodded, feeling a bit more calm. Kenny started replacing the screen in the window, unsure of what else to do. Maybe this was a glimpse of the panic disorder that Jerrin had mentioned. Still, it only made him feel protective. The reaction wasn't that unusual for someone who loved her pets. He wanted to reassure her, as Noah was doing, but couldn't find the words.
 
    
 
   As the dynamic duo departed, Sienna yanked on Jerrin's sleeve. "How are we going to find him?"
 
   "I happen to know where he lives."
 
   "Curiouser and curiouser," she said, getting into the Element.
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   Speeding toward Kitcher's house in Jerrin's Honda, Sienna asked, "And how do you know where he lives?"
 
   "I caught him trying to steal my luggage at the airport carousel, and that's when I noticed the watch. I followed him on the way home. Saw where he lives."
 
   "Good thing, or those parrots would be history."
 
   "Jesus. That would break Cher's heart in two." 
 
   Jerrin took a corner a bit fast and Sienna warned, "Careful, Matchbox cars don't corner well."
 
   He gave her a petulant look. "This is not a Matchbox car."
 
   "It's not exactly a chick magnet, either."
 
   He faked insult. "I do very well, thank you."
 
   "I bet you do," she said, holding onto the armrest to keep from sliding. "I saw the stocked guest bath."
 
   He looked sheepish. "Busted," he said.
 
   Off Cooper, he slowed and parked on a side street and the two of them crept like leopards up to a window of Kitcher's house, and peeked in. While feeding the parrots, Sophee bit him. She may have been crippled, but she could still draw blood. In this case, her choice of victims was sound.
 
   Jerrin motioned for Sienna to follow him to a safe distance away from the house. He flipped open his phone and called the police, letting them know what happened. "Tell the officers not to use sirens. This guy will bolt."
 
   They waited until they heard cars arrive, and hurried to the front. Officers nodded at them and told them to stand aside as they went up to the steps, both officers keeping a hand on their side arms. They rang the bell and Kitcher dumbly came to the door and saw them, his face draining of color.
 
   "Mr. Kitcher, may we come in?"
 
   A few short moments later, an officer told them that Kitcher had a great deal of stolen merchandise, most of it luggage, stolen from the airport. Jerrin's suspicions had been confirmed. Kitcher had intended to take his bag that day. 
 
   Brought outside in handcuffs, Kitcher glared at both of their jeering faces as he went by.
 
   Sienna cracked, "Oooo. He's really mad at us." 
 
   "Remind me to cry about it later."
 
   "Ok," she said smartly.
 
   An officer brought the birds out, and began questioning Jerrin and Sienna for the report. It wasn't long before the news crews arrived. The bust was formidable. Kitcher had enough stolen merchandise to open a department store.
 
   The officer finished his questions and excused himself, while a reporter rushed up with a microphone and cameraman.
 
   "Are you the ones who reported this?" she asked.
 
   Jerrin made a comical production out of leaning into the microphone, only to answer, "Yes."
 
   Sienna stifled a laugh.
 
   The interview continued, until the reporter commented that Jerrin might want to go into detective work, and asked what work he did, and Sienna piped up. "He's a gifted artist. He's having a showing at Starving Artist Gallery in Kansas City this Saturday."
 
   Jerrin glanced at her in awe, and held out a display hand toward Sienna. "My press agent," he said to the reporter.
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   Jerrin called ahead and let Cherise know that the parrots were with them and perfectly fine. He told them to turn the news on, though, that they'd likely be on the news at ten. 
 
   Cherise cried tears of joy when she saw her beloved birds, and immediately took them to her room to give them treats on top of the bureau she'd spread newspapers on. Neither of the parrots seemed bothered by the experience. Keegan even praised himself. "Good boy!" he said, sounding eerily like Cherise.
 
   The news segment about the Kitcher arrest came on, and they showed the whole interview with Jerrin, including Sienna's quick thinking about advertising Jerrin's show. 
 
   "What a sales job!" Kenny was saying to Sienna. "Oh, you are SO hired!" Kenny enthused.
 
   The phone rang. "Now, that's another gallery, hopefully." Jerrin said. He answered, and after a moment, moved toward the kitchen. 
 
   By the time he hung up, they turned to look at him, saw the expression on his face. Cherise muted the TV. 
 
   He looked directly at Noah. "Wilson is back in town, and he didn't want to wait until tomorrow to call..."
 
   Noah stiffened.
 
   "The tests came back..." He glanced at Sienna, but realized he was not concerned about her reaction, only Noah's, and it was no longer going to be a secret. "I'm your father."
 
   Noah stood perfectly still, his eyes locked on Jerrin's and the two exchanged a silent energy. Noah's response was to move toward Jerrin and hug him.
 
   The two embraced for a long moment, and Sienna was startled to see tears in both their eyes, the response shared by herself and Cherise. Kenny  smiled warmly. Now Sienna understood the situation a little better, and she was touched by the moment the two had shared in front of everyone. 
 
   Cherise moved up behind Noah. "Welcome to the family, Nephew." He turned to hug her too, and the three of them seemed relieved, if not startled by the news. 
 
   "Wow. I feel like I'm intruding," Sienna said.
 
   "Me too," Kenny echoed.
 
   "Not at all," Jerrin assured her. "You shared a happy moment with our family."
 
   Cherise had never recalled hearing Jerrin say anything similar. He had never seemed involved in their family. Now, the family had been reconfigured, and she cried harder. Jerrin hugged her.
 
   Presently, Jerrin turned back to his son. "I'm not used to being a father, so..."
 
   Noah shrugged. "That's okay, I'm not used to having one. It'll be like the blind leading the blind."
 
   They all laughed.
 
   "Yeah, won't that be fun," Jerrin grinned.
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   When Jerrin walked Sienna to her car, she paused beside the vehicle. "You don't have to answer this, but--" 
 
   "I hate questions that start like that." He smiled. "Just kidding, go ahead."
 
   "Um...who did Noah think his father was?"
 
   Jerrin took a deep breath and looked up at the star-strewn sky. "Dominic."
 
   "What?"
 
   "It's a long sordid story. Although I suppose you heard most of it during my heartfelt eulogy. Tina was Noah's mom, and also my girlfriend all those years ago..."
 
   She remembered his words at the service. "Oh my god...she was the one he--"
 
   "Yep."
 
   "And she got pregnant, and went away--"
 
   "Yep."
 
   "And you only found out a few days ago?"
 
   "Ding ding. You win the prize. Now, that's the only secret you get from me tonight. You have to give up some of your secrets."
 
    "How do you know I have secrets?"
 
   "A woman like you--" he said, brushing her hair from in front of her eyes. "Always has secrets."
 
   That slight touch, that ephemeral physical contact, made her shiver. She wanted to kiss him more than she'd ever wanted to kiss anyone. So she opened her door and got in. 
 
   He leaned in the window, confused by her abrupt retreat. "I'm sorry--did I--"
 
   "No. No." She placed her hands on the wheel. "I like you a lot...I guess I just..."
 
   "You don't want to move so fast."
 
   She gave him an affirming expression.
 
   "Hey. I can be patient if you need that. I want to get to know you, Sienna. I want to spend more time with you, learn who you are."
 
   She considered her looming health status. She should get a test done, and get it over with. But then, even if it came out clean, she knew that maybe it wasn't showing up yet, and she'd have to have another test in six months. How long would Jerrin be patient? "I'd like to get to know you, too, Jerrin. But--" Surprisingly, she felt herself misting up, and started the engine.
 
   "But what? Why are you pulling away?"
 
   "There are things I have to figure out right now...before I get involved with you..."
 
   "Fair enough," he said, raising up. "Can I call you?"
 
   "I hope you will." She put the car in gear and backed out, steering out of the drive and onto the blacktop of Cooper Road.
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   Back inside, Jerrin looked for, but couldn't find Noah. Cherise came down the corridor with a parrot on each shoulder, and Kenny was right behind her. "Noah went out for a walk."
 
   "Okay..." He studied his sister for a moment. "Do you think I should go find him or leave him alone?"
 
   "I think you should do whatever your heart tells you to do. Noah is such a great kid. He has a good heart, but he's been through so much. I think more than anything, he needs to know he has a solid foundation and that people care about him."
 
   "How did you get so smart?"
 
   "I read a lot," she joked. 
 
   He leaned to kiss his sister's cheek, and Keegan nipped at him. "Jealous bird."
 
   "He's being protective."
 
   Jerrin held his finger out and Keegan grabbed it with his long toes, and then let go. "He likes you."
 
   "Because he shook my hand?"
 
   She giggled. "He doesn't do that unless he likes someone."
 
   Kenny said, "Lets see if he'll shake mine..." Kenny held his finger out, nudging Keegan's chest, and the parrot moved away. "Does that mean he doesn't like me?"
 
   "He knows you're a salesman," she grinned.
 
   "Keegan!" Kenny pleaded. "Come on! I'm a nice guy!"
 
   The parrot replied, "Want some cheese?" 
 
   Kenny looked at Cherise. "What does that mean?"
 
   "It means he wants some cheese," she giggled.
 
   Kenny hurried to the refrigerator.
 
   Jerrin stepped out the back door beyond the kitchen, surveying the area for Noah. He saw him silhouetted by the porch light, leaning against a tree near the small glade situated only a few yards from the patio. The crickets serenaded him as he approached. "I was thinking about putting a big grill out here, and a picnic table. It would be great to grill steaks again. I haven't done that in a long time."
 
   "I love grilled steaks," Noah said simply.
 
   Jerrin picked up a pine cone and began breaking off the scales, one by one. "I want us to get to know each other, Noah, and I understand we've got lots of catching up to do...but I want you to feel like this is your home, too, and that you can come to me for anything. You can always talk to me."
 
   His incomplete grin was followed by a nod. "Thanks."
 
   "Hey, I have something for you." Jerrin reached into his pocket and pulled out a temporary ATM card, and a credit card. "I opened an account for you in your name." Noah took the cards. "The ATM card won't work everywhere...it might be a week or ten days before the check card comes in the mail...but if you get in a bind, you can use that credit card."
 
   Noah looked down at the plastic freedom in his hands. He had never had a check card or a credit card. The only time he wrote a check was when his mother was too inebriated to do it on the first of the month. Other than that, he only dealt with the cash his mom gave him or gig pay. "Wow. That was fast."
 
   "Part of the errand I went on earlier."
 
   "You didn't even know, then...man. You get me the best bass and amp in the world, and now you give me my own bank account...I keep waiting for the sky to open up and drop a big rock on my head."
 
   "You don't think you deserve to have good things happen?"
 
   Noah thought about it for a moment. "I guess I'm not used to it...nothin' was ever easy with me and Mom. I mean, we weren't poor...but I guess I don't know what it's like to be spoiled like this..."
 
   "Am I spoiling you?"
 
   Noah grinned. "Maybe."
 
   "Well I figure I've missed out on 16 years of your life...I've got catching up to do...and as long as you don't become a brat--" 
 
   "Yeah, right." he chuckled. "But...what can I do for you?"
 
   "Just be here. Live here with me. Be happy. Hang out with me sometimes."
 
   "I think I can do that."
 
   "Now, I hate to tell you this, but we're going to have to go shopping next. You need all kinds of things."
 
   "Oh? Like what?"
 
   "Clothes, for one. And whatever else a guy your age needs." 
 
   "Cherise needs cages for the parrots. They can't keep perching on that old dresser."
 
   "That's a good way to get her to go with us."
 
   "I think she's gonna be okay with that. She's making progress."
 
   "Yeah. I can see that." Jerrin looked back toward the kitchen door, idly wondering what she and Kenny were up to.
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   Regular STD panels had been a habit with Sienna. She spent the better part of the last ten years watching acquaintances and friends and friends of friends discover that a single night of risk could evolve into a lifetime of misery. She even knew one fifty-five year old woman who had contracted herpes from her own husband. The man had a secret fondness for prostitutes. After the husband died of a heart attack, the woman had to begin dating to assuage her loneliness, and when things would begin to get serious, she would tell her suitor the truth, and then never hear from him again. Last Sienna heard, this woman was now having sex on a regular basis, and not telling her lovers a thing. People lie for all kinds of reasons. 
 
   That's why Sienna had been so prudent. That's why she had been distressed by her own compliance when one Dominic Fontaine had plied her with wine and gotten past her defenses. She knew it was partly because she had been absorbed in her work, and had not had any intimate contact in ages. And partly, she told herself that a man of means would surely have the class to be as mindful as she was. She talked herself into him being an exception to the rule. But then that prescription bottle had rolled out of that drawer on the Gemini, and her greatest nightmare had been realized.
 
   She recognized that part of her anger was self-directed. She also knew she had redirected it all to him, in her homicidal ideation. What had it meant, then, that God or Fate had stepped in and taken his life? How could she categorize that as being spared the sin of killing another human being, when she was most likely carrying an insidious disease in her body that could take years to develop, and then eventually kill her in the prime of her life? She had no answers for herself. Her tests wouldn't be available for another two weeks. 
 
   Thus, when Jerrin called her after she got home from the clinic, she avoided the subject entirely, even though she felt compelled to talk to someone. She had no friends here to confide in. Instead, she told Jerrin that she had spoken to Kenny earlier in the day, toured his offices, and had lunch with him. She accepted the job he'd offered her, and was determined to build a clientele in this charming Shangra-La nestled in the Ozarks. 
 
   Jerrin offered to take her to a celebratory dinner, and she put him off, loath to stoke the embers that were already glowing with affection for him. Even if she learned her STD status was clear, how could she ever make Jerrin understand her history with his father; and keeping that information from him? 
 
   Sensing that Sienna was somehow uneasy about being alone with him, he gave her a counter-offer. A shopping trip with Noah and Cherise. His son and sister were in dire need of things they did not have, and it would be fun for all of them, without putting undue pressure on the budding romance between he and Sienna.
 
   She did agree to the shopping trip, and after chatting for a few more minutes, she refreshed her makeup, fluffed her hair, and left the hotel to meet them at the warehouse. 
 
   They all piled into Jerrin's Element and headed for Pinnacle Mall, in Rogers.
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   In a hip clothing store, Jerrin encouraged Noah to pick out everything he liked, no matter what. He told him to pretend that it was all free, or that money was as abundant as water.
 
   Noah knew better, but managed to fend off guilt long enough to buy what he needed.
 
   Sienna watched Jerrin, as he watched Cherise advise Noah on clothing choices, holding things up to him in the mirror, laughing.
 
   "Your eyes are shining."
 
   He looked at her. "I can't believe this. Instant fatherhood."
 
   She thought of her Instant Karma musings. "Yeah, just add water."
 
   "Katrina water," he said, eerily close to her own thought pattern days ago.
 
   "Cherise told me about your mother. Do you have any ideas about how to find her?"
 
   He sighed heavily. "I'm mostly hoping she'll call her friend in Oxford. Other than that, I'm not really sure. And Noah really needs closure about his own mother. I don't know how I'm going to find out what happened to her, and I'm not looking forward to the process. I'm afraid it won't have a happy ending for Noah."
 
   She nodded. "If she was anywhere near the coast during Katrina, it's not likely she survived."
 
   "I know." He watched Noah emerge from a dressing room wearing jeans and a casual shirt. "Last he heard from her, she said she was on her way to Jackson."
 
   "Could you call the police departments along 49 North? Maybe she got stranded there somewhere."
 
   "Could be, but you'd think she would have contacted Wilson. She's the one who left Noah the envelope with his name in it."
 
   "It's awful that Dominic never acknowledged Noah. He obviously thought he was his son."
 
   "Why break tradition?" he said wryly. He noticed that she didn't refer to him anymore as your father, and was thankful for that bit of sensitivity. It made everything easier. He considered her suggestion with his full attention for a moment. "Calling those police departments ...that's a really good idea, Sienna. You're a smart chick."
 
   "I have my moments." Not as many of them, lately, she mused. 
 
   Jerrin's cell phone jangled, and he pulled it out of his pocket to flip it open. After a cryptic exchange of words, he said, "I'm assuming he got it the same place he got the watch." Ending the call, he said to Sienna, "That was the detective on the Kitcher case. He said they found a pistol in Kitcher's house, a Glock, registered to Dominic Fontaine."
 
   Sienna realized there was no way to connect her to the Glock. "So you think he must have stolen it along with your father's watch?"
 
   "That's my guess. Which means that Kitcher took that watch off a dead man. Pretty low."
 
   "Yeah." Sienna was too late to stop the image of the fisherman's crucifixion. If Jerrin could hate his father, but still think stealing from him after his death was reprehensible, how much more abhorrent would he view her intention to bash his head in with a statue? 
 
   "Detective said the Glock would be released to me at some point after Kitcher's sentencing."
 
   Sienna pondered how that Glock had changed hands. First, Dom had it, then she herself, then Kitcher, and now it was to be Jerrin's. All three of these men were significant in her life, yet the final destination of the pistol would be to the only one of the three she valued, now. The only one who would be a tragic loss to her.
 
   She recalled that moment in the truck, pressing the muzzle of the Glock to Kitcher's temple. Though primarily a negative moment in her life, she nonetheless appreciated the delicious satisfaction in having power over a man who wanted nothing more than to take her power away. Dom had done that, too. But he had taken more than her power. He had, indirectly, taken the final years of her life, and prevented her from ever enjoying more delicious moments. 
 
   Noah interrupted her musing as he approached the bench where they sat, holding a burgeoning bag of new clothes. He was beaming.
 
   "Get what you need?" Jerrin asked him.
 
   "More than enough."
 
   Cherise balked. "Oh, uh uh. This boy needs more than this. Let's go over to the pet shop and get my cages, before they close...and then we need to hit some of those shoe stores nearby. These sneakers of his are atrocious."
 
   Noah just kept grinning, as Jerrin and Sienna got up and followed them out of the store. 
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   Kenny had graciously offered Sienna the carriage house behind his home, free of charge, until she established herself. She playfully asked him what kind of thanks he'd need in return. 
 
   "Put in a good word for me with Cherise," he said.
 
   Sienna agreed, though she wasn't sure she had much clout with Jerrin's sister at this point. 
 
   Saturday afternoon, when Jerrin and Cherise arrived at Kenny's to pick up their dates for the Gallery showing, Cherise got out to ride with Kenny, and Jerrin went back to the carriage house to fetch Sienna.
 
   She was wearing a stunning crème gown with a splash of color down the front that looked remarkably like one of Jerrin's paintings. When she laid eyes on it at the boutique during the family shopping spree, she was confident it was the best choice. She'd gone back to the mall a few days later to find it, because she wanted him to be surprised.
 
   "Wow," he breathed. "You are stunning."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   He offered a gentlemanly arm, and escorted her to the car, opening her door for her, and helping her in, careful not to close the door on her gown.
 
   Noah waited in the back, decked out in a tuxedo shirt and bow tie.
 
   On the long drive to Kansas City, Jerrin spoke of his days in art communities as a young man. He'd traded in the Corvette for a cargo van, where he slept on a foam mattress, and offered portraits to passers-by at carnivals, festivals and street fairs. He revealed both the discouragements and the victories during that time, and Noah wanted to know if artists got the same type of groupies musicians did.
 
   "Maybe we'll talk about that some other time," Jerrin offered evasively.
 
   Sienna laughed. "Afraid you'll damage your clean-cut image?" she chided.
 
   "I refuse to answer that question on the grounds that it might incriminate me," he answered.
 
   "Dude!" Noah exclaimed. "I bet you were a ladies man."
 
   Jerrin just smirked and avoided Sienna's probing stare.
 
   In the vehicle behind them, Cherise and Kenny talked about her battle with agoraphobia. "It just became easier and easier to stay home," she admitted. "It wasn't until I realized what I was missing with Jerrin in my life, that I was able to break free of that. I guess I've got my father to thank for it. I'm sorry he had to die for me to figure it out, but now that I know what he did--the secrets he kept from me and Jerrin, it's like he became someone else. I can see more clearly now, that he was not the man I thought he was."
 
   "Is that something you can live with?"
 
   "I think so. My life suddenly became so full with Jerrin, Sienna, Noah...and you."
 
   "I'm glad I'm in the category of abundance," Kenny offered cheerfully.
 
   "I like spending time with you, Kenny. You're not like the other men I've known."
 
   "How am I different?"
 
   "Well, I don't feel you have some agenda. Nearly every man I dated, or had some commitment with, seemed only interested in me for...well, let's say they objectified me. And some of them knew who my father was, and I think they got dollar signs in their eyes."
 
   "I'm glad you saw through that."
 
   "I didn't at first. I was profoundly naïve. I guess I still am, in a way..."
 
   "I hope you don't think I'm interested in you for your money--"
 
   "No. I'm pretty sure that if you've been Jerrin's best friend all these years, you must be one of the good guys."
 
   "Oh, good. Now I won't have to go buy a white hat."
 
   She giggled. "Not necessary, no. You just have to like parrots and like me."
 
   "I do. Both." He smiled. "How many boyfriends have you had?"
 
   "Three."
 
   "That's all?"
 
   "That's a little unusual, I guess."
 
   "Not necessarily. Not for a homebody, I suppose."
 
   "It was hard to meet people after I became phobic. I suppose it's rather comical that my last boyfriend was actually the UPS guy."
 
   Kenny laughed. "Why did that end?"
 
   "He didn't deliver."
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   The Starving Artist gallery was packed for Jerrin's opening. Obviously, Sienna's plug had been helpful. 
 
   Inside, Jerrin spent most of the night saying thank you. One after another, patrons would approach him, rave about his work, and then buy something. Jerrin could pick out the money-people. He realized with some amount of discomfort, that he was now one of them. He had to remind himself that he painted because it was his identity, and no amount of unearned money could give him the feeling that this sort of validation did. When he saw his work displayed on those walls, saw the people appraising, pointing and nodding, he was certain nothing in the world could feel as remarkably delicious. 
 
   Then Sienna would break away from her mingling, and he would be taken with her lovely countenance, a countenance he knew was for his sake, as most there could not know of her rapier wit. That idea, all alone, gave him tingles, and he felt something strong and frightening stirring in his chest; the wings of something he had never felt, and he knew Sienna was the dangerous kind. The kind capable of shredding the heart and rendering a man unable to love again. He had felt that way once, but it had been sixteen years ago. He was all grown up, now, and yet, the stirring was the same. The fear, just as forbidding, the hope every bit as alluring.
 
   "They love you, Jerrin," she whispered, holding his arm.
 
   "I feel like I have a brand new life," he whispered back.
 
   She smiled up at him. "You do."
 
   He had been watching Noah all evening, and saw that the boy returned to the same painting again and again. He motioned for a gallery staffer, whispered instructions. The woman went over to the painting and placed a ribbon on it that said sold.
 
   Noah's face fell. He shoved his hands in his pockets and wandered off.
 
   The dismay Jerrin saw in that boy distressed him, so he excused himself and followed him. Throwing an arm over Noah's shoulder he said, "You're fond of the one called The Color of Music, aren't you?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Well I had her put a sold sticker on it, because I'm giving it to you."
 
   His face brightened. "Really?"
 
   He nodded, and the boy's grin engendered a buoyant intoxication, previously unknown to him.
 
   Wilson Brice had flown in for the occasion, and came over to tell him how impressed he was. "I had no idea how talented you are."
 
   "Oh, I guess my father wasn't a fan."
 
   "Your father was a fool," Wilson said.
 
   The gallery woman touched his arm and told him that his painting named "Katrina" had just sold for $3000. He had painted it the night the hurricane hit the coast, while he was watching the weather channel. The night Dominic died.
 
   By midnight, the guests had gone, and the gallery employees were wrapping things up. Jerrin told the manager to just mail him a check.
 
   The crew all went to the Marriott, where Jerrin had reserved rooms, since it was a four and half hour drive back to Bella Vista.
 
   Cherise and Sienna shared one room, and Kenny, Jerrin and Noah shared another, down the hall. Noah went for a midnight swim in the pool while the four adults went down to the piano bar. They ordered cocktails and the pianist began playing Billy Joel's "Just the Way You Are." Jerrin stood and offered his hand to Sienna. "May I have this dance, M'lady?"
 
   "Yes you may, Sire," she mocked.
 
   They danced, soon joined by Kenny and Cherise, and the music moved directly into a medley, with "She's Always a Woman" coming next. The two couples continued to sway together, laughing, speaking softly in each other's ears. Sienna thought about how perfect the evening had been, and now, she was dancing with a handsome, wonderful man, who made her heart flutter, and the pianist was playing Billy Joel, her favorite pied piper. She was adrift in it, in Jerrin...floating in him.
 
   Then the pianist segued into "Honesty." By this time, Sienna had her cheek against Jerrin's chest, her senses stirred by his cologne, and as she listened to the lyrics, her elation withered. 
 
    
 
   I can always find someone 
 
   To say they sympathize
 
   If I wear my heart out on my sleeve
 
   But I don't want some pretty face
 
   To tell me pretty lies
 
   All I want is someone to believe...
 
    
 
   Honesty is such a lonely word...
 
   everyone is so untrue...
 
   honesty is hardly ever heard...
 
   and mostly what I need from you...
 
    
 
   Jerrin had been surrounded by lies his whole life. The person who should have been truthful about things he had a right to know, had betrayed him on so many levels. And here she was, pressed against this betrayed man, pretending to be something other than that phony man who had summarily removed a large part of Jerrin's heart. Her lies were the sharpest ones, for she had kept her affair with his betrayer a secret, and allowed him to believe a future for them existed. Her secret was the darker one.
 
   She tried to stop it, but the tears came. She intended to regain control of herself before Jerrin  noticed. By the end of the song, she prayed for the music to go on; to continue with her face pressed against his lapel, lingering through still another song while coercing the weeping into submission. But the pianist ended with a flourish and announced he would be taking a break. Everyone in the room clapped and she muttered, "Excuse me," and turned abruptly toward the ladies room.
 
   Jerrin noticed her energy had changed, felt her pulling away again, and feared he may have held her too close, asked too much, by allowing his hands to smooth over the bare skin at her back.
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   In the ladies room, Sienna closed the stall  door and pushed tissue to her face, sobbing uncontrollably.
 
   "Sienna?"
 
   It was Cherise. She hushed herself abruptly.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   She heard the genuine concern. This sweet sister of Jerrin's. This woman who could become her best friend, was reaching out to her, and it made her feel that much more a traitor. "I'm fine," she managed to say.
 
   "You're not. I heard you crying. What's wrong?"
 
   Sienna sniffed, and the sound echoed in the room, making it feel even more lonely. Sighing, she said, "I can't tell you. I can't tell anyone."
 
   They existed in silence for long moments. Timidly, Cherise said, "Come out, Sienna. Come out and talk to me."
 
   How could she? How could she tell his sister when she couldn't tell him? "I'm afraid you won't be so fond of me if you knew..."
 
   "Why don't you let me be the judge of that? No one is perfect, Sienna...we all have things we wish we could change."
 
   "But not this, Cherise. You don't have anything like this."
 
   "Come out, Sienna. Please."
 
   Sienna mopped her face with tissue and took a deep breath before she unlatched the door and stepped out. Cherise immediately gave her a hug, and Sienna promptly began to cry again.
 
   "You can tell me, Sienna. I like you. Jerrin adores you...I've never seen him act this way with anyone. I haven't been in his life so much, but he tells me about his dates, and I can tell that this is different for him."
 
   "See? That makes it worse."
 
   "What? What is it?"
 
   Sienna moved to the sinks and looked in the mirror. Her eyes were puffy and red. She leaned on the sink, facing Cherise. "I can't get involved with Jerrin."
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "I just can't."
 
   "Are you married?"
 
   "No!" She almost laughed. "I wish it was that. That, I could deal with."
 
   "Why don't you just tell me?"
 
   "Because you're Jerrin's sister."
 
   "I can be objective, Sienna. I'm a woman too...and whatever it is, I like you, and I think we could be great friends...friends confide in each other, and I want to be that sort of friend to you."
 
   Sienna covered her face on a long sigh. Maybe she would only tell her some of it. "I was exposed to an STD."
 
   Cherise's eyes widened for a second. "From Jerrin?"
 
   "No! No. Jerrin and I have not even kissed...it was from the man I was seeing before."
 
   "Oh...did he know he exposed you?"
 
   "Oh, yeah, the prick knew it the whole time..."
 
   "Good god, Sienna, that's awful." She stepped forward and hugged her new friend. Releasing her, she asked, "So you've been avoiding getting serious with Jerrin because of this."
 
   "I could never expose him, even though some people obviously think that's okay..."
 
   "Have you been tested?"
 
   "Yes. I won't have the results for a week."
 
   "Well, I suppose you could just put him off until you know."
 
   "You don't think I should just tell him?"
 
   "Well, I suppose that's a need-to-know thing... he doesn't need to know, unless you two are about to be intimate, right?"
 
   "I guess." Sienna knew this made sense, but wondered why it seemed such a heavy burden. "I just feel that if the tests are positive--for the STD, I mean--then I've allowed him to develop feelings for me, expectations...hope."
 
   "You're not responsible for his feelings, Sienna."
 
   A knock sounded at the door, and it opened a crack. "Sienna--" Jerrin called. "Are you okay?"
 
   "We're fine," Cherise answered for her. "It's a girl-thing. Go on back to the room."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Haven't you ever heard of PMS, dear brother?"
 
   "Oh..." A short silence, and then, "Okay..." The door closed.
 
   "Thank you," Sienna said.
 
   Cherise smoothed Sienna's hair, wiped at her mascara stains. "Just try to stay positive..."
 
   Sienna began to laugh and they both noticed the irony. Cherise added quickly, "Not THAT kind of positive." 
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   By morning, Sienna felt better, though tired from her all-nighter with Cherise. The two women had been up talking, neither of them getting a minute of sleep. 
 
   When they met the guys downstairs for breakfast, Jerrin stood and held her chair when Sienna sat down.
 
   "I got something for you."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   He flipped a small packet of Midol onto the table in front of her. "Oh, you're a funny guy, Jerrin."
 
   Kenny frowned. "I must have missed something."
 
   "Girl stuff, Kenny," Cherise told him. "Now let's order, we're starved."
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   The return drive was festive, and Sienna managed to push her worries to a restricted cubicle in her mind, preferring to enjoy the company of the man who was slowly but surely stealing her heart. Perhaps he thought being lighthearted was what a PMSing woman needed, and that was true, but it was also what a woman needed when she felt overwhelmed by the unknown. 
 
   Regardless, they discussed a myriad of topics, and Sienna sent silent prayers into the cosmos that somehow this would all work out, because she liked the idea of having Cherise, Noah and Kenny around her. When was the last time she had felt so included? So much a part of something? Too long, she decided. 
 
   Perhaps she was not much different from the cloistered Cherise, after all. Aside from the obvious phobia, she had kept to herself for the most part, aside from her time with Dominic. But that was all over, she reminded herself. She was completely comfortable with Jerrin, and he made the time fly with his acerbic wit and vivid stories of his travels as a young man. 
 
   In the other car, Noah served as a buffer between the budding romance of Cherise and Kenny. They talked about Noah's adventures in Noah's Ark, and about parrot breeding, and about real estate investments. Noah saw why Kenny was his new father's best friend. Though a little bit of a geek, he was clearly genuine and personable.
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   At the warehouse, Jerrin told everyone he was going to focus on finding Zenobia and Tina, now that things had normalized, somewhat. 
 
   Soon, they all moved again to their own priorities. Kenny was going to the office, and offered to give Sienna a tour, and she was anxious to get acclimated to her new territory. She kissed Jerrin's cheek and said goodbye, and followed Kenny back to the office.
 
   Jerrin called Wilson about possibilities. He had seen enough newscasts to know that the New Orleans area was in chaos, and anyone caught down there, would be hard to rescue, much less locate. He was sure his mother would stay away, but wasn't so sure about Tina--worse, still, Tina may not have made it out to begin with. He hoped that Wilson might have thought of some information about Zenobia--where she might go after she evacuated, and after she left Oxford. Wilson still had no idea. 
 
   In the meantime, Jerrin had the attorney arrange for a local charity to provide water and food and other needed items to be transported into New Orleans for those left homeless after Katrina. Wilson told him that the Troy twins would deliver it, to be sure it got there. Jerrin authorized him to pay them whatever they wanted. 
 
   As much as Jerrin wanted to find his mother, and Noah's, also, he didn't know where to begin, other than a trip to Oxford to look at the letters his mother had written to Cassie. Wilson told him that finding her on the coast right now would be analogous to finding a grain of sugar in a pile of sand. As for Tina, the only method he could think of for finding her, was to check with the authorities. The same suggestion Sienna had made. Wilson also agreed that there might be an accident report on the car she was driving. 
 
   Hanging up the phone, Jerrin went to change clothes. In the hamper next to the washing machine, he found the old pair of jeans he had lent to Noah. Pulling them on in the laundry room at the far end of the warehouse, he noticed something in the back pocket. It was Noah's wallet. Normally, he would have respected his privacy, but perhaps because he now knew he was Noah's father, he felt a responsibility to snoop.
 
   There was nothing unusual in the new leather billfold. Only the cards he gave him, some cash. Before closing it, he saw the date on the driver's license. Noah's birthday was the 24th of September. Two weeks away. Noah had been getting lots of things, but Jerrin still tried to think of something even more fabulous to do. A party. He'd throw Noah a party. Jerrin didn't know where that would fall in the process of finding Noah's mother, or his own, but he knew he would not let this boy believe for a second that the day of his birth was not worthy of commemorating.
 
   Making his way down the hall, he paused at Noah's room, to toss the wallet on the bed before finding Cherise in the kitchen.
 
   "Well, it's official," he said, stealing a red bell pepper sliver from the salad she was preparing.
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "I have crossed another boundary into fatherhood."
 
   "What did you do?" She handed him the chef's knife.
 
   He began slicing the crisp peppers. "I snooped in his wallet." 
 
   Mildly alarmed, she turned, drying her hands on a towel. "What did you find?"
 
   "Nothing," he said, chopping. "Except I looked on his driver's license and his birthday is this coming Saturday."
 
   "Oh my gosh!" she came over and swiped the pepper stem into her hands for the trash. "We have to throw a party."
 
   "My thoughts exactly..." As he continued to chop, he cast a sideways glance at her. "You...gonna be around to help with that?"
 
   "Of course," she answered hastily, then studied him, aware that another week would suggest a commitment to her new life. "Who else is going to bake the cake?"
 
   Jerrin smiled and continued slicing.
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   On Monday, Jerrin spent a good deal of time making calls to the police stations along Highway 49 to Jackson. Some of them were able to answer his question on the phone, if they had automated the police reports on computer. But there were a few who told him he'd have to come down and look for it himself, as they didn't have time. There were only a few left, and a deputy sheriff told him he remembered an accident the night of the storm involving a light blue Cutlass. From previous conversations with Noah, he knew it was the kind of car Tina drove.
 
   Quietly, he tapped on the door to Cherise's room. 
 
   "Come in."
 
   Slipping in, he stood facing her. "I'm going to Mississippi."
 
   "What? You said it was dangerous, why--"
 
   "Not the coast. Outside Hattiesburg. I spoke with the police in a town there, and I think Tina had a fatal accident there."
 
   "Oh my god."
 
   "I'm going to find out if it's really her. Can you watch after Noah while I'm gone?"
 
   "I'm going with you."
 
   They turned suddenly, realizing all at once that he had heard.
 
   "Noah--"
 
   "Don't even try to talk me out of it...She's my mother. I'm going."
 
   Jerrin felt awful that he hadn't thought to close the door. "I don't know for sure, Noah. I'm going to check their police logs..."
 
   "How do you know to do that? What did they tell you?"
 
   He sighed. "One of the officers said he remembered an accident with a blue Cutlass the night of the storm, because the car looked like his brother's car...that's why he remembered it..."
 
   "When are we leaving?"
 
   He was resolute. There would be no fatherly refusals on this one. He understood that it was something Noah felt he had to do. "Right now."
 
   Noah turned to gather his things. "I'll be ready in two minutes."
 
   Cherise gave her brother what she hoped was a reassuring look. He got up and walked out.
 
   At the door, Cherise hugged Noah and told him she'd be right there waiting for him when he returned. It was her way of being a maternal presence, when he had no other.
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   Sienna dug the chiming cell phone out of her purse and excused herself from the lunch chat she was having with Kenny. Jerrin let her know what was going on, and she told him to be careful, and snapped the phone closed. To Kenny, she said, "He and Noah are on their way to Hattiesburg. He thinks Noah's mother died in a wreck there the night of Katrina."
 
   "That's terrible. Poor kid." Kenny took a drink of his tea. "That family has been through the ringer."
 
   "I know. I feel so sorry for Noah."
 
   "Yeah, but he's got Jerrin with him. He'll be okay. Jerrin can handle things."
 
   She continued eating her salad. "How did you and Jerrin meet?"
 
   He laughed. "Oh, I rear-ended him on Seventy-One."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yeah. No damage, and he was cool. Then we just started chatting, and before I knew it, I was showing him property. He was looking for a place to settle down."
 
   "And you two have been friends ever since."
 
   "The best of. Jerrin's a stand-up guy."
 
   She thought about that night in Kansas City, in the piano bar, when she had relinquished control of her emotions. "Why is he still single?"
 
   Kenny looked up from his French fry, frowning. "If you mean, what's wrong with him...nothing. He just never met anyone who got under his skin that way...until now."
 
   She lifted her eyebrows. "Until now?"
 
   "You know he's smitten with you, Sienna."
 
   Best friends usually know those things, she thought. "His sister is fairly smitten with you, Kenny."
 
   "Well I'm a little smitten with her. We're all overwhelmed with smittenness." 
 
   They smiled at each other.
 
   "Life is good," he said, toasting himself, and taking a drink of tea.
 
   Life is good. Sienna knew on some level that the quality of a life was more about the cherished moments, and less about the garbage that got in the way of those moments. Still, she wondered if she had the guts to be completely honest with Jerrin about her garbage. Garbage that might steal his precious moments away.
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   During the ten hour drive, Noah didn't listen to any music. When he wasn't brooding, he was talking about his mother. Old memories were surfacing in his brain, and he felt a need to share them, as if speaking of her would keep what little he had of her alive in his mind. Jerrin encouraged the reminiscing, knowing that it was a natural part of processing the grief when a loved one is lost.
 
   They only stopped twice on the way there. Jerrin felt the urgency in Noah, that he know, once and for all, that his mother was never to be in his life again. 
 
   As they entered Hattiesburg, Jerrin felt the dread pulling at his son; it hung in the air like a fog.
 
   He took the exit and pulled over in a parking lot, to check the directions again, before continuing. A few blocks farther, he steered into the police department lot and parked. "I can just go inside and--"
 
   Noah got out, striding toward the building, and Jerrin hurried after him, as the setting sun made a flashbulb on the glass front door.
 
   Inside, Jerrin spoke with the officer from the phone and they were led to a secluded area, where the reports lay on the table in a small interrogation room.
 
   Jerrin sat down and thumbed through the pages until he saw the report about the Cutlass. Noah was standing a few feet away and moved closer when he saw Jerrin pause on the page. Jerrin turned, and gave the sheet to Noah, who read it earnestly, a tear finding its way down his cheek. He dropped the page down onto the folder and stepped out of the room.
 
   Jerrin found him leaning against the wall, bent over, his hands on his knees, trying to regulate his breathing. Laying a hand on his back, he said, "I'm going to find out where she is." At the reception window, Jerrin spoke with the officer, who gave him directions to the downtown morgue.
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   Waiting for the coroner's assistant, they sat in the green plastic chairs, and Jerrin kept his hand on Noah's shoulder, reminding him that he was not alone.
 
   The door opened and the assistant peeked out. "Are you ready to come in?"
 
   Noah stood, and Jerrin grabbed his arm. "Noah, let me do it..."
 
   "It's my mother..."
 
   "I know. But I can take care of this, you don't have to--"
 
   "It's my mother!" he shouted.
 
   He grabbed Noah's face in his hands. "Noah. There's no reason why you should have to do this. They only need an ID. Trust me, you don't want to remember your mother that way."
 
   The boy reseated himself in the chair outside, and Jerrin went in, following the assistant coroner to the body bays, nodding to the man paused at a stainless steel drawer. Would he even recognize her after all these years? He wasn't sure, but she was found in the car with her purse and Driver's License; little doubt remained that it was her. Someone had to take care of formalities, and he didn't want it to be Noah.
 
   The man pulled the long drawer out, and folded down the sheet.
 
   She looked older, and grayed by death, but her face was unmistakable, and the piercing sensation in his gut told him the truth. He nodded to the man, who covered her again, handed him a clipboard to sign, and Jerrin stepped back into the hallway.
 
   Noah looked up at him, resolute, wounded, a little boy again. Jerrin gave the boy an virtually  inconspicuous nod, and Noah hung his head, sighing heavily. Jerrin moved closer, and Noah stood as if to leave, then blurted, "She escaped Katrina, and then runs her car in a ditch because she's drunk! What kind of sense does that make?!" Tears poured down his face.
 
   "It doesn't make any sense, Noah."
 
   "I should have made her come with me that night!"
 
   He placed his hands on Noah's shoulders. "People choose their own path, Noah, and sometimes you can't stop it. You just have to focus on what you loved about her."
 
   The boy collapsed into his arms. He held him as the sobs wracked his body, the boy's pain morphing into a lesion on Jerrin's heart. "I'm sorry, Noah..." he whispered. "I'm so sorry..."
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   Jerrin checked them into the Comfort Inn, willing the name into some sort of promise. They were both tired from the drive and the emotional upheaval, and it was best to instead make the trip in the morning.
 
   After Noah climbed into one of the beds, Jerrin sat down next to him and stroked his back, comforting him as he cried himself to sleep.
 
   Afterward, Jerrin stepped out into the hall and called Cherise. He told her what had happened, and asked her to call Sienna and let her know.
 
   Snapping the phone closed, and sliding it in his pocket, he crept inside and sat on the bed opposite his son. This churning of emotion had not been part of him since that day of betrayal by his father. Loving someone could be a swift trip to heartbreak. But looking at the teenager--his face splotchy and swollen from crying, lying in a fetal position under the covers--his heart was filled with gratitude. This boy was part of him. This boy sprang from his own boyhood love of Tina. He tried to recall what it was like to be 16 and feel the teeth of pain that love often brings. 
 
   In a moment, he was crying for Noah, for himself, all those years ago, and determined that somehow this sadness would be replaced with joy. He wanted to give him everything. He wanted to make sure he was never sorry for an instant that Jerrin was his father. 
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   She had needed this. While deciding what her next move would be, she thought that attending another Abraham-Hicks seminar would be ideal to get her vibration up. She wanted to speak to Esther Hicks, the channel who imparted the wisdom of non-physical teachers. Esther called on her during the question time, and Zenobia sat in the "hot seat" as Esther/Abraham called it in jest. 
 
   "I'm trying to find my children," Zenobia said.
 
   "Your wanting is great. We see your need. When did you lose touch with them?"
 
   "Fifteen years ago."
 
   "You have no control over the vibration of someone else, but you can control your own vibration. Law of attraction states that which is likened to itself is drawn. If you think about not having your children, you are focused on the lack. You always get what you are focused upon, it is law. You must focus on the belief of finding them." 
 
   "But I have been without them for 15 years..."
 
   "Yes, and you have 15 years worth of focusing on what you did not have. You must now clean up your vibration, and the Universal forces will send you evidence that things are lining up."
 
   "How do I do that? Clean up my vibration?"
 
   "You must focus fully on what you DO want. Not on what you don't have. You must imagine being with those loved ones. You must bring forth that memory of each of them as children, in other words, see them being happy, call to them with the emotion of a mother loving her children...but you must understand that only when you are a vibrational match to them, will they be found."
 
   "But what if their vibration never matches mine?"
 
   "An understanding of the process, is really the best way. You see from your point of disappointment, you are attracting more to be disappointed about...you must see what you want so clearly, that you believe that it already is, and it will bring forth that emotion, and in that state of being, you will attract it...If you are sensitive to what you are feeling, then the disappointment itself will let you know that what you are thinking about is not what you are wanting. 
 
   "Again, it is important to begin somewhere...as you are collecting the data, making your dominate intent to find your children. If you could spend your time envisioning what you want, rather than giving your attention to the reality of what is, you would be attracting more of what you want rather than what is. It's a question of changing your magnetic point of attraction."
 
   "I see. Thank you."
 
   "Indeed," Abraham said through Esther. The crowd applauded as Zenobia got up. "Good time for segment of refreshment," Esther/Abraham said. She closed her eyes briefly and added, "We are complete." More applause, as she shook out her hands and smiled, stepping down off the small stage.
 
   After the seminar, Zenobia was buoyant with hope. She felt she had regained her own power, and could create the presence of her children, if she managed to focus on it effectively. 
 
   That night, as she lay on the pallet in her van, situated in the large field outside Atlanta, where a giant festival was going on. She felt she had to go there to make some more money reading tarot, while she figured out what to do next. 
 
   Inside her van that night, she performed her meditations. Holding photos of Jerrin and Cherise to her chest, she tried to remember everything she could about those years before imprisonment. She thought about Jerrin, incessantly drawing pictures in his room, and Cherise, playing with her parakeet, in hers. Jerrin's art evolved into painting by the time he was 14, and Cherise fell in love with parrots. She remembered that Jerrin had once painted a picture of Cherise's parrot for her birthday, and Cherise kept it on her wall from that point on. 
 
   She revisited the memory of trips to Disneyland, when Jerrin would constantly try to convince his sister to ride the roller coaster with him. She preferred to watch, holding Zenobia's hand, as Jerrin swept past them, his arms high in the air, as he screamed in unfettered glee. 
 
   Zenobia saw them sailing the ocean in Dom's newest boat, feeling as though she could not have asked for a better gift than these two children. The stronger her visualizations grew, the more she felt a sense of peace. She recognized immediately that this was a change in her own vibration, and that knowledge served to bolster the vibration even more.
 
   In that moment she understood. Begin with one thought, and allow more of the same types of thoughts to attach, and before you know it, the vibration is rising, and its result can ultimately only be positive. 
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   Cherise and Sienna enjoyed the next day together. They went shopping, and shared meals, and stories and both tried to avoid the subject of Jerrin and Noah in Mississippi, and Sienna's appointment the next morning. Her test results would be ready, and it was the pivotal moment for the remainder of her life.
 
   After a conversation with Jerrin the previous day, Cherise had ordered three twin beds delivered from the local furniture company, since he figured Noah would have friends over. As it was, it gave Sienna a place of her own to sleep while she was there. 
 
   When the two woman retired for the evening, Sienna brushed her teeth and washed her face, dreading the long night to come. Climbing into the new bed, it was obvious, as she lay there staring at the ceiling, that there would be no sleep. She felt as though it was the night before her own verdict. Before the possibly lethal punishment for whatever crime she had committed. She understood, in those quiet moments, what those on trial must feel; those who felt wholly innocent, but entirely helpless about their fate. The jury would decide for them and some type of cosmic jury would decide for her. These few precious moments left to her before the moment of truth, were all she had. She could not imagine anything beyond it, because there might not be anything beyond it, aside from tragedy. She wished for Jerrin beside her. She needed the strength of his arms around her. But this was to be borne alone. There was no one to take the journey with her. It was akin to dying. Like crossing that boundary between the living and the dead. Everyone made that journey alone, with no exception.
 
   Sometime before dawn, those woeful meanderings drew sleep to her eyes, but there was no rest for her brain. Dreams of the doctor's words, the sympathetic frown at his brow, as he delivered the verdict. "You tested positive for HIV..."
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   An hour after dawn, the alarm in Cherise's room woke Sienna. She had wasted two hours. Two hours of being present in her life, when life was utterly tenuous. Sleep had at last stolen those cherished minutes from her. But now the dread clawed at her again, and she wished for sleep again.
 
   Throwing off the covers, she got up to face her verdict.
 
   Twenty minutes later, she stepped out of the shower. Sienna secured the towel around her, and wrapped her head in another. Swiping a palm across the steamed mirror, she wondered if these were her last few moments among the healthy population. She felt dizzy. How would she get through this day, much less the rest of her life?
 
   She applied makeup, then removed the towel from her head. Fluffing out her hair, she picked up the hair dryer and began the process of blowing body into her locks.
 
   Within a few minutes, her stomach felt queasy, and she switched the dryer off, steadying herself with a hand on the sink, as the vertigo returned. Was the process starting? Had her immune system failed to deflect the invaders? Another wave of nausea, another sensation of spinning, and she felt herself break into a sweat.
 
   Down the hall, Cherise slipped into her mules and checked herself in the mirror on the bureau. Sophee and Keegan were happily munching on their breakfast, and she flipped off the light as she started down the hallway.
 
   Frowning, she tried to focus on the object extending out the bathroom door. Within seconds, she recognized it as Sienna's arm. Hurrying to her, she dropped to her knees beside her friend.
 
   "Sienna?" She touched her face. Standing, she retrieved a washcloth and ran cool water on it, pressing it to Sienna's forehead. Sienna's eyes fluttered open. "Sienna?"
 
   Groggily, she looked up at Cherise. "What happened?"
 
   "I think you fainted."
 
   She helped her up, and pressed the cool cloth to the nape of Sienna's neck. "Are you okay?"
 
   "Yes...I think so..."
 
   "You didn't hit your head?"
 
   "I don't know..." She touched her scalp. "I don't think so." Pulling the towel around herself firmly, tightening it, she reached for Cherise. "Help me up."
 
    
 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
    
 
   On I-55 toward Memphis, Jerrin tried to distract Noah with music, keeping the CD player on. Periodically, he'd turn the volume down and talk to him about his mother. Noah was silent, unwilling to elaborate on the churning emotions he held inside. Jerrin knew that arrangements would have to be made for Tina's burial, and though he knew it was not a subject Noah wanted to discuss, he felt it necessary.
 
   "I know this is difficult, Noah, but you have to make a decision about where you want her to be buried. I can arrange to have her brought to Bella Vista, unless you have another option in mind."
 
   The boy sighed. "I don't know where else it would be...since I'm with you, now, I'd like to have her buried nearby."
 
   "Okay. I'll take care of those details, don't worry."
 
   Noah nodded, and reapplied his attention to the scenery whizzing past them. Jerrin squeezed Noah's shoulder once, before turning up the volume on the stereo again. He hated to see his son in such pain, but the death of a loved one was a rite of passage for all. He only wished Noah didn't have to deal with it this early in his life.
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   The thirty five minute drive to the clinic in Fayetteville was endless. Cherise tried to cheer her with chatter about the mundane details of life, but there would be no relief until she knew what her fate was to be.
 
   Checking in at the front desk, they waited for forty-five minutes to see the doctor. He came in, eventually and Sienna tried to read him as he took a seat behind his desk. Did doctors deliver good news in their offices? If it was good news, wouldn't the nurse just tell her?
 
   He cleared his throat and donned his reading glasses. "Good morning ladies..."
 
   Was his tone somber? How did he usually sound when he delivered bad news? Sienna fretted.
 
   "Ms. Bachman, your test results were clear as far as sexually transmitted disease..."
 
   Relief flooded her and she slumped against the chair. "Thank God..." she breathed.
 
   Cherise reached over to squeeze her hand supportively.
 
   "But--"
 
   But? Was there something else, equally terrible in her tests? Was it breast cancer? She hadn't noticed any lumps in her self-exams...
 
   "You're pregnant."
 
   Both women stiffened against the seismic wave of profuse astonishment that surged over them, their stupor abated only by the doctor's voice again.
 
   "I take it that this comes as a shock to you?"
 
   "Um...yes...I...it never occurred to me..." Her life had been fraught with turmoil, such that a late period went unnoticed. Late, several weeks, now.
 
   "I'm scheduling a follow-up for you with a colleague, unless you have someone else in mind?"
 
   "What? Oh. No. I don't have...what doctor?"
 
   "An obstetrician. He's actually only a block away from here. The receptionist will give you all that information on your way out." He gave her some paperwork and a few pamphlets, along with the obligatory instruction to take care of herself and get plenty of rest until she could see the obstetrician. 
 
   In the car, as Cherise put the key in the ignition, she asked, "What are you going to do now?"
 
   Sienna thought of Jerrin. Of Dominic. Of the baby. "I have no idea."
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   Headlight beams swept over Sienna and Cherise at 9:30, as they sat on the sofa watching a movie and eating popcorn.
 
   "They're home," Cherise said, jumping up and running to the door.
 
   Sienna took a deep breath and tried to steel herself for seeing Jerrin again. Everything in her life had shifted again, yet this time, because of the results of her blood tests, the shift was positive. Positive because of the negative, she thought. Another ironic characteristic brought to her by the Universe.
 
   She watched Cherise run outside and greet them, and waited patiently. When they dragged in, she was immediately taken with the profound grief Noah held in his countenance. She got up and went to him, gathering him in her arms and holding him. He responded with his arms around her and they stood that way for an extended period, while Jerrin and Cherise watched.
 
   Noah pulled away and turned to Jerrin. "I'm going to go to bed, I'm beat."
 
   "Okay." Jerrin gave him a big hug and the boy moved down the hall to his room.
 
   Cherise looked at her brother and then at Sienna. "Um. I'm going to see if Noah needs to talk or something." She excused herself.
 
   Alone, now, Jerrin and Sienna observed each other for a moment. "I bet you're tired too."
 
   He nodded. "I could use a beer."
 
   She turned toward the kitchen and got him one.
 
   "Thanks," he said, collapsing on the sofa and twisting off the cap of the bottle. 
 
   She joined him there and grabbed the remote to turn down the volume on the television.
 
   "Is Noah going to be okay?"
 
   He took a drink of beer. "I hope so. Overall, he seems a pretty solid kid, but you know, it's devastating to lose your mother."
 
   "I can't imagine how I'd cope if my mother died...it would break my heart."
 
   "Where do your parents live?"
 
   "They have a small apple farm in Vancouver, Washington. I'm not sure they'll ever retire. They love it too much."
 
   His thoughts drew him away again and he became pensive. "I've got so much to do over the next few days." He glanced down the hall and then lowered his voice. "Noah's birthday is the twenty-fourth."
 
   "Really? That's kind of bad timing with his mother and all...I hope he doesn't have that association every year when his birthday rolls around."
 
   "Me either. I need to plan something that will lift his spirits." Jerrin drank the beer. "Why don't you have one?" he held the bottle up.
 
   Alcohol was prohibited, since learning of the life she carried. It would be unhealthy for the baby. "Oh, no...thanks...I'm not in the mood for it right now. Maybe later." She uncrossed her legs to stand. "I need to get back to the carriage house. I have to show some property in the morning."
 
   "Yeah. I need to go to bed too. I have lots of arrangements to make tomorrow." He got up and followed her out to her car, helping her with her bags, loading them in the back seat of her newly leased SUV. He opened the door for her and she moved into his arms. He kissed her cheek and gazed into her eyes. "When things slow down here, I want us to spend some more time together."
 
   "I'd like that."
 
   He gave her a brief but meaningful kiss, and closed the door after she got in.
 
   As she pulled out of the drive, she saw him in the rearview mirror, watching her car. He even looked strong and handsome when he was tired and stressed. She loved the way his arms felt.
 
   Breathing away that train of thought, she headed down Cooper toward Kenny's.
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   While Noah still slept, Jerrin had a long talk on the patio with Cherise over morning coffee. He wanted her input on ways he could make Noah's birthday eclipse at least some of the grief he was dealing with.
 
   Cherise thought that the most likely thing to cheer him would be to see his band buddies. Jerrin would have to find a way to get contact information on them without revealing any birthday surprises. He enlisted Cherise in the plan. She would ask him if he had contact information on his friends and suggest he give them a call and find out how they are, catch up with them. As they spoke, they heard Noah up and around through the side windows. 
 
   "I saw a school bus go by this morning and realized...Noah has to enroll here..."
 
   "Oh my gosh! I didn't even think of that!"
 
   "Fatherhood has its moments."
 
   Cherise decided to take coffee to Noah, and get things rolling, while Jerrin got on the phone and arranged the details of Tina's burial with a local funeral home. The memorial would be held, simply, at graveside. They would send a car to pick up her body in Mississippi. 
 
   He then poured his second cup of coffee, and began cleaning out some old storage at the rear of the warehouse, in preparation for happier activities.
 
   The large room in the bowels of the warehouse had been intended for storing vehicles, and there was a garage door on one side of it. Jerrin knew this would make it easier for Noah to load the band equipment in and out.
 
   While gathering trash and sweeping the floor, Jerrin had a few more ideas, and the birthday celebration began to take form in his mind. Cherise appeared and told him she was going to send Noah back to help out after he made the calls, and then she would cleverly slip into his room and copy the contact numbers for his bandmates. Jerrin was impressed with his sibling's resourcefulness. 
 
   An hour passed before Noah strolled into the  room. "Cherise said you might need some help."
 
   "I absolutely do. Help me move this table."
 
   The two began rearranging things, and then Jerrin got out some house paint from a closet and they began to cover the dingy walls with white. Tomorrow, when the paint dried, Jerrin said he would paint something special on the posterior wall. "I thought this might be  a good rehearsal space for you."
 
   "Well thanks, but I don't think I need a place this big."
 
   "You will if your bandmates visit."
 
   "True."
 
   "I just talked to them."
 
   "You did?" Jerrin asked innocently, stirring paint.
 
   "Yeah. They all lost everything too. They're all scattered out. One's in Jackson with relatives, one's in Birmingham, and the other is in Memphis." Noah loaded the paint roller attached to the pole, and continued applying white to the walls.
 
   Jerrin had an idea. "You're doing a great job. I've got to go make a few calls, keep it up. I'll be back in a bit." He wiped his hands on a rag and started down the hall. Once into the main room, Cherise appeared with a piece of paper. "Here's the list."

 
   He thanked her and she went back to help Noah as Jerrin stepped out to the patio to start calling.
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   Kenny leaned into Sienna's office. "Jerrin is on line one."
 
   She picked it up, pressed the button. "Hey. How's Noah?"
 
   "A little better. I'm keeping him busy. He's painting that room. Listen. I remember Kenny talking about a little hotel that was for sale nearby. Could you find out about that for me? I want to buy it."
 
   "Why do you want to buy a hotel?"
 
   "Can you call me back when you have some details?"
 
   "Sure." What was he up to? She got up to find Kenny.
 
   She stepped into his office and he was on the phone, but held up a finger to signal her to wait, while he completed the call.
 
   "Jerrin says there's some hotel for sale around here. Do you know what he's talking about?"
 
   "Oh, yeah. It's a motel, actually. Roadway Inn. Owners went bankrupt."
 
   "Why would he want to buy a business that has already failed?"
 
   "Not sure. He must have some other idea for it. He didn't tell you?"
 
   "He's being cryptic."
 
   "What a shock. Okay..." He flipped through his Rolodex and pulled out a card. "That's the bank who has it."
 
   "Thanks." Retracing her steps to her desk, she paused at the kitchenette. She should eat something. Funny, how having that little presence inside her made her think of such things. She wondered if her mother had done that when she was pregnant with her. Being able to call and talk to her about this would have been such a relief, but she hadn't decided what she was going to do. Terminating disturbed her, and giving birth only to hand it over to someone else in adoption, felt even worse. She tried not to feel pressured into a decision yet. She had a little time before she would even begin to show. Her hand dropped to her belly and she tried to imagine the sensation of having that life growing inside her, with Jerrin at her side.
 
   Shaking off that musing, she made a bagel with cream cheese and went to contact the bank that held the hotel.
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   After four calls to Noah's friends, he called three more people and was satisfied that Noah's birthday would be perfect for lifting his spirits. He went in to join his sister and his son at the back of the warehouse.
 
   "Hey!' he exclaimed as he walked in. "You're almost finished." Cherise turned, a swath of white paint on her cheek. He reached over to rub it off. "It goes on the wall, sister-dear."
 
   She wiped her face. "But I wanted to see if it goes with flesh tone," she joked.
 
   "Ah." To Noah, "You said you liked to build furniture from two by fours?"
 
   "Yeah. Haven't done it in a while, though."
 
   "Well, if you're up to it, let's go to Lowe's and get some lumber, so you can make some tables in here."
 
   He brightened. "Really?"
 
   "Yeah. And you'll have to tell me what tools we'll need that I don't have."
 
   "Cool." He handed Cherise the paint roller pole. 
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   The hotel was located only three miles away from Jerrin's, immediately across the border in Jane, Missouri. It listed for only a hundred thousand, since that was all that was left on the note, with unpaid taxes included.
 
   She toured the building, and saw that it was still in good shape. Pulling out her cell phone, she called Jerrin. After filling him in on the details, he gave his blessing for the purchase and she agreed to call the bank again and draw up the papers and get back to him. This would be a welcomed commission for her.
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   As they loaded the cart with lumber, Jerrin remembered. "Oh. I told you I'm not used to being a parent, so I think I'm guilty of a major oversight."
 
   "What's that?" Noah studied the length of a board with one eye closed, checking for warping.
 
   "School."
 
   "School?"
 
   "Yeah. As in you--not in school."
 
   "I finished already." He laid the board down on top of the other stack in the cart.
 
   "Finished?"
 
   "Yeah, I graduated early. Last May, to be exact. I'd show you the diploma, but Katrina ate it."
 
   Jerrin wondered at his cavalier behavior, considering what else Katrina took from him. Then, Jerrin was for a trice, disappointed. He would not get to help with homework or even see the boy graduate. "Are you jerking my chain?"
 
   Noah stopped peering at the two by four and looked over at him. "I was in an accelerated learning program. I even took a couple of college classes."
 
   He took the board Noah handed him and added it to the stack. "Oh." His son was one of those brainy kids. How about that. "So...the authorities aren't going to come banging at my door because my kid is a truant?" 
 
   "Would you like them to? I'm sure I can arrange something."
 
   Jerrin gave him a sardonic expression. "Smart and smart ass are not the same thing."
 
   Noah laughed. Just a little, but he laughed.
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   Monumental work ethics aside, Wilson had determined he was overdue for a little vacation, and since he had to deliver some paperwork to Jerrin, he thought he'd go to Bella Vista for some golf and fishing on one of the five manmade lakes in the village.
 
   Sienna had swung by the warehouse with papers of her own for Jerrin to sign. The hotel deal was almost complete. 
 
   Wilson arrived a few minutes after he signed the hotel documents. 
 
   "What's this little visit about, Wilson?" 
 
   "This trip is about both business and pleasure. I've decided I need to start thinking about cutting back on the work and enjoying some down-time."
 
   "Retiring?"
 
   "Well, maybe. I'd love to take you up on the golfing with you and Kenny."
 
   "Great. We'd love to have you along."
 
   "Thank you. Now," He slapped the file down on the bar. "Here's the business part." The Gemini had been bequeathed to Jerrin, and needed signatures on the transfer of title. Wilson pulled out his pipe, loading the bowl with cherry Borkum Riff. 
 
   While Jerrin signed and then became distracted by a discussion with Wilson on the eight golf courses to choose from, Sienna glanced at the documents. 
 
   In the folder, there was a copy of a business license with two names. 
 
   One of the names was Lincoln Berringer. 
 
   She picked the paper up and stared at it.
 
   Stunned, Sienna addressed Wilson, "Did you know this Berringer guy?"
 
   "No, he died just before the yacht was sold."
 
   "Died? Are you sure?"
 
   "Yes, he was the young man who fell overboard...although, the suspicion was that he jumped because he was depressed."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Did you know him?" Wilson asked.
 
   "I thought I did, but--"
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   Sienna took a calming breath. "Maybe I can explain it to you, but I need you to tell me about this Lincoln Berringer..."
 
   "Well, the information I have is that he was gay, and in business with his boyfriend, performing marriages at sea." He puffed on the pipe. "The yacht belonged to the other man's mother. Berringer became despondent about his medical status, and took the yacht out and jumped overboard. His boyfriend was devastated, and had no interest in continuing the business. That's why the mother sold it."
 
   "What was his medical status?"
 
   "The rumor was that he had HIV."
 
   In her mind's eye, she saw the bottle rolling out of the drawer again. The bottle that had Lincoln Berringer's name on it...Dominic must have learned the name during the transaction to buy the boat, and used it when he introduced himself, knowing that the man was deceased, and his name could be used without much problem for a few dates with another real estate agent. Sienna looked for a place to sit, apprehensive that her knees would buckle. 
 
   "Are you all right?" Jerrin asked, holding her at the elbow. "What's going on? Why these questions about the Berringer guy?"
 
   Sienna moved around the bar and dropped onto a stool, her hands flat on the countertop. If Berringer was the gay man, and the AZT was his, then she was not infected, as she still feared. That meant she would not need the test results in 6 months, and that her first test already showed she was safe...so that meant that her decision about having a baby would solely rest on whether or not she was ready to have one...
 
   "Sienna?" Jerrin prodded.
 
   She looked up at him.
 
   "You're so pale."
 
   "I..."
 
   Cherise came in from feeding her parrots, and paused in front of her. "Sienna, are you okay?"
 
   Her eyes fell numbly on Cherise. "I need to talk to you..."
 
   Cherise nodded, concerned, and took her arm, half-guiding her out the kitchen door. 
 
   Jerrin was confused. "Wilson, do you have any idea what just happened?"
 
   Wilson gathered the papers, puffing his pipe, pausing to look at the business license. "Not really. I think she might have known Lincoln Berringer...Maybe she didn't know he was dead."
 
   "Yeah. Maybe she had some real estate business with him."
 
   "Why didn't she just say that?"
 
   Jerrin peered out the small panes of the kitchen door, over Wilson's shoulder. He could see Cherise and Sienna. They were headed for the little glade where there were two patio chairs.
 
   Sienna sat in the chair and Cherise pulled hers around to face the other woman and sat too. "Now. What's going on?"
 
   "You remember what I told you in the bathroom at the hotel piano bar?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   Sienna sighed laboriously. "Where do I begin?" She didn't have to tell Cherise who Lincoln really was, did she? "Okay...I just found out that the guy I was with, didn't have HIV."
 
   "HIV? Is that what you meant? I thought you were talking about Herpes or something."
 
   "No..."
 
   "But...that's good, right?"
 
   "That's wonderful," she breathed, for a moment elated. "Of course...I'm still absorbing this..."
 
   "This is good news, Sienna!" She hugged her. "Now you don't have to worry about the baby."
 
   Didn't she? What did this mean, now? There was nothing to keep her from becoming serious with Jerrin...except, of course, he would be getting involved with a pregnant woman, after having discovered his own son after sixteen years of not knowing he existed. The deeper issue, the one pulling at her, was that this baby was fathered by Dominic. How could she ever expect that to be okay with Jerrin? "Cherise, do you think that telling the whole truth about something should be more important than losing someone?"
 
   Cherise studied her. "I think the truth is always the best thing, if the other person has a right to know...do you mean Jerrin? Do you want to tell him about that HIV scare? It's over. There's no need to tell him now--" 
 
   "That's not it."
 
   "Oh, you mean…the baby…the father…well, then, I guess I would say you have to decide if Jerrin or whomever has a right to this truth."
 
   Sienna leaned back in the chair. "He does have a right to know. But I'm afraid..."
 
   "Afraid of losing him?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Jerrin is very understanding."
 
   "I don't think he's going to understand this. He'll feel betrayed."
 
   Cherise blinked, frowned, squirmed in her chair. "I'm sorry, I'm at a loss, because I don't know what you're talking about, maybe, other than the father  of the baby being someone other than Jerrin…this happened before you met him, so, why would he hold it against you?"
 
   "But you think I ought to be completely honest, even though it's a little late in coming?"
 
   "I don't think that secrets can be carried around without damaging yourself and Jerrin. It will seem even worse if you hold out longer."
 
   She looked toward the kitchen door and saw Jerrin standing there, looking out at them. "He knows something's up...he's going to ask."
 
   "Then tell him."
 
   She swallowed, feeling the fist of foreboding in her stomach. "Maybe I just need some time to think." She stood and started around the house toward her car.
 
   "Sienna--"
 
   She ignored Cherise and kept walking. At the car, her fingers under the door lever, she felt his hand on her shoulder. She turned quickly. "Jerrin--"
 
   "What's going on, Sienna?"
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   "I don't know if I can tell you..."
 
   "Why? Don't you know you can tell me anything?"
 
   "No, I don't know that yet."
 
   He pulled her into his arms, held her close and said softly, "I have real feelings for you, Sienna. I haven't felt this way about a woman since Tina. And this is so much more than that boyhood puppy love."
 
   She began to cry and he pulled back and thumbed away her tears, kissed her cheeks, then found her lips. She was swept up in it, all her worries fading, as she blended energies with this man. His kiss was tender, but with an underpinning of passion that she knew would take over and consume her entire life. She pulled away. "Jerrin--"
 
   "You felt that, didn't you? You felt it just like I did. We have something, here, Sienna, and I don't want to lose it..."
 
   "It's so complicated, Jerrin...I need to think, I need to figure out--"
 
   "I'm falling in love with you."
 
   His words were a heavy object, covered in Velcro, attaching to her chest and hanging there. She studied his eyes. Searched for something that would tell her it was okay. "I've been keeping something from you."
 
   "I know. I just don't know what it is."
 
   What was it those books had said? Everything you feel and do and think, are a vibrational match for what you get. Did she want to vibrate with fear and sadness and disappointment? The truth was, if he could not handle this information, then she would be alone in this world again, and possibly raising a child by herself. Her parents would be supportive, but did she want to be that person who went home to mom and dad when things got difficult? Or could she throw caution to the wind, be free, finally, of this heavy secret that threatened to rend her completely? "Can we sit in the car?"
 
   He reached around her to open the door. She got in, and he circled to the passenger side and got in next to her. Shifting in the seat to face her, he waited.
 
   "Let me just tell you right now, that the reason I have kept this from you, is because I thought you didn't need to know, that it wouldn't matter. But you matter to me, now. I have feelings for you, too."
 
   He took her hand between his, and held it softly.
 
   "I'm not sure why I went to your father's funeral. Maybe I felt I should because I knew him. But I think I just wanted to be sure...he was dead."
 
   "What did he do to you?"
 
   "He lied. But the reason I hated him was based on another lie...and as it turns out, the second lie didn't even exist." She pressed her fingers to her lips, catching her breath. "I just made assumptions. I made decisions based on this horrible falsehood that I thought had ruined me...but it didn't ruin me, and it didn't even exist..."
 
   He was frowning. "I'm still not--"
 
   "I know," she said. "Just let me finish."
 
   He waited patiently, his face pinched in concern and confusion.
 
   "My whole world has been flipped over in the past few weeks. I've had to deal with all kinds of fears and ideas and soul-searching...all because of this lie that didn't exist..."
 
   "Maybe instead of explaining it all, you could just tell me what it is."
 
   "I dated your father."
 
   Jerrin's face smoothed in dismay. "Okay. But--"
 
   "I didn't know you then. Now I do, and I have feelings for you, and I feel you deserve to know the whole story."
 
   "I can see how that would happen Sienna, if you were his real estate agent...I wish you'd told me, but I understand it would have been awkward--"
 
   "Yes, but there's more. When we met, he told me his name was Lincoln Berringer."
 
   He recalled the paperwork. "The gay guy who jumped overboard?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "I guess that was his M.O. He would find real estate agents he was attracted to, get them to show him property, and then maneuver that into a date. That's what he did with me. But I suppose he wanted to keep his true identity a secret, so he gave me the first name that came to his mind. The name he'd seen on the paperwork for the yacht...Lincoln Berringer. We spent a lot of time with each other and one night, I let my defenses down, with the help of some expensive wine ...and I slept with him...
 
   "Okay..." 
 
   He didn't seem happy, but hadn't crossed into anger quite yet. She gave him a moment to absorb this before continuing. "The next morning, I saw him locking some papers in a drawer, and I snooped while he was on the top deck. I found the paperwork for the yacht, and saw that his name was really Dominic Fontaine. He'd lied to me about his name, and that made me mad, but then I found a prescription bottle in what I thought, of course, was one of his aliases. It was a prescription for AZT, and I knew what that meant."
 
   He began crocheting the mysterious strings together. "So, you thought...he...had exposed you to HIV?"
 
   "Yes." 
 
   He relaxed against the seat, considered this,  and then shook his head. Then realized what she might be telling him. "Oh god, you're not--"
 
   "No. Thank god, no. I just figured that out when Wilson was showing you the paperwork, inside. All this time, I thought I might be infected, and that's why--"
 
   "That's why you've been pulling away."
 
   "Well yes, that and the fact that I had not told you about my history with your father, whom you hated."
 
   "Well I can see why...but you're not infected?"
 
   "My test results came up clean, while you were gone...which now of course, is moot, because I was apparently never exposed."
 
   He sighed, squeezing her hand, and facing her again. "That's a lot to absorb, but...it's okay, now, right?"
 
   She gave a humorless laugh. "There's more."
 
   She told him about her vendetta, her plan to fake the marriage out of spite and revenge, and out of paranoia that she would have no other way to pay for her medical care. And she told him her anger became colossal enough to find herself in Pass Christian, checking out his house, stealing valuables for the money, until ultimately, her fury hemorrhaged into a plot to kill him for what he had done.
 
   "Did you kill my father, Sienna?"
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   "More coffee, Wilson?"
 
   He held out his cup as Cherise freshened it from the pot. Returning the carafe to the kitchen, she joined him on the sofa. 
 
   "Thank you." Wilson said. "So you have any idea what that was all about?"
 
   "Um...I don't think I have the whole story, so...maybe I ought to avoid speculating."
 
   "Well, Sienna seemed very upset about this Lincoln Berringer fellow. I can only surmise she had some association with him and didn't know he was deceased." 
 
   "Yes, I think it's something like that..."
 
   "Well if it's our business, I'm sure we'll learn what's the matter," he said, sipping his coffee carefully.
 
   Noah came in from the back, sweaty and tired. 
 
   "Hey, Nephew. Why don't you go grab a shower, and let's all go see a movie tonight?"
 
   "Okay." He grabbed a bottle of water and retreated to the bathroom.
 
   "Why don't you join us, Wilson?"
 
   "A movie..." he said. "I can't remember the last time I went to a movie."
 
   Cherise was coaxing her thoughts away from her brother and friend. "Maybe I'm not the only one who's been isolated. When do you have to be back in Bangor?"
 
   "I have a flight out tomorrow." He shifted to face her. "How are you and Jerrin doing about all you've learned...about your father?"
 
   "I think we're okay...it's not easy. But in an odd way, if my father hadn't died, I would not be close to my brother again. And I wouldn't have met Noah, or Sienna, or Kenny. I can see how much good has come from this."
 
   "Well that's a healthy attitude, I should think."
 
   "I can't say that I relish the idea of how he died. But it makes me wonder if there really is such a thing as a vengeful god."
 
   "Well now," the barrister said. "I don't think we need a vengeful god, when there are so many vengeful humans about."
 
   Cherise wondered if he was referring to her brother.
 
    
 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
    
 
   "No," Sienna said. "I didn't kill your father. Katrina had just hit, and he had decided to ride it out. He lashed himself to the newel post on the stairs. I had a big heavy sculpture in my hand, and was about to clock him with it, but...I guess God stepped in and impaled him with the Swordfish instead...it was the creepiest thing I'd ever seen." Sienna felt relief that the truth was not as bad as it could have been, in relation to Dominic's demise.
 
   "Wow..." Jerrin seemed to be imagining the nature of his father's demise.
 
   "And I still don't know if I could have gone through with it…I may never know." She continued, telling him of the aftermath, the tweaker who stole her laptop, the encounter with Kitcher, the stolen purse along with her hard drive, and the marriage certificate she saw as the culmination of her plan. She told him about the woman and the little girl at the airport café, and of her change of heart that she had given the rest of the money to them, and then discovered when she got back to the boarding house, that she had lost her job.
 
   He sat in silence for several minutes, and she let him have his own thoughts, silently alarmed that he would get out of her car and walk away, never speak to her again. "If you need some time to think about this, I'll leave right now." She waited for a beat and then put her keys in the ignition. 
 
   He reached over and touched her leg. "I do need some time to think...but...I don't want you to leave."
 
   She turned the key and rolled down the windows to give them fresh air, dropping her hand over his. "Jerrin...I have struggled with this for awhile  ...that night at the piano bar, when that guy started playing the Billy Joel song...the one about honesty...it made me feel so guilty...I escaped to the bathroom...I talked to Cherise about some of it...she didn't know I was talking about her father..."
 
   "But she knows you were afraid you had been exposed to something?"
 
   "Yes, she knows that. And she was with me at my doctor appointment when I was told my tests were negative...for HIV." She skipped the other news the doctor had for her. The last thing she wanted was for Jerrin to make decisions about this based on pity, or misplaced obligation. "And she's the one who told me a while ago in the back yard, that I should be honest with you. I was leaving because I was so overwhelmed with everything."
 
   "She was right. Honesty is best. I have to know who I can trust."
 
   "And now you can't trust me."
 
   "Sienna, I understand why you did all the things you did. And I understand why you couldn't tell me until now. The truth is also something that is on a need-to-know basis. I didn't need to know, unless it seemed we were headed toward something...romantic..."
 
   "Are we?"
 
   "I think we are. So I needed to know all this. Thank you for telling me."
 
   She waited, and shortly, he leaned over and buried his face in her neck, held her. She wanted to tell him that last thing, knowing it could be the thing that changed the equation, even though he had been understanding thus far. Perhaps he didn't need to know, yet. Maybe they needed more time.
 
   He lifted his head and let his eyes dance with hers for a moment, and then kissed her.
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   Cherise called Kenny to invite him to join them for the movie. He said he'd meet them at the ten-plex.
 
   Cherise set her cell phone down, and turned quickly when the door opened. Jerrin and Sienna entered, hand in hand. Cherise flooded with relief. "You told him?"
 
   Sienna nodded.
 
   "Everything?"
 
   Sienna locked eyes with Cherise, glanced down at her own stomach meaningfully, and gave the other woman an almost imperceptible indication in the negative.
 
   Cherise took a deep breath and regarded her brother, who had apparently discerned the mute exchange between the two. He studied Sienna for a quick second, his mouth forming the start of a question, interrupted by Wilson.
 
   "Are you okay, Sienna?"
 
   She brightened at his concern. "Yes. Thank you."
 
   "Good, good. Jerrin, we've decided to go see a movie, will you and Sienna join us?"
 
   Almost simultaneously, Sienna said yes and Jerrin said no. They met eyes, and Sienna knew that Jerrin was not fooled. She knew she'd have to tell him the rest of the story. But wasn't this her decision alone?
 
   Still looking at Sienna, Jerrin told Wilson, "I think Sienna and I are going to spend some time alone tonight."
 
   "Very well, then." 
 
   Cherise called to Noah, who joined them at the door, his hair freshly blow-dried. Wilson looked at his watch. "We'd better go, we want to have time to get popcorn."
 
   Jerrin sat at the kitchen bar waiting patiently, as everyone gathered their things and said goodbye.
 
   "Will you buy me some popcorn, Uncle Wilson?" they heard Noah crack on the way out.
 
   Amused, Sienna turned to see Jerrin at the bar. Feeling the uneasiness emanating from him, she dreaded the knowledge that she would likely be forced to tell him about the baby. Crossing to the kitchen, she paused at the small pane of the kitchen window.
 
   "So, what else are you not telling me?"
 
   "What makes you think there's something else I'm not telling you?"
 
   "I have this feeling, that's all."
 
   She turned. "There is something else, but I'm not sure it concerns you." His frown told her that her words had been too harsh. "I'm sorry." She came over and put a hand on his shoulder. "I've been pretty stressed lately, as you can now understand."
 
   "Are you sure it's not something I should know?"
 
   "Well--"
 
   A knock sounded, and he got up to answer it. Opening the door, his face went slack in disbelief. "Oh my god..."
 
   "Jerrin...my sweet boy," Zenobia said.
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   Zenobia fell into his arms and began to sob. "I thought I'd never see you again!"
 
   "Oh Mama, I've been trying to find you..."
 
   "I know. Cassie Rhineholdt told me when I called." She leaned back to regard him. "My god in heaven you've grown into a handsome man!"
 
   He flashed his teeth, tears slipping down his cheeks, as  he took in her countenance; still kind, still vibrant, though she had spent too much of her life behind bars. "Come in." He closed the door behind her and led her to the sofa where they sat together. Zenobia rearranged her flowing pant suit, and held Jerrin's hands between hers.
 
   Sienna had become invisible, such was their focus on each other.
 
   "Mama, I didn't know until a few weeks ago that you were even alive, I swear."
 
   "I know, honey-boy. Cassie told me everything you said...your father was a rat bastard." 
 
   Sienna allowed a short burst of laughter to escape her throat and Zenobia turned at the sound. "Well hello..."
 
   "Hello Ms. Boudreaux."
 
   Zenobia got up and moved toward her, and Jerrin followed. "I'm so sorry, Sienna--"
 
   "It's fine, really! Perfectly understandable in this case."
 
   Zenobia clasped Sienna's hand affectionately. "Are you Jerrin's wife?"
 
   They both laughed and Jerrin said, "No...she's   ...I'm...we're..."
 
   Zenobia turned to look at her son. "Well spit it out, boy!"
 
   Sienna saved him. "We're dating."
 
   "Ah!" Zenobia grabbed her hand, again leading her toward the sofa. "Come sit with us." 
 
   Sienna took a seat in the chair as Jerrin returned to his place beside his mother. 
 
   "I can't believe you're really here..."
 
   "Oh, honey-boy, I have missed you so much!" she leaned over to hug him again. "Now, about Cher--"
 
   "She's at the movie with...some friends."
 
   "She lives here too?"
 
   "Well, no...well, yes...she's visiting. She has a house in Maine, but I think she's considering moving here, yes, since--the funeral." 
 
   Zenobia rubbed a thumb over Jerrin's knuckles, slowly, looking down. "Your father told me that Cherise banged her head on a wall after I left, and then had some brain damage and mental illness and was committed to an institution..."
 
   "Oh my god. The lies just keep appearing..." Jerrin said angrily. "No, Mama...Cherise is fine. She did have an episode after he told us you were dead, yes. She did bang her head. We took her to the hospital. She has suffered from agoraphobia for years, but she's doing really well now, and she's not crazy, and she loves you just like I do and she's going to be thrilled to find you here when she gets back."
 
   Zenobia took a calming breath. "I was so worried about her...and he told me you hated me because I abandoned you and because of what it did to your sister..."
 
   "No, Mama. I love you. I never stopped loving you. Cherise had a bad time with it for a while..."
 
   "She was always a sensitive child. I can't wait to see my baby girl."
 
   Jerrin continued to stare at his mother, his eyes still sodden. "Can I get you something? Something to drink?"
 
   "Oh yes, that would be lovely. Do you have herbal tea?"
 
   "Yes." He made a move to stand and Sienna preceded him. "No, Jerrin. Stay there, I'll get it."
 
   "Thank you. There's chamomile in the cupboard by the 'fridge, I think. Cherise brought it."
 
   Zenobia watched Sienna move into the kitchen. She looked at her son, whispering collusively. "Oh, she's a beautiful girl, Jerrin."
 
   "Yes. She is."
 
   From the kitchen, Sienna pulled out the tea bags, and paused to shake her head at what she heard. Dominic had left a trail of casualties in his wake, and it was oddly comforting to know that she wasn't the only victim. 
 
   "So..." Zenobia said, pulling back. "tell me what you've been doing for the last fifteen years?"--and she cackled merrily. 
 
   Jerrin laughed with her and Sienna chuckled in the kitchen herself, as she put the kettle on. 
 
   So began a barrage of questions and answers, copious drinking of tea, and the finest few hours Sienna had ever experienced. Clearly, this woman adored her son, and she exuded charisma and authenticity, like Jerrin did. Sienna could also see where he got his scathing wit and dark good looks. Watching them together made her miss her own parents.
 
   A flash of light signaled the arrival of the movie-goers. "Cherise is back, I think." Jerrin got up to go to the door, as Zenobia stood, both hands pressed to her lips, her tears gathering in anticipation.
 
   Jerrin slipped outside quickly to catch Cherise before she walked in on this blast from the past. 
 
   Inside, Sienna stood next to Zenobia, who held her hand, waiting, her attention fixed on the door.
 
   In a single, whooshing instant, the door flew open and bumped the wall as Cherise stood wide-eyed, mouth agape, transfixed on the woman before her. Launching forward, she slammed into her mother and the two stumbled backward, falling in a heap on the sofa. Laughter filled the room.
 
   "Oh Mama!" Cherise cried.
 
   Sienna again witnessed the frantic exchange of reunion between loved ones lost to each other for years. She quietly asked Noah, Wilson and Kenny to step outside, so she could brief them on what had happened, and provide the once-estranged mother and her children a few moments of privacy. 
 
   After a time, the three noticed the others missing. Jerrin got up to invite them in again. 
 
   "I wanted to give you some privacy and let them know what's going on," Sienna explained. 
 
   "Thank you, Sienna." He held the door wide for them to enter.
 
   "Mama," Jerrin began, his hand on Noah's shoulder. "This is my son, Noah."
 
   She rose and went to the boy, kissing his cheeks affectionately. "You are the most precious thing!" she enthused.
 
   Noah, now a doppelganger for the Cheshire cat, hugged the woman. 
 
   "I'm going to spoil you rotten!" she added.
 
   He laughed.
 
   "And this is Kenny, my best friend."
 
   Kenny extended his hand to shake hers. "Pleasure to meet you."
 
   "Likewise. I'll be wanting to talk to you later about Jerrin. I'm sure you can give me all kinds of dirt."
 
   Everyone laughed, and Wilson cleared his throat in Jerrin's direction and Jerrin obliged his subtlety. "Mama, this is Wilson Brice, family friend and attorney."
 
   "Oh..." she became demure, then, clasping his hand graciously. "Pleased to meet you, Mr. Brice."
 
   "Wilson, please," he said, immediately smitten. He had never met Zenobia, since his retention as Dominic's attorney occurred a year after she had been incarcerated. "You are a stunning woman, Ms. Boudreaux," he said. 
 
   Sufficiently distracted by this unplanned reunion, Jerrin forgot all about his questions for Sienna, and she thought it just as well, since she needed to buy some time for the decision she had to make.
 
   The clan gathered in the living room, sharing more tea and endless stories of Jerrin and Cherise in childhood. It was three in the morning before the energy waned.
 
   As Kenny and Wilson stood at the door, saying goodnight, Wilson took Zenobia's hand in both of his, in a gentlemanly fashion. "Zenobia, you must let me take you to dinner some evening..."
 
   Jerrin interjected, "I thought you had to get back to Bangor?"
 
   "Well, now--" he huffed. "I'm the boss. I can return at my discretion."
 
   Nobody in the room bought it, but Zenobia remained gracious and sincere. "I'd be delighted, Wilson. Delighted."
 
   He grinned like a schoolboy.
 
   After they had gone, Noah hugged Zenobia. "I'm going to go to bed, I'll see you in the morning?"
 
   "Yes you will, sweet pea." She kissed his cheek.
 
   Sanguine, he headed for his room.
 
   Zenobia turned to Jerrin and Sienna. "You two make such a beautiful couple."
 
   "Thanks, Mama." He kissed her cheek. "I'm going to go get some bedding for your room. Be back."
 
   After Zenobia was sure he moved out of earshot, she leaned in close to Sienna, clasping her hand. "How far along are you?"
 
   Stunned for a moment, she then realized that she must be referring to the relationship. "Oh, it's pretty new. We only met a month ago."
 
   "No," she said, stroking the knuckles of her hand over Sienna's belly. "The baby."
 
   Sienna eyes grew wide. "How did you know?"
 
   "I have gifts." Zenobia smiled.
 
   "Don't tell Jerrin...please."
 
   "It's not my business to tell him, child. Just know that I'm here if you need someone to talk to."
 
   Warmed by the gesture, Sienna hugged her.
 
   "Let go of my mother," Jerrin commanded with mock sincerity, approaching them.
 
   The two women chuckled. 
 
   On a sigh, Zenobia said, "Well, I'm going to bed too."
 
   "Third room on the right," Jerrin told her.
 
   She pointed to Sienna behind him. "That one has my blessing." With that, she spun on a heel and padded down the hall.
 
   Jerrin turned to face Sienna. "You seem to have made quite an impression on my mother."
 
   "She made quite an impression on me." If you only knew, she thought. 
 
   He opened the refrigerator. "I'm having a beer, want one?"
 
   "No thanks. I need to get on the road, too."
 
   He swiveled, holding the bottle. "Oh...okay. Will I see you tomorrow?"
 
   She paused.
 
   He added, "Why don't you come over for lunch?"
 
   "You should spend this time with your family."
 
   "You're part of this family, Sienna. Don't you know that?"
 
   Part of it, until you find out I'm carrying your father's child, her mind retorted. "I'll call you," she said instead. Kissing his cheek, she left the warehouse.
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   A rap on her office door brought her eyes up. "Wilson. What a treat. What can I do for you?"
 
   He took a seat and pulled the pipe from his lips. "I wonder if you'd...uh...show me some property. Nothing elaborate, a vacation cottage, perhaps."
 
   "Are you planning to visit often?"
 
   "Well, now. Yes, I enjoy it immensely here. Jerrin and Kenny and I enjoyed a game of golf this morning. Beautiful courses here. And I've been due for retirement for some time now, so..."
 
   "Would this also have something to do with Jerrin's mother?"
 
   Uncomfortable, he fidgeted in his chair. "Oh well  ...Zenobia...lovely woman. I would love to spend some time in her company, yes, of course."
 
   "You have a crush on Zenobia."
 
   The man actually blushed.
 
   She released him from further niggling. "Let me see what I can find and I'll give you a buzz."
 
   "Thank you." He stood, and handed her his business card, making his way out, awkwardly, puffing his pipe.
 
   She giggled at him and dropped into her chair.
 
   Kenny was out of the office, and consequently, she had to answer the phone when it rang. "Price Realty."
 
   "I want to buy another hotel," Jerrin said.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Just kidding. How's that deal going?"
 
   "The bank was happy to get rid of it. They signed and closed an hour ago. I was about to call you, but had a little visit from Wilson."
 
   "Wilson? What did he want?"
 
   "He wanted a little vacation property here."
 
   "You don't say?"
 
   "Yeah. He's sweet on your mother."
 
   "Isn't that cute."
 
   "It is, actually. He even blushed when I busted him out."
 
   "Oh my god. Don't terrorize the man."
 
   She laughed.
 
   His tone became somber. "Listen. The memorial service for Noah's mom is on Saturday. Can you make it?" 
 
   "Of course. He needs lots of support right now."
 
   "Yeah. It kills me to see the look in his eyes when he thinks about her. Mama has been great, though. She's taken him under her wing." 
 
   "Good."
 
   "Okay, I'll pick you up at noon Saturday." 
 
   "Pick me up at the office, I have some work to do beforehand."
 
   "Okay."
 
   She pressed the disconnect button down with one finger for a moment, and on a whim, called her mother. 
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   "Hey brother." Cherise came into the living room as Jerrin hung up the phone. "Who was that?"
 
   "Sienna. We'll swing by to pick her up Saturday before the service."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "What's Noah doing?"
 
   "Playing his bass." She got orange juice out of the 'fridge and poured a glass. "Hey, what would you think about me buying a house from Kenny?"
 
   Jerrin's eyes sparkled. "Does that mean you're going to stick around?"
 
   "Well, why wouldn't I? I mean, Mama is here, you're here, Noah is here..."
 
   "Kenny..."
 
   She drank her juice. "Yes, I like Kenny. So what?"
 
   Jerrin did a little dance, singing, "Kenny and Cherise…sittin' in a tree….K-I-S-S-I-N-G…"
 
   "Oh stop it. I just want to date him."
 
   Like an overly protective brother, he leaned forward, half seriously. "Has he put the moves on you?"
 
   "No. He's been a perfect gentleman."
 
   "Wow. He must really like you then."
 
   "What's that mean?"
 
   "It means, dear sister," He gathered her up as if to dance with her. "He was a ladies man, just like I   was..."
 
   "Was? Oh you're not a ladies man anymore?"
 
   "Nope. I think I've had my wings clipped." 
 
   Zenobia walked in. "There's my two splendid children!" She hugged them both at the same time, and kissed their cheeks.
 
   "Morning Mama," they both said.
 
   "What's this about the clipping of wings?"
 
   Jerrin made a sheepish face. "Oh, Sienna has me a little stupid."
 
   "Well that kind of stupid is what the world needs more of." 
 
   A loud noise drew their attention to the recesses the warehouse. Jerrin hurried down the corridor and saw Noah sitting on the floor, a spilled bucket of paint next to him. He had his head in his hands, sobbing. Jerrin went to him, gathering him up in his arms, and held him as he cried. "It's gonna get better, Noah. I promise."
 
   From the doorway, Zenobia and Cherise watched, hearts aching for the pain this boy felt, and endeared by the gentleness with which Jerrin treated him.
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   Sienna stood sideways in front of the full length mirror on the wall in her office. Lifting her shirt, she tried to see if her belly distended yet.
 
   "What the hell are you doing?" Kenny said from the door.
 
   She dropped the bottom of her blouse, startled. "God. Nothing...I just...think I'm getting fat."
 
   "Yeah. Right. All women say that when they look into mirrors. You should stop looking into mirrors."
 
   "You should stop creeping around looking at women who are looking into mirrors."
 
   "Yeah. I'll get right on that." He dropped a property file on her desk. "There's the comps you wanted." He started out.
 
   "Hey..."
 
   He paused in the doorway. "Mmmm?"
 
   "You've...known Jerrin a long time..."
 
   "Fifteen years."
 
   "How do you think he feels about me?"
 
   Kenny straightened up, and took a step closer to address her. "He adores you, Sienna. I've never seen him act this way. His Casanova days are over."
 
   She studied his sincerity for a moment, and then gave her attention to the reflection in the glass once more.
 
   "Stop looking in the mirror. You're a hottie."
 
   She tossed her pen at him as he laughed and headed down the hall.
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   "May your soul rest in peace, Tina Thorn," the pastor finished from graveside.
 
   As the casket descended into the ground, tears streamed from Noah's eyes. Jerrin put an arm around him, held him tight, as did Zenobia from the other side. Behind him, Sienna and Cherise both reached out to add their hands, hoping the energy of love and support from all of them would serve to ease the suffering in his young heart.
 
   "Come on," Jerrin guided his grieving son away from the grave site, walking with his arm around him toward the limo.
 
   Zenobia followed close behind.
 
   "I need a drink," Wilson said.
 
   "I think we all do," Sienna agreed.
 
   Cherise took Kenny's arm. "Jerrin has a stocked liquor cabinet at the warehouse."
 
   The four of them followed father and son to the long black car and got in.
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   Noah made it clear he didn't want some dismal gathering at the house after the service, and Jerrin assured him that anything he wanted was perfectly fine.
 
   The boy immediately went to change out of his suit, and donned a T-shirt and the old pair of jeans Jerrin had given him, soon sawing and hammering away in the far room, building tables.
 
   "Should we go back there?" Cherise asked.
 
   Jerrin shook his head. "No. Leave him alone. He's doing something physical, and that's the best thing for him right now."
 
   Sienna recalled that her father always said the same thing.
 
   Stiff drinks were made and passed around, and Jerrin suggested they all watch a movie. As they sat together in front of the TV, each of them felt the precarious balance between life and death. It served to make them thankful for the blessings they enjoyed. 
 
   When the movie ended, Jerrin noticed silence from the rear of the warehouse. "I'm going to check on him."
 
   Zenobia sat up. "Let me. Maybe he needs some motherly attention." 
 
   Jerrin nodded and eased into the sofa again, taking Sienna's hand.
 
   Cherise pushed out of the chair. "Kenny, why don't you come help me start dinner?" They got up and went to the kitchen.
 
   Wilson loaded up his pipe, and stepped out onto the patio.
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   Noah stood staring at the table, sweaty, and tired. He heard Zenobia come in and glanced at her, but turned away again.
 
   "That's a pretty snazzy table, there, sugar pea."
 
   Noah set the drill down on it, and wiped sawdust from the surface absently.
 
   "What color stain are you gonna put on it?"
 
   "I thought about Olde Maple."
 
   "Is that a little like redwood?"
 
   "Yeah." He wiped his hands on the rag from his back pocket.
 
   "That'll be lovely." She came over to him and within a few seconds, he moved into her arms. She held him, rocked him. "I know it hurts like hell, sweetie pie. But everyone here loves you. It won't always feel like this." 
 
   He nuzzled into her neck. She smelled of wildflowers, and it made him feel secure.
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   Cherise browned the hamburger in a skillet as Kenny sliced green peppers for the sauce. Pushing the frozen block of meat around in the shallow pool of water, she scraped the browned parts away, and thought of Noah. She'd never expected to have a nephew. 
 
   And she'd never dreamed Jerrin would settle down. He had never been the type, as far as she knew. But Sienna had changed that. No matter what people may believe about themselves, if the right person came along, all bets could be off. 
 
   She glanced over at Kenny, methodical not to cut himself. Turning down the flame under the skillet, she wiped her hands on a towel and went to him. He lifted the sliced pepper into a bowl and grinned at her. "See that? I've got skills."
 
   She moved into his embrace, and though taken aback by her overt show of affection, he was pleased. He put his arms around her.
 
   Cherise sighed, allowing herself to appreciate him, his goofy sense of humor, his boyish charm. She wondered what it would be like to make love with him. Looking up at him, she held his eyes.
 
   "What's that?" he whispered.
 
   "Just me. Liking you."
 
   He kissed her cheek and returned to his pepper-slicing duties.
 
   Wilson came in and took his seat in the living room again, and Cherise listened to Noah, Wilson and Zenobia, as they chattered about everything that had caused their paths to cross. Zenobia was talking about the Law of Attraction, and how powerful it was. Cherise wondered if that law would save Jerrin and Sienna; if it would mend the injuries her family had suffered. Kenny looked away from his pepper slicing long enough to smile at her periodically, and she smiled back, wondering if there was a future for them, too, somehow. 
 
   And there was her mother. This earthy, mystical mother who had been out of her life for sixteen years. Would they be a family again?
 
   Zenobia must have seen a telling look on her face, and she excused herself from the group and came into the kitchen. Touching her face, she said, "I have missed you so much...we've found each other after all this time...everything is gonna be okay, now." She patted her maternally, and turned to retrieve a bottle of water from the 'fridge, going back to the living room.
 
   Cherise grabbed Kenny by the hand and dragged him outside. She spun around, plastered herself on the wall, holding his hands. "Kiss me."
 
   He seemed perplexed, but took a breath and moved in close, pressing his lips to hers. After he pulled away, she said, "Tomorrow, I'm coming over to your house."
 
   "You are?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I haven't really been in your house, and I want to see it."
 
   "Okay."
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   Sienna emerged from the renovations in the far end of the warehouse, and noticed that Cherise and Kenny were gone, and she checked the hamburger. It would have burned soon. She stirred it, and turned out the flame. Peeking out the window, she saw them near the glade, embracing, laughing and kissing. "Oh, it's on."
 
   "What?" Jerrin came up behind her and looked outside. "Oh boy."
 
   "Ain't love grand?" she asked.
 
   He winked at her. "I think so."
 
   They kissed briefly, but stopped when Zenobia came in with Noah. He grabbed a stray pepper from the cutting board and went to give it to the parrots.
 
   "How's he doing?" Jerrin asked.
 
   "He'll be okay. He only needs some time. That, and all the love inside this house."
 
   "What about the love outside this house?" he crooked a thumb toward the patio.
 
   Zenobia leaned to look out the French door. "Good grief. It's a Hallmark card around here."
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   The next week teemed with activity. Sienna sold several more properties on top of the hotel and the cottage for Wilson. She met Jerrin for lunch twice, but otherwise, only got to talk to him on the phone.
 
   On Friday, Jerrin had endured all he could manage, and dropped by her office. He rapped at the jamb, and when she looked up from her paperwork, all she saw was his arm extended into the doorway, his fist full of wildflowers.
 
   She laughed, as he stepped into view. He pulled pencils out of a cup on her desk and jammed the flowers in. "There. I brought you flowers. I even picked them myself. Now you have to see me."
 
   "I'm sorry, Jerrin. Things have been so crazy busy this week."
 
   "I know. But you are going to be at Noah's birthday bash tomorrow, right?"
 
   "Oh of course! That's why I've been working so hard, I wanted to have the weekend free." 
 
   He came around the desk and spun her chair around with her in it. Then he straddled her, sitting on her lap as she laughed. "I've been so lonely."
 
   "You have a houseful of people, how could you be lonely?"
 
   "I'm lonely for you." He leaned down to kiss her, and she kissed him back, the pen she held, dropping to the floor.
 
   "You dropped your pen."
 
   "Yes I know. I must have had a spasm."
 
   "Want me to get it?"
 
   "I wouldn't want you to strain yourself."
 
   Awkwardly, he tried to reach it and the chair tilted precariously and he fell as her chair sprang back into the upright position. "Now I've got you right where I want you," he said from the floor. 
 
   She laughed gleefully.
 
   He grabbed the pneumatic lever and made her chair drop lower and she laughed some more.
 
   Kenny came in. "What in the hell is going on in here? Sounds like a pack of hyenas."
 
   Jerrin stood up abruptly. "I'm stealing your agent."
 
   "Okay, I won't tell the boss."
 
   "Yes, because it's a secret."
 
   "Does that make her your secret agent?" Kenny cracked.
 
   Jerrin looked at Sienna, and lifted a dramatic eyebrow, then to his best friend, he said, "We've got some undercover work to do."
 
   Kenny and Sienna both laughed.
 
   As Jerrin hauled her out, she barely grabbed her purse on the way.
 
   "Tally ho!" Kenny shouted at them, as they bolted out. He looked around the empty office. "I'm not staying here by myself." He tossed his pen over his shoulder onto her desk and headed for the golf course.
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   Jerrin wouldn't tell her where they were going. He knew Wilson was at the house with Zenobia and Noah, probably working on the room. 
 
   "Come on," she poked his arm as he took the exit for Highway 62. "Where are you taking me?"
 
   "Don't you worry about it. I've got a tarp and some duct tape, you'll be fine."
 
   "I'm not afraid of you."
 
   "Oh be afraid," he warned with that sardonic lift of his eyebrow. "Be very afraid."
 
   Through a series of short cuts, and a myriad of winding roads, he soon ended up on Highway 65, and she saw the sign for Branson.
 
   "Oh, we're going to Branson."
 
   He wiggled his eyebrows.
 
   The first stop was the go carts. He paid their passage and they spent an hour chasing each other around the track.
 
   Then he took her on a hot air balloon ride, and they enjoyed the breathtaking scenery from high above the earth.
 
   After that, he took her to Candlestick Inn for a delectable dinner of lobster bisque, cold water lobster tail and prime filet, and fine white burgundy wine, while a guitarist played softly in ambient repose.
 
   After dessert, he drove them to Branson Landing, where they strolled along the scenic boardwalk along Lake Taneycomo, and paused to watch the spectacular water fountain show featuring 120 foot geysers accompanied by fire cannons, and choreographed lights and music. 
 
   Sienna was certainly clear about one thing, by the time they were enjoying their cocktails at Garfield's: Jerrin knew how to show a lady a good time, while also dazzling her with a variety of experiences. 
 
   On the way home, she ached to snuggle up next to him. She remembered her parents reminiscing about the good old days when cars had bench seats and sometimes no seat belts at all. Safety awareness could put a damper on romance, these days. Still, he held her hand all the way back as they talked about the evening.
 
   When they parked at the warehouse, he turned to her and said, "You are the quintessential definition of beautiful." And he kissed her, lingering, sweet, hinting at a passion she instantly felt need of. Had he lived alone, she would have insisted he take liberties with her honor.
 
   Inside, the house was quiet. Jerrin talked her into spending the night, since she had indulged in too much alcohol to drive. She kissed him goodnight and went to the guestroom.
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   The house fell into the silence of slumber, as Jerrin shut the book he was reading: The Wonder of Boys: What parents, mentors and educators can do to shape boys into exceptional men. He turned off the bedside lamp. A gentle swath of moonlight spilled onto the bed, and he replayed the evening in his mind. 
 
   Zenobia had talked to Jerrin earlier in the day about defining wants, deliberate creation...she told him to make a list of what he wanted in a mate. After he did so, he saw that Sienna embodied everything on the list. His mother then suggested he place some mental energy toward drawing her to him in that way...though there is always free will involved, if his vibration matched hers, it would happen, just as it did when her vibration matched his and Cherise's when she wanted to find them. That's when he had the idea of taking her to Branson, since he had wanted to have a special evening with the two of them, unaccompanied.
 
   Having a sudden family was disorienting at times, but he loved how it felt. Had this been the missing piece in the puzzle of his life? Had his artistic temperament kept him from enjoying one of the best things about living? 
 
   And there was Sienna. Though outwardly a confirmed bachelor, since meeting and getting to know her, with all her angst and wit and profound need to understand her place in the world, his affection for the single life had been summarily replaced by affection for her.
 
   Gone, were the nights like this one, where he would lie in bed alone and wish for that speck of meaning in isolation. Gone, and hopefully soon to be forgotten. He wanted her. Not merely in his bed, but in his life, in his heart. Blithely, he understood that she was already there.
 
   And she was here. In the guest room with Zenobia. He wished she was in his room with him, instead, but as a new parent, he felt obliged to set a good example. And though he harbored an intense desire to experience her in the most intimate way, it was also not the time or place to do that with a full house. It didn't preclude him from wanting her near, though.
 
   Recalling Zenobia's encouragement that he manifest the things he wanted by focusing on them, he closed his eyes and an image of Sienna swooped into his mind's eye...her laughter, her wry expressions, the way her full lips were in the shape of a heart. He wanted to kiss her heart. In his mind, he called to her; imagined her climbing in next to him and snuggling up, her hand on his chest, her breath on his neck.
 
   A rustling sound lifted his eyes, and he saw her there, in the doorway. Lo and behold, he thought.
 
   "You asleep?"
 
   "Nope." He felt her hesitation, standing there in her shiny purple pajamas, left behind on her last visit. Had she left them there knowing she'd stay again? He liked that idea. "What do you need? A drink of water? A blanket? Cuddles?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Laughing. "Yes, what?"
 
   "Cuddles."
 
   He peeled the covers away on the "passenger side" of the bed, and Sienna came over and got in.
 
   "Okay," he said, his arm half-raised. "Spoons, or cheek on chest?" She put her check on his chest, and he dropped his arm down to her shoulders. In the ensuing silence, Jerrin felt her gears turning. "What's on your mind?"
 
   "How do you know there's something on my mind?"
 
   "There's always something on your mind."
 
   She giggled. "You're right...I was thinking about what you said a while ago...you said you think I'm the quintessential definition of beautiful...what did you mean?"
 
   "Um...well...aesthetically pleasing, easy on the eyes, evolved on the inside, fiery, driven, engaging, intelligent...a sexy heart-shaped mouth...all of that is beautiful to me..."
 
   "You think I have a heart-shaped mouth?"
 
   He leaned back to look at it. "Yep. There it is. Heart-shaped."
 
   As he settled down into the pillows, she became contemplative again. He felt her thinking. He always felt her thinking. "What else?" he prodded, brushing his fingers through the tendrils of hair at her forehead. 
 
   "I like you."
 
   "I like you too."
 
   "How much?"
 
   He held up two fingers to about an inch, and she smacked him on the arm, as they both laughed. "Seriously. Yes. I do like you. More than I should, probably."
 
   "Why do you say that? "
 
   "I know you are very dangerous to me."
 
   "I've never been accused of being dangerous."
 
   "Well you are."
 
   "How?"
 
   Now it was Jerrin's turn to squirm. He cleared his throat and tried to find the right words. "I have a secret, but precise and thorough list of what I want to manifest in my life...romantically."
 
   "And?"
 
   "And you're it."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Unless you have me fooled."
 
   "Kiss me."
 
   "What?"
 
   "I want you to kiss me like I'm the one you manifested..."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "So I can see if it's what I manifested," she explained.
 
   "Oh, you've been manifesting, too, have you?"
 
   "Yes I have."
 
   He sighed. "Now I have performance anxiety."
 
   She rolled away from him, with fake petulance. "Okay, forget it, then."
 
   He turned quickly to lay half on top of her, his merry gaze distinct, even in the crepuscular shadows. Then his features ripened into fervent tenderness. He bent his lips to her heart-shaped mouth.
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   At noon, the construction company pulled into the drive, and backed the trailer into the area behind the warehouse. Workmen unloaded a backhoe, attached cables to the small stage and lifted it from the trailer, placing it gingerly on the ground. Minutes later, they were loaded up and gone. 
 
   Noah must have heard the commotion, even in his thick stupor. He got up and came into the great room, noticing the new curtains covering the windows. "What's going on out there?"
 
   Jerrin guided him to his room. "Get dressed."
 
   "What's going on?"
 
   "It's your birthday, get dressed."
 
   He obliged, rubbing the heel of his hand to one sleepy eye. "Oh man. I forgot..."
 
   Jerrin was proud of himself for not allowing his urges to get the better of him the night before. They had cuddled and kissed for a long time, and he had sent Sienna back to the guestroom before dawn, for appearances. He'd showered, then painted a wavy musical staff on the rear wall of the back room, and musically themed objects over the panes in the garage door windows. The room was almost finished. Noah would discover the intended use of the room soon enough--after his other surprise following the party. Jerrin had spared his sister the cooking, and instead had the food catered, but put her in charge of it. She was thrilled to help.
 
   Kenny was to manage the delivery of Jerrin's gift to the warehouse. That would happen later.
 
   Now, there existed a great deal of coordinating to do with the guests. Jerrin stepped outside and got to work, confident that Zenobia would prevent Noah from looking out any windows.
 
   Two hours later, Noah reappeared freshly showered and dressed, and antsy about what everyone was up to. He assumed it was some kind of party for his birthday. He'd try to be a good sport, because he knew his new father would want that.
 
   Finally, he heard an air horn, and Zenobia came alive. "Okay. Let's go." She led him into the kitchen and opened the back door.
 
   A cacophony of voices screamed "Surprise!" and then they all began to sing Happy Birthday. Noah was more than surprised, he was speechless and stupefied. On the back lawn were about sixty teenagers, all wearing hats and tooting horns. And beyond them, a bandstand. And on the bandstand, a fully rigged Noah's Ark. 
 
   His bandmates grinned like possums and made horned hand signals as they hooted along with everyone else. They were plugged into a gigantic P.A., and had their instruments ready. To either side of the crowd, were long tables of food and refreshments.
 
   Jerrin slapped him on the shoulder. "Well get up there and play, boy!"
 
   Noah saw his bass waiting for him on a stand, already plugged up. The band started playing, and he began to walk toward the stage, numbly at first, and then with more enthusiasm, as the cheering teens clapped and encouraged him.
 
   Mounting the stage, he gave all his bandmates a big hug, and then strapped his bass on. There was a set list already taped to the floor of the stage in front of his position. The drummer gave a cue, and Noah jumped in on bass, as they launched into the song.
 
   The area in front of the stage flooded with bodies as the teenagers began to dance. 
 
   Sienna looked over at Jerrin with tears in her eyes, and saw that he bit his lip in an effort to stave off his own tears. She went to put her arms around him and Jerrin kept his eyes on his son, obvious pride on his features. "Where in the world did you find all these teenagers?"
 
   He smiled. "Well, it only took some networking. Kenny helped out a lot with that. He knows everybody. And I called every parent I knew. Small town. Kids are always looking for something new to do. And with the offer of adult chaperons, free transportation, free food and a live band…."
 
   Sienna squeezed him tighter and turned her attention back to the undulating crowd of bodies. Soon, even the adults were dancing amid the teens. Zenobia and Wilson were doing a modified jitterbug while the teens clapped for them.
 
   As the afternoon wore on, happy kids devoured the food, danced themselves into a frenzy, and Noah played with jubilance on the stage, hopping around and thumping his bass as never before. At the end of each song, the crowd cheered and whistled and applauded, and it was, without question, the best day of Jerrin's life. 
 
   As Sienna witnessed the events of the day and watched Jerrin share in his son's joy, she knew she loved him. She knew that this man was the man for her.
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   Each time the band took a break, Noah would leave the stage only to be mobbed by giddy teenaged girls, all wanting to be his girlfriend.
 
   Kenny leaned over to his friend and remarked, "Like father like son."
 
   By the end of the last set, in the glow of a full moon and various night lamps, Noah stepped up to  the mic and got everyone's attention. "I want to thank all of you for being here and making my birthday the best day of my life."
 
   The crowd cheered.
 
   "Most of all, I want to introduce you to the guy who made all this happen..." He motioned for Jerrin, who came up on the stage and hugged his son to raucous applause. Leaning into the mic, Noah said, "This is my Dad."
 
   A swelling of cheering and applause reverberated off the back of the warehouse as father and son embraced. In his ear, he heard Noah say, "I love you, Dad."
 
   Sienna could see, even from this distance, how Jerrin's face pinched with emotion and his tears were obvious as he hugged Noah. At last releasing the boy, he made his way off the stage and embraced Sienna.
 
   "You are the greatest dad in the world," she whispered, thumbing away a few of his tears.
 
   He put his arm around her and pulled her to his side, in lieu of a response. They stood and watched Noah socialize with everyone in front of the stage. After a moment, the band members came over to shake Jerrin's hand.
 
   Andy slid his favorite drumsticks in his back pocket so his hand would be free to shake Jerrin's.  "Thanks for setting this up, Mr. Boudreaux. And thanks for moving our families up here and letting us live in your motel. We had nowhere to go."
 
   Shocked, Sienna looked at Jerrin.
 
   "Well you're welcome to stay there as long as you wish. Wilson Brice is coordinating some things so your fathers can find work."
 
   Kevin shook his hand next, echoing Andy's sentiment, then Richard followed suit. 
 
   "I was happy to help, boys. You're all welcome here anytime, too. That rehearsal room is ready for some music. Noah and I will be adding some equipment, and some soundproofing, as well as a sound booth, soon. Maybe you guys can come over and help."
 
   Exclamations from all three boys told Jerrin his birthday surprises for Noah were excellent choices, and they were all enthusiastic about the project. Andy said, "Noah is lucky to have a dad like you." 
 
   They all shook his hand again, offering more thanks, then went back toward the stage.
 
   Wiping her own renewed tears, Sienna took his hand and led him around the side of the warehouse, where she pressed him against the wall and kissed him.
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   An hour later, all the teens had been loaded up in the buses they came in, and transported back to the centrally-located lot where they had either parked, or been dropped off by parents.
 
   The band members broke down the equipment and loaded it into the freshly painted and renovated studio. Jerrin gave Kenny a signal, and he hurried off.
 
   Noah came up and hugged his new family, thanking them all profusely.
 
   "It's not over yet. I still have to give you your other presents."
 
   "You already gave me my present!" he enthused.
 
   Jerrin produced a bandanna from his pocket and blindfolded his son.
 
   "Oh, man..." Noah said.
 
   He and Sienna led Noah into the back door and down the hall. When Jerrin removed the blindfold, Noah's eyes fell on the musical staff painted across the back wall. "Wow! That's cool."
 
   "Thanks, but that's not the present."
 
   Noah frowned at him.
 
   "The present is that this room is going to be the rehearsal and recording studio for you and Noah's Ark."
 
   "For real? That's why we were cleaning it?"
 
   Jerrin nodded on a grin and Noah hugged him.
 
   "That's not all, either." He handed Noah a remote control. "Press that button."
 
   Noah did, and the garage door whirred up to reveal the other gift. In the drive, sat a black cargo van, with "Noah's Ark" painted by Jerrin on the side, complete with the logo Noah talked about. On top of the van perched a massive red bow.
 
   "Happy birthday, son."
 
   Noah turned to embrace his father. "I love you!" He broke free and hurried to the vehicle as his bandmates came running around the side of the warehouse to join him. They all screamed and shouted and laughed and all of them piled into the van to check it out.
 
   Jerrin went to the driver's side window and dangled the keys in front of Noah. "Be back in a couple hours, and be very careful, okay?"
 
   "I will!" He grabbed the keys, started it up and pulled out onto Cooper road with his buddies.
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   Inside, everyone else cleaned up the mess, while Jerrin collapsed on the sofa with a beer. Sienna helped load the dishwasher and then noticed Jerrin on the sofa. She dried her hands on a towel, and went over to sit beside him. "That was the most amazing thing I've ever seen."
 
   He grinned wearily. "All I wanted was to put a smile back on that kid's face."
 
   "Well, mission accomplished, Mr. Boudreaux. He now thinks you hung the moon." She looked up at him. "And so do I."
 
   He bent down to kiss her. After he leaned back, he said, "I guess on some level, I'm attracted to the idea of being the father my father never was."
 
   Dominic. Would Jerrin still feel that way when she told him she carried his father's child?
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   Jerrin shuffled into the kitchen to make coffee as sunlight streamed in the East windows of the kitchen. He found a note from Cherise on the counter. She had gone home with Kenny last night. He realized what that meant. She added that she gave Noah permission to take his friends to a concert and festival in Fayetteville. She and Kenny were going to Tulsa to gamble at the Cherokee Casino. She didn't expect any of them to be back until late. She'd also given Noah her cell phone in case Jerrin wanted to call him, or if he needed one for an emergency. Jerrin thought getting Noah a cell phone would be the next order of business. He wanted the boy to be able to reach him or have access to help all the time, if needed. Another reminder of how much responsibility it was to be a father. But he was happy for it.
 
   Glancing down at the note again, it also dawned on his yet-to-be-caffeinated brain that he was alone with Sienna. Jerrin smiled. A few minutes later, his teeth freshly brushed, he knocked on the guest room door.
 
   "Come in," came the sleepy response.
 
   She lay ensconced in the bedding, her hair wild from sleep. "Good morning." He sat down on the bed and handed her a cup of coffee, and put the small white sack in his lap. 
 
   "Oh, wow. Thank you." She sat up languidly, and blew on the hot liquid, the steam framing her face.
 
   "Sleep well?"
 
   "Mmmhm," she acknowledged.
 
   "I have something for you." 
 
   "It's not my birthday," she chided.
 
   "No, it's not, but I still have something for you." He pulled a long box out of the sack and handed it to her.
 
   "What's this?" she set her coffee on the nightstand and took it.
 
   "A token of my affection."
 
   She opened the hinged case and her eyes were dazzled with light. A ruby and diamond necklace. "Oh my god!" she breathed.
 
   "You have a beautiful neck, and it needs to be adorned with something beautiful."
 
   She hugged him, kissed his cheek and pulled the necklace out. He took it and fastened it on her. She got up and went to the mirror on the dresser. "Oh Jerrin, it's gorgeous."
 
   His arms came around her from behind as he looked in the mirror at her in the necklace. "You're gorgeous."
 
   She twisted to face him, pretending suspicion. "Are you trying to buy my love?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   She laughed and hugged him, kissed his cheeks. "It's working."
 
   "Is it?"
 
   She noticed his tone. "Yes."
 
   He reached for the robe on the hook by the door. "Put this on, let's go sit on the patio."
 
   Outside, he brought them some croissants and fresh coffee in a serving thermos, and they sat in a lounger, her back against him, as they enjoyed the orange light of sunrise. She ignored the churning of guilt about her secret, not wanting the magic to evaporate like some Vegas sleight-of-hand. She sighed.
 
   "Trust me?" he asked.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Then tell me. Tell me everything so we can simply leave it behind..."
 
   She felt the magic seeping away, replaced by the guilt of secrets kept. "You won't be able to leave this behind," she murmured. "Can't we just stay like this forever?"
 
   "I need to know what you're keeping from me. It doesn't matter what it is."
 
   "It does matter..." She got up and took a few steps away, reaching for the coffee and taking a drink. "It will matter to you."
 
   "If it will matter to me, then you have to tell me."
 
   She couldn't argue with his logic. There was no turning back, now, no way to recapture the magic, unless she told him. And even then, it might be gone for good. She swallowed hard. "I'm pregnant."
 
   His face went slack, as the ramifications of it began to culminate in his mind. She detected the instant when full comprehension pinched his brow. He studied the tree line by the glade, his eyes darting from place to place. After a thick moment, he said, "Then I guess we're going to have a baby."
 
   "Jerrin--"
 
   "How long have you known?"
 
   "Since the day you came back from Mississippi with Noah. My doctor appointment. That was even more of a shock than him telling me I was STD-free."
 
   "Well then, you didn't have much chance to tell me with all that was going on. I understand that."
 
   Everything she contrived to say sounded pitiful, therefore she stood mute.
 
   He rose to embrace her. "I love you, Sienna. And I'll love our child."
 
   She pulled back to look at him. "How can you love it when it's--" 
 
   "He's dead. This baby is only a part of you, now. It has at least some of my DNA. So I will make it a part of me."
 
   She clung to him fiercely. "I don't deserve you."
 
   He took her by the shoulders and eased her to arm's length. "You deserve the very best of everything. You've been in your own ring of hell for a few months, now. You made the best decisions you knew how to make. Life throws curve balls, Sienna. I won't let it keep us apart."
 
   As she looked into his eyes, she knew he meant every word. She fell against him again. "I'm in love with you, Jerrin." 
 
   He pulled something out of his pocket, and before she knew it, he opened the box and held it out to her, dropping to one knee. A ring. A ring that matched her necklace. Diamonds and rubies. "Marry me, Sienna. Let me be your husband." 
 
   In a quick frisson of a awareness, she realized he had the ring before he knew about the baby. That meant he was not asking her out of some misplaced obligation. He was asking her because he loved her.
 
   "Say yes, Sienna."
 
   "Yes, Jerrin. Yes.
 
   He took the ring out, took her hand, and slid it on her finger. "We belong to each other now," he said. Standing up, he held her as the sunrise broke over the trees.
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   Sienna read the note Cherise had left on the counter, while Jerrin waited. She knew they had an extended amount of privacy brewing, and that they were both pondering the same notion.
 
   He held out his hand to her, and she took it, following him to his room, where he locked the door behind them. Crossing to her, he removed his pajamas boldly, and she was breathless as she saw his naked, muscled body. He removed her robe, unbuttoned her purple silk top, and slid it to the floor. Dropping to his knees, as he removed her pajama bottoms and panties, he placed kisses on her belly.
 
   She reached down to pull him up, capturing his mouth with hers, and they moved to the bed and fell together upon it.
 
   There would be no looking back, no agonizing about the future, and no regrets. Her secrets had been ferreted out of a well-worn barricade of fear, displayed without shame before this man who brought visions of a life she'd only wished for. Her heart floated, buoyant, with the loss of burden. 
 
   She and Jerrin would raise this child as if it were his and hers alone, and she would embrace Noah in a renewed way, and take Zenobia, Wilson, Cherise and Kenny as extended members of her family. The ugliness of life would not be allowed visitation in their home.
 
   Now, in this bed, with this soulmate she'd found, hungry for each other, they explored, skin to skin, lips to lips, heart to heart. As Jerrin moved inside her, she knew that any baggage she had brought to this, was now expunged. There was only the two of them, merging in blissful union, their hearts full of hope and tenderness.
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As You Were
{Romantic Suspense novel)

Tru, a performing singer-songwriter, and Brittany, a
photographer, shared 3 beautiful home on Castle Mountain
in Colorado, enjoyed orseback 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.
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Also Known as Sleepy Cat Peak
{Book 5 of AKA Investigations Series)

Jobeth and Phoebe go back to basics in more ways than one.

With the Ascension House up and running, and Jobeth
busier than ever with her Investigations, Phoebe thinks it's
time that she and Jobeth have a vacation. Especially since
they have lost track of their intimate time together. She
suggests a unique mountain getaway called Sleepy Cat Peak
Lofty Cabins—a retreat for the gay community where the
cabins are treshouses.

While Jobeth tries to resist the urge to investigate the
interesting goings-on in the winter oasis, she also has to deal with some
sobering questions about her relationship with Phoebe; and although Phoebe
made Jobeth promise to leave her gun and her investigative obsession at
home, she can't help but get involved in the life and drama of the old lesbian
couple who run the place.

But neither Jobeth nor Phoebe expected their getaway to turn into
something so pivotal to their relationship, nor fo have to explore
preconceived notions so profoundly. Can Jobeth get past her own
boundaries? Or will she lose Phoebe forever?
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Plethora
{Southern Gothic Humor/Romance 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?
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Random Act of Blindness
(Erotic Romance 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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Resurrection Sticks
(Bandosapien Series #1)
(Speculative Adventure novella)

1¢'s hard enough building a life on a new planet, but when
yowre faced with dissension in your own tribe, you have to
decide and decide quickly just how far you're prepared to go.

Sivon is half Bandonese, half human. Her mother was one of
ten female survivors when their craft crashed on a farm in rural
Colorado. Now she is running from one of her own people,
risking everything for love and the things she believes in.

Mozzik, the self-appointed leader of the Bandosapiens, has
his own agenda, and Sivon has just crossed the line. He's out to find her, to
eliminate the risk she's flisting with and to assert his control once more over
the whole tribe.

But sometimes power is about more than control. Doing the right thing
can be the most powerful thing in the world...as Sivon is about to find out.

1f Mozzik doesn't kill her first,

View Book Trailer
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Curse of Cache La Poudre
{Adventure 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 info 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 2 honeymoon, and being chased through the wilderness, while  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?
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Kelli Jac Bacli began writing as a child, exploring poetry and
Jousnaling, snd eventually moving on to shost stories. Aftér 3 romantic
fling in the military with another female soldier, she decided fo write a
ook bazed on the experience. The story that evolved ook on 3 life of
15 own, but 1t became her fizst novel, As You Were, This was followed
quickly by Armchair Detective, a book she said she wrote becauze she
couldn't find other lesbian fiction she liked and 20 wanted to write
something she would want to read. She's been doing that ever since.
Creativity comes as easily as breathing to Baeli. Living 2 life around words, books,
artand music not only fulfills her, but defines her
An independent publishes, she writes under eight pseudonyms, has authored and
produced over 30 books, both non-fiction and fiction in a variety of genses, with many.
more planned
Believing in mastering every aspect of the business, she is also an editor, webmaster

and blogger, all after eight years pursuing 3 B.A. in Professional Writing & Editing

Formerly a managing editor for two small presses, and a freelance editor since 1995,
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Constantly mining the world around her for literary tidbits, Baeli 1s always to be
found with notebook in hand, a self-confessed word magpie who sees everywhere the
fodder for her stories and essays.

She 12 alzo 3 talented singes/songwriter with oves 200 songs to hex credit, A canny
mix of business woman and astist, Kelli Jae Bacll is delighted to spend each and every
day teeding hes muze.

Baclt makes her home in Colorado and New Zealand with her Kiwi partner, author
Kate Genet. She looks forward to a life rich in words, music and stories.






images/00003.jpeg
=7





images/00006.jpeg
Armchair Detective
{Book 1 of AKA Investigations Series)

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.
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Another Justice
(Suspense/Vigilante Novel}

In Greek, Omega Fisher's name means "the end”. Now
there's real synchronicity in her name. Even her surname
conjures up the biblical phrase “fisher of men" - she is now
fishing for men, and she does, indeed, intend to END them. Is
there some meaning in this correlation, or is it just another
random alignment in a universe full of random alignments? It
hardly matters. Meg Fisher is who she is, and she's going to
do what she's going to do. Fish for them. End them.

Margo Benning is nowhere near so philosophical; she’s just an ordinary

woman, intent on running her thriving gym in Colorado Springs. It only
takes one violent event however, to throw her life into chaos. Unable to bear
reporting the crime against her, knowing there's every chance her attacker
will go free, Margo decides to follow the lead of a recent vigilante. She’s not
sure how to keep her actions from her girlfriend and her best friend, both
detectives with the Colorado Springs Police, but she's determined to deliver
another, more appropriate, justice.
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Also Known As Syzygy
{Book 3 of AKA Investigations Series}
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Also Known As DNA
{Book 2 of AKA Investigations Series)

Freshly 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
idylic and full of promise.

The dream is soon shattered by ghosts from the past,
appearing to tear the fabric of love and trust. With the
company of their friend, Detective Ginger Grant, a
crecendoing battle of survival will test their courage, as they discover the
darker permutations of DNA.

One reviewer said: “...in true AKA Investigations style, events conspire to
spiral out of contral, testing the fortitude, depth of fecling and sheer courage of
each of the characters. Nail-biting action and heart-stopping tension take the reader
on a roller-coaster ride through the pages, piling one catastrophe on top of another
and testing the characters to. the limit. [ wasn't sure they'd all make it out alive in
this one, but it sure had me turning the pages to find out. Bacli i at the top of her
game here, delioering a book at once toucking and full of 0dd, often humorous bits
of wisdom and a storyline of exciting misadventure and action.”
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Also Known As Rising & Falling
{Book 4 of AKA Investigations Series]

In a unique departure from the conventions of most serial fiction, this
novel depicts the events of the previous book, Also Known as
Syzygy, from the point of view of the women of The AKA
Investigations team.

~Lesbian Literati

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.
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Achilles Forjan
{Mystery/Suspense novel)

Burlington, Vermont was a city known for its near-

nonexistent murder rate. So when bodies begin to appear
along with a mysterious note and a humiliating gesture from
the killer, local authorities scramble to discover who is
responsible.

A complicated series of events points to Amy Jane Spenser
as the prime suspect. She is troubled by sleep deprivation and
frequent memory lapses. Her job as a paramedic feeds her
compulsion to help people, but ultimately only renders her a crippled
witness to the human condition. Amy struggles with doubt over her own
mysterious behavior, and is left with no alibi for any of the murders
Her friend, Karma, uses her degree in Criminal Psychology and a gift for
psychometry to search for clues to Amy's innocence, in spite of a persistent
detective. The suspense builds as lives intertwine, and destinies dangle
precariously over an abyss of secrets and suppositions, until nothing can

ever be the same again.
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Quintessence
(Speculative Alternate Reality novella)

“If you push your luck, expect it to push back. That's what
my Grandma Beasley used to say. And she was right. 1 had it
illustrated to me ten days ago, and again on this frigid
October night in the middle of Nowhere, Kansas.”

50 begins the journey of twenty-five year old Jason Beasley,
a Synesthete-- his brain merges his senses in a way that allows
him to see words and images before him as if on a Plexiglas

When he leaves his mother's house for the last time, along with her pious

and overbearing preacher boyfriend, his journey takes him to an old barn
laboratory in Coffeyville Kansas, which holds much more than some mad
scientist's forgotten notebooks.

He is about to discover, literally, a new reality, and that the research
Professor Pritchard has done will lead him to the life he didn't know he was
missing. If he could only get used to all the differences; starting with the fact
that his own gender has changed.






images/00016.jpeg
Somewhere Else
(Soul Detective, Tabitha Meeks, #1)
(Speculative Esoterica novella)

A non-physical walk-in soul makes an agreement with
another incarnated soul to take over her body. The Walk-in,
perhaps too fearless, and too hungry for the pleasures of the
flesh, discovers she has inherited the life of Daclah Murdock,
a Mormon goody-two-shoes with a pathological attachment to
the color pink. The surrogate souls life as a lesbian cop did
not prepare her for this. Or did it? As a live-in caregiver for
two men--one blind, the other wheelchair bound--Daelah's
life seems bland and puerile.
Except that someone is trying to kill her.
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Baggage
(Suburban Drama novel)

During Hurricane Katrina, Patriarch Dominic Fontaine
meets his freakish demise-the rubble of his “hurricane-proof”
mansion all around him-and no one suspects that a vengeful
woman came to kill him.

Real estate agent, Sienna Bachman, always ethical and
historically judicious in her decisions, learns that karma can
come in two flavors; but she fears that she may taste only one.

The dark, handsome artist, Jerrin Boudreaux, Dominic
Fontaine's estranged son, must deal with the specter of his father's death,
loathing him more and more as Dominic's past betrayal is compounded by
still more family secrets.

Established agoraphobe, Cherise Fontaine, never understood her brother's
hatred for their father, but she needs him more than ever, now that Dominic
won't be around to coax her out of her shell.

As Bay St. Louis sits in flooded, flattened ruin, sixteen year old Noah is
stranded in Jackson during a gig with his band, waiting for his alcoholic
mother to join him as Katrina bears down on the coast. She never appears.
Desperate to find her, he has no resources left to him except the infamous
Envelope. Finally, he must open it, per his mother's instruction, in order to
find help from a stranger.

A petty thief named Kitcher is unaware of the role he plays in linking
these people together.

In the aftermath of the worst hurricane in American history, the secrets
held in a safe deposit box spur the Fontaine offspring into 2 journey of
enlightenment and self-discovery as their lives converge with strangers, and
the mystesies of karma, hope, and synchronicity take over.
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Trustplaces: Erotica for Women Who Love Women
ferotic lesfic stories)

Comical BDSM, fisst timers, unrequited and satiated
passion; friends who don't let friends sleep alone.

Trustplaces is not just stories, vignettes and poetry, but [EECN
also a tastefully erotic journey through the many forms of -
passion between two women —and sometimes three.
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