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  Rich Girl


  Joan Arling


  CHAPTER 1


  Once upon a time, there was a rich girl.


  She was standing in front of the buffet, and even from the distance, I could tell that she had class. Her clothes werent some exclusive brand; no, theyd been tailored for her. Her hair looked as if she had just raked through it with her hands, but not a single strand was out of place. It must have taken the artist hours. Hardly any jewellery, but the tiny earrings and modest pendant were probably worth more than the car I was saving for. She seemed to hardly notice the wealth present in the room. Water to fish, I guessed.


  Now, when I think of luxury, it is something like a cup of hot cocoa. Handmade. Not chips of Swiss chocolate melting in a pot of simmering milk, but a spoonful of cocoa powder, two spoons of sugar, a dash of condensed milk (but ten percent fat, I insist on that!), stir, then fill up with boiling water. Not haute cuisine, just what Id got when I was a little kid. On Sundays.


  Would she even know the taste, or was this too working-class for her?


  Young lady, would you mind fetching me another glass of champagne?


  An elderly female voice behind me tore me from my contemplations.


  Why, did I look like a menial? I turned around and looked at the person who had askedan old hag, if youll pardon my French, even though she was a stylish old hag. She had probably sunk a fortune into appearing younger than she really was. The tone of her voice indicated an order rather than a polite request, so I told her, Youre joking, right? I am the guest of honour, and I will be reading from my latest bestseller this evening. I wished. I had never even dared to submit one of my stories to a publisher. See those men in livery? Theyll be happy to provide you with the bubbly.


  She glared at me before turning away, muttering about servants not knowing their place.


  I wondered who she was, perhaps the mayors wife? I grinned at the thought of my flatmate Maggie pulling at her hair because I would not recognise a celebrity if he or she jumped into my face.


  But I could not blame the old lady: my outfitjeans, tee shirt, and sneakerscontrasted rather sharply with the elegant attires all around but was much more practical for the physical work I had done, helping to prepare the venue for the occasion. That was also the reason for my being there; it was a charity affair, and the workers had been invited to sample the world of the rich in lieu of being paid.


  I tapped my foot to music from the 70s and 80s while watching the guests. One in particular, to be honest. The one with the rakish hairdo. I guestimated her to be a year or two younger than I, so that would make her around twenty-three. To go by her expression and her aimless glances, she seemed quite bored, and I thought of a few ways to make her eyes shine. My gaydar pinged softly. Would she be as impressive between the sheets? Right, in my dreams. This is clearly look-dont-touch. I returned my attention to the combo who had just started an upbeat number.


  Just when the musicians were about to begin their next piece, someone beside me asked, Would you like to dance?


  I turned around, not certain that the question was aimed at me, and there she stood, smiling into my face. I almost dropped my glass.


  Me? I looked behind me, just to make certain she was not addressing somebody else, and mentally hit myself, because I had clean forgotten that I was standing next to the wall. I, ah, well…


  An expression of disappointment crept onto her face.


  I bit my tongue. I mean, here I am, swaying to the musicits kind of obvious that I want to. I felt my face become warm, then warmer still as I realized that the polite thing to do would have been to say Thank you. I put my beverage on a nearby table and let her lead me to the dance floor.


  Her fluid movements almost had me staring, but when I told her how impressed I was, she only shrugged and said, All those lessons had to be good for something, didnt they? Then her face brightened. Hey, they made it possible for me to dance with you now, so I have no reason to complain.


  Sweet talker. But she looked as if she meant it. Hmm, yes, come to Mama!


  A few slow pieces had us cheek to cheek, and as our breasts touched, a jolt ran right through me. I breathed her in, wondering what perfume she was wearing. Sweet, light, a touch of freshly cut grass, mostly beyond definition. Probably not from the discounter down the street.


  The music ended to polite applause, and some guy stood at the head of the room and began a speech.


  We listened for a minute or two, but when I saw her face fall, I pulled her to the back of the salon. Public addresses are not your cup of tea either?


  I think theyre awful. If it werent for you, I sure wish I were somewhere else. She lowered her gaze and looked cute beyond words.


  You speak my mind. I sighed. How about finding another place… Whats your name, anyway?


  Ricarda. Ric. And yours?


  Im Dawn.


  Her eyes twinkled, but she kept her mouth shut against one of the wisecracks that must have to come to her mind.


  I liked her for that.


  Lead on, Dawn. She smiled. Just let me go tell my parents, so they wont be missing me. Barely audible, she added, As if they would. She walked across the room and addressed her mother, who looked in my direction when Ric pointed me out. The smile on her mothers face froze.


  Dang. I wanted to cover my face with my hands. Her mother was none other than the one I had refused to fetch the fizz for. When it came to putting my foot in, I was a natural.


  They looked as if theyd both start spewing icicles any moment, then Ricarda turned and headed in my direction. Her mother threw a few spare icicles my way, obviously displeased that I was part of whatever crime was being committed.


  Oh, my. I chewed my lips. Normally, I would have taken Ric to The Dark Triangle, but I wondered if that place would not be a little too down-to-earth for someone as refined as she was. I could also picture all the butches there heading towards her like iron filings towards a magnet, and aside from the question where that would leave me, she had not given any indication of feeling comfortable in gay company. Not to speak of her own orientation, apart from having asked me to dance. Oh well, if she had problems with how I lived, it would probably be best to establish that right from the beginning.


  Ric came back with an apologetic smile. Mothers not amused, but shed never make a scene in public. Well have to take your car, though, if you dont mind.


  Hah! Wait till you see my four-wheeled pride, then tell me you dont mind! Rusty but not-so-trusty. I grinned and reflected on the double meaning of the word pick-up.


  Quite a few looks followed us on our way out. Rics mother might not have made a scene, but she had somehow managed to alert several of the guests to our unseeming behaviour. Telepathy? Or whatever it was that witchy-poos used?


  We walked down the entrance steps to the nearby car park. Please dont think that I am being impolite, I told her when I got into the car first, then opened the passenger door. Its just that the outside handle doesnt work. I gathered the folders lying on the seat into a bag so she could sit down. Wonder of wonders, the motor caught with the first press of the starter button. Yes!


  She grinned at my reaction. Thats a sports car?


  Not quite. It needs a new exhaust pipe, really. Not that I could afford one at the moment. Itll have to do for the time being.


  Would you mind passing by my place, so I can get into something more comfortable?


  From the way she struggled with the seat belt, I could see that her clothes had not been made to move around in. Just tell me where to go.


  A short while later, I stopped before a wrought-iron gate just a bit smaller than those of Buckingham Palace.


  She leaned out of the window to press the button on the intercom.


  Garble-garble.


  Its me, Ricarda.


  Garble-garble.


  She sighed and looked up.


  Garble-garble.


  Of course, surveillance camera.


  Ric rolled her eyes. Im afraid your license plate has just been registered.


  Oh, shit! Do you think theyll check with the police?


  She looked at me with alarm all over her face. Why?


  I stole the crown jewels yesterday. Theyre still in the glove compartment, I answered with a straight face.


  She glanced at the glove compartment before she could check herself, and I was no longer able to contain a smirk. Looking back at my face again, she let me have her far from gentle fist against my shoulder.


  The gate swung open, and we rolled over white gravel to the mansion. Only three hundred yards or so. It looked Grecian or Roman with an entrance porch of marble pillars, and it was illuminated by spotlights all over the place. Good thing I didnt have to worry about the electricity bill.


  She invited me in, but I declined, illogically hoping that if I stayed with Old Rusty, she would behave and not leak too much oil on the immaculate ground. Would my insurance cover this? With a sigh, I retrieved one of the folders and started making corrections to my latest, rather steamy, story. Sigh. Id yet again wasted paper by printing something before it was ready. Perhaps I should stick to writing lyrics, they come so much easier.


  When Ric reappeared, she was wearing black slacks, flats, and a tee shirt two sizes too large. Her blonde hair was still damp from the shower she had obviously taken, and she smelled vaguely of rose-scented soap.


  I stared at the apparition beside me, unable to think a straight thought. Literally. My pulse picked up speed.


  Well? she said, breaking my paralysis, and raised a brow at my undisguised staring.


  I closed my mouth and fumbled for the starter, pushing the forgotten folder to the floor.


  When we both tried to pick it up, our heads bumped together.


  Whats this? She looked at the folder.


  Oh, nothing. I took it along for a pal, but she didnt show up, and I was only…


  Good thing it was dark in my pickup. Of course, she switched on the light above her seat and looked at the first page in the open folder. This is a short story, right? So youre a writer? She pointed at the page. This would be your pen name, then?


  I nodded, only managing a hmm-hmm past my suddenly constricted throat, and endured hell as she delved into the text without even asking for permission. I soothed my nerves with the fact that she might as well have stumbled onto it on my homepage, unlikely though that was. Any mouse hole would have been big enough for me to disappear into, but Rusty, for all her faults, was not infested with rodents.


  I heard a soft wow from her and glanced at her face, but there was no grin. Disdain neither. I took a deep breath when I was suddenly hit by the thought of what story she had just read. Dang! I took another glance, but I could not read her expression. We rode on in silence.


  After what felt like an eternity, I pulled into the car park of the Triangle, and when wed got out of Rusty, I cleared my throat. Now this will be a little wilder than where we came from, so if its too much…


  She arched an eyebrow. Did you think Id have asked you to dance without having a feeling for who you might be? Besides, after reading your story, just try and stop me from getting in there with you!


  Eh, my stories arent…


  She grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the entrance.


  Just the shy girl Id expected her to be.


  Larissa was on bouncer duty, and she looked at Ric with appreciation. Hi, Dawn. And a new face?


  Yep. Shes Ric, and Id be grateful if you could keep your hands to yourself.


  We both laughed. Larissa was not the trespassing type, even though youd think twice before starting an argument with hershe could manhandle pretty much anyone.


  When we entered the bar, the smell of beer and smoke hit us along with the staccato guitar rhythm of Like I Do. I more sensed than heard Ric catch her breath. Oh well, I had told her that this would be a little wilder than the party before, hadnt I? When my sight had become accustomed to the low light, I led her to the bar. There were still a few empty stools this early in the night.


  Penny, the bartendress, came over and shouted over the din, Your usual? And your friend?


  Ric decided on a glass of white wine; I ordered a tonic water. Not knowing how the evening would end, I wanted to stay sober. Pennys raised brow caused Ric to look at me, and I squirmed at my own thoughts. Bah, taxis were too expensive, werent they? And after all, a girl needed to keep a cool head.


  When I heard the opening bars to K.D. Langs version of The Air that I Breathe, I just had to lead Ric to the dance floor, and once again I was blown away by the way she moved. She had the grace of a cat. Her eyes almost shut, she moved in total oblivion to her surroundings, and the way she virtually became the motion made me think that all those lessons shed deprecatingly mentioned might well have been at a ballet school.


  She drew more than a few glances, but I managed to get included in them, and nobody seemed inclined to tread my territory. My territory! As if I indeed had a claim.


  But mostly we sat at the bar, and while she stared at the growing crowd, she kept deliciously close to me. I would have liked to attribute that to my attractive personality, but in truth, she was probably a little scared of the unfamiliar environment. She took it in as a hungry person would take in food, though.


  Larissa looked pointedly at her watch when we left, earlier than usual for me. When she looked up again, her eyes were twinkling in a completely innocent face.


  Ric was curiously silent on our way back to the car park, but when we climbed into Rusty and I reached for the starter, she said, Wait, please.


  I leaned back in my seat and looked at her. She seemed to be about to say a thousand things, but unable to select what. I watched her sort her thoughts.


  Youre gay, arent you?


  I suppressed a flippant answer. Well, youve read that story, youve seen where I hang out… pretty obvious, isnt it? Yes, I am, and happily so. I wondered what the question was really about.


  She bit her lip. I guess I am, too. Im also very confused. I almost died when I asked you to dance. Ive never done that before. I mean, Ive dreamed about it, but I never found the courage. Not that Ive had that many opportunities.


  Uh-oh. I remembered the time when Id finally shoved my doubts and feelings of guilt overboard, how my days of being socially accepted had ended with a bang, how very few people were willing to even listen to me. I resolved to ease the rocky road for her, if I could. Shoot, was she bringing out the butch in me? Oh, hell, Id been drawn to her even before she changed from being a super model to someone unbelievably attractive. Hey, if I can do anything to help…


  She seemed to shrink before my eyes. Yes, she whispered, barely audible, but Im afraid to ask. She clammed up and fixed her gaze on her hands, her fingers interlocked so hard that her knuckles and fingernails were virtually white.


  I bent over and gently massaged an iron-hard forearm. Come on, us dykes must stick together, dont we now?


  She took several deep breaths. C-can I stay at your place? Id rather not face my parents tonight.


  Hallelujah! My breath started picking up, but I calmed myself immediately. Normally, Id have hurried us home, only stopping at the altar of the deity that had answered my prayers, or perhaps the thanksgiving could have waited until tomorrow. Bad girl! I sighed. If Ric was only coming to terms with her orientation right now, Id better set my mind on higher things. Of course you can. And… I understand. No spiders lair, cross my heart.


  She closed her eyes, an ineffective measure against the tears that started to roll down her cheeks.


  I put an arm around her shoulders awkwardly (hey, Rusty wasnt exactly a love seat!) and drew her against me, heroically ignoring her fragrance that was working hard on activating my baser instincts.


  Eventually, we made it to my apartment. I winced at what shed probably think of our furnishings, when it hit meour furnishings. Id clean forgotten about Maggie. This called for diplomacy. Uh, well have to be quiet. Maggie will have to get up early, so shell be asleep right now.


  I could see her shield come up. Youre living together with a… friend?


  No. Ah, yes, I do. But shes not a, well, girlfriend, you know? She helps me pay the rent until she leaves for a job overseas next month. Hey, thats only a week awayLord knows where Ill get another one. The flat is much too expensive for me alone. True as this was, it sounded definitely lame. Well, then, bulls horns. Look, Maggies straighter than an arrow. Even if I wanted, it would be no go. And I wouldnt do this, not to you. Could that be my ears that were burning? No, that would never happen to me. Probably Rustys heating.


  She tiptoed up the stairs.


  I smiled. Hey, I just meant that throwing a party would be a bit much. If she wakes up from normal movement, she wasnt tired enough in the first place.


  We had a glass of wine in the living room, then I showed her to my bedroom. She seemed to be dead on her feet, and I briefly wondered how that had come about, because the night was not that old.


  When I was about to leave, she turned to me and bit her lip. Are you not sleeping in here? I dont want to put you out.


  Id better not. I have only limited saintly qualities, you know? I wiggled my eyebrows.


  She blushed.


  You need some night gown?


  Uh, no, I…


  I rolled my eyes. The thought of this delicious newbie bare in my vicinity was a bit too much. Oh, baby. If you feel cuddly, feel free to use Ursula. I indicated the teddy bear sitting in my armchair. She put her hand over her mouth, but the giggle would not be suppressed.


  I simulated a hurt look. Sleep well.


  You too… and thanks.


  Think nothing of it. I set up my sleeping bag in the living room and tried to sleep, my thoughts on the most desirable woman I had ever met lying naked between my sheets and cuddling Ursula. Why could I not be my own teddy? To cuddle and to protect? Sleep was hard to come by, and when I eventually dozed off, it was only to be awakened by Maggie, who was noisily preparing to leave for work.


  She stared at me with wide eyes and started to laugh like a maniac.


  Shhh!


  She quieted down but continued to chuckle. My, oh my! I thought Id never ask this, but… wouldnt she let you?


  Piss off, will you? I pulled the sleeping bag over my head.


  Oh girl, youll have to tell me every dirty detail when I get back!


  I hated people who were wide awake at such an ungodly hour. Unfortunately, that described me as well, because I couldnt get back to sleep. With a little trepidation I sneaked into mywell, Rics, for the time beingbedroom, feeling my heart lift at the sight of her angelic face half hidden by the covers, right next to Ursula. A faint trail of drool came from her lips, and I wanted to kiss it away. God, that woman had my number even in her sleep. Manners! Its not nice to breach the privacy of sleep. I was about to back out when I remembered why I had come here in the first place, so I noiselessly laid a selection of clothes next to hers, then tiptoed from the room and made myself a mug of coffee.


  I was halfway through my mug when the sound of a suppressed yawn came from my room. My heart beat at the double at the sight of Ric walking in. Her fair hair tousled, her eyes sleepy, she was wearing her tee shirt that barely covered her to mid-thigh. Legs that went on and on. Boy, was it suddenly warm in here.


  Gmorning.


  I tore my gaze from her and looked at the table. Good morning, sleepyhead.


  Can I use your shower?


  I indicated the door to the bathroom. Sure. There should be some fresh toothbrushes in the top drawer, too. How about coffee, toast, bacon, and scrambled eggs afterwards?


  That would be heaven.


  So I got busy, listening to the water running next door and trying not to imagine the sight only a few feet away from where I stood.


  She tucked back into my room and re-emerged clad in the clothes I had laid out for her, which gave me a pleasant tingle.


  I buttered two halves of a roll, then handed her one. Jello?


  She accepted with a shy smile. No, thank you. This will do.


  After breakfast, I suggested a stroll in the park, and we walked silently side by side. She gently took my index finger into her hand, and I placed her hand in mine. No half measures, right? I looked sideways at her face, and she looked back with a happy smile. Had I really met her only yesterday?


  CHAPTER 2


  Oops, Im sorry! I looked up from the yogurt container Id dropped.


  The customers down-turned mouth corners expressed disapproval.


  Can I offer you a voucher to make up? I really didnt mean... What was the matter with me? Id never had problems concentrating on my job at the cash point. Couldnt be Ric on my mind now, could it?


  When I came home from work that day, I parked Rusty behind a car that did not belong in our neighbourhood, a black beamer sportster. Now, what on earth would someone with enough dough for such a vehicle want in this part of the town? I imagined leather seats and a walnut dashboard and was about to take a peek through the tinted glass just out of curiosity.


  Someone sat behind the wheel, female to go by her long hair, head leaned back and slightly to her right against the pane, apparently asleep. Someone familiar… Ric?


  It was Ric, indeed, her face smudged with dried tears.


  Oh, shit. Shit! My heart clenched. I approached the car with apprehension and knocked on the driver window.


  She didnt react.


  I knocked harder, and her eyelids fluttered open.


  She looked about her, apparently trying to get oriented, and her gaze met mine. More tears gathered.


  I opened the door, squatted on my heels, and took her soft face in my hands. Whats the matter?


  She screwed her eyes shut and shook her head.


  Come on in. Ill get you something to eat or to drink, and you calm down, okay?


  She let her shoulders slump and exited the car, then followed me wordlessly into my apartment.


  She didnt need to tell me what had happened. There must have been a quarrel at her home. I hoped it hadnt been as devastating as mine, when Id told my parents not only about my orientation, but also my decision to stick with it. But anyway, Ric was here for another night, and I was in for another one in my sleeping bag. Oh well! The way she looked was as cute as yesterday but didnt inspire the same kind of desire. Rather an urge to take her into my arms and let her sob into my shoulder. Id have hated anybody she might have turned to instead of me. Pretty selfish, uh?


  I left her in the sitting room while I retrieved a lasagne from the refrigerator and put it in the oven, then opened a bottle of Chardonnay. We sipped quietly while we waited for the food to get ready.


  When I felt the silence getting to me, I tried to lighten the mood. Good youre here. Much as I hate it, Ursula told me she was missing you. You must be something under the sheets!


  At least she hadnt forgotten how to smile. I should take a hotel room.


  I would not have any of that. Go ahead, if you want to really offend me. I shot her a look, accompanied by a smile. Im not going to lock the door to prevent you from walking out, but Im happy to have you here. Except for the circumstances, of course.


  She moved over next to me and put her hand on my knee. Ive never met someone like you. You… She bit her lip and turned her gaze towards the carpet.


  I looked at her profile, then at her hand, and considered the situation. Many very nice perspectives here, but she was in a really shitty position, so I raised my mind from the gutter. Could have been easier. I was saved by the bell, the one from the oven that said dinner was ready.


  Rather than digging in, Ric moved the food around with her fork.


  After watching this for a while, I asked, I dont want to be nosy, but what is it with your parents? Youre obviously having trouble. Want to talk about it?


  Hmm-hmm. She fell silent and knitted her brow. My mother knew. But she didnt want to know. These things just dont occur, not in our family. I mean, she had noticed that I didnt look at boys but did look at girls, even if that was all I ever did so far. She tried to set me up with suitable young men, but to no avail. She was somewhat less than happy when we left the gala together.


  That wasnt hard to believe; I remembered the looks her mother had shot my way.


  My father ignores such things. What cannot happen, will not happen. But after I told my mothershe would probably call it a confrontationand she saw that she could not change my mind, she called my father, and he could no longer ignore it.


  I shuddered. Wait till your father comes home! How many times had I heard that?


  Oh, he did not yell or anything, he just turned cold as ice and told me I would have to choose between family and a lewd lifestyle. She paused and massaged her temples. I asked him why they would not accept me the way I am, but he only said, You have heard me. You will either be an honourable member of the Olivier family, or I will personally put you out of here with what you are wearing. II could not go back. That evening with you really opened my eyes. She blushed. I dont need to tell you how people think lesbians live, do I? Until yesterday, much of that crap was in my mind, too. But the way you treated me, all those warm and friendly people in the bar… It was like having a blindfold removed, and I knew that part of why I had never tried to act like myself was because I had never really looked, dared to look closely at what it might mean to be gay. She stopped and stared at the ground. My father demands my decision by tomorrow. It is killing me, but if its to be the street, then so be it.


  But he cant throw you out like that. You must be entitled to alimony or something. My forearms began to ache, so I unclenched my fists.


  Alimony? I would not even need that. I came into an inheritance on my twenty-first birthday. But he controls the accounts; hes a partner of the bank. Itll take a court order to have him let me access whats legally mine. I cleared out my current account before he could lock me out of that, too. So I have a couple of hundred quid, but thats all.


  I stared at her. He can do that?


  Theres little you cannot do when you are rich. She shrugged. And he is filthy rich.


  You gonna phone your parents tomorrow? Perhaps tempers will have cooled by then.


  This is not a case of tempers. Her shoulders slumped. But yes, Ill at least have to try.


  Id like to be there as moral support, but Ill have to work early. Oh, that reminds me… I retrieved a spare set of keys from a drawer. Here, youll need these to get back in when you leave the house.


  She looked at me through her lashes, a tiny smile on her lips. How can you be sure that Im not going to elope with Ursula?


  That had me on the floor. She really was something.


  * * *


  I found it next to impossible to keep my concentration on getting the customers change right when my thoughts kept returning to Ric. Was she on the phone with her parents right this moment? Still, any cash missing would have come out of my salary, so I did the best I could.


  Coming from my shift, I found Ric crouched into a corner of the love seat. One look at her red-rimmed eyes and I sat down next to her and stroked her hair. Hey. The talk did not go well, did it?


  No. After having been silent for a long time, she turned to me, her face pale, and looked into my eyes. Dawn, youve been very caring, and I dont know how to express my gratitude…


  I wanted to wave that away, but her seriousness stopped me in my tracks.


  I may have been uncertain about some aspects of myself, but the confrontation with my parents has removed any uncertainties. Yes, I am a lesbian, and I intend to stand by it. That means that I will take my parents at their word and cease being their daughter. Which in turn cuts me off from some resources that are legally mine, but I will not be able to fall back on them without a lengthy process.


  She took several deep breaths, and I could feel that she was coming to the hard part.


  I dont want to impose on you, but Ive been attracted to you from the moment I first saw you, and Ive come to like you very much since. I… I have never asked for help before, butwill you help me stand on my own? I dont want to be a burden to you, but I probably will if you let me into your life. H-help me, please?


  I felt a twinge of panic at the responsibility she put into my hands, but at the same time, wasnt this what I wanted? Her in my life, I mean. I could have done with an easier way, but, oh well, such is life. Youre not alone, you hear me? Were in this together, and not because you asked, but because I wouldnt have it any other way. Id be really hurt if you chose someone else to go along with.


  She clung to me as if she might be washed away any moment now, and I could feel my shirt getting damp on my shoulder. I was far from feeling sisterly when I played with the hair on her nape, making soothing sounds. I had a world full of trouble before me and in my arms, but I was so happy that I could have whooped with joy, loud enough for the world to hear.


  She pulled me down on the couch until I lay half on top of her, turned her wet face into mine, and opened her quivering lips.


  I couldnt resist tracing them with the tip of my tongue, and when she whimpered softly, I put my lips on hers and begged for entrance, which she granted eagerly. When we broke the contact for lack of air, her hands sent jolts of electricity through me as they crept under my shirt and drew circles on my back.


  I looked at her passion-filled face, and something turned within me. I rolled off her, pulled her into a tight hug, and held perfectly still.


  Dawn? Dont you want me? Her voice sounded brittle.


  I want you more than I can say. More than I ever realised until just this moment. But as much as I want to touch you, theres… more. I kissed her eyes. She seemed so eager, yet so timid… so vulnerable. Heaven help me, I think Im falling for you. Hells bells, I desire you so much it aches, but I dont want a quickie with you. I want… What did I want? I could not remember ever being so confused. I swallowed. Lets just hold each other for a while.


  Our breathing mingled, and we slowly dropped into a slumber.


  * * *


  After Mags had left for the US, Ric moved into Maggies room. Ill miss Ursula.


  That cheapy? Shell sleep with anyone, you know that. But shes mine, so dont look at me with your big eyes!


  Aw, dont be like that. Ric pouted at me.


  I threw her my lewdest look. You can always come share, you know?


  She gave me a smile that could only be described as wicked. Oh, I will!


  I tried to hide the emotions assaulting me, successfully, I thought. Well, hoped. Wed not yet done The Act, and even though that was very much on my mind recently, I wanted to take it slowly. But hugging her was not over the top, was it?


  Thanks for having me, she whispered.


  Anytime, I croaked, then cleared my throat.


  She made a determined face. Okay, since Im going to live here, how much is the rent?


  I stared at her and shook my head. I think we should talk about that later. You ought to get settled first. I didnt want to remind her that she had no income at that moment; that would hit her soon enough.


  But she saw through me. Then Ill start settling by getting myself a job. Her face fell. Uh, problem is, I have no idea how to go about doing that. I mean, being in the middle of studying economics would hardly be a qualification employers look for, would it?


  Hmm, perhaps you could be an accountant?


  She looked away. Ahem, its more about the theory behind accounting and several other things.


  Oh nice, an engineer who did not know how to hold a screwdriver. I squashed the thought. It was not her fault that her family had obviously planned a career for her that would have an entry level on the tenth floor, if not higher. Meanwhile, the coffee machine gurgled, and we went into the kitchen to have a nice cuppa.


  Look here, I said. I know that this may not be for you, but the supermarket I work at is always looking for people. They have a high turnover rate. The job is lousy, so is the pay, but some of the girls are good to be with, and it is a steady income. Could you see yourself as a checkout girl? Mind you, its harder than it looks. At the end of a shift you wont believe how many heavy items you have moved over the scanner, and sometimes customers can be a real pita.


  You mean they would take me?


  With your looks? If you can manage to smile at the customers, youll probably make a difference in the volume of sales.


  She bit her lip. I can try, cant I? Where do I have to go?


  Come with me tomorrow, Ill show you to the managers bureau.


  * * *


  You have a new co-worker! Ric looked proud as she approached me at the till.


  Welcome to slavedom. I smiled back. Whatll you be doing?


  Oh, getting to know the layout, so Ill be able to advise customers. Filling up shelves, cleaning up, that sort of thing. Checkout later, perhaps.


  Hmm, and what do they pay you? The thought of spending more time with her gave me a warm feeling.


  Three quid an hour.


  I did a double take. Three?


  Yes. Why do you look like that?


  I counted the change for a customer, glad that I didnt have to answer for a moment. I shook my head in disbelief. These people never learned, it seemed. Well, I was going to do something about that. Why dont you wait for me in the fast-food corner? My breaks coming up. Ill join you in a quarter, kay?


  A short while later, I knocked on the managers door. Mr Ebenser? A moment, please? His office had always felt depressing to me with its austeritynot even family photos on the desk. He probably didnt have a family. Well, good for them.


  Make it short, please. He looked up briefly, then turned his attention back to more important work.


  About the new girl, I think theres been a mistake.


  He raised a brow.


  Shes getting three per hour, not the usual four and fifty?


  His expression soured. I didnt know that private, he stressed the last word, wage agreements were up for public discussion. He re-aligned the pencils on his desk that had been perfectly aligned to begin with.


  They arent… yet. I think she should get the basic wage.


  Or what? He drew his brows together.


  I pushed my hands into the pockets of my trousers. Or the girls might think that management is trying to level down wages. Some of them might want to rethink that union thing.


  I thought he might be about to burst an artery. Not that his blood pressure was any of my concerns.


  You are not irreplaceable, you know that? His eyes narrowed.


  Be gone, asshole! Sure, and I think Brenda isnt either, nor Linda, nor Sarah. You could find yourself with a lot of newbies and no one to train them.


  He looked as if he were swallowing a mouthful of nails. Ill look into it. Is that all?


  Yes, only when she gets to do the checkout, theres the usual raise of fifty pence, but Im certain I dont have to remind you. I smiled and left his office. Somehow, both of us had forgotten to say goodbye.


  I joined Ric at the coffee bar. You may invite me to celebrate your new job. Oh, by the way, you just got a raise of one fifty. I grinned at her big eyes. You could spend just that amount on two cups of coffeethats a hint.


  She came back with the two cups, sat down, and asked, But how…?


  Because I wont hold still when the pencil pushers try to take it out on someone who doesnt know her way around here. Bad precedent. I spotted a familiar face. Hey, Bren, girl! Come join us. I want you to meet someone!


  Brenda waved, and we waited while she got herself a sandwich and a milkshake. She pulled up a chair and sat down at our table.


  Bren, meet Ric. Shes just joined our team.


  Hi, Ric. Brenda smiled warmly at her, then looked back at me, looked again, looked back at Ric, and broke into a grin. You two look like lovebirds. You are, arent you?


  I tried to kick her shin under the table while Ric turned a beautiful pink.


  Chatterbox!


  Ah, I see youre not denying it. Congrats, youve been alone so long that I started to worry. And to Ric, she said, Shes only half bad, you know? She just needs a firm hand.


  Ric started to giggle.


  I turned to her in mock chagrin. Whose side are you on, hey?


  That only turned Rics giggle into full-grown laughter that was immediately joined by Brens.


  I fought to keep my countenance, but I was losing rapidly. You know that old Scrooge wanted to fob Ric off with three quid?


  Hell never quit trying, will he? I take it you told him off? Bren rolled her eyes.


  Yes, as soon as Ric told me. I mentioned the unions, and he backed down at once. You should have seen his face!


  Brenda couldnt hold back her laughter. Yea, how can we lowly creatures have the temerity to ask for fair wages! As if they were fair, anyway. You been working in a supermarket before, Ric?


  Ric lowered her gaze to the floor, and her no was almost inaudible.


  Brenda looked at me quizzically, and I gestured her to drop the topic for the moment.


  Ah, dont worry. Dawn and I will show you around, and we both know a few shortcuts that make work easier. So welcome to the crew.


  Rics face lit. Thank you, Bren. I guess I can use any help I can get.


  When we came home, she turned around, put her hands on her hips, and said, Well then, how much rent?


  I could see that she had a stubborn side to her. But it did lift a load off my shoulders.


  * * *


  Hey, you have a guitar, Ric exclaimed when I pulled the case out from under my bed.


  Well, I couldnt afford a tennis rack.


  Youre the worlds worst tease. She pouted.


  I put a quick kiss on her lips. There. Friends again?


  She kissed me back and said, I have one, too. Had one, I should say, as its still in my parents house. Show me yours, please?


  I took the guitar out of its case and handed it to her. I noticed for the first time that the fingernails on her left hand were kept very short.


  We went back to the living room, where she sat down, checked that the strings were tuned, and began to play.


  I became very, very still. She played like a goddess, an instrumental piece I did not recognise. Something classical, not usually my cup of tea, but listening to her playing it simply blew me away.


  When she had finished, I asked her, Where did you learn to play like that? You must have been practising for years.


  She shrugged, but her eyes shone with pride. Umh, I was trying to show off. Apparently, it worked. A smile spread over her face. Actually, I am much more into things like the Indigo Girls, Joni Mitchell, Carol King.


  Youre not telling me this because youve seen my CDs? I asked, drawing my eyebrows together in a stern expression.


  She laughed and smoothed my forehead with a soft hand. No, but I was really pleased to see that we both love the same kind of music.


  How about Youve got a Friend, then? I asked. Ill harmonise.


  Wont you play? She started handing back the instrument.


  With you in the same room? Never!


  It was beautiful. I felt as if my soul was flying, and when the song ended, I suddenly became aware of the words wed sung. I looked at her pensive face when we were interrupted by a knock on the front door. Oops, neighbours?


  I opened the door.


  Brenda stood there with a solemn look on her face. Im sorry to barge in. That wasnt a recording, was it?


  Oh my. Ric, were busted, I called over my shoulder while motioning Bren to come in.


  Ric looked pleasantly surprised to see Brenda, so much so that I gave Ric a warning glare, but that only made her return a saucy grin. Hey, girl, come sit beside me. Can we get you anything?


  A beer would be nice, yes.


  Seeing that Ric still held the guitar, I made my way to the fridge. You too, Ric?


  Yes, please.


  I retrieved three bottles and went to sit with the two. Anything special bring you here or just company?


  Actually, I wanted to talk about a staff meeting in the supermarket, but right now Im quite impressed from having listened to you two. When and where are you planning to perform?


  Aw, come on. I shook my head at the idea. Ric only just discovered that I have a guitar, and she wanted to try it, is all. Although her try was quite spectacular, I have to admit.


  Ric looked nonplussed. It was nothing, really, although, she turned to me, I could get used to making music with you. I didnt know you had such a beautiful voice.


  Perhaps my expression gave away the warm feeling the compliment gave me, because Bren began to chuckle, looked at us both, but didnt say a word.


  Ric asked, What is it, Bren?


  Im not saying anything, not with my shins within Dawns reach. Brendas chuckles turned into giggles, and I feigned a kick in her direction. See? She faked a flinch, and we were all laughing, only Ric had just taken a sip and was now fighting not to spill it through her nose.


  But seriously, girls, you should do that in public. Do you also do your own stuff, besides covering?


  Yes, of course, we answered and had to giggle at speaking simultaneously.


  Bren cleared her throat, bringing our attention back to her. A friend of mine is looking for acts for a concert to raise money for the local anti-AIDS campaign. Do you think you could cover, say, an hour? Youd have, she pulled out a datebook, five weeks to prepare. That okay?


  My jaw dropped, but Ric burst out, Bren, you cannot just blow through here like a hurricane! We only just discovered that we both like making music as well as listening to it.


  Bren was unfazed. Youre not going to tell me no, are you? Thats settled, then. Besides, she pays fifty quid per act. She opened her cell phone, shushed our starting commotion, and said, Annie? I just booked an act for your concert… No, you dont know them, female duo, guitar and voice… ahem. She looked at the ceiling for a moment. Rich Dawn… Yes, right… You know me, Annie, I wouldnt… Si. Da. Yes, I know you need it in writing, Ill handle the contracts, you just get me the forms… Okay, Ill wrap it up. See ya tomorrow, gal. Bye. She looked at our flabbergasted faces. Well, you heard it, its a deal. Oh, I am so looking forward to listening to you! Her look became impish. Come to think of it, as your manager I ought to be cut in on


  I threatened to pour the remains of my beer over her head.


  Dont you dare! Now dont look at me like that. Youll be having so much fun you wont know how to thank me.


  Ric sighed. Okay, okay, but, Bren, we need a second guitar. I cant get at mine for the moment.


  That shouldnt be a problem. May one ask why?


  Ric and I looked at each other, and she nodded her consent.


  Shortly, Bren became familiar with the outlines of Rics predicament. She pulled a disgusted face. And here I was thinking that we were finally leaving the Middle Ages. She looked at me and sighed. It never stops, does it?


  * * *


  One hour. That meant about eighteen songs. Eighteen, in numbers one-eight.


  We decided to include some well-known songs for the listeners sakes, but that still left us with a dozen songs unfamiliar to one of us, and working out harmonies can be a piece of work, too. I began to look forward to our time together after work even more than I had before, especially after we managed to get our shifts in sync. Getting to know Rics lyrics gave me a new insight into her soul, and she didnt seem to mind what I had written.


  You wouldnt believe how five weeks can fly by. I did not feel prepared at all when we found ourselves in the backstage area, trying to keep up the conversation with the other musicians. I swore I would hit the next person who told us how easy it all was. Granted, we were new to this, but I had always had trouble standing condescension. I was pretty sure that they only meant to help us over the stage fright, but still… I seemed unable to wipe my hands dry, and Ric wore that look shed had when shed entered the managers office. When Rich Dawn was announced, we looked into each others eyes and went out on stage. Ave, imperatrix, nos morituri…


  I was thankful for Ric playing the opening chordsin my state of mind, I was likely to miss the neck of the instrument entirely. But when she raised her voice to Scarborough Fair, I fell into harmonising without a second thought. Over Youve Got a Friend, I forgot about the audience and melted into her voice. I hardly noticed the growing enthusiasm of our listeners, but when it was all over, I had virtually no stitch left on my body that was not soaked with sweat. Ric was no better off, and I must admit that seeing her tee shirt cling to her was almost reward enough for the stress wed been through. When she threw me a lewd look, I gazed down my own front. Oh, sweet Jesus!


  While we got tipsy at the bar, quite a few people asked us if we had CDs to sell. A pretty compliment, I guess, but no, we had only been pressured into the whole thing by a friend. But man, had it been fun!


  It was close to one a.m. when we returned home. I got into bed, but I could not sleep despite several beers. Just when I was about to call it a night and get up to soothe my nerves in front of the TV, Ric knocked and put her head in my room. You asleep?


  No, cant.


  She fidgeted at the foot of my bed. Dawn, I…


  I lifted my covers. Get in before you catch a cold.


  She snuggled up to me.


  I felt her shiver, so I pulled her into my arms and hummed softly into her ear. Had I ever felt that heavenly? Not that I could remember.


  She quieted, and before long, her breathing became deep and even.


  Suddenly, I didnt mind lying awake, listening to her very soft snoring, but it was not long before the lights went out for me, too.


  CHAPTER 3


  The sunlight was mercifully filtered by the blinds as I slowly emerged from sleep. Thank Goddess for a free weekend! I felt Rics delicious presence next to me, and I thought that there were far worse ways to spend two days when the doorbell rang. I ignored it.


  It rang again.


  I ignored it again. It continued ringing, and with a silent curse, I slid out from under the covers, trying not to disturb the sleeping beauty by my side, and reached for my dressing gown.


  When I opened the door, I came face to face with Brenda. What took you so long? Im not disturbing, am I?


  I growled at her. The great artist needs her beauty sleep.


  She pushed past me and laid a selection of newspapers on the table. Youre not that far off, you know? You probably havent seen these yet, I take it?


  Not now. Im off to the bathroom. You know where the coffee is, so get busy.


  After I had showered, I felt almost human, the aroma of the fresh brew helping as well.


  Ric still asleep? Bren asked as I stepped out of the bathroom.


  As if on cue, my bedroom door opened, and a very tousled head peeked through, sporting a monstrous yawn. Whassup?


  Brenda had aha! written all over her face.


  My cheeks got hot.


  Ric squinted at the table. Whats with the papers? Did they finally abolish slave labour?


  No, but this is almost as good. Brenda opened one to the local news and held it for my perusal. At the top of the page was a rather large photo, and the caption read, New stars rising?


  I almost dropped my cup. That photo showed Ric and me!


  Hows that for a wake-up call? Brendas smile almost touched her earlobes.


  I groaned. Oh no! Well be the talk of the town. Can you imagine how the girls at the market are going to react? Well be teased to no end.


  No end? Quite so. Annie told me that several people asked her how you could be booked, who your manager was, so on. Brenda buffed her nails on her shirt.


  I wanted to crawl back into bed, but Ric had meanwhile made it into the bathroom, so that idea had lost a lot of appeal.


  I was appalled. Sure, it had been nice to have people be enthusiastic about what we did, but figuring in the papers would bring no end of… No end? Brenda, what exactly were you hinting at when you said No end? What are you and Annie up to?


  Ric chose that moment to reappear, dressed in only an oversized tee, smiled at Bren, and kissed me on the nose. Uh, how late is it? she asked, her voice still sleepy.


  Never mind, look at this! I gave her the open newspaper, and she snuggled up to me.


  Bren opened another paper, and my eyes widened. Oh no!


  Thats one of the things I had in mind when I said No end. Youre all over them.


  Hey, they cant do that! Dont we have to be asked or something? I felt trapped in a surrealist play.


  You bet they can. Youre public interest now, might as well get used to it.


  Ric chuckled at my side. She seemed to think this was all very funny.


  But theres more. Bren poked around in her handbag and took out her datebook. You are already booked on the sixteenththats in a fortnightand the week after, with three or four appearances to follow, which have not yet been signed, one of those as an opening act for Dyke Strike. You may have heard of them.


  Ric gave a squeal of rapture.


  Are you both out of your heads? I consciously unclenched my fists. Well be lucky to get through the aftermath of that one concert unscathed! I can so live without being leered at on every corner, let alone the job! And all that before I have even finished my first coffee! Rising star, huh? Well, you can watch this star fall right now, back into bed. I went back to my room and pulled the covers over my head, waiting for my thoughts to stop spinning. I hoped I would eventually wake up and find it had been only a nightmare. I rolled over to where Ric had lain and breathed in her scent that still clung to the linen, hugged the pillow her head had been on, and fell asleep.


  I awoke to the soft touch of Rics hands in my hair, looked up into her face, and saw that she was troubled.


  Hey, I let a finger trace her lips, whats on your mind?


  I was going to ask you the same thing, she whispered. Youre really upset, arent you?


  I groaned as the momentarily absent memory returned. Arent you?


  No, actually, I feel I could burst with joy… except for your reaction. I mean, we are being handed an opportunity many people would give an arm and a leg for.


  Not me, I grumped. I am very attached to all of them.


  She chuckled. Now get up. You cant spend all day in bed.


  I pulled softly at her shoulder. Oh, I cant?


  Oh, come on, Dawn. We have to talk.


  Bribe me?


  Coffee?


  I sighed. Just cannot say no to you.


  Bren had left, thank Goddess. She was a lovely girl and I liked her a lot, but I had seen enough of her for one day. The newspapers lay scattered around the table, with the relevant pages removed and on a stack of their own. I leafed through them with misgivings.


  Looks like we werent all bad, doesnt it? There was a note of pride in Rics voice.


  Oh, sure. Have you yet thought of what will happen on Monday? Everyone, except Scrooge, is going to ask for our autographs. If we give them, they will snicker behind our backs because we think were stars; if we dont, theyll snicker behind our backs because were arrogant bitches. And thats not even considering the customers. Aargh!


  Come on, darling, the girls will be back to normal once theyve had their fun, and the customerswell, nothing is deader than yesterdays news.


  She was right, and that brightened me up considerably. Well, I guess we can live with the consequences of one concert. Well just tell Bren that were not going to…


  Ric directed her gaze downwards.


  I let the silence go on for a while, then asked, But thats not how you want it, do you?


  She looked up and said, No, of course not. Are you really that opposed to some publicity?


  I swallowed, hard. Oh, baby, dont look at me this way. Im getting all mushy inside.


  I would really like us to try and make a success of this. Short term, were getting two hundred for each performance, and you know we need the money. But apart from that, were good, I feel it, I know it! And its fun, admit it. She shivered and looked at me imploringly.


  I let that sink in, and she gave me the time I needed. I knew that I did not want to still be on the checkout in twenty years time, but it had given me a sense of security to have that job; it had become a constant in my life. Wasnt it silly to let go of it in favour of being a singer, with all the risks that carried? On the other hand, Ric clearly wanted this; she could hardly suppress bubbling over with excitement. Was I going to burst her dream by being too much of a coward? I imagined her dream draining from her face, and I screwed my eyes shut. Never! We would swim or sink together, our heads held high and in each others arms. I scolded myself for even having to think about it.


  Ric?


  She looked up.


  Did Brenda leave the contracts behind?


  On the sideboard in the living room.


  So I went to retrieve them, feeling her looks on my back like lasers. What, did she think I would tear them up? I felt uncontainable laughter well up in me. Dang! I gasped. Why can I never find a pen when I need one?


  * * *


  91, 168, 11, please. The nasal twang of Scrooge was unmistakable from the speakers scattered throughout the market. I hated being called by my personnel number. Would it have been a breach of company secrets to call me to the managers office by name? And 168that was Rics number! What was up here? Certainly, he was not going after our signatures too?


  There was a glint in his eyes as he settled back in his chair. Miss Illiant, Miss Olivier, your services will no longer be needed here. You are entitled to the full weeks pay, at this he smiled sourly, probably thinking that it was Monday morning, so here are your cheques.


  Ric took a deep breath while I simply stared at him. Youre firing us, just like that? Without a reason?


  No reason needed, but lets just say redundancy. Yes, youre both fired. He avoided Rics eyes but looked into mine. How I love that sound! Youre fired!


  I wanted to match his sneering attitude, but Ric touched my arm. Dont. Lets just go.


  I was too dazed to even think of saying goodbye to the girls. Only Brenda watched as we left, and I shook my head in her direction and mouthed, Later. And then we were out in the parking lot, headed for Rusty. When I reached for the starter, my hands were trembling, so I leaned back, closed my eyes, and tried to quiet down.


  Ric was so silent that it hung around her like a cloud, but she didnt seem shocked. Pensive, rather.


  What are you turning over in your mind? I asked her.


  Theres something here that doesnt fit. Why wouldnt he wait till Saturday? Hed at least have got his moneys worth.


  I dont believe that pooper can think that far. I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel.


  Oh, hes a blockhead, but hes not that dumb. There must be a reason, only I cannot see it yet.


  I shrugged and started Rusty. Just as I was about to pull out, Ric grabbed my arm and shouted, Wait!


  I braked and looked at her.


  She was staring at a black Merc limo. I know that car, she whispered.


  Okay, and what is it?


  I cant remember. Her brows furrowed.


  Lets go home, then.


  When we were back, Ric sat at the table, staring at that stack of articles about our gig. She gasped. No! He wouldnt… not as far as that… Oh, but he would! She whirled around to me.


  At that moment, my cell phone rang, displaying an unfamiliar number. Hello?


  Dawn? Annie here. I have to cancel…


  Wait a moment. Ill put you on speaker so Ric can listen in.


  I have to cancel the concert on the twenty-third. Both top acts told me they wouldnt be available. Which, of course, means that they sold out to a higher bid. Im beside myself with fury, but theres nothing I can do. Sorry that this affects youtherell be other concerts, though, if you are willing.


  And the sixteenth?


  Thats watertight.


  Well, thats something. Thanks for letting us know.


  Least I could do. Bye, gals.


  Bye, Annie.


  Phew. I looked at Ric whose face had gone pale.


  This is my fathers doing. I bet hes buying out the other acts so that we wont be able to set a foot on stage for the foreseeable future. I cant believe even he would stoop so low. I could kill him! Ric breathed deeply and slowly unclenched her fists.


  Telephone again, Brenda this time. Whats up with you leaving in the middle of your shift? Did you quit? There was disbelief in her voice.


  No, weve been sacked. And Annie had to cancel a concert. Ric says her father is part of this. And I think I know now how it feels to get hit by a bus.


  Tell you what, Im going to report sick. You both at home? Good. See you in a jiffy.


  Shortly after, Brenda arrived and accepted a cup of coffee. Now what the heck is going on here?


  Mr EbenserScroogesacked us, Ric said. But I was puzzled why he would do so on a Monday? The last day of the week shift seemed more like him, not having to pay wages without getting the work. When we left, I saw a limo beside the entrance, but at first, I couldnt recall why it seemed familiar. I know now. It belongs to the fleet of Olivier Security. They regularly check the systems in my parents house.


  But why would they want us to lose our jobs? I could no longer sit still and started to pace the room.


  Ric seemed so calm that I could hardly believe it. I bet my father sent them to do his dirty work. A worry line appeared between her brows.


  But why Dawn as well? Bren asked.


  Shes associated with me, thats enough for him. Ric looked at me. Its probably your fault that I am the way I am.


  My anger rose. Who does he think he is? The Great Annihilator? Im going to feed him to the fish. Hes not good enough for cat food!


  Dawn, keep that anger, but, above all, keep quiet. I have to think. Bren put her coffee mug on the table.


  I looked daggers at her but kept my mouth shut. If anybody could think of a way out of our predicament, she could. I hoped her ideas would include some form of not so mild torture.


  Bren turned to Ric. Youd probably not have a snowballs chance in hell against his lawyers in court. But I have another idea. How about involving the press? Like with an article your father would hate to see published?


  Ric thought for a moment. Well, yes. But I cant think of what could be written about him that he would not simply ignore. Or fight in court as libel.


  Bren raised a brow. But he wouldnt be in focusyou would. You, the daughter of a well-known banker, just starting not only a career but also a lesbian relationship with your partner. And promptly getting thrown out of the house, penniless at that. Downside is, of course, that this would be a very public coming out.


  Rics eyes widened.


  With a grin, I remarked, That should hit a pretty sore spot with him.


  Ric turned to me. But this would affect you, too.


  Do I look like I care? Actually, I did; being in the spotlights was nothing I cared for. But if Ric decided to do this, I would go right along with her.


  If you want to create a really big bang, Bren said, you might consider The Moon. Write an anonymous letter to the editor. They are not exactly gay-friendly, but you would get maximum attention.


  OMG. Breathe. Dont panic. Not exactly gay-friendlyyes, that was a way to put it. But having the name Olivier mentioned several times in a scandalous nasty might be an even stronger incentive for Rics father to behave himself. I tried to ignore the butterflies in my belly. If Ric could stand it, so could I.


  We might not have to go that far. But if my father will not listen, then so be it. He is probably waiting for me to come grovelling. Its time he learned that he has been underestimating this little girl of his.


  I looked at Ric with a touch of awe.


  * * *


  For the second and, I hoped, last time I steered Rusty onto the Olivier estate. The cameras announced our presence, and so a liveried person was awaiting us at the entrance.


  Good afternoon, Miss Olivier. Its nice to see you.


  Ric smiled thinly. Thank you, Jeremy. I dont think too many people here share your view. Im here to see my father.


  We were led to the living room, and I looked around. Here was money! Everything was a shouted understatement, if that makes sense; the colours were all very subdued, a few pictures were adorning the walls, originals probably. Or would they keep those in a safe somewhere? This parlour was larger than I remembered the gym at school.


  Rics father came in. Let there be fat men around me.


  What do you want? And why bring her along?


  She has a name: Dawn. And she is here because we dothingstogether.. Things. Together.


  If your attitude hasnt changed, why come here at all?


  You have blocked all my bank accounts. You are actively trying to put obstacles in my way when I try to become a musician. You obviously think that meddling not alone with my life but with the lives of my friends is acceptable collateral damage. This has got to stop.


  He sneered at Ric. Easy. Just give up your lewd lifestyle and come back home.


  She shook her head decisively. Thats not going to happen, and you know it.


  Impasse, then. I can live with that. Can you?


  I can if I have to. But you are abusing your power of authority. As manager of my accounts, you are supposed to look out for me, not blackmail me into following your notions of proper behaviour.


  As manager of your accountsand may I remind you that it was you who signed the letters of authority of your own free willI do nothing but protect you from your own unreasonable actions. Just look at you throwing away a career in economics. Youve not attended university ever since, have you?


  As if I could, without being able to afford fees or books.


  The fact remains, you havent. You havent even tried to. I call that irresponsibility.


  So now I am to blame for the consequences of your bigotry? Tears were pouring down Rics cheeks, but she continued to meet her fathers stare.


  Language, Missy!


  Ric took a deep breath and shook her head. This is not about language. This is about what can be done about the situation, and you are not going to like it one little bit.


  For the first time, a hint of wariness crept into her fathers expression. What are you up to? There was an edge to his voice.


  Ric swallowed. You have already blown one of our concerts. No, dont try to deny it. You will not be able to do that with another.


  Her fathers shrug seemed to say, So, what?


  It will be covered by the press. Ric hesitated and looked at me, but only shortly. Suppose I leaked to, say, The Moon, that Dawn and Ino, strike thatand a certain Ms Olivier lived in a gay partnership and that said Ms Olivier has consequently been kicked out of her family by her father? Without a penny to her? That this father continued to harass her out of sheer spite?


  Rics father looked shell-shocked.


  Bravo! Just keep hitting him.


  I wonder, Ric continued, how your banker friends would take to such coverage.


  He opened and closed his mouth a few times. Youd destroy my reputation? Just to get back at me?


  You get out of my hair, and all this remains idle speculation.


  How can I be certain of that?


  You could try relying on my keeping my word.


  He turned to me. All of that muck-raking will affect you, too. Are you willing to be part of this, just because Ricarda is going through a phase?


  Same old clichés all over again. I went over to stand behind Ric and put my hands on her shoulders. Without a second thought.


  Her father seemed to deflate. So you choose money over family. Well, then, go and see if you can handle your precious possessions on your own. He stood up. I wash my hands off you. Leave, and never come back.


  Right after I get a few things from my room. Ric was on a roll now.


  Dont expect me to show you out. He left the room and closed the door with more force than necessary.


  Ric turned to me, trembling. Hold me for a little while, please.


  I pulled her into an embrace and waited for her shaking to subside.


  * * *


  When our adrenaline levels were near normal again, Ric led me to her room on the first floor.


  I could not find a trace of her self in it. No posters on the walls, no clothes lying on the bed, furniture that looked expensive rather than comfortable, straight out of a magazine for interior design. Myour!flat was beyond cramped in comparison, but I would not have moved in here for all the money in the world.


  Amazed, I watched her pack her things. Most she ignored, among them clothes like those she had worn to the gala, even though they were probably worth the down payment for a house. Tees, jeans, but also some skirts and dresses that I thought she would look very sexy in went into a suitcase. A smattering of undies. A very small selection of jewellery, even though there were two drawers of them. Some well-thumbed paperbacks, none of the pristine hard covers. About half a dozen CDs, the Dyke Strike albums among them. I pondered briefly if it was worth it to buy them anew and leave these as a parting present to her parents. I chuckled at the thought. Then, of course, her guitar. I wanted to take a look at that but put it off until later. Two suitcases, not even filled, went onto Rustys loading area, and the guitar found its place in the cabin.


  We returned to the house for Ric to say goodbye to Jeremy. Ill probably not be back, at least not for a long time. I wish you all the best for the future.


  His face showed no emotion. Thank you, Miss Olivier. You… He stopped as if uncertain what to say. You take care of yourself.


  On our way back to Rusty, I turned to Ric. You certain you want to leave the rest behind? That, I indicated the suitcases, cannot be ten percent of what you have up there.


  She shrugged. Its even more than I planned to take, I came for my books, CDs, and guitar in the first place. Some of the clothes are just comfy, and a few I want to wear for you.


  She smiled at me with twinkling eyes, conjuring images in my mind that I could do without behind a steering wheel, so I pushed them aside with an effort.


  All right, here we go. I manoeuvred us back to the gate. In the rear-view mirror, I could see a black stain on the spot where we had parked Rusty. I grinned and patted her dashboard. Good old girl!


  * * *


  Predictably, Ric did not take long to stow the contents of the two suitcases in her wardrobe when we got back home. Wed been lucky in that we both wore the same size, and we had so far not been able to get her much of an outfit. With the now filled shelves, Id be getting back my faded jeans Ric had become so fond of.


  Hey, Dawn, if its not too much to ask, Id like to keep this pair of faded jeans.


  Pffft.


  Then she sat down in front of the TV but didnt turn it on, only played with the remote absentmindedly. She was giving me vibes that kept me on my toes; her breaths seemed to come shorter than usual.


  I stood behind her, raked my fingers through her hair, massaging her scalp, but she did not quiet down. I bent down to her. Its been quite the day, hasnt it? Youre certainly strung up.


  She turned to face me, and I was surprised to see her eyes glistening.


  Dawn… I… I need to tell you…


  Ill always be here to listen to you. Lets go cuddle and relax.


  She gave me a look that made my knees go weak. Could you…? I mean…


  Her intensity made me shiver despite the heat of anticipation that coursed through me. Is this it? The moment Ive been waiting for? Make my night, I whispered. I pulled her after me by her hand to my bedroom and left the door open behind me, then turned around.


  Ric still stood outside, her face a study in uncertainty.


  What are you waiting for? You forgot something?


  Her face lit up, and she rushed at me, toppling us both onto the bed.


  I turned so that she was lying under me and looked into her eyes, immediately losing myself in them. I brushed her bangs aside and kissed her forehead, then the bridge and the tip of her nose. Her skin was so soft that I couldnt get enough of the feeling. After a short detour to her earlobes, I commenced tickling the rims of her lips with the tip of my tongue, and when these sweet lips opened, I took that to be an invitation. My mouth being deliciously occupied, I moved a hand over her shoulder, down her arm, then transferred it to her belly. Slowly, I pushed up her shirt, moved my head south, and blew softly against one of her nipples, which immediately contracted and started to poke farther out.


  Ric whimpered and then moved frantically, trying to get her pants off, and within moments we were skin to skin.


  The pulse of my blood pounded in my ears, almost drowning out the soft mewling sounds Ric uttered.


  I laved her nipples with my saliva, then continued to blow against them, finally took one between my lips and began to suck. Her breath quickened, then became faster still as I slid my left hand up from her knee along the inside of her thigh, over silky skin that quivered with the movement of the muscles underneath. She emanated a fragrance that almost robbed me of my senses. My mouth moved over her abs, and she tensed, became almost rigid except for her hands trying to dig for a hold in the sheets.


  D-D-aw-aw-AAAWWWNNN!


  I kissed her most sensitive spot, slowly parted her lips, and advanced a finger into her, immediately stopping at feeling a soft barrier. I looked up, almost shocked out of my senses, only to find her gazing at me with a scorching intensity. Before I could say anything, she said in a quavering voice, Please!


  I moved up, placed a tender kiss on her lips, then looked into her eyes inquiringly. She nodded, and I strengthened my embrace, held her gaze, and gave a tiny push with my hand.


  She breathed in sharply and seemed to melt against me.


  I love you. Our voices sounded in unison.


  Her hips came off the bed, and she thrust against my hand, accepting a second finger with a gasp.


  I had circled her clit with my thumb, but now I pressed it directly, softly.


  With a drawn-out yell she collapsed, her breath rasping as if shed just run the twenty-six miles.


  I gathered her in my arms and pulled up the covers, creating a hollow for us to burrow into.


  She murmured my name again and again, ever softer, until she fell into a deep sleep.


  I looked at her peaceful face. Im lost. Then I fell asleep myself.


  CHAPTER 4


  I awoke because her hair was tickling my nose. I tried to push it out of the way without disturbing her, but she was already awake, gazing at me with an air of both rapture and tenderness.


  Good morning, my lovely, I whispered, which made her smile.


  Her expression turned to determination and ferocity. And then she paid me back until I was gasping for air and died that little death.


  Got anything planned for today? Except cuddling? I mumbled when I sort of regained my senses.


  Dont tempt me. But can I persuade you to take a shower together? Only to save time, of course.


  If that had been her splendid purpose, it failed completely. We sat down for breakfast later than anticipated.


  You know, what Id really like now is a cup of cocoa. Hmm!


  I looked at her with big eyes. Not a problem.


  Ah, but do you know the secret of a really good cocoa? I would never touch the stuff that comes bottled, let alone in tetra paks.


  Well, I dont have any Swiss chocolate around.


  Pshaw! She pouted and made a deprecating move with her hand. No, you take a large spoon of baking cocoa, two teaspoons of sugar, and condensed milk she frowned at my face-splitting smile but continued, condensed milk as fat as you can get


  I could no longer contain my laughter.


  What are laughing at? Have you ever tried that recipe? Its delicious.


  I tried to catch my breath, which was not easy in the face of her puzzled look. I wheezed. One of my first thoughts when I saw you at that exhibition was I wonder if she knows the taste of cocoa.


  Why wouldnt I…?


  I could not help taking her in my arms and kissing her. That kiss deepened. And deepened. Cocoa could wait.


  * * *


  Ric sat at the kitchen table, opened a folder, and started to telephone with her bank. No, make that banks, plural. And investment consultants, plural, too. I could see that I would have to spend the next day without her. Or make that…


  When she made the third appointment, I indicated her guitar, and when she nodded, took it into my bedroom, so as not to disturb her conversations, and began to strum the strings, GaDsus4DDsus9, tah-tah, tatatah-tah-tah, di-di-di-di-di, ta-ta-tah-tah-tah…


  Rich Girl in a cold, cold world


  living behind walls, dreams of breaking free


  Rich Girl, come and walk my world


  look up to the sky, come along with me


  Perhaps not a candidate for awards, but it was fun to play and sing. We might even include it in our program. In my mind, I heard a tin whistle bridge from chorus to verse, and I reached for a notepad to jot down more words for the song when suddenly Ric stood beside me.


  Sounds nice. And the lyrics?


  You know, your parents house really impressed me. Its so large, so generousand so cold and lonely at the same time.


  She smiled at me. Youre sweet.


  I did not have to spend the next day alone, but I almost wished I had. The world of finance was not for me; I had only a meagre savings account, and more often than not, any surplus money ended up in the drawer beside my socks, there being no point in taking it to the bank when I would be needing it again soon.


  But I had ample opportunity to see Ric in a totally different light. Most of the people she talked to matched her very professional attitude, but when someone started wondering, I thought this was in the hands of your father…, he ended up red-faced and stuttering with Ric hardly doing more than raise an eyebrow. I wondered how she did this.


  I mostly kept quiet and only put my signature where Ric pointed. For some reason, she wanted me to have legal authority over all those accounts, a matter I had not yet given much thought to, but which made me slightly uneasy.


  * * *


  That unease hadnt lifted when we were back home. I switched on the TV, but I didnt really pay attention.


  Ric leant over to me and asked, Dawn, what is it? I can see youre worried.


  Oh, nothing, really. Im thinking of applying for a job in the new centre they built in the suburbs. It will not be the same without you or Bren, but a girls got to earn money, doesnt she? I mean, its a good thing we have those concerts coming, but thats hardly a reliable income.


  She creased her forehead. Hey, were rich now, have you forgotten?


  Uh-oh. I had been afraid of that, but I would have to deal with it, and putting it off would not make it easier. As softly as I could I said, You are rich, Ric.


  I watched her expression go to pieces, and my heart began to hammer against my ribs. She got up without a word, went to her room, and whammed the door so hard that I could hear the glasses in our cupboard tinkle.


  I closed my eyes and massaged the lead ball that had once been my stomach.


  Her door opened again, and I looked at her tear-streaked face. Just so you know. There may be no place in your heart for me now that I am not poor, but this rich bitch will not stop loving you! Wham!


  I covered my face with my hands and found that they were not the only parts of me that were shaking. Oh damndamndamn, how did I get into this shit? Or, more important, how would I get out of it?


  I had to do something. I couldnt just leave her alone in that mood. I chose the biggest cup we had and prepared a cocoa, painstakingly making sure that the mixture was as smooth as I could make it before reaching for the kettle. I carried the cup over to her room, and I admit that I had to gather my courage to knock on the door.


  Umph!


  I hoped that meant Yes, please come in and entered.


  She was lying on the bed, face down.


  Hey! I brought you a cup of feel-good.


  She turned around, sat up, and accepted the cup with a hint of a smile. And a hiccup.


  That lead ball inside me began to melt a little.


  Oh, Dawn! She sighed, then took a sip. You let me in when I had nothing. I ate your food, I slept in your bed. You shared your clothes with me when I had no more than a pair of jeans and a shirt, and somehow you made it all ours. How is it that I am rich now, not we? I even had to insist on paying my part of the rent once I could, and you only accepted because you could not afford not to. Did you think I wouldnt notice?


  Hey, I was drawing more than you.


  She snorted. Oh yes, all of fifty pee an hour.


  I was not after your money. Am not now. I looked at my shoes, which could use another shining.


  And what exactly were you after?


  My face began to burn before her scrutinising eyes. Uh, Id rather not… Anyway, things have changed.


  Spill it!


  You wont like it.


  I think you have yet to discover what I do or dont like. Give!


  I studied the carpet. When I first saw you, I thought youd be a terrific lay. I felt the complete goof I was, and I desperately wanted to continue, only I didnt know how.


  She started to giggle. You really did?


  I nodded wordlessly.


  And I thought you were just the person I could test my orientation with without committing myself.


  I stared at her. You what?


  Her giggles turned into outright laughter. I was pretty sure I had it right, especially after I read that storyyou remember? The one that dropped to the ground when we were on our way to the Triangle.


  I shuddered. That was a rowdy one, wasnt it?


  Oh yes, it was. I like most of your other stories better, but I am actually very glad it happened to be that one. I guess were both not as cool as we like to pretend, are we?


  I growled and reached for her, pressed her body against mine. Oh baby, the way you feel, the way you smell… And I was right, too, you know? You are a terrific lay.


  She snuggled closer. Well work this out, wont we?


  My voice was hoarse. You bet. You think Id let you go?


  Promise me.


  Promise.


  * * *


  The next two concerts were a great success, and Rich Dawn was slowly becoming a recognised name, at least locally. More concerts queued up, and before long, we had our hands full. We had to come to a decision: with the longer distances we had to travel, we needed either another car, or we had to have Rusty overhauled, the cost of each almost being the same. It was not really a question, but Rusty would have to stay in hospital for two weeks, and we were glad that Ric had not yet sold her beamer, much as she disliked the vehicle.


  Its the last thing in my life to do with my parents, and Ill be glad to get rid of it.


  Apart from that, the beamer simply had no soul.


  When we got Rusty back, there was no more oil leakage, no more praying that the battery would last another press on the starter, and they had even renewed the worn leather on the seats.


  Youre young again, girl, I said, patting a newly undented fender.


  We celebrated her rejuvenation with a glass of champagne, and Rusty was treated to a tankful of petrol and a white silk rose attached to her dashboard. I mean, what else could we give her? Ric payed the obscene bill, and I tried to keep my misgivings to myself. We made more from the concerts than I had ever made with my job, but our expenses had risen sharply, too, what with staying in hotels and such.


  We spiced up our repertoire for the opening act for Dyke Strike by including a couple of well-known love songs usually sung by guys, and we also wrote our own, rather outspokenly sapphic content.


  Ric almost swooned when she got to meet the lead singer of the band. I used to listen to your every song while I was still in the closet.


  Laura smiled. Did it help?


  Ric put her arm around me and illuminated the backstage with her smile. Guess!


  They had us come on stage during their gig, and we did one of their hits together with them. When Ric pulled me to her and kissed me in front of the sold-out arena, that brought the house down.


  Brenda and Annie were waiting for us in our change room. Were so proud of you, Brenda said, and Annie nodded.


  We both know who to thank for the fun were having, Ric answered.


  That was the first time ever I saw Brenda blush. Aw, you just needed someone to get you moving, is all.


  Yea, right. And that someone was the two of you, I said.


  Ever been in a four-person hug, including sniffles? Its a wonderful feeling.


  Annie said, Theres someone here who wants to meet you. Shes from Sony. What do you say, a dinner for five?


  Ric and I exchanged unbelieving looks.


  And the rest, as they say, is history. Except…


  EPILOGUE


  Dawn.


  I looked up from my computer screen, where I was struggling with yet another story. Whats up, darling?


  Dawn, will you marry me?


  The ground vanished from under my feet. What I had barely dared dream ofI was torn between yelling at the top of my lungs and crying my heart out. My voice would not work, hard as I tried. I swallowed, but my mouth was as dry as desert sand. I… I… was all I could get out and in a whisper at that.


  She sat by my side, lightly stroking my arm. Dawn, I know this is much, perhaps too much to ask, but were friends, were lovers, and I feel that we have become so much more. You are my soul. Without you, I wouldnt know how to breathe. I want to go where you go, and I want to share all my life with you, the good, the bad, the laughter, and the tears. And when the nights turn cold, I want to be the one you cling to. Dont you feel the same?


  I put my head on her shoulder and let my tears run freely. I do, oh how I do, I cant believe how much myself. But I am scared.


  Why?


  Dont laugh, please, but I feel so small beside you. I pray every evening that you will still be there in the morning, and every morning…


  A tear ran down her cheek. So do I, she said with a husky voice.


  B-But… how can I ever be good enough for you? I took one of her hands into mine, needing to feel her physical presence. Look at youyou are beautiful, you are smart. Youre strong, much stronger than I am. If I fail you in the end, where will that leave us?


  You are the most beautiful creature I have come to know in my whole life, she replied. And strong… If I stand proud, and I do, its because of you. You give me the strength to, dont you know that? She fell silent and let me sort through my confusion, holding on to me, grounding me.


  I looked into the abyss of my soul, and there she was, standing with her arms stretched out, calling, Come!


  One more deep breath, and then I took the jump. Yes, I will! I blubbered the words, but she must have understood, for she pressed me to herself. I do! IdoIdoIdoIdo!


  I kissed her tears from her face and at the same time wet it again with my own. An angels choir sang, Ill be hers, completely hers, and a snickering voice within me said, Youve been for a long time, stupid. And then it hit me like lightning: she was mine. So this is how it feels to look down on Cloud Number Nine… from way higher.


  Five years later


  Finally, here is a piece of news that will cause mixed emotions for all the fans of Rich Dawn. The duo, who have been reaping award after award for the past three years, have cancelled this years tour of the UK and parts of the Continent. The happy reason for this is that the couple are planning a new career as mothers. Informed sources tell us that Dawn is well into the fifth month of her term. Ric commented, Were sorry to disappoint our fans, many of whom have supported us from the very beginning. But I hope they will understand that our child takes precedence. The staff here at NWNW certainly extend their best wishes to the three of them. And that concludes the news; we will be here for you again at twenty two hundred.


  * * *


  We christened her Brenda. And we lived happily ever after.


  ###
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  Lee straightened with a groan.


  Gaëlle called from the other side of the rubble pile, Are you okay, old woman?


  Who you calling old, Ms. Soon-to-be-a-Senior-Citizen? Lee twisted slowly and worked the kinks out of her lower back. You know, I think we need to re-examine the terms of my contract.


  We do, eh? I dont know. Its a pretty iron-clad document.


  Its a napkin.


  But an iron-clad napkin.


  Lee laughed and stretched. Well, Eileen did witness it. Ill give you that.


  Lee, I found it!


  Lee looked across the remains of the old barn to see Gaëlle wrestling something out from under a broken tress. She quickly clambered across the debris. What have you found?


  The stone for the threshold. I knew there would be one in here somewhere.


  In the last six weeks, Lee and Gaëlle had transported and laid enough of the old barns fieldstone to pave five of the labyrinths seven circuits. But Gaëlle had her heart set on finding what she deemed the perfect threshold, and nothing theyd found to date had measured up.


  Lee eyed the stone dubiously. Aside from being much larger than most of the ones theyd transported, it didnt look particularly outstanding to her. As she had discovered, however, Gaëlle had a precise vision of her labyrinth, so if her friend said this was perfect, so be it. Okay. Then lets see if we can get it on the cart.


  Lee retrieved the odd-looking cart from where theyd been loading it. The first day theyd begun sorting, hauling, and laying stone, theyd used Gaëlles garden cart, but theyd soon realized the sides were too high. Even working together, lifting fieldstones up over the sides had strained their muscles unnecessarily.


  When they quit at the end of the first day and returned to the house, they found that Wally had solved their problem. Hed constructed a flat cart with a folding ramp. The cart ran on what appeared to be tricycle wheels. The cart bed was only six inches off the ground, so they didnt have to lift very far, and it trundled over the rough terrain without difficulty. The ramp allowed them to roll larger stones onto the cart rather than lifting them.


  Lee had been amused when she recognized various pieces of their new cart as things shed seen on Wallys junk wagon. But for a Rube Goldberg contraption, it served their purposes perfectly. They moved twice as many stones the next day and on subsequent days.


  Lee rolled the cart into position and lowered the ramp, and they pushed, pulled, and rotated the stone into place for transport. Both were gasping for breath by the time they finished. Lee sank down on a pile of rubble and worked to catch her wind.


  Gaëlle was bent at the waist, doing the same.


  Damn, Im glad I quit smoking.


  Me too.


  They grinned at each other, and Lee stood up. I think weve got enough of a load for another trip.


  Agreed.


  They grasped the long handle together and started pulling. By now they knew every metre of their route, where to ease to the left or right to avoid gopher holes, and when to put their backs into it to get up a rise. Lee enjoyed how harmoniously they worked together without any direction needed.


  So, I was thinking.


  Lee glanced at Gaëlle. Yeah? About what?


  I told you I need to go to Regina on Wednesday to meet Dales flight, right?


  Do you think hes really going to make it this time? Hes postponed twice just since Ive been here.


  I know. His heart is there, not here, but Dechontee told him last week that she needs to study for her exams and it was a good time for him to return to Canada.


  Lee chuckled. Basically she kicked him out of Guinea.


  Pretty much. The point being, he will be on the Wednesday flight. Why dont you come with me? Well go down a day early and have a bit of a break. The hotel I always stay at has a wonderful spa. Well treat ourselves royallyhave a nice dinner, maybe take in a play or concert. We can even do some shopping if you like. You said you needed new work gloves and safety boots.


  I do, but I could just pop into the Donegal Co-op for those. Still, I like the idea of a respite from our labours. Someones been working me like shes an overseer on the pyramids.


  I wasnt an overseer. I was a stonecutter.


  Lee didnt even flinch. Over the past month and a half, shed grown accustomed to the odd things that came out of Gaëlles mouth. Theyd long ceased to irritate or confuse her. Lee occasionally challenged Gaëlle, but mostly she simply accepted the statements for what they wereGaëlles unconventional beliefs.


  Dragging you back on topic, a trip to Regina sounds good.


  Gaëlle clapped her hands in delight.Wonderful. Im so looking forward to this.


  And, I imagine, to seeing Dale again.


  Absolutely. I always miss that boy of mine, even if we do talk every second day.


  I look forward to meeting him.


  You two will get along well. Youre kindred spirits.


  You mean hes into hauling hundreds of kilos of rocks too?


  Silly. No, I mean hes also a strong, solid, dependable soul. Hes quieter than you, but youve both got the same staunch values, particularly love and loyalty toward friend and family.


  Sounds like hes a good man.


  And youre a good woman.


  Theyd arrived at the labyrinth, so Lee was relieved not to have to respond. Gaëlle was not one to hide her affection, and Lee wasnt always sure how to react.


  Gaëlle was never flirtatious; she was simply straightforward. She was very fond of Lee and apparently saw no need to disguise that. Lee was accustomed to the love of her friends and family and returned it in great measure, but Gaëlle... Gaëlle didnt fit neatly into any slots. She wasnt lover or family, but she had rapidly become more than friend.


  Lee banished the thoughts that had become her standard bedtime reverie and set to work helping grapple the threshold stone into place.


  A little to the left. Thats it. Right there. Ease it down. Theregood. Gaëlle stood back and admired their handiwork. Is that not a superb fit?


  I have to admit, you have a great eye. Well done.


  Gaëlle extended her hand with a grin. Congratulations.


  For what?


  For a one-time overseer, youve certainly mastered working in the trenches.


  Lee played along. I was an overseer? Did I have a chariot?


  No, but you had a whip, and you sure knew how to use it.


  Ouch. Did I use it on you?


  Once or twice, but I was an excellent stonecutter, and you mostly left me alone. Gaëlle picked up another stone off the cart and carried it to the end of the circuit they were working on.


  Lee watched Gaëlle carefully place her stone and shook her head. To listen to Gaëlle speak, millennia past were as real to her as last nights excursion to the Four Corners Café. The woman was a walking cryptogram. Lee doubted shed ever break the code. She wasnt entirely sure she even wanted to try.


  Hey, did someone call a coffee break that I dont know about?


  The teasing words echoed across the labyrinth, and Lee picked up a stone. Yeah, yeah. Im coming. Im sure I liked it better when I was overseer!
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  Babysitter Material: Its Rufus and Kylins anniversaryand no babysitter for the triplets in sight. Kylin has a desperate idea, but is her gruff father Brian, ruler of the pride, really babysitter material?


  When the Cats Away: When a mouse takes up residence in Griffin and Jories house, Griffin calls her fathers over. With three cat-shifters on the hunt, the house will be a rodent-free zone in no time. Or so she thinks.


  Plus One: Griffin accepts Jories invitation to be her plus one at Jories high school reunion, eager to find out more about her lovers past. But the food at the buffet has an unexpected effect on Griffin.


  Something in the Wine


  Jae


  ISBN: 978-3-95533-006-4 (epub), 978-3-95533-007-1 (mobi)


  Length: 99,100 words (novel)


  All her life, Annie Prideaux has suffered through her brothers constant practical jokes only he thinks are funny. But Jakes last joke is one too many, she decides when he sets her up on a blind date with his friend Drew Corbinneglecting to tell his straight sister one tiny detail: her date is not a man, but a lesbian.


  Annie and Drew decide its time to turn the tables on Jake by pretending to fall in love with each other.


  At first glance, they have nothing in common. Disillusioned with love, Annie focuses on books, her cat, and her work as an accountant while Drew, more confident and outgoing, owns a dog and spends most of her time working in her beloved vineyard.


  Only their common goal to take revenge on Jake unites them. But what starts as a table-turning game soon turns Annies and Drews lives upside down as the lines between pretending and reality begin to blur.


  Something in the Wine is a story about love, friendship, and coming to terms with what it means to be yourself.


  Hot Line


  Alison Grey


  ISBN: 978-3-95533-015-6 (epub), 978-3-95533-016-3 (mobi)


  Length: 27,200 words (novella)


  Two women from different worlds. Linda, a successful psychologist, uses her work to distance herself from her own loneliness.


  Christina works for a sex hotline to make ends meet.


  Their worlds collide when Linda calls Christinas sex line. Christina quickly realizes Linda is not her usual customer. Instead of wanting phone sex, Linda makes an unexpected proposition. Does Christina dare accept the offer that will change both their lives?


  L.A. Metro


  (second edition)


  RJ Nolan


  ISBN: 978-3-95533-038-5 (epub), 978-3-95533-039-2 (mobi)


  Length: 96,000 words (novel)


  Dr. Kimberly Donovans life is in shambles. After her medical ethics are questioned, first her family, then her closeted lover, the Chief of the ER, betray her. Determined to make a fresh start, she flees to California and L.A. Metropolitan Hospital.


  Dr. Jess McKenna, L.A. Metros Chief of the ER, gives new meaning to the phrase emotionally guarded, but she has her reasons.


  When Kim and Jess meet, the attraction is immediate. Emotions Jess has tried to repress for years surface. But her interest in Kim also stirs dark memories. They settle for friendship, determined not to repeat past mistakes, but secretly they both wish things could be different.


  Will the demons from the past destroy their future before it can even get started? Or will L.A. Metro be a place to not only heal the sick, but to mend wounded hearts?


  Yak


  Lois Cloarec Hart


  ISBN: 978-3-95533-114-6 (epub), 978-3-95533-113-9 (mobi)


  Length: 17,635 (novella)


  Leni, a small-town, blue-collar lesbian, despairs of ever finding true loveor even just a Friday night date.


  Pickings are slim, but romantic woes aside, shes happy living in the place she was born and raised.


  Then Leni gets a new job as a nightshift cook at The Jesters Court, a bustling roadside truck stop, where she encounters an enigmatic colleague nicknamed Yak. Finding herself fascinated with the woman, Leni disregards all advice to the contrary and attempts to befriend her fellow chef. Yak proves to be a hard nut to crack, but whats harder still is deciphering why everyone lives in fear of her.


  When events spiral out of control and Leni learns the dangerous truth, she must decide if winning Yaks heart is worth the price she might have to pay.


  Coming from Ylva Publishing in fall and winter 2013


  http://www.ylva-publishing.com


  Crossing Bridges


  Emma Weimann


  As a Guardian, Tallulah has devoted her life to protecting her hometown, Edinburgh, and its inhabitants, both living and dead, against ill-natured and dangerous supernatural beings.


  When Erin, a human tourist, visits Edinburgh, she makes Tallulah more nervous than the poltergeist on Greyfriars Kirkyardand not only because Erin seems to be the sidekick of a dark witch who has her own agenda.


  While Tallulah works to thwart the dark witchs sinister plan for Edinburgh, she cant help wondering about the mysterious Erin. Is she friend or foe?


  Kickers Journey


  (second edition)


  Lois Cloarec Hart


  In 1899 two women from very different backgrounds are about to embark on a journey togetherone that will take them from the Old World to the New, from the 19th century into the 20th, and from the comfort and familiarity of England to the rigours of Western Canada, where challenges await at every turn.


  The journey begins simply for Kicker Stuart when she leaves her home village to take employment as hostler and farrier at Grindleshire Academy for Young Ladies. But when Kicker falls in love with a teacher, Madelyn Bristow, it radically alters the course of her tranquil life.


  Together, the lovers flee the brutality of Madelyns father and the prejudices of upper crust England in search of freedom to live, and love, as they choose. A journey as much of the heart and soul as of the body, it will find the lovers struggling against the expectations of gender, the oppression of class, and even, at times, each other.


  What they find at the end of their journey is not a new Eden, but a land of hope and opportunity that offers them the chance to live out their most cherished dreama life together.


  See Right Through Me


  L.T. Smith


  Trust, respect, and love. Three little wordsthats all. But these words are powerful, and if we ignore any one of them, then three other little words take their place: jealousy, insecurity, and heartbreak.


  Schoolteacher Gemma Hughes is an ordinary woman living an ordinary life. Disorganized and clumsy, she soon finds herself in the capable hands of the beautiful Dr. Maria Moran. Everything goes wonderfully until Gemma starts doubting Marias intentions and begins listening to the wrong people.


  But has Maria something to hide, or is it a case of swapping trust for insecurity, respect for jealousy and finishing with a world of heartbreak and deceit? Can Gemma stop her actions before its too late? Or will she ruin the best thing to happen in her life?


  Given her track record, anything is possible...


  Broken Faith


  (revised edition)


  Lois Cloarec Hart


  Emotional wounds arent always apparent, and those that haunt Marika and Rhiannon are deep and lasting.


  On the surface, Marika appears to be a wealthy, successful lawyer, while Rhiannon is a reclusive, maladjusted loner. But Marika, in her own way, is as damaged as the younger Rhiannon. When circumstances throw them together one summer, they begin to reach out, each finding unexpected strengths in the other.


  However, even as inner demons are gradually vanquished and old hurts begin to heal, evil in human form reappears. The cruelly enigmatic Cass has used and controlled Marika in the past, and she aims to do so again.


  Can Marika find it within herself to break free? Can she save her young friend from Cass malevolent web? With the support of remarkable friends, the pair fights to break freeof their crippling pasts and the woman who will own them or kill them.


  True Nature


  Jae


  When wolf-shifter Kelsey Yates discovers that fourteen-year-old shape-shifter Danny Harding is living with a human adoptive mother, she is sent on a secret mission to protect the pup and get him away from the human.


  Successful CEO Rue Harding has no idea that the private teacher she hires for her deaf son isnt really there to teach him history and algebraor that Danny and Kelsey are not what they seem to be.


  But when Danny runs away from home and gets lost in New York City, Kelsey and Rue have to work together to find him before his first transformation sets in and reveals the shape-shifters secret existence to the world.


  Rich Girl


  © by Joan Arling


  ISBN (mobi): 978-3-95533-116-0


  ISBN (epub): 978-3-95533-117-7


  Published by Ylva Publishing, legal entity of Ylva Verlag, e.Kfr.


  Ylva Verlag, e.Kfr.


  Am Kirschgarten 2


  65830 Kriftel


  Germany


  http://www.ylva-publishing.com


  First Edition: September 2013


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, events, and locations are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons or events, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  All rights reserved. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission.
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