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1 December 2005
 
This book! oh, yes, I forgot! -- I am going to write a book. 
A book about what? Well, that must be as God wills. 
But listen!
Richard La Gallienne, The Quest of the Golden Girl
 
 

1.I
Eve Gibbons had fond memories of growing up. She thought of that often, her luck when it came to her formative years. 
So many friends that she had, past friends and present friends, spoke of their childhoods as if they wished those memories were wiped away for good: traumatized by moving too often, bullying, indifferent parents, abuse of some sort, insert-other-event-here. Of course, if she'd had that kind of childhood, she would want her memories annihilated, too. Replaced with. 
With. Well, she wasn't sure. 
Maybe pictures of pandas or koalas, something cute and fluffy. Like she'd been to China and Australia, or at least a lot of zoos in the United States. 
She'd been fortunate, that was true. She'd liked her childhood. She'd had a decent mom—still did, in some ways, although her mom suffered from dementia and was in and out of awareness. Maybe she knew something about pandas and koalas. There'd been a good dad, too, who'd lived a long and pretty good life, really, who'd loved his quiet life, his sporting goods company, his kids, his wife. He'd been around to see Violet van der Molen start her twisted journey into the otherworld—in this case turning into a permanent resident of a care facility. And then he'd gone, too. Suddenly. Off to see those pandas and koalas. Although he was really more of a dog and horse kind of guy. He'd thrown Eve and her brother Eise (who liked it pronounced eye-zuh, more or less) onto the backs of horses when they were old enough to walk. Oddly enough, the only dogs Eve and Eise had ever been close to were those of other family members. 
Eise was still around, and the two of them had a good sibling bond. He still lived in Toledo, lived about four blocks from where the store used to be, about six blocks from the old family home. 
Eve had learned early on to care about the house she'd grown up in. She and Eise had lived in the same house the whole of their childhood, all the way up to the time that Eise moved out, and he didn't do that until he was twenty-three. Eve moved out only when she was eighteen because she'd wanted to go somewhere else for college. The college thing had been a waste of time and money, really, but she'd gotten what she could out of the experience. The problem was, she wasn't good at being anywhere else but home. She didn't like dorms, she didn't like apartments with scatterbrained flatmates that couldn't clean up after themselves. It was while having this unfortunate foray into adulthood that she first thought of owning an inn. What she did for her flatmates wasn't that different than being a chatelaine or hostess. Except she actually got paid, these days, for cleaning up after others. She used to sweep, do dishes, keep everything organized, and run the vacuum. As a girl, she'd loved to run the vacuum cleaner. She wasn't sure why. Perhaps it was all the neatness it brought. The tidy marks in the carpet. The satisfaction. 
She was then pushing and pulling the upright vacuum around the rug of her own bedroom at the inn, way in the tippy-top of the big house in San Geno, Ohio. It was a plush rug, pink and cream with fronds of leafy green. It had looked so pretty in her newly redecorated room. She hadn't thought of redoing her room at all after her husband, Marshal, left for good. It was Savona that brought it to her attention, first by saying she should buy a new mattress, then new sheets—and while she was at it, why not think of new drapes or paint the walls? So Eve had. The problem was the painting part. She'd lost her handyman, Gaul Hixton, when he ran off to Scotland with his beau. While Eve was glad for them, and had talked to them on the phone often in the last six months since their departure, she didn't know who to turn to for regular handyman duties. But she and Savona, with a little help from Denise, had redone the room: new curtains, new curtain rods, new quilt—Savona found the delicate antique thing at a shop in Defiance—and of course the new area rug. 
It'd been there for three months already. Had it really been that long? So hard to believe! Marshal had taken off not long after Gaul and Mac had. Within a week. Eve had had no problems with it, really. Marshal was right to pursue his own happiness. Eve had pursued her own, too, but that had sort of blown up in her face. 
The last six months had been pretty strange. Not awful. Just strange. She'd lost her best friend to true love—and she supposed that a lot of people went through that peculiar form of grief, being happy and miserable at the same time, and then feeling guilty about it. She had become closer to Savona, Mac's sister, but only because Savona had fallen in love with a local named Adrian Frost, and he with her, so Savona lived in San Geno now. It was nice having Savona around. She worked at the inn a little bit, too, on days when Eve needed to attend family matters, like visit her mother, see her brother on his birthday, or something else within their short circle of first cousins, aunts and uncles, all getting older by the minute. Maybe that's what was weighing heavily in Eve: the increased age of everything, that it all seemed so fleeting, so brief. So boo-hoo. 
She smirked to herself, able to push aside a rush of internal anger, but all that did was make her arm twitch: the vacuum went lopsided on its path: it sucked up a charging cable under the bed. Sucked it right up: Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! The end of it went around and around the brush roll until Eve hurriedly turned off the power. The thwacking stopped. 
"Great," she mumbled, kneeling on the rug and pushing the vacuum so its ugly underside faced her. "Just great." She wasn't noted for being sarcastic. Humorous, and sometimes a little too lecherous, maybe, although she felt those days of lechery were behind her. Moderately, but closely, behind her. She pulled the cable free of the roller. Its micro-jack end had broken. Wires poked out of the white vinyl coating. "Damn it," she mumbled. "Now what am I going to do?" 
It was the charging cable to her vibrator. She needed that cable to survive. For the sake of her womanhood, she needed that cable! It had come with the vibrator, thank goodness, since she didn't know where else she'd get one. Electronics stores might've been a dime a dozen in small towns back when people were still figuring out what tube televisions were, but they had become very depleted in number, about as rare as tube TVs. She couldn't just bop over a couple blocks to San Geno's version of Best Buy and get one. 
Eve knew she'd just charged the thing, but lately—well, lately, she'd been charging it more frequently. Maybe it was the movement of the moon, or the last great date she'd been on just last Saturday night, but she'd wanted to spend more time with her and her vibrator. She didn't want to jog over to the nearest sex shop and get a new one, either. As much as she liked visiting sex shops, the one in Defiance had closed and she didn't know where the others were, these days. Few and far between. Probably a college town, like Bowling Green. And how did one call up 4-1-1- and make that inquiry? She supposed she could try the internet, but she wasn't particularly savvy at its consumer uses, only to buy a few janitorial supplies for the inn, like toilet paper in bulk and paper towels, garbage bags, and boxes of tissues. She knew she could ask someone, one of her friends, like Savona. Surely, one of the first things Savona Devorski had done after plopping herself down in a nice house not far from the inn was find a sex shop. Though Savona dated Pastor Frost, Eve figured there must be a necessity there, a void somewhere. 
While thinking all of this, Eve dug around in the nightstand to recover her vibrator from its inconspicuous box. She checked to be sure the charging cable wasn't working. 
And it wasn't working. 
She put the vibrator away, not wanting to look at it too long and get certain carnal ideas, especially aware that she was alone in the house on a quiet Thursday, mid-morning. The first guests wouldn't arrive for their Victorian holiday experience until after five o' clock. With any luck, she'd be too busy that weekend that getting into bed at night would be for sleeping. Unless she got asked out on another date. If she was feeling particularly bold, she could do the asking. 
She folded up the cord into a padded 5x7 envelope and left it on the desk in her upstairs office. That was a good way to remember to check into getting one. First, ask Savona about going to an adult store sometime in the near—very near!—future. Secondly, or alternatively, ask Savona about using the internet to buy things that were of a more personal nature. She was pretty sure, sure as she was of anything, that the internet had adult shops.
She finished vacuuming in a hurry. And of course that hunk of metal was no worse for sucking up a valuable cord. That figured. Now that the happy mood had slipped out of her, she put the vacuum away and headed downstairs. 
She liked her inn. She'd had it for almost eight years, a big celebration planned for April 1, when the inn officially opened. Gaul had helped her plan a little bit of it, before Mac showed up and swept him off his feet. She'd done her fair share of pushing the two of them together, having already sensed the attraction sizzling between them. And now they were in Scotland! Mac still had family there. His name was Radnor MacDavid, so of course with a name like that he would have cousins in Scotland. In the way of things, maybe more irony or just a cute pint-sized version of it, Gaul and Mac had gone to work at the bed and breakfast of Mac's cousins. They worked primarily on the grounds, fixing dry stone walls, fences, buildings, that sort of thing. They got paid pretty well, plus free room and board in a "pretty decent" barn conversion on the back of the property. They worked seven days a week, but Gaul had never been so happy. 
She missed the hell out of him. And Mac—but it was Gaul she missed the most. As much as she liked Savona, it wasn't quite the same. Gaul had been her buddy, her bestie, the one she talked to about town gossip, sex, celebrities, money, drama, her mom, his mom—they had been entangled and the extrication from each other had made her miserable. Gaul felt lonely, too, sometimes. He had Mac, but it wasn't, for him, exactly the same thing. Partners, no matter how hard one tried, were just not the same thing as a best friend. Some days, yes. Some days, no. 
Eve hadn't dived right into dating once Marshal erased himself from the picture. She'd been smitten with an FBI hunk named Mike, meeting under different circumstances in June than the college freshman courses that'd originally brought them together more than ten years before. But she hadn't really wanted Mike. Once Marshal took off, Eve didn't want anyone. She ran her business, she got to know Savona, she had Savona's son Hadden around, she hung out with Denise; she moved and rotated and lived by rote rather than passion. 
And then something happened that she hadn't expected. She got asked out on a date by the sheriff. 
It'd been a bold move on Denise's part. Not only because she was the sheriff of Paulding County, but because Eve had never really given any indication that she was interested. Except then—then she was asked. Denise had asked her with a calm and respective tone. 
"I was wondering if you might like to go out Saturday night? With me. I mean. With me." 
Eve had been so overcome that she'd stared at Denise. A reasonably sane woman, more or less, but several years older than Eve, though fine for all that—strong of character, built well in the way advertisements liked women to be shaped: tall, at five-nine, broad through the shoulders from a youthful history of swimming and weight-lifting, brown-gold hair with a lot of white cascading in it, and comely, peaceful eyes lodged somewhere between brown and amber-brown. They had known one another a lot of years, almost seven of them. Denise had shown up during a drunken domestic dispute at the inn, and they had stayed friends, a fact that couldn't be said for the couple of the drunken dispute. Denise had been around a lot in June, when Gaul was going through his own set of troubles, and the reason that Mac stole him away to an enchanted Scottish inn. Well, one of the reasons, really. Over that time, Eve and Denise had become closer, usually sharing their own small meals together in the kitchen of the inn, either because Denise happened to stop by and check on her in the wake of all that'd happened, or because Eve had called her and asked her to come by. 
She stared at Denise, feeling like an idiot. A confused, bewildered idiot. Is that even what she wanted? Did she know what she wanted? 
"If you want to say no—" 
"No!" Eve snapped. 
Denise looked startled. Eve's cheeks got red. 
"Sorry! Fuck," she smoothed back her hair with a shaking hand, "that isn't what I meant. You've—I've—I'm a little flustered." 
"Sorry, it's just that I thought—" Denise wasn't sure what she'd thought. She tried her best to put it into words, wrung from a valid source within. "I know, you've probably never dated a woman, and I've sure as hell never have, either. But I like you. You're comfortable to me. And exciting. I thought it might be cozy, you and me, sharing a meal together somewhere not here. For once. I like eating here. I like spending time with you during those meals. But I thought. Maybe. This time. Something, somewhere different. Somewhere that—that I could get you out of this place for an hour or two. I know you love it and everything, and I love it, too, but you've been spending a lot of time here. Let me take you somewhere else for a change. That's what I was thinking." 
It was sort of in this moment, and a hundred more than followed, that Eve started to feel differently about Denise. Everything that Denise had said about the two of them being comfortable, being exciting, that was exactly right. Eve had been trying to put her finger on it for a while, the idea of the two of them acting like a catalyst to a bigger, broader, but unfortunately more unknown and nebulous thing—an emotion, an attitude, a creation. 
Denise said she'd handle the whole event. She handled it splendidly, everything from telling Eve what time she would be picked up, to what sort of outfit she should wear (casual top and blue jeans, it turned out), and what time, roughly, Eve would be back at the inn. Denise's idea of a first date didn't disappoint, but she had also felt the need to be herself. Nevertheless, she showed up at the front door of the inn, though tradition had her as a back-door guest, like everyone that Eve knew well. She'd brought a bouquet of flowers, the wildest that she could find that time of year, picked up at the florist shop in Paulding just after she'd left the sheriff's department. Eve liked flowers, even those that were severed from their outdoor existence and brought inside for personal enjoyment. Denise had known that, of course. But the most telling characteristic of their date being an actual date wasn't the flowers, but the fact that Denise had cleaned out her vehicle to the point where the leather seats were slippery with conditioner, and the dash shone with a high-grade polish. The floor mats had been vacuumed. Under the seats, too. The door wells had been cleaned out and wiped down. The inside of the windshield was haze-free. The outside of the car had been cleaned, too, but Denise said that had been a coincidence. She'd worked hard the evening before to get the thing clean, but a series of unfortunate parking spaces near the department had necessitated a run through the local car wash just prior to picking her up. Denise had feared she'd be late, but she'd been behind only three minutes, "after some nifty and slightly illegal driving to get over here as fast as I could." 
Eve hadn't, at first, been so sure that Denise was really the right person for her. They were worlds apart. At times, it felt like decades, like Denise belonged in an old world of forties black and white features where detectives are always good and the bad guys feared her like they would the harshness of a tyrant. Other times, it felt like they were too opposite, Denise a touch uncouth and too masculine, and Eve too formal and feminine. But most of the time, all of her compartmentalizing of Denise, and of herself, grew to the proportions of ridiculous. 
She'd read her fair share of gay literature, it helped that her best friend of the last ten years was a good reader and recommended books that, more often than not, Eve had bought for him during one of her trips to a place with a big bookstore. She loved buying big stacks of gay magazines and gay books with her usual pile of bestsellers. Gaul lived too far off, and was far too poor, to buy that stuff for himself. If he read something she thought she'd like, he'd hand it off to her. They would discuss it. Only a few of them were lesbian-themed. She'd enjoyed Rita Mae Brown's Venus Envy, although Gaul thought it was vapid and imprecise. She hadn't asked him what he'd meant by "imprecise," but had assumed he meant that it wasn't satisfactory. She hadn't liked Bastard Out of Carolina, although he had liked it, but she could see his points of view. Both of them had liked Jane Rule's Desert of the Heart, and had even liked the 1985 movie. Both of them had felt something strange and wonderful after they read Annie on My Mind. Each of them had read it in one day. Gaul had stayed home from work for the first time in his life to read it. It was one of the few times in the last seven-plus years that Eve had stayed in her room and let Agatha, Dottie, Marshal and Gaul handle the inn for twenty hours. Amazingly, the inn hadn't fallen into the ground. But she and Gaul still used that book as the be-all, end-all of their gay existences, with Gaul's gay existence being far more precise than Eve's. 
She liked Denise. They got along. They talked about whatever they'd talked about during dinner, but Eve didn't recall feeling flustered or bored during the date. They played mini-golf afterwards, underneath the lights, the cold winter night the background. They talked about the joys of living in Ohio, north enough to get snow occasionally, but not so cold that the mini-golf courses closed during the winter, "not anymore," Denise had added. Denise had showed her how to improve her putts, and made puns about the word "putts" sounding like "butts," until they laughed and snorted. 
Eve wasn't sure about their chemistry, but she was a little more sure of it when the night came to an end and Denise dropped her off back at the inn. The vehicle's in-dash clock said 10:05. In digits, bright and glowing, that Eve had somehow let burn into her memory. She hadn't realized, until watching Denise walk down the porch and away from her, that she had wanted Denise to kiss her goodnight. 
They hadn't been on a date again, but they had talked. They talked on the phone, more checking in with each other. They didn't email. They didn't chat online. They talked on the phone. 
"On the phone?" Gaul had asked, when Eve had called him Wednesday to tell him what'd happened. The time-difference meant very little to Gaul, but he did appreciate Eve's attempts to call him around three in the afternoon, his time, which was ten in the morning to her. "You two talk on the phone? Wow, that is so old-fashioned of you!" But he had been nice about a lot of other things, and even tried to take credit for the two of them dating in the first place. "You didn't have anything to do with that, Gaul Hixton!" Eve had cried, with him and Mac laughing through the line. She realized pretty quickly that he was just teasing her. He had, though, thought for a while that Denise liked Eve, somewhat more amorously than just as casual friends. He didn't tell this to Eve until Wednesday. 
"How do you know she liked me?"
Gaul looked across the room at a seated Mac. But Mac was very little help. "Well, uh. Something in the way she would look at you. And compliment you. And watch your boobs in those low-cut Regency gowns."
"Good lord," grumbled Eve, falling back into one of her Regency characters. "Give me strength, Gaul Hixton! Boobs! I tell you that I'm dating a woman in the first time of my life, and all you bring me are boobs?"
"Uh. Yup. That's pretty much all I got at the moment. I don't know much about boobs, Eve, but I know that Denise likes yours. And you should, you know, take care of them, and show them off when you two go out again."
"Puh! Well," she gave it careful consideration, peeling the collar of her t-shirt away from her chest to look at her breasts wrapped in lace and cupped by gravity-defying underwire, "I'll do that. I will. If she asks me out again."
"Ask her," Gaul suggested. "Make it seem normal. Like you need her for something. She's handy, isn't she? Always thought she packed a gun, a taser, and a screwdriver set in her utility belt. Find a reason to bring her over. But kiss her this time. Give her something to think about. Just don't give away the package all at once." 
"I wouldn't do that," Eve said. "I mean, I might want to," suddenly getting overheated at the mere idea of being touched by someone who knew how to do it right, "but I wouldn't do that, not all at once like that." 
"You great big tease," Gaul said, chuckling again. "No, no," he fired into her insults, "I like it. You should tease her. Keep her interested. Maybe she would get bored of you and your boobs far too soon." 
"I don't think she would," argued Eve. 
"Yeah, you're probably right. Your boobs are a key to a locked kingdom."
Eve heard Mac laughing at that in the background, but found the imagery of it too much to laugh at. 
Gaul went on. "If I know Denise at all, she'll be really into you and she'll really love you before she takes you to bed." 
Eve made a series of implausible noises, half-human, trying to be words. "I guess so," she finally said. "I am a little worried about the state of my vibrator, though."
Gaul laughed again, far more exuberantly. "If you break it, I'll buy you a new one. You won't even have to wait for Christmas." 
Eve was quiet for a moment, letting tears slip into her eyes. She missed Gaul. "Now that, my love, is the measure of a friend." 
"Yeah, but you'd do the same for me."
"I would. Absolutely." 
He went quiet for a few seconds, too. "Are we still talking about vibrators?"
"H'mm. I think so. But I'm actually not really sure."
"I love you."
"I love you, too. And Mac."
"Well, that goes without saying. Call me when you have another date with Denise. This weekend. Ask her by for Saturday night. Make something of it." 
"I have guests."
"Then hide away. I've seen you do it before. Ask my aunt to do all of that, and you and Denise run off into one of the parlors and shut yourselves in. With vibrators and boobs, if need be." 
Now, more than a day since that phone conversation, Eve was wondering if she could really pull that off. She had a couple of ideas, but the first thing to do was talk to Agatha Hixton. She was set to be on duty that weekend, and if Eve planned to hide herself away with Denise at all, the responsibility of the guests would fall to Agatha.
Finding that her optimistic side was winning, Eve picked up the phone in her office and dialed Agatha's number. 
 
 
 

1.II.
Denise thought very little anymore about the rapid advancements of technology. She was only thirty-nine, but a lot of people believed her to be at least ten years older, and therefore, of course, way more out of touch with what was going on. But, no, she knew. She understood. Being a Liaison in the Knights of the Realm States almost guaranteed that she knew her dial-up from her wireless, her VHS from her DVD. She was a bit less confident when it came to HD, but she understood enough of it to nod politely when it was mentioned, but that was about all. Since she'd helped a few Knights put up new HD TV's in the Rock Hill KRS lodge, she had a chance to be a smidgen proud of herself. Not everyone she knew had an HD TV, and not everyone she knew had plugged in HDMI cables or hung those fancy televisions up on the walls, on swivel stands, like she had. Like a lot of the Knights, she felt like she worked every day and spent at least half her week at the Lodge, but in fact she barely spent any time there at all. Every time she ventured down that way, it was for a darn good reason; every time she saw it, the place had been redone in parts, remodeled slightly, and always smelled of newly sawed wood or fresh paint. That day, around noon, the aroma was sawed wood and something baking in the kitchen. 
The KRS took pretty decent care of them. If they had a group of agents there, those agents would be fed before being sent on their way. Sometimes, the food was locally catered. Sometimes, like that day, it was being cooked in the small kitchen in the front corner of the lodge. Well, "front corner" was a bit wrong, but it was one of the rooms closer to the road, but the road itself was a good seventy feet in the distance. But the whole lodge sat on its plot of land rather backwards, with the door facing the north, the kitchen and offices facing south. A long row of outer windows kept the lodge well-lit in all seasons. Windows along the southern part of the building were part of a hallway system that kept the offices cool in the summer, when the windows sucked up sunlight and its heat, then all properly ventilated and properly cooled. Denise had no patience for listening to the woes of the maintenance crews, older lisferskilt that had been part of the building as long as the building had been there—which is to say, really, not that long indeed. Still, she possessed an energy, an aura, that built a camaraderie with maintenance teams and their ilk, and the Admiral of the Knights, Sky Flanders, had put her in charge of dealing with them. Not all the time. Sky wasn't like that. Almost no one in the KRS and attached to the lodge had a job that was "all the time." Even Sky took breaks. Not often, but he did. Denise and another non-lisferskilt agent from Martins Ferry had one month on, one month off. It was a fallible system, with errors, but it worked and they'd been doing it for three years. 
As to how long Denise had been part of the KRS remained vague. Sky's paperwork said she didn't come in until April 15, 2000. "That's just for statistical purposes," he told her when they discussed its strangeness. "Don't pay attention to it. I know we got you working for us way before that." 
Yeah, it wasn't too long after a group of friends banded together to try and find their missing friend, with the help of locals, magical locals, that Sky happened to know. The people that met at Linthwaite Manor, a big house just on the outskirts of Chillicothe, Ohio, on a night in August 1997, they were known colloquially in the KRS as Charters. There were Charters, the most important people in the KRS, and the Liaisons, usually in law enforcement like Denise, and then Consorts, who were life partners or otherwise married to people in the KRS and had skills themselves without actually being Knights—and then there were all the Knights. By practice and the theory of practice, Denise could call herself either a Liaison or a Knight, though she tended to use Knight when it suited her mood, Liaison if she had to explain it to someone. Like when she tried to tell Gaul and Mac about the whole thing, and grew proud of her concise illustration of the KRS. It was different with Eve. 
Then again, her brain worked in stereotypes often enough, still, in spite of everything—but she couldn't help thinking in the present, pressed against the past, that things were always different with Eve.
Trying to tell Eve about the KRS had been both easy, while inflicting of a mild case of heart palpitations in Denise's chest. It wasn't until Gaul and Mac left that Eve really dug them into a conversation. Not that Denise had been dreading it, really, and she'd brought enough wine and food that talking to Eve about the KRS in the library at the inn almost—almost—felt like a date. Eve had lit candles, too, because she wanted to burn up some of them, so she said, "they're getting old and hairy with dust," claimed Eve, lighting wicks with the end of one of those long paper-lighter items Denise had seen in movies but didn't really know what they were. "Do you know how hard it is to clean fuzzy dust off real beeswax candles? It's easier, these days, just to burn them down and get use of them. You don't mind the candlelight, do you?"
Of course she did not. She was pretty sure she looked good in candlelight, like everyone did. Eve looked splendid, wearing an old mother-hubbard housedress in navy calico and a white apron. Denise had no idea what she might see Eve wearing from one day to the next. A mother-hubbard wasn't too unusual, but Eve was swallowed up in it. Denise didn't want to be critical, didn't want to ask Eve why she was wearing that, but in fact Eve provided her own explanation as she swept invisible crumbs off the front of her apron. 
"I spilled tea on myself this afternoon, and this was the first thing I grabbed. Hideous, isn't it? It's a good thing I only have to wear it to the occasional 1905 Manor House weekends. And they aren't so popular. Lots of cooking, though. I think those weekends might possibly have the best food. Huh. Never thought of that before. Anyway, darling, where were we? You were going to tell me how long you've been," she fluttered a slim hand bare of rings, "in this Knights' business?" 
Denise hadn't been able to give her an exact date. As it seemed, neither could anyone else in the KRS. She couldn't even remember what season it was, what month. She had a vague impression that it'd been winter, backed by no solid evidence aside from an old gas station receipt she'd found in her car one time when she'd finally cleaned it out. That was just before her real date with Eve. She'd found the piece of paper lodged under the passenger's seat, stuck in components and metal bits. She couldn't read the full date, but she could read the address: Marysville, Ohio. Having no other reason to go all the way down to Marysville—she only had a vague idea of where it was—except to go to the lodge, she figured it must be one of the earliest times she drove to the lodge. Hell, back then, the meetings might've been held at Sky's and Ren's house in Grasshopper—way, way the fuck over there! That's where all the meetings had been before the lodge was built. 
The Knights had thought that Eve Gibbons finding out about them as a casualty of their decision to help Gaul Hixton. Denise hadn't tried to talk them into divulging their existence to Eve, but hadn't tried to talk them out of it, either. Sky didn't ask her too many questions about Eve. Just the basics: "Would her mind, you know, explode if she found out that things like—like Talus exist?" 
"Nope, not likely," Denise answered. They were holed up at her house, about three days before Sky made the final decision to put Gaul and Mac under the protective care of the KRS. Talus was a sulking being in the back corner of the room. Denise didn't mind him, his gruff and insulting demeanor, his antipathy, fake or real, and she thought he was full of a lot of self-prescribed bullshit. Beneath that tough exterior, she figured there was a friendliness, a loneliness. Sky knew that about Talus, too, but they hadn't met at her place to talk about Talus. "Eve's a lot tougher than she looks." Again, she fell back to using common phrases to describe Eve, a frustrating effect of trying to talk about someone she knew well, someone that she wanted to spend more time around. If there wasn't Marshal, and if there wasn't a man looming at the edges, always. She turned around a pen in her fingers. Kept her from cracking her knuckles or biting her nails. "She won't faint at the sight of Talus. Or you, for that matter. If you tell her, more than likely it'll help her put all the pieces together, especially when it comes to what's been going on with her best friend." 
Eve didn't ask a lot of question right away. She let things unfold as they would. When Gaul had gone, swept away to a safe place by Mac, she'd called Denise and asked her to come over that night, if she could, "to talk about it." Denise did most of the explaining, and Eve sucked out of her almost all the knowledge she had about the Knights. Eve knew as much about the organization now as Denise. 
The wine had made Eve affable, and it'd made her unhinge her tongue a bit, too. When they weren't talking about the Knights, Gaul and Mac, or anything else that'd happened the last couple of weeks, they talked about themselves. Eve was candid about Marshal's departure, glad that he'd gone, hoped that he would be happy. She didn't know when she'd get divorced, exactly, "but of course why the fuck would I know that right now?" But she supposed it'd be pretty quick. She had a business lawyer, "and I think he can handle this for me." This, in fact, being her divorce, which the lawyer did handle, and most of it was done inside of a two-week period in late July. Marshal had collected his things just the day before Eve had invited Denise over, and he'd gone to stay with one of his choir friends in Defiance. "I don't know what kind of friend, though," Eve admitted, lifting a shoulder. "Friend, bed-friend, movie-going friend, sing-a-long friend? I don't know those choral singers very well. That was always Marshal's thing." She had more wine than what she should've had, and Denise wondered if it was all the absorbed information, the sudden and abrupt loss of a spouse. Having gone through a sudden and abrupt loss of a spouse herself, Denise figured that, eventually, Eve would bounce back. She was the type that bounced back. She had optimism. She had a way of unthatching all pessimism that tried to stick to her. Denise had explained to Sky that Eve had this intrinsic crusade against darkness. Sky had raised his eyebrows and wondered if they should bring her into the KRS. "She might have her uses," Talus had said in the background. Then, the more cryptic addition from the growling Ettakainoren in the corner, "And you know we need something out here, Sky." 
At the time, Denise didn't get the remark and just wanted them to go—it was almost ten o' clock at night. She didn't want them to elaborate. Later, by the time Eve summoned her for the chat, Denise knew what Talus had meant. The KRS had a series of "safe houses" everywhere, except not one in that area. The closest one was in Leipsic, about twenty minutes down the road, and that one was only available if the owners of the house were out of town. To find a bed and breakfast like the Belmore Inn, right in the middle of tight-knit farming community? Denise understood. They wanted to bring Eve into the KRS in order to borrow her B & B for their own use. 
That hadn't happened yet, and the KRS had inducted Eve into their organization more than six months ago. Eve had even been to the lodge. She wasn't a Knight. She wasn't a Liaison. She was certainly not a Consort. They had to create a fresh title for her, and decided to give her the outmoded title of KRS Chatelaine. Denise had wanted to smack whoever had come up with it. "What did you expect, though?" she heard one of the Charters, Reagan Never, whispering close to her once Eve's ceremony—without virgins inhaling anything weird, and no virgins at all—"Did you expect them to call her Jowangsin, or Brigid, or Lamaria?" Denise didn't know what those meant, but she thought the idea of the comment was hilarious.
Reagan was there in the present. Not because he helped put up the new televisions, he had an old leg injury that meant no climbing up and down ladders, but because he wanted to be there and didn't live that far away. He used to be the most reclusive of the Charters. Denise had seen him at the lodge more often in the last nine months than she had since the lodge opened. A couple strings of gossip, one of the Knights' past-times, had given a lot of reasons for Reagan's revival, chief among them was the oft-burning rumor that he and Talus were a romantic item. The total illogical aspect of such a romantic interlude was one of the reasons Denise wanted to believe so strongly in its intrigue. If Talus was there that day, keeping an eye on Reagan, Denise didn't know where he was. Not curled into a dark corner somewhere, hanging around like a bipedal bat. But around, surely. 
Denise couldn't quite put her finger on it, she was just sure, somehow, that there was more to this lodge visit than hanging new HD TVs. The air in the lodge felt prickled with electricity, an anticipation. She wanted to ask Reagan if he knew what was going on, why so many of them were present on a weekday just to hang TVs. He was unsuccessfully putting television wrapping material back inside the box. Denise picked up a couple of styrofoam bricks. 
"You have an eye for how level something is," Reagan said, almost entirely out of the blue. 
It took her a second to know what he was talking about. "Oh, yeah. That." She dismissed her talent for being able to eyeball the TV wall mounts without using a level. Another Knight would check it, and she would be correct. It became a source of risibility as they put the TVs up. "Thanks."
"I guess a good eye for level things is what a county wants in its sheriff," Reagan went on. "It makes sense to me."
"And justice and fairness make sense to me," said Denise. "But life's got its own sense of fairness, and that's to say that it isn't fair at all. Do you know what we're supposed to be doing? All the televisions are up, but no one's left yet. I get the feeling there's more going on today than we think." 
Reagan threw around a couple of inspecting glances. Denise Woodson was right: no one was leaving. His eyebrows, heavy ones, showed an uncommon state of perplexity. "Well, I did see that the daily schedule had all of us here until at least three o' clock. So I would assume something else is going on."
"It smells to me like they are going to feed us." 
Reagan's response was a warm chuckle. "I hope so, or they're just torturing us with those aromas for no good reason." He spotted Angel MacKerras not that far off. A fellow Charter, Angel would likely know if Sky had planned another event for the afternoon. "I'll see if I can find out." 
Denise nodded at him as a method of appreciating him taking the time, but he'd grown curious about it himself. She found out from one of the other Knights what she could do with the empty box, handled it, and then returned to the inside of the lounge from the truck in the parking lot taking all that stuff away. It was a bright winter's day, making her eyes struggling to adjust back in the dark part of the lodge's austere, purposefully subdued front hallway. It wasn't so quiet in there anymore. Televisions were on, as if being tested. Conversations had erupted, with chatter floating around her like a cloud. She was just about to go to the right, the Charters' meeting room, though it was open on rudimentary occasions and anyone could go in, but the Admiral's voice came through the P.A. system. He called for everyone to take seats in the grand hall. That was where the majority of KRS meetings occurred. 
Unsure why she was feeling a bit nervous, Denise headed through the little hallway of wood paneling and skylight towards the great hall. It had high rafters of thick beams, all crisscrossed, and the whole room had the look and feel of a church sanctuary. In point of fact, since she had been there when the lodge first opened, she knew that Sky and Ren, along with the rest of the Charters, had designed the place not to be a place of worship or religion, but after old camp lodges from the hay-day of summer camps, and also based a little bit on the Scandinavian stave churches Sky had seen on his travels. It was way more like a summer-camp lodge than a stave church. Less beautifully carved wood, more pale drywall, and reminded Denise of a barn turned into a residence. The room was cavernous—and she didn't quite make it to the seats. 
Her name was called. To the right, she angled, seeing Sky standing there. Typical of him, dressed casually in a t-shirt—he never seemed to feel heat or cold—and blue jeans, though today he'd exchanged his usual trainers for brown work boots. 
"Pardon me stealing you away," he said, drawing her into one of the interior rooms behind the grand hall. Little offices, where people who had planned speeches could go to rehearse or be sick if they were nervous about speaking in front of people. Denise had been in that room, specifically that room, when she'd made a speech to a mandatory meeting during the first weekend of August. It was all about what'd happened with the turf war, the reinvigorated portal and its energy, and Big Jack's goons and the RAVL trying to recruit lisferskilt not yet in the KRS. The latter part wasn't really all that new of an activity, but the fact that the KRS had let Gaul Hixton, a very rare psychopomp, slip through their fingers for so long was, even to Sky, inexcusable. It was just fortunate that Gaul had enough of his own, well, gall, to stay away from Big Jack and the entire RAVL. Denise still wasn't sure that Gaul, or Mac, knew what the RAVL was. 
Sky closed the door behind him, a heavy wood thing with, yes, a bit of stave-like carving set to it. But the KRS had a good history with artists, since a lot of artists were lisferskilt—magical peeps who often didn't know they were, "like, seriously magical and stuff," so Denise had heard one sixteen-year-old lisferskilt describe it. That young woman had first come to the KRS at that age, and now was a valuable member of the KRS as a whole, though she wasn't a Knight. She lived not that far from there, came to the lodge to keep it clean and weed the garden. Denise's mind wandered until Sky gave a sigh. 
She didn't like the idea of Sky Flanders sighing in her general directions. "What's up, chief?" she finally had to ask. "Got something on your mind? I help you lift all these TVs and now you're kicking me out? That's it, isn't it?"
Her joke had not been splendid, of course, but it alleviated the twists in his guts. "Yeah, no, we're not that stupid. Most days. Um. No, I dragged you in here because what I'm about to say to everyone else deals specifically with your county. I've been trying to get away to talk to you since you got here, but it's been impossible. Too many," he struggled, creating gestures with his hands to indicate how deep his frustrations ran, "things going on, too much to deal with in a very short amount of time. And I didn't get to it until now." 
Denise shifted weight from one foot to the other, did this a couple of times, trying to figure out what was going on. She wasn't much of a lisferskilt, just a couple dribbles here and there, but definitely not enough magic to figure out what the hell he was going to say to her. "All right. Well. I'm no mind-reader, boss, so you'd better say what you want to say. Is this about the portal?"
"Actually," Sky appreciated the comment; it helped sustain him and give him direction, "no, it isn't. Do you know a big family up near you, the family of Hanks? Specifically a teenager named Lavinia Hanks?" 
"I know of the Hankses, but I don't know Lavinia personally." She paused, letting the two of them watch each other. There was always a twitch in Sky, as if he would pounce or leap or fly off and no one would see it coming. She thought that was what made him a good leader, that he was a good guy who was just, deep down inside, unpredictable enough that no one would know what he was thinking. He could be clever. He would be the first to admit when then KRS did something wrong. It didn't happen a lot, but it happened. Denise had a sudden inclination. "Is this about the rumors about the county that the Hankses are keeping someone chained up in their basement? I mean, I'm not big on rumors. Just once in a while. Like, why did Brad Pitt really leave Jennifer Aniston? And why did Renee Zellweger marry that country singer? Still, that's celebrity stuff. My real world rumors are a little weird, right? But we field at least one phone call a week about the chained up human in the Hankses' mansion. Usually from Mrs. Jenkins, come to think of it. She lives in Cecil, and she's always got her nose in someone else's business, to keep from smelling the shit in her own. She's always wanting us to go over there and be sure all is on the up and up. I don't know that it is. That's a lot of house, that's what I'm saying. A lot of house. Biggest in Cecil. Rumors have always surrounded that place. You know how any big house is that's on a river here, right?"
"Yeah," he said, grateful for the break, "the Underground Railroad. Never could verify it with their house. But, yeah, it is a big place. So, you know that they have a few kids?"
"I hear things. And kids happen. By science," Denise threw on, "not magic."
Sky liked that, nodding, smirking. She was making this easy for him. "So the problem is that the rumors are—were—kind of true."
Denise felt her chest get achy. It was where she kept Bad Feelings. Being a sheriff, she ran into a lot of Bad Feelings and didn't want to deal with them, so she stored them away in a vault in her chest. She did push-ups and sit-ups to wring the vault empty. "All right," she said steadily. "Go on. Is it what I think it is? Lisferskilt kid, parents who are doing a Will Smith kind of thing?"
Sky didn't get that part of it—and then he suddenly did. "Oh. Parents who don't understand. Yes!" he cried, blue eyes wide. "That would be them. But I think in Lavinia's case, it might be something more—more substantial. She's been having more issues than just youthful lisferskilt going through changes. But I have to tell you that she needs to go somewhere else for a while. She'll need to be trained by another fairy godmother."
Denise snorted outwards—a lot. "Wait—what? Why? You only do that if there's some reason for it, and," she cottoned on, "I guess there is a strong reason for it in this case. So, where do I come in? I'm not a lisferskilt. I'm not much of anything."
Sky didn't angle them directly to where he wanted the conversation to go, but swerved them there, curved them there as if it was a Sunday stroll. "But you know someone who might be a good candidate for this position. Let's go out and talk about this to the others. They will be our team for this whole event. It's not going to be easy."
"Ha!" honked Denise, following him. "Is it ever, chief?" 
 
 

1.III
Eve had had a bit of a messed up sleep schedule. It wasn't what it used to be. When Gaul and Mac shipped themselves overseas, when Eve closed the inn for two solid weeks in order to acclimate herself to a whirlwind of changes, her sleep schedule suffered. She used to go to bed at ten-thirty, along with Marshal, and wake up at five-thirty with the alarm. Occasionally, very rarely, during weekdays when no one was at the inn, this schedule saw variations, but it was never entirely, blatantly modified. 
Contemplation of the ease that she used to sleep only made her huff as she plunked down in a chair. It was almost ten-thirty, and normally she'd be up in her room, watching television, living a life that a lot of her friends didn't think she lived at all. 
That wasn't entirely accurate. When she first met Gaul and he found out what sort of inn she wanted to open—imagine a time before the inn was open!—he looked at her and kind of laughed in his cute way. "What, so, like, no television or internet or anything? Do you always live like that, though?" 
"The internet's on when we need it to be. And we have phone lines—or more than one line, when we get around to it. I don't want to isolate anyone. Mummies and daddies need to check in with their progeny, I'm sure." 
No complaints ever arose. Then again, no one had ever had to use the phone for an emergency. There'd been only a handful of couples of the almost eight years the inn had been fully operation that'd left due to an issue at home. 
She grabbed a notebook and a pen, eager to write out ideas for any upcoming themed weekends. Without Gaul there to help, and he was her go-to-guy, her factotum, when it came to carriages and cars and people-wrangling (in the nicest way possible). He was cute, talented, entertaining, and put guests at their ease when he came to parties and five-course dinners, regardless of the weekend's theme. He'd never once cursed dressing in short trousers and wearing hose, or, for that matter, his knickerbockers that he wore during Gatsby weekends. He looked adorable in anything. Eve had made futile attempts to find someone to take his place. The party thing wasn't so much a big deal. She could hire local actors. Strangely, Paulding County and surrounding counties never seemed to be short of actors. She could pay them a little, enough to at least make the trip worth their while, and one of her actors just wanted to be paid in a free weekend at the inn on a weekend of his choosing, so that wasn't too terrible. It barely put her out in the cost of detergent to wash the bedsheets when he left. But finding someone to replace Gaul when it came to handyman duties and horses, she had found no one yet. 
Part of the problem was Gaul's innocence and affability were unequal in anyone else. It left Eve stumbling, eager to fill up the role again, but never running into adequate candidates. She had Tony do a few things, the auto mechanic down the road. But Tony herself had her own business to run, and it wasn't a long-term fix. Tony had said, "You should try to hire a woman." Eve tried to look at Tony like she wasn't nuts, and then got struck by how sincerely and completely Tony was making that statement. Eve was taken aback by how strongly she felt it, too. 
She really would like to hire a woman for the job. 
It was just impossible to get anyone to move out there. Who'd like to live in San Geno? It had a population of 600 people. It was miles from a Target store, or even a Wal-Mart. The general store in town was really something, where one could peruse a thousand SKUs and order just about anything that was desired. Mac had ordered a lot of supplies from the general store when he was redoing the floor in the basement. Now, though, the store was run by the town, more like a co-op, and the five full-time employees had banded together to keep the store running after the owner died. 
Eve didn't think she could walk in there and order a person to come and work for her. This mysterious woman could even have free room and board, at least a bit of it, by living in the carriage house. It was meant to be a place where young couples, like newlyweds, would stay for their special weekend. Not a lot of call for honeymoon suites, though, and even when Mac had stayed there, he'd eventually moved to the carriage house. Mostly, though, it sat empty. 
Eve had discussed with Denise the possibility of renting it out, just to make a bit of steady income, or, really, just to have someone living in it. She'd offered it first to Savona, when Savona divulged that Adrian had asked her to "give up her life in Steubenville" and be out in San Geno. But Adrian had fixed her up with a rentable house only a couple of doors down from the manse. It was better for them, anyway, for Savona and Hadden. The plan was that Savona's oldest, Warren, would be living there, too, but Warren hadn't liked San Geno. He'd fallen into a bout of depression and went back to live with his father, practically the whole width of the state. Eve had served many cups of tea to a teary-eyed Savona in early September, as all of this was unfolding. "I feel like I should make him stay," Savona said, "after we were forced to talk to the judge about me moving out here in the first place. And Doug made us do it. Not that I blame him. He has rights, too. And at least he's more of the hands-on father, and not the kind who thinks his only responsibility is throwing money at the kids." 
Eve supposed that was pretty accurate. Eise van der Molen, her brother, had a child that he never got to see. Eise had been so thrown by finding out about it roughly five years ago that he even went in for a vasectomy to keep it from happening in the future. Not that he dated a lot. He didn't. If he wasn't so happy where he was and with what he was doing, Eve would've invited him to the inn for the job Gaul had left vacant. 
But someone, chiefly Eise, needed to be near their mother. Eise visited her every day because he lived closer. Eve went up there once or twice a week. Eise took on more of the burden. It wasn't just because Eve had her own business, though that was a large part of it, and Eise understood and respected that about his sister. But he felt, too, on some strange level that only Eise could produce, that he owed it to their mother. He'd been kind of a jerk during his teenage years, running off for days at a time, getting mixed up in the negative things that bored kids do. And then one day he stopped doing all of that. The damage had been done, though, to the family. His aunts and uncles wouldn't talk to him. He saw that his mom's hair, once a nice reddish-brown, had turned completely white within the span of a year, and he knew that he'd put her under a lot of stress. "I owe it to them, so don't argue about it," Eise had said when they first discussed putting their mother into a care facility. She'd quickly moved into a place where they could no longer help her the way that they wanted to help her. Eise's guilt complex had never abated too much, and eventually he even took a financial position at the same care facility. He'd been there for three years, and of course he checked in on his mom daily, sometimes even had lunch with her, sometimes dinner, sometimes both. He used to call Eve daily with updates, but that stopped after a while. When Eve lost Gaul, explaining the situation to Eise saying "I lost Gaul to the love of his life," Eise had laughed but he called every evening to check on her, sometimes with mom, sometimes without. Eve didn't mind talking to her mom on the phone, but it was getting more difficult. More often than not, her mom would say, "Oh, I have a daughter named Eve, but she's just a little girl. She's probably at school right now." Now that—that was hard. Eise said it was all right, "she doesn't always know who I am, either, and she sees me a lot more." 
She had already talked to Eise that night. She hadn't told him yet about Denise. 
Anyway, she wasn't sure what there was to tell. That she'd been interested in Denise for a little while was not at the forefront of Eve's thoughts. She actually thought she'd wind up with some older man again, like a Marshal clone. But Denise was around a lot, a strong presence, more of a masculine presence. But maybe that was the boxy dark brown uniform and heavy utility belt, making Denise look like she had no shape and no breasts. Eve had seen Denise plenty of times in costumes for the weekends. Denise was a decent dancer, she liked picking up her feet, and she attended all the Regency balls, and the Victorian Christmas Eve dance. But the idea of dating Denise had been a surreal and sudden occurrence. Denise had asked her—and Eve had said yes. The thought of not dating Denise was ridiculous. It seemed to be as natural an evolution of their relationship as Gaul's had been with the visiting mason Mac. And they'd run off to Scotland. Well, they'd taken a plane, so not literally run off, but close enough. Eve didn't want to run off to Scotland with Denise, but she did ache to visit Gaul and Mac over there. She just envisioned that trip being taken solo. Seemed much nicer an idea to go with Denise. 
Eve realized that Denise was the reason she was still awake. Now it was 10:47, according to the mantel timepiece. She watched the minute hand twitch, then thought about the phone in the kitchen, the phone at the reception desk, the phone in her bedroom, office, second-floor inlet. All those phones, and Denise hadn't called her back today. 
Eve sat on her hands for another minute: 10:48. She swung up, glided across the room, through the doorway, and to the reception desk. It was a bit more of a mess than it usually was, but she hadn't taken the time to clean it. Another reason to hire someone else. She and Savona had joked a couple of days ago that she was going to wait until Hadden turned fourteen, and hire him right on his birthday. That boy loved the inn. Loved it. If he wasn't at home, at school, or at the church, then he was at the inn. He'd taken to living in San Geno much better than Savona had supposed. He was a long, long way from his classmates in Steubenville, and leaving his dance class friends had been a struggle for him. Most especially his "little boyfriend," as Savona called Justin Marivale. A fellow dancer and a tough kid who always had a lot to say and the brevity to stand up for any tyranny he saw, Justin had already been to the inn. That was when Hadden and Justin really started to share their feelings for each other. Savona had thought it strange, though not as strange as Doug. He'd never been all that close to Hadden, anyway, and now it just set them worlds away from each other. All the same, Hadden had no hard feelings towards his dad, and from what Eve understood, Hadden was very much at peace about his dad's perceptions. "That's not my fault," Hadden had reportedly said to Savona, and Savona had told Eve the story. "How my dad feels about me liking Justin is not my fault. I'm not responsible for his feelings." 
Hell, for a thirteen-year-old, Hadden had his shit together. 
Savona had been moderately assured that Hadden would still be in San Geno in another year, when old enough to work at the inn. And a little bit fearful he wouldn't be. They had—who had, in this case, Eve could only imagine it meant Doug and Savona, or possibly with the addition of Adrian Frost—well, they had discussed sending Hadden to art school, and the best ones took in boarders. Hadden, living out there in San Geno, would definitely be a boarder. Whether that all panned out or not, no one knew. Hadden had already grown aware of the possibility, primarily through his dance instructor in Steubenville. The same could be said for Justin. Their instructor had been ecstatic to have two young men in her class, yes, but to have two young men who were extremely dedicated and extremely talented, that was something far beyond the expectations of her dance studio. "We don't have to think about it for a while," Savona had said, giving her nice eyes a good, humorous hike to the sky, then back down. "You know, like another year and a half!" If Hadden wanted to go to a performance high school, tryouts and essays and visiting and all of that would happen sooner rather than later. 
Eve was glad she knew Savona, the right kind of mom who'd support whatever decision Hadden made. And Hadden seemed less scared that Justin wouldn't make the trip with him, and more concerned about what would affect his own life. Justin, Hadden had said, even right there in front of Eve when he and his mom were talking about it for the hundredth time—Justin could apply, too, but he didn't have to. But after a moment, Hadden gave away that Justin was just as interested in following a future path of dance and performance. 
Eve was sort of thrown into the boys' lives through her friendship with Savona. Hadden was an impressive kid. Mac had once said that Hadden was like that "because it's ten percent how my sister and Doug raised him, and, like, ninety percent luck." Savona had thwacked him hard on the arm for the comment. "You leave Doug out of it," she said, "and you're pretty close to accurate, bro." 
She thought about calling Savona, just to have someone to talk to, but decided it was far too late. Her forefinger hit the reset button on the receiver, and she made balanced columns of pros and cons for calling Denise and not calling Denise. Most of the reasons to call and not call overlapped heavily in the middle, "Denise might be awake," for one, so Eve gave up the whole thing and started to punch in the number. As the line hit its second ring, however, she saw glowing lights tumble into a moving shadow along the front windows. A knock sounded. 
Bewildered at who'd be calling on her that time of night, probably 10:50 PM by then—she could see the mantel clock in her head—Eve headed for the door. She pushed aside the lace curtain to get a look in the front porch lights. Into the front hall she welcomed a bedraggled, fatigued, casually-dressed Denise. Eve helped her out of her coat as they exchanged wild greetings. 
"What are you doing out this time of night?"
"I had a meeting." 
"So late at night?"
"Long drive."
"Oh, a Knights' meeting?"
"See, and you think you're not so perspicacious." 
"I have my moments. Plus, you smell like wood smoke. Always a sign you've been at the lodge. Do you want something to drink?" 
"Wouldn't say no to some tea." 
Eve gripped her by the hand. They were in that place, right, that they could hold hands? They'd only been on one date and hadn't even kissed yet. But hand-holding was, like, first base or something, wasn't it? Eve wasn't sure. She hadn't dated much in her life. One guy in college, a couple more, then she met Marshal. But Denise rubbed Eve's hand with her other palm, squeezed Eve's fingers. 
"It's worth twice a drive like that to find you at the end of it," Denise said. 
Eve smiled, filling up with warmth. "And I thought I wasn't going to hear anything pretty all day, and you've managed to say something that pretty all before eleven o' clock." 
"Is that what time it is? Shit. I'm sorry."
"I'm up. Do you see me in my nightie?"
"No, more's the pity, I don't." 
Eve chuckled, delighted with the flirting, as she flung on dim lights in the kitchen. It was a wide, tall room, taller than the rest of the rooms thanks to it being an addition off the back of the house back in the 1950s. Mac had said once that it was good that it'd been done in the fifties. "They made everything great then. You could open up these walls, between this newer part and the original part of the house, and not find that much different in the construction. If anything, the fifties side would be worked up that much better. But even when you go into the basement, it's hard to tell where the new parts and the old parts are." Eve had done very little to the kitchen when she took over the house to turn into her dream inn. She had actually wanted to call it that originally, The Dream Inn. But Marshal had laughed, and likewise her lawyer, and she chose instead the name of the original owners, Belmore. Turned out the name was even more appropriate than supposed: Belmore not only lived there, but his brother, Winston Belmore, had designed and built the house, along with a few other properties in northwestern Ohio. Still, the kitchen was where she and her friends spent the majority of their time. How many hours of conversation had she and Gaul had while they sat on stools at the kitchen's big island? Hadden had learned to make Victorian recipes in that kitchen. Eve had spent most of that twelve-hour day when she wasn't sure if she was pregnant or not. Turned out, no, she wasn't, but she never forgot that feeling, and she'd spent all day in there baking and cooking to relieve the tension and anxiety from her mind. 
She set aside the urge to bake something then, almost eleven o' clock at night, since Denise's presence made her nervous. It'd be nice to get the kissing out of the way. With it out of the way, Eve thought she'd be able to relax. On the other hand, she didn't want to rush them. She wanted them to relish in the romance. Denise wasn't forty yet, but her life had always been a bit short of romance. Eve had done the majority of "romancing" when it came to Marshal, who'd been clueless that this young woman had liked him from the start. A romance with Denise Woodson was worth savoring. 
With the tea kettle on the hob, and mugs out, Eve
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