
COOKIES AND KISSES

			(December, 25 Years Later)

			“Holiday cookies. Doesn’t matter what the holidays mean to you—it’s gotta include cookies, right? Valkyrie Valentine here with your Wednesday Wish List. Mika L, from Vancouver, Washington, wants a quick and easy holiday cookie recipe, the kind she can make a lot of and then put in the freezer. Mika? Your wish is fulfilled with Seattle Spice Ginger Cookies. Simple to put together. With a little bit of technique, they’re nearly foolproof.”

			Val paused to gift everyone with her megawatt smile, but Jamie had long realized it was also to take a deep breath.

			Lifting first one finished cookie and then another, Val continued, “Roll them small and they’re delicate on a holiday tea tray, adorable wrapped in a gift bag, and suitable all the way around the whole year, if you ask me. Practical, because you can pull them out of the freezer any time, warm gently, and they’re terrific. Roll them large for chewy and soft cookies that are fantastic as ice cream sandwiches with vanilla, chocolate, or even orange sherbet as filling.”

			She tipped one cookie directly into the stage light. “Plus, I’m not lying—they sparkle. Everyone ready? As always, because we want to make sure we have all the ingredients and don’t leave anything out, let’s start with the meest en, I mean mice en plast—Well, shit.”

			Jamie tapped the recording button to stop.

			Clearly annoyed with herself, Val flicked the side
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ALL THAT AND A MILKSHAKE

			(March, 4 Years Later)

			“I don’t think we’re getting in today.”

			“Neither do I.” Pepper gazed up at the very tall, very solid, and very locked gate. It had to be twenty feet to the top, and that was before a person would reach the additional four feet of barbed wire.

			“It occurs to me…”

			Alice’s tone was nonchalant, but Pepper wasn’t fooled. “Yes?”

			“Juana is a paper calendar kind of gal. I was happy she even responded to an email. For someone who’s listening to the sounds of the universe, she’s surprisingly averse to tech. So it’s possible that we didn’t make it to her datebook. And I should have confirmed with her last night, but I got distracted.”

			“By what?”

			“You.”

			That was fair. “I have no regrets. But now it’s looking like that phone call might have been necessary. Event planning is all in the follow-through.” Pepper gazed to her left and right at the fencing that ran without a break in both directions until curving out of sight. Their sturdy Jeep was the only source of shade, aside from the lanky-armed saguaros and knee-high thorn bushes on the other side of the narrow, dusty New Mexico road.

			She pointed at the speaker mounted on the left-hand gate post. “Should we maybe wake up that keypad and see if someone answers?”

			“Trust me, someone already knows we’re here. Smile for the camera. Cameras.”

			As Alice pointed them out, Pepper saw that in addition to the obvious camera above the keypad there were at least six more pointed at the gate area. The sharp desert sun no doubt illuminated them both very clearly. “Do you think we’ve already been scanned, facially recognized, and pings sent to, like, CIA, MI6, and so forth?”

			“Yup.”

			A gust of dry, warm wind threatened to pull her floppy sun hat off her head. Pepper tugged it back into place. Alice’s hats stayed on her head. How Alice managed that was a mystery to Pepper. As they’d traveled the width and height of the Americas over the last four years, Alice’s ability to remain prepared and tidy, even in the foulest of weather, had left Pepper deeply impressed. It never failed to make her want to muss Alice’s hair or unbutton something.

			What was it about khaki shorts with a million pockets and a seersucker Madras plaid button-up that was so dead sexy?

			Alice turned her back to the gate and surveyed the landscape. “It rained a couple of days ago. See the desert marigold under that bunch of mesquite?”

			Pepper followed the line of Alice’s finger to see the bright spots of yellow just above the dry ground. “It’s so hopeful. Waiting for rain, and content to exist without asking anything of, well, anything.” During their first long sojourn when Pepper had been between jobs, Pepper had learned that a seemingly barren landscape showed all its life if you stood still.

			Alice, she’d also learned, was very good at standing still. She noticed everything and perpetually asked all the journalism questions: How, who, what, where, why, when—and back to how. Always how. Rocks, atoms, electronics, high-speed light pulses, stars, planets—Alice was curious about all of it. Given that her father had been a scientist and her mother was still an active journalist and biographer, it wasn’t really a surprise.

			Fortunately, Pepper knew, Alice brought that same curiosity and wonder to life with Pepper. Last night, in their high desert motel, instead of confirming their appointment today, Alice had likely been asking, “Which feels better? Here? Or there?”

			Between gasps, Pepper had answered, “Here—a little. There—a lot.”

			“So a little bit of this and a lot of that?”

			Her legs limp and hands clutching the surprisingly sturdy motel bed headboard, she’d felt like the ceiling fan revolving over their heads. She was spinning in complete harmony and safety around the center point of Alice’s fingers.

			How…where… Oh, right there.

			Grateful for the evaporating effect of the desert wind on the back of her neck, Pepper treated herself to a playback of the pleasure of Alice’s meticulous attentions. She remembered the first time she’d seen Alice, looking very out of place, rumpled, and undoubtedly annoyed. As a masculine-of-center woman and a science journalist, her normal habitat didn’t include places like the Simply the Best corporate complex. The lush, sculpted California campus was devoted to all things hyper-feminine—for those who could afford it, of course. Pepper still couldn’t believe she’d spent a year of her life in that almost make-believe environment, working for celebrity founder Helene Jolie.

			She’d thought she’d been living her perfect life.

			She’d been right, and then she’d been wrong. Alice, along with her adorable, abundant geekery, had been nothing but right for her ever since.

			Next week they both had to go back to reality. Pepper had two clients with upcoming events. Alice had been commissioned by a journal to do a series on new frontiers for science, so she was going to Hamburg to spend a week with condensed matter researchers.

			“It’s not like I haven’t seen the Very Large Array before,” Alice was saying. “It’s not actually that much to see. Except that it is. I think you’d get it.”

			“Even if I don’t, I get that you’re awed and inspired. It did look really interesting in Contact.” She grinned as she recalled watching the movie for the first time as a companion to planning the itinerary for this trip. Alice had eagerly explained what Carl Sagan had gotten right more than thirty years earlier, what the movie screwed up, and fast forwarded through any scene that didn’t have Jodie Foster in it, as well as all scenes where Jodie Foster was making out with a guy.

			Alice abruptly cocked her head, and then Pepper heard the whine of an approaching vehicle from beyond the gate.

			“You were right. A welcome party is on the way. Maybe Juana is part of it?”

			“She’s not answering her phone, so it could be possible. But I’m doubtful.”

			“Maybe you shouldn’t have been pointing at the cameras like you were casing the joint.”

			Alice hmmed as she reapplied lip balm, prompting Pepper to do the same thing. The wind was sapping every bit of moisture out of her skin. After only ten minutes or so, the sun was making her wish she’d applied a heavier layer of sunscreen on the exposed parts of her pale arms. The moment she’d turned thirty, her easy-to-tan skin had turned into easy-to-burn. She envied the even, light brown of Alice’s skin, and she loved how kissable it was too.

			“I’ll grant you, in retrospect, that pointing out the cameras might not have been wise.”

			“I’m holding you to your promise of legit enchiladas Christmas-style tonight. I mean legit.”

			“The green sauce is going to make you cry.”

			“Spicy green sauce is why the universe sent us sour cream.” Pepper did her very best to look unarmed and nonthreatening. “My insistence, though, is not so much about the enchiladas as it is about how much I would like not to be in a holding cell.”

			“That’s extremely unlikely. Nevertheless, I understand.”

			The sound of the unseen vehicle was getting louder. Pepper wasn’t truly worried. Of course the VLA had tight security, and its international ties gave a wide spectrum of interests a reason to keep it secure. Pepper wouldn’t be surprised to learn that their Jeep had been noted the moment they’d left the highway a few miles back. The cracked paved road ended at these gates. Alice had said that the first of the deep space radar dishes was another six miles beyond.

			The vehicle clanked to a stop on the other side of the solid gate. After a moment the gate swung inward a few feet and stopped. The only occupant of the dusty Humvee was a stocky, barrel-chested man in camo fatigues who waited a moment before getting out of the vehicle. He sized them up and nodded a greeting. There was a no-nonsense pistol holstered on his hip. “Do you have business here today?”

			“I thought I did,” Alice answered. “An appointment with Doctor Juana Altepeh. But maybe she forgot?”

			“What is the purpose of your visit?”

			“An insider tour and an interview on where the VLA is right now. I’m Alice Cabot. I’m a journalist. I’ve visited before, but my companion hasn’t.” 

			At the gesture her way Pepper said, “Pepper Addington, science fan.”

			“You must be, because this is a long way from anywhere.” He surveyed them, then reluctantly shook his head. “I don’t have the clearance to take you in, and Dr. Altepeh isn’t here. Her mother had a medical issue, and she’s home in Cuernavaca.”

			Alice’s expression was both annoyed and compassionate all at once. “Of course I understand. She’ll owe me.”

			With a glance at the landscape that reinforced how far it was from anywhere, the guard said, “You maybe should have confirmed with her?”

			Alice nodded, her face absent of any hint of why she hadn’t, which Pepper appreciated. “Yes, that would have been prudent.”

			“You need water? I have some bottles in a cooler.”

			“So do we,” Pepper said. “Thanks for the offer.”

			As the guard began to turn away, Alice asked, “The diner in Magdalena just off the highway is still open, right?”

			His eyes narrowed as he took stock of the two of them again. “It would be, if it wasn’t Monday.”

			Pepper put her hands on her hips and scowled at Alice. “Now you’re in trouble. Promises were made.”

			The guard chuckled politely. “Try Carlita’s in Socorio. Sopaipillas the size of a cantaloupe.”

			Pepper nodded approvingly. “This nice man has saved you from going on probation.”

			He gave them a cheery wave and the gate swung closed.

			“He didn’t even ask to see our credentials.”

			“I don’t think he needed to.”

			Pepper reached for Alice’s hand and loved how easily their fingers laced together. “We have a whole day with no plans.”

			“Except enchiladas.”

			“There is that.” Pepper squeezed her hand before letting go.

			“Other thoughts?”

			“How about a movie?”

			Alice appeared to consider it seriously. “You mean inside, out of the sun? Sitting down in the dark?”

			“Yeah, like that.”

			“Great idea.”

			Pepper pulled Alice to her for a kiss. After their lips parted, she murmured, “I thought, why not give them something to talk about?”

			* * *

			Carlita’s was everything down-home New Mexico could be. The small restaurant was right off the dust-swirling highway. The inside was whitewashed walls, sealed concrete floors, and tables painted red, green, or white. The aroma of roasting peppers and spices mingled with fruit and baking bread, setting off hunger spasms in Alice’s stomach.

			Their orders of enchiladas Christmas-style arrived in no time, served on thick paper plates and topped with scoops of sour cream and guacamole. Pepper was already making delighted yum-yum noises over the brick-red sauce that smothered the beef and cheddar. Alice started on the chicken and jack covered in bright, limey, spicy green sauce.

			“Everything you hoped for?”

			“Yes. So good,” Pepper answered between bites. Just then a platter of sopaipillas, with honey and butter on the side, went past the table.

			Alice laughed as Pepper’s gaze followed the dish all the way to its destination.

			“Ours are ordered.”

			Pepper dabbed sour cream off her upper lip. “You do get points that you were absolutely right. A roadside diner anywhere in New Mexico has better enchiladas than the swanky cafeteria at Simply the Best.”

			Alice dipped her head in thanks, always glad to earn points with Pepper. She’d lost a few yesterday. A long hike to see petroglyphs on a remote trail near Three Rivers had proved the guidebook guilty of overstating the quantity and visibility of the most distant collections. Even though the main site was glorious with thousands of them, they’d both been footsore by then.

			Alice was aware that Pepper wasn’t really keeping any kind of score, but she wouldn’t blame Pepper if she did, given the mistakes Alice had made when they first met. There’d been words said that couldn’t be taken back, even after they were forgiven. It didn’t change things that some of those words—particularly about Pepper’s boss, Helene Jolie—had been right.

			The voice of her mother popped into her head to ask, “Maybe you’re the one who’s keeping score in this relationship?”

			As with all visitations of her mother’s undoubted wisdom, Alice already knew the answer—the feeling of having to continually earn Pepper’s approval was her problem—and not of Pepper’s making. Pepper was an open book, a trait Alice dearly and deeply loved. If she said the entire day had been fun, exhausting, and that maybe she didn’t need to see more petroglyphs for a while, Alice could trust that Pepper wasn’t holding her accountable for the blister that had popped up on Pepper’s heel.

			Also true—constantly telling herself she needed to stay on Pepper’s good side suggested that a bad side existed. Could Pepper be cranky when hungry, snappish before coffee, and outright peevish if someone not her took the last of the marmalade? Yes, but it wasn’t in her nature to be cruel or vicious. She didn’t hold onto grudges to deliver payback later.

			“Hey.” Pepper nudged the back of Alice’s hand with a fingertip. “Where’d you go?”

			“Thinking. And wallowing in how rich this red sauce is.”

			“Is there a movie—” Pepper paused as the server stopped at the table.

			He topped up her water glass. “Your sopaipillas will be up in a couple of minutes. Did you want anything else?”

			Alice hurriedly swallowed the tortilla chip she’d dunked in green sauce. “If you were going to see a movie that’s out, where would you go near here?”

			The wiry young man gave it some thought as he filled Alice’s water glass. “The multiplex down the highway is closest. But I wouldn’t say ‘near.’ Nothing’s near to here. Ya gotta keep the gas tank full.”

			Pepper nodded. “This is true.”

			“My tía abuela owns the museum next door. You don’t need any gas to get there.” He dug in his pocket and pulled out a handful of yellow coupons. “You get a free homemade milkshake from the snack bar if you pay admission.”

			Pepper accepted the slip of paper. “Free milkshake, you say?”

			“Made from ice cream and milk in a blender with vanilla a prima sends up from Paplantla.”

			“Thanks!” As the young man moved to the next table, Pepper turned her bright brown gaze on Alice and wiggled her eyebrows. “A museum. And a milkshake.”

			“What’s not to like? It’s out of the sun. We learn something. We consume even more good food. Let’s.”

			“Before you commit…” She pushed the coupon across the table.

			Alice glanced and thought, well, it would make Pepper very happy. “The Museum of Lipstick?”

			“Aren’t you curious?”

			“About lipstick?” Alice had only given lipstick a thought in one context. “If it’s on you, very much so, because it ends up on my lips sooner or later. Often sooner. Which, to be very clear, I do enjoy.”

			She got a slow, amused blink in response.

			* * *

			The museum was housed in a squat, square building that Pepper had taken for a mini-mart. The structure had a slight tilt to it, as if it had yielded over time to the prevailing desert wind. The paint was sand-chipped and sun-faded, but the windows were spotless. A cheerful bell sounded as she opened the front door. Instead of a ticket booth there was a snack bar with a handwritten menu tacked to the wall behind it.

			An elderly woman with sharp black eyes turned on a stool to face them. She tucked a bookmark into her hardback and smiled a greeting. “Buenas dias. How may I help you?”

			“We have a coupon.” Pepper handed it over. “Your great-nephew persuaded us to visit.”

			“He’s a good boy, that one. I bet he didn’t tell you he makes the sopaipilla dough every day.”

			“He didn’t say a word, and they were delicious.” Pepper happily paid the admission fee, all the while admiring the woman’s thick silver and black braids which set off long earrings of turquoise stones wrapped in a white-beaded silver wire. They’d look nowhere near as good against her own increasingly thin and not so blond hair. All the product in the world wasn’t going to change the genes she’d inherited from her mother.

			“The exhibit is most interesting if you travel it clockwise. Enjoy!”

			Alice held the door to let Pepper precede her into the main room. Jeweler display cases lined three walls, interspersed with vintage advertising posters on easels. They had the place to themselves.

			“‘Founded in 2004 with a small-business grant and donations from local and national brands to augment a private collection,’” Pepper read aloud from the information placard alongside the first display. She bent slightly to look at preparations of balms and tints made with the likely ingredients and processes as those found in Egyptian tombs.

			“I’d expect a museum like this in Manhattan,” Alice observed.

			“There might well be. There’s a cosmetics exhibit at the Smithsonian, I think. I remember sending correspondence for Helene to a curator.”

			Alice pointed at the list of ingredients. “Lead. Malachite. Both toxic, especially over time.”

			“Worn by men and women,” Pepper added.

			Pepper was aware that Alice’s entire beauty regimen consisted of castor oil shampoo, beeswax lip balm, and moisturizing SPF 50 sunscreen. Intense study of cosmetics wasn’t Alice’s general cup of tea. She also knew that Alice wouldn’t hurry her because she was bored by it. At any given moment Alice could open some well of scientific debate she was carrying around in her brain and sift through it to amuse herself while Pepper enjoyed the museum.

			She paused in front of a full-size standing cutout from the 1950s proclaiming, “Max Factor Makes the Difference!” The model was a bombshell blonde, complete with a bullet bra. Vibrant red lips, carefully penciled eyebrow arches, and demure touches of rouge were accompanied by a gorgeous Italian haircut, cat’s eye sunglasses, and clinging pedal pushers. “Oo-la-la.”

			“There’s no subtlety in the cosmetics-equals-sex appeal, is there?”

			“Not back then and not now. Do you think I’d look good in that haircut?”

			“Is this a trick question?”

			She glanced at Alice. “Why do you ask?”

			Alice had an endearing habit of looking left when she made one point, then right when she made the next, as if going back and forth between lists of pros and cons. “Because it’s true that I think you look desirable in whatever you choose to wear or however you do your hair. I also know that saying ‘you look good in everything’ is not a winning answer. Nor is it exactly a compliment for me to say I’d never get bored if you walked around in that black slip of yours every day, all day.”

			“Are you trying to take my breath away?” That black slip was a guaranteed fire starter. She risked another look and met a smoldering glance that said Alice was recalling any number of times that Alice had driven her into a frenzy by telling Pepper to leave it on until Alice gave her permission to remove it.

			“Yes, of course.”

			She managed a shaky breath and whispered, “Stop that.”

			“Why?”

			“So you want me to be thinking about that for the rest of the afternoon?”

			“I absolutely do.”

			They were alone, but making out, or attempting anything adventurous in whatever bathroom might be available, wasn’t going to be sufficient. Besides, though she might protest waiting, yearning was its own reward when she knew that Alice would make it worth her while. “As long as you are thinking about it too.”

			At that Alice let out a chagrined laugh, breaking the spell of desire she wove so easily. “I’ll be honest. My imagination is hampered by the fact that my stomach is full, I need a Tums, and there’s a milkshake in my future as well. So it’s going to be a while before anything is fast or furious.”

			“Let’s find somewhere to have a walk in a while. A nice, gentle walk.”

			“Good idea, that is, if your blister is doing okay.”

			“I’m good and thank you for the kind ministrations last night.”

			“I suppose ministrations is one way to put it.”

			Two cases further on, Pepper was delighted to find a display of recent lipstick compacts and tubes that included several from Simply the Best’s past ten years. She snapped a couple of pictures. “I’ll send it to Helene because I think this would please her. Their new line of reusable containers is such a good idea. It’s a throwback good for sustainability. Even dime store compacts had replaceable palettes back in the olden days. Not that these are dime store.” She waved a hand at the display. “Those are real opal chips inset in the covers.”

			Alice made a noncommittal noise. Pepper wasn’t sure if it was because she was dubious about the claim of sustainability on the lipstick’s accompanying box or because Helene Jolie was probably Alice’s least favorite person.

			She supposed it was not important to know which it was. It was probably both. From Pepper’s perspective, since she had left Simply the Best Helene had lived up to the terms of Pepper’s separation from the company, including acting as a reference for clients Pepper was wooing for her event consulting career. She didn’t play that card often, but every time she had, the contract had been promptly signed, with commensurate high expectations and high remuneration from the client.

			At the final display case they found a personal collection of cosmetic containers that had been handed down over five generations from mothers to daughters. The showpiece was an opulent lipstick compact with a matching horse-hair application brush.

			Pepper pressed a hand to her heart as she read aloud, “‘This sterling silver- and gold-embellished compact for lip rouge, and the matching brush, were carved by my grandmother’s father from turquoise given to him and my great-grandmother as a wedding gift in 1903. My daughter said it was so precious it ought to be in a museum. So I made a museum for it.’ I think that’s the sweetest family story I’ve ever heard about an heirloom.”

			“How many times must it have been touched and enjoyed over the decades after being made by an artisan in the family,” Alice mused. “Leave it to you to find such a simple experience and make it…”

			“What?”

			“All that and a milkshake.”

			* * *

			Alice was happy to rejoin the museum owner at the snack bar. She needed to sit down for a bit. Something was forming in her brain—a hypothesis had been circling the past few days and wanted to find words. Her brain tended to churn through data to seek out revelations, which felt simultaneously frightening and welcome.

			The owner flashed them a pleased smile as she dropped another scoop of ice cream into an already half-full blender. “Did you enjoy it?”

			“Very much,” Pepper assured her. “I hope it’s okay that I took pictures of the Simply the Best display. I used to work for the CEO, and I think she’d be charmed. She does try to ensure that every aspect of a product has pleasing features.”

			As always, when Jolie’s name was mentioned people wanted to know more about her, and the museum’s owner was no exception. Alice would never not think of that woman as a straight-up villain, but fairness insisted that she accept Jolie was addressing the issues that Alice had challenged her about. Including a firm corporate policy about fairness to interns. They were now paid more than a quarterly stipend and not allowed to be used in roles permanent benefit-earning staff ought to hold—well, Alice had been right about all of it. The cost of the change hadn’t even blipped the earnings, and a lot of Los Angeles community college and state university students were now able to afford career-making internships that had formerly gone to private and prestige school alums who could live without a paycheck.

			But what was bubbling her brain wasn’t about Jolie or the past. She thought several times to try to explain it to Pepper because that seemed to be the only way she’d make sense of it. Every time she thought to try, however, her gut told her to stop because Pepper was at the center of the confusion.

			“What were you thinking about?” Pepper slurped at the last of her milkshake as she settled into the rental car driver seat. “Lipstick, toxic chemicals, and the rise and fall of civilizations that used them?”

			Alice turned her head away, surprised by the sting of tears.

			“Hey.” Pepper put the key in the ignition but didn’t turn it. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing. I promise. I think…” 

			Bless her, Pepper didn’t push. It was such a gift she had, for reading people and situations.

			“I think…” Don’t censor. Say the words that want to come out. “This is going to work.”

			“I’m not sure what ‘this’ means. Like, if we go for a walk and have a shower, we can get out my black slip—that will work?”

			Alice choked on a laugh. “I know that will work.” Don’t be a coward.

			Pepper started the car and turned on the air-conditioning but made no attempt to put it in gear.

			The cool air helped the ache behind Alice’s eyes. She finally found the courage to face this woman, the one she had known would always see through her. “By this I mean us.”

			Pepper shook her head slightly. Alice realized then that Pepper had never doubted, not from the moment they’d finally gotten their wires uncrossed. For her, the past was where it belonged, all the way behind them. She had no context for the revelation Alice was finally accepting. “What are you trying to say?”

			“I just—it’s been—I knew we would be so good for each other. I know that I love you and you love me. So I’m wondering why today, for some reason, I finally feel as if I accept it.”

			“Oh.” There was only patience and thoughtfulness in Pepper’s eyes.

			“Today was completely upended and every minute was still great. I was thinking, well, it’s always great with you. And then I asked myself why I thought I wasn’t part of the reason why it was great. That I thought it was you making everything so terrific, not us.” She ended out of breath and feeling an absolute fool for talking about something that, said aloud, seemed like simple semantics. Except that it wasn’t.

			Pepper’s lips twitched, but there was not one shred of mockery. “Now I get it.”

			“Get what?”

			“Something your mother said when we met.”

			“I can imagine a lot of things she might have said.”

			“She didn’t say much, but what she did say, well—”

			“It wasn’t frivolous, I’m sure.”

			“She said that you were the only person she knew that could argue so hard against love. That I should trust her when she said she’d never seen you in love before. And she was looking at me with that look, you know, with the owl-eye glasses, and like I’m the focus of her entire being at that moment.”

			Alice knew the look. “She wasn’t wrong.” Finally, clarity began to sort out data and emotions. What had been a thousand tiny red dots became clean blue lines connecting history, experience, life, cause, and effect. You dummy, she chided herself. Of course talking to Pepper helps. “I’ve been telling myself I didn’t deserve you, so how could I deserve us.”

			Pepper dropped her hands into her lap. “Wow.”

			They were silent for a few moments. Alice closed her eyes. The tight, hard feeling in her chest eased as she pictured a gentle tide washing over a parched, baked shore and filling in the cracks with cool, healing life.

			Pepper broke the silence. “And do you now think you deserve us? What we have?”

			“Not entirely.” She laughed with chagrin. “Give me a couple of minutes.”

			“I’ll even give you the rest of the day. Or, how about the rest of my life?”

			Alice snapped open her eyes. Pepper was gazing at her with a vulnerable tenderness. “Are you..?”

			Pepper raised her eyebrows. “I am suggesting we plan on this working forever.”

			“Yes.”

			“Yes to what?”

			“I hope you’re asking me to marry you.”

			At that Pepper’s vulnerability was supplanted by the sexy confidence that sent Alice’s heart rate into the stratosphere. “Will you marry me, Alice Paul Cabot?”

			“Only if you’ll marry me back, Paddington.”

			“That’s the way it works, generally. Yes, I will marry you back.”

			Striving to sound philosophical and composed, Alice observed, “It would be very efficient if we marry each other at the same time.”

			Laughing, Pepper turned the engine off and took out her phone. With the window down she took a picture of the museum, the diner, and the dusty road. “No one will believe this is where we decided to make it legal.”

			Maybe not, Alice thought. But why not? Wasn’t it places like this, where life, family, and love thrived in quiet and steadfast ways, that magic could happen? “Hey.”

			“Hmm?”

			She leaned across the center console to pull Pepper toward her.

			“Oh,” Pepper managed and then Alice kissed her, marveling at the vanilla sweetness of Pepper’s lips and reveling in the quiet moan that was for Alice’s ears only.

			We’re an us, Alice thought. We’re us.
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		Twenty-Nine, Prime Number and Good Omen
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		Anthea Rossignole, cost accountant
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		Previous Frosting on the Cake stories:
		
		
		



		
		
		“Mechanics” in Frosting 1.
		



		
		
		“Divided Highway” in Frosting 2, which introduces Anthea and Harold’s son, Henry.
		





 

 


The title of this story was inspired by “Perhaps the World Ends Here” from The Woman Who Fell From the Sky by Poet Laureate and musician Joy Harjo.
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