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What Reviewers Say About Lee Lynch’s Work

“Lee Lynch has not only created some of the most
memorable and treasured characters in all of lesbian literature,
she’s given us the added pleasure of having them turn up in each
other’s stories.Beggar of Love ranks with
Lee Lynch’s richest and most candid portrayals of lesbian
life.”—Katherine V. Forrest, Lambda Literary Award-winning author
of Curious Wine and the Kate Delafield
series

“Lee Lynch reads as an old friend, and in a way she
is.”—Joan Nestle, Lambda Literary Award-winning author and
co-founder of the Lesbian Herstory Archives

“I’ve been a fan of Lee Lynch since I read her novel
Rafferty Street many years ago. Her
books—especially her deeply human characters—never disappoint.
Beggar of Love is a story not to be
missed!”—Ellen Hart, Lambda Literary Award-winning author of the
Jane Lawless Mystery series

“Sweet Creek is Lynch’s first
book in eight years, and one that shows the maturing of her craft.
In a time when much of lesbian writing is more about formula than
finding the truths of our lives, she has written a breakthrough
book that is evidence of her unique gifts as a storyteller and her
undeniable talent in creating characters that move us and remain
with us long after the final page is turned.”—Sacred Ground: News and Views on Lesbian Writing

Sweet Creek “…is a textured
read, almost epic in scope but still wonderfully intimate. Lynch,
with a dozen novels to her credit dating back to the early days of
Naiad Press, has earned her stripes as a writerly elder—she was
contributing stories…four decades ago. But this latest is sublimely
in tune with the times.”—Richard LaBonte, Q
Syndicate

“…the sweeping scope of Lynch’s abilities…The sheer
quality of this work is proof-positive…that writing honestly from a
place of authenticity and real experience is what separates
literature from ‘books.’”—Lambda Book
Report

“[Lynch’s stories] go right to my heart, then stay
and teach me…I think these are some of the most important stories
in the dykedom.”—Feminist Bookstore
News

“Lee Lynch fills her stories with adventure, vision
and great courage, but the abiding and overriding concept is love.
Her characters love each other and we love
them for caring.”—This Week in Texas

“Lee Lynch explores the elements of survival, the
complexities of defining community and the power of claiming our
place…”—Gay & Lesbian Times

“[Lee Lynch’s work] is a salute to the literary and
bonding traditions of our lesbian past, as well as the acceptance
we continue to demand and achieve within a larger
society.”—The Lavender Network

“Lee Lynch is a mature novelist who retains the
freshness of outlook of a young writer. Her independent, self
reliant women…are ever ready to face the challenges that all
lesbians meet.”—Sarah Aldridge

“[Lee Lynch’s] writing is a delight, full of heart,
wisdom and humor.”—Ann Bannon

“The highest recommendation I can give Lee Lynch’s
writing is that you will not mistake it for anyone else’s. Her
voice and imagination are uniquely her own. Lynch has been out and
proudly writing about it for longer than many of us have been
alive…A good book can make the reader laugh, feel desire, and
think, sometimes all in the same scene.”—Queer
Magazine Online
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Synopsis

 Dusty Reilly fled life on
shore for the safety of a Naval career, but there was no escape
from women who wanted her - and who made a peacetime military as
dangerous as any war. She goes back home to her little factory town
and there starts the saga of the diner. Dusty and Elly, both
characters from Lynch's novel Toothpick House, along with their
blind friend Grace, the fiery old lesbians Gussie and Nan, lively
gay Jake and their non-gay co-workers wage the battle of their
lives to keep the dream of Dusty's Queen of Hearts Diner thriving
in the face of powerful bigotry.

Erotic, dramatic and very real, this is the
celebrated first book of The Morton River Trilogy.
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Foreword

I set out to write this book with a growing desire
to acknowledge lesbian literary tradition. A tradition at which I
once scoffed, as I scoffed at myself, a mere lesbian in society’s
disapproving eyes.

Our literature is not new, not sparse, not
despicable. It has simply been hidden in its own closets, stuffed
there as surely as if every lesbian’s family had come visiting for
the century. Closets drain, weaken, pale. Coming out, claiming our
own, and standing in the light, restores, strengthens,
polishes.

For these reasons, I have drawn on two major
literary sources throughout Dusty’s Queen of Hearts Diner. Those
readers familiar with Radclyffe Hall’s Well of Loneliness will
recognize frequent allusions to that powerful classic. “Dusty’s
Tales” are written after the device of “Moll’s Tales” in Ellen
Galford’s Moll Cutpurse (Firebrand, 1985), a book which claims this
seventeenth century rogue as one of our own.

Dusty would have recognized her ancestress in Moll
or John Hall; Elly would have donned her femme finery and walked
proudly beside either.

 


Lee Lynch

Southern Oregon

April, 1986


Chapter One

Elly smiled a slow smile of immense pleasure. Out
the window of the braking train she could see, on the platform, her
lover of six months. Dusty Reilly stood tall, her dark-framed
glasses giving dignity, like the grey in her auburn hair, to her
boyish face. Hands in the pockets of the aging pea coat she wore
over a turtleneck and faded jeans, she’d propped one foot up behind
her, against the wall of the old brick station next to the sign for
Morton River, her hometown. So this was what it felt like, Elly
thought, to come home to Dusty Reilly.

While the train still moved, Elly stood and lifted a
shopping bag full of presents. She was almost holding her breath in
anticipation. Coming home to Dusty, to this Connecticut town of
Morton River Valley, even from Upton only an hour away, on a
commuter train packed with business people, was as exciting as
falling in love again. She stepped along the littered smoky aisles
in her high heels, tense with the awareness that she didn’t belong
in this crowd. Though she’d just combed her cinnamon-tinted hair,
she fluffed it again and fussed with the buttons of her jacket, a
white imitation fur she’d stroked, dreaming of Dusty, all the way
home.

She let the conductor help her down the steps and
then she carefully balanced the heft of Dusty’s Christmas present.
She spotted Dusty again, pushing slowly away from the bricks, her
own smile wide, her arms open, as if she hadn’t seen her woman for
a week. Most of the business people remained on the train, headed
for the respectable suburbs north of Morton River. Daily, without a
glance, they bypassed the hilly streets where close-set shabby
homes surrounded a downtown of abandoned factories and struggling
businesses.

The lovers hugged briefly, uneasily, afraid that all
of Morton River was watching for just such misconduct on its
threshold, watching and waiting for the first fools it could find
to punish for the once-thriving town’s recent miseries.

It was 1972—the northeastern industrial cities were
foundering. George Wallace was considering a run for the
presidency, Spiro Agnew was halfway there. The Valley was Klan
country, a northern enclave made strong by the exodus of industry
to less demanding labor markets. The unions had ultimately failed
their workers; the desperate sought another group identity and
solutions that did not always make sense. Morton River, in a valley
populated by 28,000 primarily blue-collar workers, was not a good
place to be queer.

Elly shivered. “It’s so cold!” she said in
her faint Tennessee drawl. She could taste these Yankee winters,
smell them coming long before they did. It was the cold of a
strange, suspicious place. She’d moved north for work, not for
comfort, and though it wasn’t any easier to be queen down home, it
seemed she’d been able to sense familiar dangers on the sultry
winds. She took Dusty’s arm in the dark shadows of the parking lot,
looked up to warm herself with the thrill of the touch of their
eyes. Dusty squeezed her arm tighter. Elly, caught in the flash of
love, suspected they glowed bright as a streetlamp.

From the back side of Main Street, across from the
parking lot, came a loud wolf-whistle. They moved hastily toward
the car again.

“Dusty!” Elly warned in a whisper.

Dusty stopped short and turned to her own side of
the car. “Can’t even open the door for my girl around here any
more,” she muttered.

When they’d locked the green Dodge Swinger, Elly
breathed deeply in relief. “Can you see who it was?” she asked.

“Kids,” Dusty answered, almost spitting the word.
“You can see them over there, under the streetlamp.” Dusty didn’t
normally show her feelings so blatantly. She sounded angry enough
to kill.

The group was a little Morton River-sized street
gang. There were no jobs for kids, either.

“They probably thought we were a guy and girl about
to smooch,” Elly said, as much to reassure herself as Dusty. If
Dusty got scared, who could she lean on?

“Animals,” said Dusty, shaking her head. She grinned
over at Elly. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe they thought we were
straight. You always see the sunny side of things, don’t you,
lady?”

Elly felt her shoulders let go of their tension.
Dusty might be the answer to her dreams, but her strong, confident
exterior often needed bracing. Elly was an experienced brace.

Dusty eased the Swinger from its space. “Did you
have a good time spending all your money on presents?” she asked,
letting one hand steal to Elly’s thigh.

Elly took her eyes from the gang. The hulking boy
who seemed to lead them had not been a pretty sight. She hugged
herself in the fur jacket. “I had a marvelous time, lover. On the
train ride down, I kept remembering that first Christmas up North
when I was so penniless I baked seventy-two dozen cookies and
shipped them in shoe boxes down to Mama and everyone. I love to
splurge on Christmas now, even the little bit I can. And you are
such fun to shop for!”

“So are you,” grinned Dusty. She took the Swinger
gently over the railroad tracks. “Want some music?” There was one
country-western station in the Valley and Dusty always played it,
in gallant deference to Elly’s tastes.

Dusty hadn’t said she was going shopping, thought
Elly. “Me? What’d you buy me?”

Dusty hadn’t stopped smiling that sideways grin of
hers. “Well, I thought of adding to your sexy nightgown collection.
I thought of buying you jewelry and slinky sweaters and about six
different books on the best-seller list. But I didn’t.” She looked
across at Elly. “Why don’t you scoot on over here, lady?”

Elly peered through the window one last time for a
sign of hostile eyes. She snuggled against the bulky wool shoulder
of the pea coat Dusty loved. She’d told Elly that the first thing
she’d done when she left the Navy in 1953 was to find an Army-Navy
store and buy herself this symbol of all the things she’d enlisted
for—and hadn’t got because she was a woman. Seventeen years later
it was part of the Dusty—Korean vet, sailor’s cocky stride, a
uniformed past—that Elly loved.

They reached the stoplight at Main Street. Christmas
decorations had been strung back and forth across the streets.
Shoppers paused outside bright storefronts as if dreaming. Snow
clouds lightened the sky. A church bell chimed six. Dusty looked
over at Elly, smiling as if she were bursting with delight, glasses
twinkling with Christmas lights, and said, “I bought you a
diner.”

The sound of the bells had warmed Elly’s heart while
the Swinger had heated her body. She felt as if she were moving in
an oasis filled with tenderness. Dusty’s sense of play was another
thing she loved.

“No, really,” she said, rubbing against the pea
coat, “can I have three guesses?”

They were traveling out of town. Gas stations and
small shopping centers began to appear. Merle Haggard sang mournful
words with lazy rhythm. Dusty glanced at her, one eyebrow raised, a
slight smile on her lips.

“Dusty?” She was beginning to think she was
serious.

“The one you said was so cute, next to the tracks.
The one you figured out we could afford.”

Elly pulled away a little. They crossed the Morton
River itself, so different from her native Mississippi, narrow
here, enclosed by concrete walls: a controlled power, dark and icy
beneath them, still forcing life into a few factories. “A diner?
You went and bought it? You did it?”

Out by the big shopping center, another traffic
light stopped them. Elly tried to see Dusty’s eyes through the
darkness, but couldn’t and felt a stab of terror that Dusty had
been drinking again, had lost her security clearance out at the
plant, lost her job, lost everything just as they’d been fearing.
Dusty’s ex worked at the plant too, and their breakup last June had
been messy. Rita had made scenes at work since then, till the
higher-ups couldn’t ignore the situation and had threatened both
her and Dusty.

The red reflections on Dusty’s glasses turned to
green. Elly pushed away her fears. She wasn’t a little kid anymore,
at home with folks who might be drunk any time of day, might start
acting crazy. Dusty hadn’t had a drink since they’d been together.
Of course it would be okay. Joy replaced Elly’s terror. Dusty was
leaving just in time, she told herself, before her record could be
marred by Rita. Dusty was being smart and brave. She was finally
ready for her dream.

“How wonderful, lover!” she exclaimed, wanting to
hug her, wanting to kiss her, wanting at the same time to be held
and reassured as only Dusty could reassure her. She dreaded the
risk of being poor again, of living without a shred of security
when she, too, had finally begun to live her dreams of love and a
home.

They passed the big dam, always thrilling to Elly,
so much water coursing over the huge concrete spill, pounding into
the River below, sending up a spray that misted the windshield. Its
strength was invigorating.

“You bet I did it,” said Dusty.

“For better or worse. Let’s hope it’s not
worse.”


Chapter Two

The house on Puddle Street had originally been one
large room. The previous owner, then Dusty and Rita, had built
squat little add-ons around the central core so that from the
outside, in the dark, the white-painted structure looked like a
mother house surrounded by baby rooms.

The inside was unique too. The main room was beamed
and spacious, and would have been barn-like except for Dusty’s
novels and school texts lining the walls in homemade bookcases, and
the big soft furniture she’d bought, used and mismatched, after
Rita had taken her Early American set with her. Elly and Dusty each
had a separate room for their clothing and privacy. They slept in a
third room just big enough for the queen-sized bed Elly had brought
with her. In her single days she’d called it her hope bed.

“I don’t,” she’d explained to Dusty, “need a hope
chest full of dish towels. What I do need is a bed full of
woman!”

Into her own room Elly had fit a single bed and the
refinished elegant and elaborate old vanity that had been her
moving-in present from Dusty. She sat on its matching stool now in
white slip and heels, watching herself think as she removed some of
her makeup and freshened the rest.

Cachet tonight? She sprayed some on, smiling at the
way the fragrance filled the room, anticipating how it would hit
Dusty in a wave. No, she decided, they hadn’t finished
celebrating.

She ran her hands down her silken slip, felt how she
would feel to Dusty. Should she change to a negligee? She smiled
into the mirror, blotted her lipstick once more. The slip would
stay. Dusty, shy about her sexual feelings, went bananas over her
when she wore nothing but it and high heels.

The woman in the mirror, twenty-eight, thin, had the
delicate, almost frail-looking bones of her family. But she also
had the stubbornly forward-set jaw and jauntily uptilted nose that
told of their determination, generation after generation, to hold
onto their little bits of land, or to strike out optimistically
north or west—to do what needed to be done to get past the setbacks
life held for the Hunnicutts and onto whatever joys they could
find.

Dusty knocked and Elly turned from the mirror to
greet her. But Dusty’s shoulders sagged, her hands hung limp at her
sides.

“What’s wrong?” Elly was ready to hear that the
plant had let her go.

“Angelica’s limping.”

Elly tried not to smile. “Oh, Dusty,” she said with
affection, chin raised toward her lover. “How in the world can you
tell when a duck is limping?”

Dusty stopped and picked up Duchess, her white and
black cat. “What do you mean? By looking at her, that’s how you
tell. Angelica’s old, this could be the beginning of the end. And
if the diner doesn’t work out, I won’t have any money to pay the
vet bills and—”

“Stop it, Dusty,” Elly said, stamping one foot
firmly. “You sound just like my dad between drinkin’ bouts. The
littlest thing would set him off till you’d think the world was
about to end.” Despite her exasperation, she enjoyed watching Dusty
lavish love on the cat. She sighed, knowing what she had to do to
fix this crisis. “I’ll take her down to the vet if she’s not better
tomorrow,” she promised.

“Would you?” Dusty asked, the lines in her face
disappearing.

As always, she wondered if Dusty really couldn’t
figure out how to solve her own problems, or if getting rescued was
a way to feel loved. Elly’s bare shoulders broke into goose bumps
and she tried to rub away the chill, and a new wave of fear. “It’s
such a shame, in a way, givin’ up your pension even if you do have
your education to fall back on. I’m still getting unemployment. If
only I could take your job out at the plant. Keep that money comin’
in. Just in case.”

“No way!” said Dusty, rising in her lithe way, nose
buried in the soft belly fur of the cat she cradled. Now that Elly
had solved the problem of Angelica, Dusty had brightened. “What do
you think of that, Duchess? I buy her a diner, and she wants to
give it up already.” Duchess jumped to the bed, nestled again on
Elly’s pink comforter. Dusty picked up the robe Elly had laid out
and gently draped it across Elly’s shoulders. “It’s your dream to
waitress in your own diner,” she reminded Elly, hands holding the
robe in place.

“But yours to buy one and run it.”

Dusty left Elly’s side with an abrupt movement, her
brightness seeming to fade. There it was again, thought Elly, that
up and down, up and down moodiness since Dusty had stopped
drinking. The slightest hint that someone disapproved of what she
was thinking or doing transformed her from Amazon to mouse in a
moment. Sometimes Elly felt just like her mama back in Tennessee
who was always trying to fix things so Papa wouldn’t start cursing
or beating on the kids. “Do you think it’s too risky?” Dusty asked,
pacing the limited floor space, her face drawn.

Elly swallowed her anxiety. “I love you,” she said,
as if this alone would shore up Dusty. “And it’s going to
work.”

Hands clasped behind her back, Dusty studied her
face. “You really believe in me, don’t you, lady?” she asked
quietly. When Elly nodded she went on, “You’re the best thing that
ever happened to me, El. I mean it. And I’m going to name this
diner for you.”

Elly laughed, embarrassed. She drew a brush through
her hair. “Hunnicutt’s Hash House?” This time she couldn’t pretend
to be serious.

“Nope.” Dusty dropped gracefully to one knee and
drew Elly’s free hand between her own, kissing it. “I want to call
it Elly’s Diner. Short, spiffy, proud. I want to light you
up in bright red neon for the whole Valley to see.”

Elly pulled her hand away, swung her stool toward
the mirror, and began to rub cold cream into her hands, its
perfumed scent familiar, always slightly exciting. How that woman
could charm her.

But this felt wrong. Dusty had wanted a diner all
her life, she should claim this one for her own. Dusty still
grieved the loss of her first diner and her family—it hadn’t been
long after her father had left diner work for a job cooking on the
railroad that he’d also left home for good. Her mother had worked
all hours in that same diner, making it another home for Dusty.

With slippery fingers Elly screwed the cap on her
cold cream. Dusty had dreamed for years of this day, had been too
scared to make it happen until she’d earned her two-year degree.
She’d never even mentioned it aloud until she’d left Rita.

Rita, Elly thought. She filed a hangnail
without mercy. Rita had scooped Dusty up and tied her down, fed
Dusty’s fears with her own. Not deliberately, but... Elly made a
face at her cuticles. That wasn’t fair. They’d held each
other back, Dusty and Rita. Had hidden from life in Dusty’s
house while the suburban developers had built streets, and homes,
and yards around their quarter acre of land, and the
puddle-cum-duck pond that had given Puddle Street its name.

Like her little piece of land, once considered on
the other side of the tracks, Dusty was finally coming into her own
and taking charge of her life.

No, Elly had to show her that it was important to
take credit for the diner. To stand up in public and say win or
lose, I did this, “I think you ought to name it after you,” she
said to Dusty’s reflection in the mirror.

“Dusty’s Diner? But it’s ours.” Dusty rose, swung
Elly toward her, stood looking down into her eyes, one hand on her
shoulder.

“It’s your life savings. A second mortgage on your
house,” Elly said.

“I couldn’t do it at all, though,” Dusty countered,
eyes cast down, a bashful, irresistible sideways smile on her face,
“without my queen of hearts.”

Slowly, provocatively, Elly twined her bare legs.
The robe slid from her shoulders. The name, she thought, what a
wonderful name. How to convince Dusty?

She realized that she was cold no more. Dusty’s eyes
had widened; Elly could tell she’d just become aware of the
slip.

“How about Dusty’s Queen of Hearts
Diner, sweetie?” she asked, fully
facing Dusty. “You can have it both ways.” To clinch it, she stood
and walked Dusty backwards to the edge of the bed.

Dusty had nowhere to go; she sat on the bed with a
thud and cleared her throat, as if to distract from the reddening
of her face. “I like it,” she said, recovered enough to reach under
Elly’s slip, working her hand between her lover’s knees, then
between her thighs, moving up just far enough to find that Elly had
removed her underwear. Elly closed her thighs on Dusty’s hand, then
squeezed against it, moved her hips a bit.

“I meant the name, lover.”

“So did I,” Dusty said, a low lusty laugh in her
throat. “At least partly. I do like it. I should have asked you to
name it in the first place. You’re so good at that kind of thing.”
She paused, smiled, “This kind of thing too.” Elly was opening
Dusty’s shirt, licking between her breasts.

“The sign will cost a little more,” Dusty said, “but
it ought to pay for itself in customers who try us just to see what
the name’s all about.”

Elly opened her thighs, felt Dusty’s slightly rough
hand rise further, trapped it, let it go, caught and squeezed it
before she opened once more and lowered herself onto Dusty’s
fingers. She saw herself, lips parted, eyes nearly closed, doubled
in Dusty’s glasses.

“My smart, beautiful Queen of Hearts,” whispered
Dusty, pulling Elly on top of herself as she lay back on the bed.
Duchess fled. Dusty’s fingers never lost their mark.


Chapter Three

As soon as Dusty got home from work the next
evening, she took Elly back over the dark Morton River to see the
diner. Heavy wet snow fell like a beaded curtain between them and
the rest of the world. Elly nestled as close to Dusty’s shoulder as
she could get, trying to ease the quivery breathlessness that had
taken her over at the start of the ride. The peculiarly northern
wet woolen smell of Dusty’s pea coat was not reassuring. It reeked
of alien ways, of risk and uncertainty, but she rubbed her cheek
against it anyway just to feel her lover’s bulk. Her hand lay
between Dusty’s legs and she dreamed of the future, of the past,
alternately.

This diner was just where she wanted to be right
now, and to stay forever. There’d been another dream once. With
Butch, her first lover. She looked like Dusty, moved like Dusty,
dreamed like Dusty, drank like Dusty used to. A softball player,
her life had been organized around the team she played with, the
summer tournaments, the traveling to play other amateur teams in
the South. One day, Butch had predicted, there would be
professional women’s softball and she’d manage a team. She would
live with Elly in Florida, travel summers while Elly stayed home in
the trailer, watering the flowers they’d plant around it. Elly had
seen herself lazing in wooden cushioned lawn chairs, talking with
the other “softball widows,” waiting for their butches to come on
home between road trips.

In her dream Elly wore a yellow sundress, sun poured
down on her. Butch, wearing the yellow and black team jacket, drove
up in a tail-finned Chevy, and soon slipped the low-cut dress down
her shoulders. But Butch never did stop drinking the last Elly
heard. And here was Dusty, driving the stolid Swinger with care
through the slush on the most raffish side of Morton River. Elly
pressed the inseam along Dusty’s crotch. Dusty squirmed and smiled.
They slowed in a dense snowy neighborhood, half of its buildings
formerly lovely three-story homes gone to seed, the other half,
grimy brick factories. Here and there, some of the old homes had
been restored. Teachers and graduates of Valley University were
beginning to settle here, where houses could be bought cheaply.
She’d heard that the neighborhood was changing.

The Swinger stopped. “There she is,” announced Dusty
in a proud voice, taking Elly’s hand gently in her own.

The curtain of snow turned rose-colored, off and on,
from the diner’s blinking neon sign. As they sat, car idling,
holding hands, the windshield fogged with their buoyant anxious
breaths, and made the diner look, to Elly, like a rose-tinted
dream. It was only about fifty feet long, but its shining chrome
glowed so bright it seemed enormous. Red stripes ran like streaks
of excitement the length of it.

Elly wiggled in an almost sexual ferment on the seat
and peeked over at Dusty’s profile above the navy-blue turtleneck.
Dusty’s face was flushed deeper than mere reflection. “Dusty,” she
said, drawling to control the wild enthusiasm she felt welling up
in her, “it looks just like you!” Her bracelets jangled as she
clapped her hands together.

The worry lines were back on Dusty’s face. “It’s for
sure not perfect, El. There’s no parking lot. The factories shut
out the light at both ends. With the tracks so close behind it,
will the dishes rattle every time a train goes by? Will it be too
noisy to hear the jukebox?” She rubbed the bridge of her nose,
under her glasses.

Elly laughed, too thrilled to pay any attention to
Dusty’s worrying. “And will the River rise, swallow the tracks and
then come after your Queen of Hearts?”

“El!” Dusty said, catching one of Elly’s hands and
stilling it, as if to contain her foolhardy ebullience.

Elly glanced around, pointed at the factories,
smokestacks billowing their own white clouds to the sky. “Think of
all the good things, Dusty! The workers will come for breakfast,
for lunch, for coffee breaks. And that church across the street!
Sundays we’ll be mobbed.”

“That’s my sunny-side-up girl. You’re right,” Dusty
conceded, her grip loosening. “Sam does a pretty good business in
there now.”

Elly was picturing herself contentedly directing a
busy cordon of waitresses. She leaned against her door, feeling
like a little kid before a Christmas tree. “We need a good crew,
Dusty. The kind of girls who make hard work fun and make the
customers feel part of things.” She had grown quicker, friendlier,
smoother over the years herself and was proud of her serving
skills. She loved in particular the art of flirtation, which kept
the men tipping generously even while she kept them at a safe
distance. Tips, though, had long ago lost their appeal as the only
tribute to her competence. In a business with Dusty she’d shine for
the joy of it. That kind of attitude, she knew from experience, was
catching.

She looked at Dusty and folded her arms. “Sweetie,
it has class,” she pronounced. She felt way too small to hold all
her pride.

“You think so?” the sign blinked on and Elly saw a
brightening in Dusty’s eyes. “I think you’re right,” Dusty answered
herself. She sat up straight and slid an arm around Elly. Here in
the shadows, under cover of the heavy snow, Elly knew that no one
could see. “That’s what I wanted, a classy little dive, Honey. I
want people to feel comfortable. We’ll need curtains in the
windows.”

Still feeling dreamy, Elly twirled a strand of hair
around her index finger. “White ones, with red hearts,” she
fancied. The neon flashed off and on, off and on in Dusty’s glasses
as Elly watched her consider. She knew Dusty always took her time
making decisions, pushing through all that self-doubt. But, like
the diner purchase, when decisions were made they came like a
raging river and changed everything.

In her imagination, Elly continued dressing the
diner. The shining building seemed, through its rose and white
screen, taller than when they’d first driven up. She imagined it
deeper, its booths secreted in corners, its restrooms perfumed,
ornate, its kitchen and counters gleaming and covered with opulent
foods that drew the workers, the commuters, the families of Morton
River Valley. That drew, too, the factory owners, the politicians,
even the bosses from Dusty’s plant who threatened her livelihood
for being gay. Dusty’s Queen of Hearts Diner, she dreamed, on the
Morton River, a the very center of the Valley, offering
nourishment, warm welcome; a place known for its food and harmony,
famous for the way it erased walls between people; where gays and
straights, blacks and whites, poor and rich acted kindly toward one
another. Dusty’s Queen of Hearts Diner, a home for the tired world.
The feeling of fullness grew in her.

“…everywhere,” Dusty was saying. “Hearts and shining
stainless steel everywhere. It’ll look just like you, too.”

“Steel?” Elly laughed. “Hey, lover, aren’t you ever
going to take your Queen of Hearts inside?”

Dusty came around to open the door. She held an
umbrella over them as Elly stepped gingerly in her high-heeled
boots through the snow. A low roaring sound and damp pervasive
smell came from the River, across the tracks and down a steep cliff
behind the diner. The dam wasn’t far upriver. Elly felt reassured
by the water’s emphatic natural presence, soothing in its promise
of yesterdays survived, tomorrows to come.

Dusty paused outside the diner door. She stood tall,
shoulders squared, chest out, as if she was full of the moment too.
She opened the door for Elly with all the panache of a Fifth Avenue
doorman. Elly brushed against her as she passed. “I love you,” she
whispered.

The vestibule, though tiny, felt as large with
promise as the River below. Dusty placed the umbrella in an
old-fashioned wooden stand, then straightened, hands on hips, legs
widespread, claiming her territory.

“This is one of my favorite parts,” she said. “It
feels safe, like once you’re this far you’ve got it made.” She
unbuttoned her pea coat. “No matter what used to happen at school,
when I got to my mom’s diner I was warm and with people who didn’t
care how tall I was or how much I looked like a boy.”

Elly shook the snow off her hair and laughed. “I
wouldn’t have you any other way,” she said. She wiped her feet on a
small red rubber welcome mat. “I surely appreciate this red carpet
treatment, lover.”

“Our mat will be heart-shaped.” The flush on Dusty’s
face was not neon now, but her own high spirits. “I want to put a
game out here.”

Elly’s heart fluttered at the sight of Dusty
whipping one of the pennywhistles from a pocket. This Dusty was
irrepressible. As the brief Irish ditty ended, Elly skipped onto an
old penny scale. “Look at this, Dusty! I haven’t seen one of these
in years!”

Dusty fished in the pocket of her crisply pressed
workpants and gallantly slipped a coin into the scale. Its clunk
sounded some sweet long-ago memory inside Elly. She reached down to
feel the white-fluted stand of the machine as she read, You will
begin a lucky venture.

“Hey, I like that machine.” Dusty stepped onto the
scale. Elly stood on tiptoes to read over her shoulder. A woman
from your past will reappear.

Rita, thought Elly, jealousy flaring. That old Rita
will try to get her back.

“You think this is a gay machine?” asked Dusty, eyes
averted. “How did it know I’d have a woman in my past?” she
joked. But her laugh was tight. Elly could tell she knew damn well
Rita hovered in the vestibule with them like a disturbed ghost.
Then Dusty opened the door with a courtly gesture as if to usher
them both to safety.

There was the cheering smell of coffee and grilling
hamburgers. Tiny Michael Jackson of the Jackson Five was piping out
an enthusiastic love song on the jukebox. Half of a lemon meringue
pie sat under glass on a stainless steel pedestal on the counter,
chocolate layer cake occupied the next display
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