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Greetings and welcome to Mind Trips Unlimited. We’re glad you found us. Don’t let the well-used exterior fool you; we’re open for business twenty-four hours a day, every day.

Are we ready to begin? Good. Please have a seat. Relax. Take a deep breath. Close your eyes...

Now, kiss your body goodbye.

Wait! Wait! It’s okay. Sit back down. I know that sounded a bit...freaky, but it’s all right. No need for alarm. You just won’t need your body for a while. Don’t worry; it’ll be just fine in that chair. We haven’t lost a body yet! That used to be our slogan, had it written in big Gothic letters over the door, but we had to take it down. It seemed to make people nervous. I don’t get it.

Anyway, like I said, you won’t need your body for a while. Bodies are restricted by the laws of physics and, frankly, just get in the way.

You are about to embark on fourteen different journeys which require your mind only. Lovely things, minds. No restrictions, no hindrances, no inhibitions. They can be as free as you will allow.

You can take all fourteen journeys, one at a time, in one sitting, or spread it out over several visits. It’s totally up to you. While you’re here, you’re the boss.

Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea? Juice? Crackers and jam? Cheese? Broiled elephant under glass? Fricasseed yak with gooseberry sauce?

What? Oh, forgive me. There goes my imagination again—off to Whoknowswhere. The atmosphere here is very conducive to that sort of thing. Usually not a problem unless the boss is around.

Anyway, I’m just taking up your time here. Please, get comfortable and select your first journey. Take your time and we’ll see you when you get back.

Good.

Uh, somebody want to come and wheel this body into the back room for safekeeping?

​
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Saturday the 14th comes up out of nowhere and throws you for a loop. You think you’ve made it past Friday the 13th unscathed, so you’re off your guard, all defenses are down, and then Saturday comes barreling in, the real kicker. I should know better, but of course I don’t, in fact I choose Saturday the 14th to go on my blind date. My coworker Shauna has been absolutely dying to set me up with this guy who is supposedly just cookie-cutter perfect, very bring-home-to-meet-the-parents...meaning I’m obviously suspicious, because if he’s so stellar, I don’t know why she isn’t gobbling him up for herself. 

Possible solution: maybe Shauna’s a lesbian. I mean, I wouldn’t blame her, seeing as I’m about three bad dates away from believing that female companionship can trump anything a man has to offer. But I don’t dare prod Shauna because she gets very defensive about her private life. Funny that she’s the first to meddle in mine. Though who am I to be Ms. Picky Picky? As Kitty, the token spinster of my firm, not-so-gently reminds me, my breasts won’t be perky forever, so I better snag a man fast. It doesn’t matter that I can sport my Princeton University Class of ‘98 ring with pride and single-handedly support my very impressive Coach purse collection and mildly obsessive daily penchant for four-dollar Starbucks lattés on my (wildly) healthy paycheck as partner of my firm; no, all this goes out the window when you show up to the company Christmas party alone. How irritating.

I cannot believe I got to the restaurant before him. Really, I could kick myself. That’s like a cardinal rule no-no. There’s no way to look anything other than desperately needy when you’re sitting at a candlelit table for two alone. The live violins and swanky mood lighting are mocking me as I sigh and glance down at my chipped French manicure. On my way in, I ran into the doorframe of Arancio d’Oro Ristorante, successfully damaging my freshly painted ring finger. As if it doesn’t look lonely enough without a ring on it, now it’s got the gimp nail, too. Too bad, because I have great fingers. My mom always wanted me to be a pianist. I’m the first to admit, I would look fantastic with a nice rock on my left finger, the perfect accessory to highlight any outfit. And yet, ugh. This nail needs immediate rectification, because as all we single woman know, men judge us by strict standards, and one of those is the condition of our fingernails. I know...but this is how I justify my bi-weekly trips to the salon for my forty-three-dollar mani/pedi, not counting the fifteen percent tip—eighteen if I get Hae-Nah, the Korean girl who gives me hand massages with hot oil. She earns that extra three percent. God, those massages...

No, but really, I’ve got to focus. I’ve got a date to mentally prepare for. Who knows, this could be IT. I mean, this could actually be the proverbial Mr. Right. I bet he has a vacation getaway house in the Cape. No wait, maybe a cozy little cabin in Aspen. Ooh, that’s better. A private, rustic condo in the Colorado mountains, and after we get this silly first date out of the way, we can jetty off for a long weekend of skiing and spooning. Actually, I can’t ski, but I do make a killer hot cocoa. Thank God I bought those new fur-lined boots; I knew they were a good investment. Lucky, too, because I wouldn’t have had sufficient time to go proper boot shopping on such short notice.

I look down at my hands to figure out which gloves I should bring when I notice the flawed fingernail again. Poo. That’s right; I suppose I should get myself ready to win him over with my charm and flair for witty banter instead.

I’m rummaging in my Coach Soho Signature Suede Tote, Item #8A16 (it is fabulous, mind you) for a nail file when the waiter approaches the table. The ice cubes clink merrily against one another as he refills my lipstick-rimmed glass, and then he begins to talk. Lord, now I’m a charity basket, and the waiter feels obligated to make conversation with me because I’m only half of a couple, occupying what is clearly a couple-sized corner table. 

“Waiting for another, madam?” He has nice hair, dark with a slight wave as it arches over his forehead, approachable face, and...yes, good teeth.

I’m distracted. Of course I’m waiting for another. Would I look this impeccable if I were here for myself, just aching to subject myself to pitying glances from around the room? 

“Yes, actually, he should be here any moment,” I reply, fumbling as I maneuver my Item # 8A16 under my chair and behind my coat. 

The waiter bows slightly and says, “But of course.”

He has nice hands, too: no calluses, and smooth, clean nails. Obviously not workman’s hands, but I never liked workman’s hands anyways. He’s quite attractive, this waiter. I don’t know what his name is, because this is a ritzy restaurant and the waiters here are above wearing tacky name-cards, but he strikes me as a Paulo. I think it fits him. 

Paulo fills the water glass across from me, which is encouraging, because at least someone believes me when I say I’m expecting company. He has a crème-colored linen napkin tossed over his shoulder, accenting a crisp white shirt and black dress pants, complete with cummerbund. Very classy. I smile at him. He smiles back. Charming, too. Well, Paulo could probably never afford my habits, but at least I’d be guaranteed a table at one of the city’s finest eateries whenever I wanted it. That’s a plus; I could work with that.

I cross my legs, calling attention to the high slit in my otherwise highly professional burgundy pencil skirt. A drop of water sloshes over the edge of Paulo’s pitcher. I’m all set to make a bona fide move on Paulo the Waiter when a man appears behind him, and Paulo about-faces towards the back of the room. I forlornly watch the “Employees Only” door swing shut before I turn to the intruder. Ah. Right, my date. 

“You must be Jeannie. I am so sorry for keeping you! Normally I’m very punctual, but the valet situation was just atrocious. I really ought to complain!” he fusses, reaching for my hand. He brushes his lips against the back of my hand, and my mood perks up again. I’ll have to play the role of classy A-lister with this one. 

“Don’t let it concern you. I know how that can get. I’m just glad to meet you. Bard, yes?”

In response, he reaches into his wallet and produces a business card, which he promptly hands to me. Minus one for lack of originality in showing me his job status. I drop the card into my Item #8A16. 

“What a lovely handbag. It matches your skirt to a tee! I’m always amazed at how women manage to accessorize with such acuity,” Bard offers.

I raise an eyebrow. Almost alarmingly metrosexual, but nonetheless, plus 5,000 points for recognizing the über-fabulousness of my fetish. 

“Thank you. Yes, it’s from their new collection. I have to admit, I have a bit of a passion for clutches.” I pet my purse lovingly. Bard smiles. Good, he has nice teeth. He has potential. 

“Shall I order us some wine?” Bard reaches for the wine card. 

“Please, perhaps a nice Chardonnay?” Not to be pushy, but I do prefer a good white wine. As Bard scrolls the list, I study my blind date. We women have to be on the defensive, because these thirty-something successful bachelor types must have some hidden deal-breaker fault that’ll come up and bite you if you’re not on your guard. 

Bard’s wearing a tweed sports jacket with a solid tie, safe, good; light brown hair and no recession apparent, also good; glasses that hint at intellectualism...I suppose we’ll see. I’m not one to be easily fooled. Although, he does seem to be a regular Mr. Dictionary when he speaks, so maybe those glasses have some merit. I wonder if he calls them spectacles. I zero in on the tiny insignia stitched into his shirt and smile when I recognize the name as Alessandro Davide, the newest up-and-coming designer from Milan. Alessandro’s got his foot in the door; he’ll probably make a showing at next spring’s Fashionistas Show. For now, he’ll have to settle for being worn by Bard, who is now speaking to me, I realize. 

“I had an exquisite Truchard Carneros the other week when I was here meeting with one of our clients. Perhaps you know of him, Richard DeLaurents?” Of course, I know Richard DeLaurents: only the CEO of one of the most sought-after dot-com businesses in the city. I nod as Bard continues. “Richard and I dine together whenever the opportunity arises. A few weeks ago, we were joined by Bill Westerley on a whim!”

I purse my lips slightly. So Bard’s one of those...a name-dropper. Unfortunate. “That sounds lovely. Truchard Carneros it is.”

Bard leans back in his chair, the cuff on his sports jacket lifting up to reveal a gaudy, oversized Rolex watch. Why would you combine sleek Milan chic with kitschy accessories? Poor Bard’s tiptoeing over from stud to dud on the date spectrum. 

“So how are you acquainted with Shauna?” Bard turns his glance on me, his hazel eyes magnified slightly beyond what is proper behind his rimless glasses.

Oh goody, I get to talk about myself.

“We work in the same firm. Actually, we’re the only two women in our department. It’s quite exci—”

“Oh, that’s stupendous!” Bard interjects.

I bristle at his interruption. That’s bad enough, but if you’re going to break in, at least refrain from using such archaic language. Stupendous? He sounds like my grandmother. My old, old grandmother. 

“There’s only one woman with the sufficient drive and manageability to be working at our company. Rhonda Billerman. Perhaps you know the name?” Bard asks. 

“Yes, I remember reading a feature about her in the Up-and-Coming piece in Business Wee—”

“Oh, sure, that was a thrill for her, I’m certain! Quite an impressive honor for an otherwise unknown businesswoman.” Bard’s voice elbows in and cuts me off, again. I narrow my eyes. “I myself was featured in that magazine some, oh it must be six years back by now,” Bard steam-rolls on. “It was quite a well-executed piece, from a technical standpoint, I mean. The author, Edwin Martino, do you know—”

Miffed, I reply, “No, I can’t say I recognize the name.”

Bard pauses, seemingly thrown off his track for a moment by my negative response. “Oh, well, never mind. Anyways, the piece focused primarily on the hush-hush project we were bent on releasing, and he did a splendid job dropping just enough hints to pique the interest of the readers without divulging too much of our highly confidential work. The work was mostly accredited to one Lon Wilson, of Wilson & Wilson Corporation, if you’re at all familiar with...”

I stifle a yawn, and subsequently my eyes begin to water. Lord, Bard is actually boring me to tears. Where is that wine? 

Out of the corner of my weeping eye, I spot Paulo. I flag him down like I’m hailing a cab, but he maneuvers his way through the maze of tables with the grace of a figure skater. Ah, Paulo. 

He asks, “May I offer you some wine this evening?” 

Yes! God! Alcohol! 

“Please,” I say, cool and controlled. As Bard shuffles the wine card and orders our bottle, I blink out an S-O-S message to Paulo with my eyes. He doesn’t pick up on it. Oh, fie on foreigners and the chasm between our cultures. Isn’t the S-O-S code supposed to be universal? I sigh as Paulo figure-eights his way away from the table. Bard takes a visible breath, and I can just imagine him plunging into another story, stealing away three minutes of my precious life never to be returned to me, so I hastily intercede. 

“What do you suggest from the menu, Bard?”

He seems pleased to be useful. He flips open the bill with a flourish. “Well, such a delicate lady as yourself, I might recommend the lobster bisque. It’s quite light and dainty, but the taste is just fantastic, nonetheless.”

Delicate? Dainty? Oh, Bard. 

“Well, I’m more of a steak-lover myself.”

Bard’s lips form a quintessential surprised O. “You are? Well, Jeannie, you are just a pistol! Steak! Then perhaps the filet mignon, always a favorite because it is such a tender cut of meat, just superb here at Arancio d’Oro. I should know, I’ve had it myself on many an occasion...”

I open my eyes wide and blink, trying to create the illusion of interest. I just cannot handle this talk of meat. “Tell me about yourself outside of work, Bard. Any interests, hobbies? Skiing, maybe?” I cross my fingers under the linen tablecloth. Please, something to salvage this man. 

“Skiing? Oh no,” he scoffs.

I physically deflate, and I realize I was actually holding my breath. “Oh. So you don’t ski.” No rustic getaway cabin. No cozy canoodling before a majestic fire. 

“But I do enjoy fishing. Have you tried it, Jeannie? It’s wondrously relaxing, a sort of primitive man-with-nature appeal when you’re out on the river...”

I swallow a sigh as Bard starts in on yet another less-than-entertaining monologue. 

“I’ll just run and freshen up before our meal. Would you mind ordering for me?” I ask, not waiting for his response. I scoot my chair back and clutch my Item #8A16 as I head for the ladies’ room. I slide by one of the restaurant’s traveling violin players, who brandishes his bow with a dramatic flourish as I pass.

Bursting through the restroom door, I’m instantly pummeled by the overwhelming scent of schmaltzy perfume and overpriced potpourri. The mirrored wall beckons to me, so I oblige and peer at my own reflection. My dark hair still falls around my shoulders neatly, very news-anchor chic, simple so as not to detract attention from my fabulous creamy silk camisole. I open my purse and dust some shimmering bronzer across my chest; perhaps it’s not too late to try to secure Paulo’s attention before dessert. Reaching for Bard’s abandoned business card, I take it by the corner and artfully pick my teeth with it. Well, at least it’s good for something. I wonder how much longer I can hide in here before it’s considered socially inappropriate. 

I decide Bard can spare me a bit longer; I need some time to myself to recharge my sanity. I stare down at my legs, looking luscious thanks to my new GoldGoddess after-shower lotion. I can’t believe I wasted a shave on this frog. 

To my right, another face is next to mine in the mirror. I smile at the middle-aged woman who is coiffing her bottle-blonde hair. 

“Lovely restaurant isn’t it?” she says, facing me. 

“Oh, yes, it’s just wonderful.”

“I’m enjoying a quiet meal to myself tonight,” she continues, kissing her lips together as she applies more lipstick with her left hand, which is ring-free. 

Finished, she looks back at me and squeals, “Oh, I adore your handbag!” as she holds up her own. It’s the Coach Signature Shoulder Tote, Item #2156. “We have similar tastes!” She drops her lipstick into her bag and yawns a little. “Lord, I’m getting too old to keep prowling the social scene for men! You know the feeling.” She trills a laugh and turns to leave.

I laugh along half-heartedly. I suppose if I ever found myself simultaneously single and using age-defying hair dye, I’d have to laugh everything off, too.

The door swings open and a woman struts in, yapping into her cell phone and adjusting her shoulder straps. “Can you just imagine? Suzanne, that poor darling, twenty-nine and the only one there unmarried! Joan and Laurel even both brought their kids along because they couldn’t find sitters! Suz came to my luncheon wearing this flashy, designer two-piece suit and she just looked so out of place! I can’t fathom spending that kind of money on something that’ll just go out of style soon, anyways. Well, I suppose if you’ve only yourself to support, you can afford to indulge in those silly things!” 

I stand up a bit straighter. Maybe that Suzanne worked hard her whole life, always having to give twice as much to prove herself as more than just a pretty face with an opinion to voice. Maybe in college, she used to stay up to the wee hours of the night with textbooks, skipping lunch dates so she could get help from professors, then moving along the corporate ladder from secretary to assistant and exponentially on up, all the while maintaining an allure of professionalism. Why shouldn’t she treat herself to some nice things? Who are others to judge her for her habits? Maybe she’ll find a man when she wants to find a man. She shouldn’t have to lower her standards, shouldn’t settle for anything or anyone. There’s nothing wrong with being a single woman in the business world who happens to love Coach purses! 

If that woman happens to love Coach purses, I mean. 

I hold my head high defiantly and push open the door to leave. I nearly collide with Paulo, who is balancing our decadent entrées on an oversized tray. Thank goodness for handsome waiters and food to distract me from the real man who’s currently awaiting my return. 

“Oh good, you’re back. I was getting a bit worried. I know sometimes just the thought of such rich food can do you in,” Bard says, winking at me in perfectly awful old-man fashion.

I stare at him, mildly horrified, and I want to say, “You take that back, Bard. Rewind to before you made this stupendously awkward.” Instead, I turn to make sure Paulo didn’t hear Bard’s off-color comment. 

Paulo slides my plate in front of me, revealing a miniature cut of meat with three asparagus stalks atop a silver dollar-sized puff of mashed potatoes. No wonder rich people are so slender. Oh well, I skipped the gym to go to the salon today, so I guess it’s all relative. 

“Thank you, Paulo,” I say, tugging my top slightly to reveal my cleavage. Pausing, I remember Paulo isn’t his real name. Whoops. Luckily, he just smiles and bows slightly. Leave it to Paulo to cover my social faux pas with elegance. Perfect ten, Paulo, perfect ten. He turns to leave, and I resignedly shift my attention back to Bard. 

“Bard, I...Bard?” He is staring catatonic at my breasts. I drop my head into my hands. 

Picking up my knife and starting with the fork furthest outside (I think that’s right), I decide to start eating instead. I eat all three asparaguses... asparagi... asparageese (Lord, I’m not cultured enough to dine here) in one determined bite and ponder my plan to salvage this train wreck. I suppose I can try the humor route. As we know, since I’m not attracted to him, naturally I’ll be hilarious. It’s the Law of Physics, dating style. 

“So Bard, how can a successful businessman such as yourself find himself a bachelor in the city?” I raise one eyebrow to demonstrate interested confusion. Come on, Bard, do it for the team, just one good answer is all I’m asking. 

“Well, I suppose it’s because I have different priorities than other men. I’ll tell you straight, Jeannie, I’m not looking to get married. Hell, I just want to get laid.”

I choke on my potato puff. Attempting a career best recovery, I toss my head back and fake a laugh, making a pssh movement with my hand (the right one, not the one with the unspeakable flaw). 

“Well, that’s an interesting perspective, Bard.”

He smiles smugly, and all I can focus on is the piece of pesto stuck in his teeth. I think I might dry-heave, and I can’t decide if it’s from the image at hand or left over from Bard’s absurd comment. He is still staring at me suggestively, oozing primal desire, and meanwhile, the pesto is glaring at me. I stuff a bite of filet mignon into my mouth and run through a mental to-do list. Delete Bard’s phone number from my phone. Check on the back-order status of my Coach Detailed Saddle Clutch, Item #248F. De-friend Shauna. Etcetera. 

“And how are things?” Paulo’s voice brings me back. 

“Delicious. Could we have the check?”

Paulo nods, surprised.

Bard’s face mirrors Paulo’s disbelief. “No dessert, Jeannie? Or just in a rush to get out of this place to somewhere more private? I know the feeling.”

No, Bard, trust me, you do not know this feeling. “Actually, I’ve got an early meeting tomorrow at the firm. I need a full night’s rest in order to function at my peak performance level.” Bard seems to have sucked away all my creative energy and it’s the best I can muster.

“Peak performance,” Bard muses, his voice dripping with sexual innuendo.

I don’t bother to hide the mortified look surging across my face. 

Paulo returns with the check, concealed tactfully in a leather-bound case. 

“Of course, it’s on me,” Bard says, reaching for the bill.

Obviously, it is, you putz. As if I would pay for this social persecution. As he opens his wallet, a condom falls out onto the table, its cheap metallic blue wrapper standing out starkly against the tablecloth. 

I want to shriek, “TYPICAL!” But of course, I don’t. I am dignified, after all. Paulo returns, sees the Trojan, and exchanges a man’s knowing glance with Bard. I duck my head sadly. Too bad, Paulo, it could have been beautiful between us. 

As I usher Bard out of the restaurant, I feel a hand on my shoulder. I turn and, to my excitement, a man eerily reminiscent of Pierce Brosnan is facing me, holding my Item #8A16. I shove Bard through the revolving glass door in front of me with a surprising burst of strength. 

“Pardon me, I think you forgot your purse? I saw you leaving and I couldn’t help but notice...” Mr. 007 trails off. He’s on his way out, too. I stare at his other hand, already snug in a black fleece Northface glove.

I smile flirtatiously with a toss of my hair. “Thank you so much,” I gush. “Oh, do you ski? I’m an avid skier myself...”

––––––––
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Aunt Bunch knew Buddy was special at five: he could recite every book of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. At the time, she just figured the boy had set his mind on higher things since he was asthmatic and couldn’t play rough outside. But, two years later the miracle at Leonardtown’s Auto World left no doubt that the child was anointed. Aunt Bunch had narrowed her choices down to two pickups.

Buddy tugged on her sleeve and whispered, “Aunt Bunch, the Lord just gave me the word for you to buy the Ford. It’ll last longer and gives better gas mileage.”

She did, and within six months, the Dodge Ram, her other consideration, dropped a transmission on Three Notch Road just south of the Naval Air Station.

Later that same year, Aunt Bunch’s older sister, Hatie, joked, “Mr. Arthur Ritis is payin’ me a visit today, Bunch. He’s bein’ real nasty.” Uninvited, Buddy laid hands on Hatie’s arm, intoned something unintelligible, and, as she described it, “a hot warmth like a heating pad shot straight through my arm. Praise the Lord, Bunch! Buddy healed me.”

After a few more healings like Hatie’s, word began to spread throughout Southern Maryland. At eight, Buddy was teaching Adult Sunday School at Glad Tidings Bible Church in Drum Point. Buddy would stride across the front of the classroom extending a Bible high above his head as he delivered his lesson in an emphatic falsetto. He would
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