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No Regrets

 Jodi Michaels has life figured out: she owns her
business, has a relationship and two great kids. She just hadn’t
counted on someone like Beth Bellamy coming along to shake up her
world. When Beth makes Jodi wonder if really loving someone and
having someone love you in return is what life is all about, her
perfect picture begins to crumble.

Beth has never considered
herself anything but straight, and all her focus has been on
raising her daughter. When she meets Jodi, she can’t deny her
attraction. Now all her ideas about what she should do and who she
should love are turned inside out.

Jodi and Beth have a love
worth fighting for, but when illness threatens Jodi’s life, the
battle might be beyond their control. Beth vows to stand by Jodi’s
side, but the biggest problem is, Jodi won’t let her.
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Beth

I sank down on the couch. All the air left my lungs
and I struggled for breath. This couldn’t be real. It wasn’t real.
It wasn’t.

“Are you all right?” Jodi asked.

I nodded. Then shook my head. Then nodded again.
Confused. No. I wasn’t all right. My world had just come crashing
down on me. I brought my eyes up to hers. Concern radiated out to
me. To me. Her concern was for me. That made no sense. None
of this made sense.

She sat by my side and I reached out to stroke her
hair. Despite the news she had just shared with me, a tingle ran
down my arm at the contact. I rested my forehead against hers.
Tears leaked out of my closed eyes. “Oh my God,” I whispered. It
was all I could manage to say.

I felt her arms go around me and pull me in tighter.
For a brief moment, the horrible truth left my mind and I was
filled with the closeness of her. She felt so alive in my arms. How
could she be dying?

I thought back to the first day I ever saw her, more
than six years ago. She walked into my hair salon and plunked
herself down in my chair. Her green eyes bright, her face lit up
with a smile, she chatted away as I snipped new layers into her
long brown hair. I found out later that she had just turned
forty.

“Beth,” she said, reading my name tag. “Pretty name.
Short for anything? Elizabeth? Bethany?”

“Nope. Just Beth, plain and simple. That’s me.”

Her smile expanded. “I doubt that. Doesn’t seem like
there would be anything plain and simple about you.”

I couldn’t help but return her smile. She just had
that effect on me. I assumed she had that effect on everyone.

“How long have you worked here?” she asked.

“Since I bought the place a year and a half ago.” I
had scrimped and saved every penny to make my desire to have my own
salon a reality. Working for other people, especially the chain
salons, had been a nightmare. This, on the other hand, was my
dream.

“You own the place, huh? I’m impressed. I probably
shouldn’t admit this, but I usually cut my own hair. Been doing it
for years. My daughter yells at me every time. She says I’ve had
the same hairstyle since 1995. She wasn’t even alive in 1995 so I’m
not sure how she would know that. My name’s Jodi by the way.”

I mentally scolded myself for not asking. “Nice to
meet you, Jodi. Your hair is pretty even. Looks like you’ve been
doing a decent job—not that I’m suggesting you continue that
practice.” I tilted my head as I looked at her in the mirror.

“Can I get that in writing? To show to my
daughter.”

I laughed at her joke. “Sure. How many kids do you
have?” I liked chatting with the clients. I truly enjoyed good
conversation, and if they liked you they were more likely to
return, which was just plain good for business.

“My partner and I have two. Well, I have two and she
helps me raise them. My daughter’s nine and my son’s thirteen. How
about you? Any kids?”

Partner? She didn’t look gay. Not that I was
a hundred percent sure what gay looked like. I didn’t really
know any gay women personally. If some of them looked like Jodi,
then they might have slipped by my awareness. I didn’t have
anything against lesbians, although my church wasn’t keen on the
idea. I was a live and let live sort of person. Judging wasn’t in
my nature. I left that sort of thing up to God.

“Does that mean you don’t have any kids or that you
don’t want to talk about it?” I realized I had been lost in my own
thoughts and hadn’t answered the question.

“One. She’s seventeen.”

I ran my fingers through her damp hair, pulling it
out a bit at the ends to see if I had missed anything. I few stray
strands were still longer than the rest.

“Wow. You must have had her when you were five
because you certainly don’t look old enough to have a kid that
age.”

I was young when I had her. I was the same
age she was now. Her father, otherwise known as the sperm
donor, to my family, left me as soon as I told him I was
pregnant. I hadn’t seen or heard from him since. I tried to get in
touch once, shortly after Maddie was born, to tell him he had a
daughter. I couldn’t locate him, and I never tried again. Maddie
asked me lots of questions about him when she was young but didn’t
seem to care anymore. She currently had more interest in running
with the fast crowd and skipping school than discussing her
parentage, and that included me. The less she knew about me, or
heard from me, the better, in her opinion. I didn’t let her get
away with much and she didn’t like it.

I brought my attention back to Jodi. “Thank you,”
was all I said, sure she wasn’t interested in my life story.

The phone next to the cash register rang. Cindy, one
of my three hair stylists, came out of the back room. “I’ve got
it,” she said.

“Hello. Shear Perfection. I’d be happy to assist
you,” she said, following the exact script my girls had to
memorize. “Sure. Hold on please.” She pressed the hold button and
turned to me. “Beth, it’s Robertson’s Sign Shop. They want to know
about stopping by to give you an estimate.”

I thought for only a moment. I didn’t like stopping
when I was with a client. “Tell him I’ll call him back after
four.”

Cindy finished the phone call and greeted a young
woman who had just come into the shop.

I took a couple more snips on Jodi’s hair and gave
it a quick once-over with the blow dryer.

“You need a sign painted?” Jodi asked.

“Yes. The one out there isn’t up to code. I didn’t
know it until last week when an inspector stopped by.”

“I just happen to be a sign painter.”

“You are not,” I said, certain she was teasing me.
“There, what do you think?” I fluffed up her hair a bit with my
fingers.

“It looks great. Thank you.” She brought her
attention to me. “I really am a sign painter.” She pulled a thin
wallet out of her back pocket and fished out a business card.
Jodi Michaels—Sign Painter Extraordinaire

“Extraordinaire?”

“It means I’m superb, exceptional, really, really
good.” Jodi laughed.

I smiled. “I know what it means. I’ve just never
seen it on a business card before.”

“Well, how are people gonna know how good you are if
you don’t tell them? My grandmother always told me it was okay to
blow my own horn. Better to blow than to suck she always said.”

“She did, huh?”

“Well, I might be paraphrasing, but it was something
like that. I can give you an estimate for a new sign if you want.”
She put her hands up in front of her. “No pressure.”

“I could use a sign painter extraordinaire, but I’m
afraid you might be out of my budget. I don’t have a lot to
spend.”

“I’m really good, I’m not really expensive, and we
could probably trade part of it for haircuts for me and the kids,
if you want.”

I unhooked the plastic cape around Jodi’s neck and
shook it off behind the chair. It wouldn’t hurt to get one more
estimate. The first two were higher than I wanted to pay, and I had
the one to schedule with Robertson’s. “All right. Could we set up
for a time to meet and I can tell you exactly what I need?”

“Absolutely,” she said. “I’ll bring pictures of my
work and references.” She stood and wiped a few stray pieces of
hair off of her jawline. I wasn’t sure how I had missed them.

“You have my number,” she said.

“I do?”

“Yep. Right there on that little card I handed
you.”

I felt the blush of embarrassment creeping up my
face as I looked at the card in my hand. “Of course.” I waved the
card in the air. “I have your number. I’ll give you a call tonight
if that’s all right.”

“That works. I’ll be home.”

“It’s okay if I call you at home? Your partner won’t
mind?” I wondered how it was with two women together. I don’t mean
the sexual part. I could figure that out. I mean just the
day-to-day stuff. Did one mind if another woman called the other?
They must not, otherwise they wouldn’t be allowed to be friends
with other women. They would only be able to be friends with men.
Who would want to be friends with men? Men were good for a lot of
things like sex and fixing things. But for friends? I much
preferred the friendship of women.

Jodi gave a little chuckle. “She doesn’t care. I
work out of my house. My workshop’s in the basement. And that’s my
cell number.”

We walked over to the cash register, and Jodi handed
me her credit card. I ran it through and handed it back to the
woman who would change my life in ways I couldn’t even fathom in
that moment.


Jodi

I walked out of that beauty salon with a little bit
more of a spring in my step. The early June sun seemed brighter in
the sky. I enjoyed chatting with Beth as she cut my hair. And my
hair looked good. Besides making a business connection, I thought
maybe I had made a new friend. I could use more friends. Claire and
I had moved to Rochester with the kids over two years ago. Claire
had made a few friends at work, but being self-employed and busy
trying to establish my business had left little time to really get
to know anyone. Now that business was starting to pick up, I
thought it was time to add some new people to my life. I was
friendly with some of the parents from the kids’ school, but they
were more like acquaintances.

Beth was the first person in quite a while to spark
my interest. She was smart, easy to talk to, and very friendly. Of
course, she might have been friendly because that was part of her
business. Even if it was, she seemed genuinely nice. And she was
very nice looking too. A little shorter than my five foot five with
a slender frame that had curves in all the right places. I was
happy in my relationship with Claire, but that didn’t mean I
couldn’t admire the beauty of another female. Her blue eyes
deep-set above high cheekbones looked even bluer against her tan
skin. The short bob her honey-blond hair sported framed her face
beautifully.

I found myself looking forward to her call. Most of
the people I dealt with were men. It was nice when I came across a
fellow female business owner.

I jumped into my Toyota and pointed it in the
direction of home. I still had an hour and a half before Annie got
home from school, and Andrew had lacrosse practice so Claire was
going to pick him up on her way home from work. I welcomed the
quiet time to work on my website and get my newest designs
uploaded.

I pulled into the driveway of our big colonial style
house. It hadn’t been my first choice, but Claire had fallen in
love with it and I loved Claire and wanted her to be happy, so I
agreed when she wanted to buy it. The one-car garage housed her
Porsche when she was home which left me the parking spot on the
side of our double-wide driveway. I could hear Tess barking before
I even had my key in the door.

“Hey, girl,” I called to her from the hallway. “I’ll
let you out in a minute.” I threw my backpack on the kitchen table
and headed to the laundry room. Tess, our Collie mix, could no
longer contain her excitement, and her bark turned into a whine. I
reached over the baby gate and scratched her head. “Okay, okay.” I
pulled up the bar on the gate to release it and set it to the side.
Tess lurched forward but stopped short of jumping on me. Many
months of training finally broke her of that behavior. Well, months
and Claire bitching at me until Tess was trained. It was Claire’s
idea to keep Tess gated in the laundry room when no one was home.
She would probably insist that we keep the kids there too if I let
her. She’d never been a fan of kids or pets. In her opinion, kids
were miniature adults who should be perfect at all times—just like
she said she was as a child. To hear her tell it, she never did
anything wrong. The only things we seemed to argue about was the
kids and the dog. Oh yeah, and sex. Or lack thereof. But that was a
whole other story.

I roughed up the fur on Tess’s head and let her out
the back door. She did her business in record time and came running
back in. She followed me down to the basement and lay at my feet
while I worked on my desktop computer updating my website.

I was still working when Annie got home from
school.

“Hey, Mom,” she called down the stairs to me.

“Be right up, honey.” I saved my changes, shut down
my computer, and nearly tripped over Tess as she raced up the
stairs ahead of me, eager to greet Annie.

“Hey, baby.” I leaned over to kiss Annie on the top
of her head. She was growing like a weed and I knew I wouldn’t be
able to reach the top of her head much longer.

“I’m not a baby.”

“You’ll always be my baby.” The younger of my
children, I knew she would be the last. She favored me in looks,
dark hair, green eyes, a quick smile, but had my mom’s feisty
personality and go-getter disposition. I had a much more laid-back
personality, and while I went after what I wanted and had a good
head for business, I didn’t have the same drive that my daughter
already showed at the tender age of nine.

I made her a quick snack, which she downed while she
worked on her homework at the kitchen table. I pulled a package of
chicken out of the fridge and got supper started. Claire liked to
eat soon after she got home from work so she could relax in front
of the TV for the evening.

The chicken was nearly cooked when I heard the door
leading to the garage open. I turned in time to watch Andrew walk
in followed closely by Claire.

“Hi, Andrew,” I said. “How was lacrosse
practice?”

“Okay,” he answered. He was a boy of few words now
that he was over the line that separated children from teenagers.
He proceeded down the hall and up the stairs to his room.

“Hi, honey,” I said to Claire.

“Hey, babe. Supper almost ready?” She set her
briefcase on a kitchen chair. I knew it wouldn’t stay there long.
Claire was an everything in its place kind of person, and
her place for her briefcase was upstairs on the desk in her
office.

“About fifteen minutes,” I answered.

“Great. I’m going to go up and change my clothes.”
She grabbed the briefcase and went up the stairs.

I wasn’t sure why she needed to tell me that. She
did the same exact thing every day after work, change from her work
dress pants and button-down shirt into a T-shirt and jeans. She
would run a brush through her short-cropped red hair and brush her
teeth. Her routine never changed.

I turned my attention back to supper, putting the
finishing touches on the salad.

“Annie,” I said fifteen minutes later. “Please go
let Claire and Andrew know that it’s time to eat.”

Annie walked to the bottom of the stairs and yelled,
“It’s time to eat.”

“I could have done that,” I told her.

“Then why didn’t you?” She plopped down in her
chair.

Claire walked into the kitchen just in time to hear
her remark. “Watch your mouth,” she told her.

Annie rolled her eyes. I watched the exchange
without saying a word hoping it would end at that. Relief washed
over me when Claire sat down without saying anything else.

Andrew joined us and I sat down with my family to
enjoy our time together. Growing up, time around the table with my
parents was a special time. A time to catch up on our day and share
the important events of our lives. I wanted the same thing for my
kids.

“How was your day, honey?” I asked Claire, trying to
start the conversation.

She spooned mashed potatoes onto her plate. “Good.
We had two new people start today so most of my day was spent
showing them around.” Claire worked for the Benderson Company.
Their claim to fame was manufacturing components for computers and
smartphones. She’d started with them eight years earlier in Denver.
A promotion and a transfer to Rochester was what brought us here. I
sold my sign making business there and attempted to reestablish it
in this new location. I was doing all right, but it had been slow
going. I glanced at the clock, wondering when Beth would call and
hoping it wasn’t during diner.

“Do you think they’ll work out okay?”

“Seems so.” She spent the next several minutes going
into great detail about their credentials and her personal opinion
of them. I listened and asked questions when she paused. When she
finished her story, I moved on to the kids and asked them each in
turn about their day. As usual, Annie was much more forthcoming
than Andrew. Tess sat quietly under the table ever vigilant in case
someone dropped a crumb she could scoop up.

I had just finished loading the dishwasher when my
cell phone rang. “I think this is a business call,” I called to
Claire, who was already settled in front of the TV in the family
room. “I’m going to take it downstairs.”

“Yeah, okay,” was her answer.

I pressed the answer button on my phone as I started
down the basement steps to my work area. “Hello.”

“Jodi?”

I recognized Beth’s voice right away. “Yes.”

“Hi, Jodi. This is Beth from the—”

“Hi, Beth.” I interrupted her. “How ya doing?”

“Is this an okay time to call?”

I sat at my computer but didn’t turn it on. I
grabbed a legal pad and pen from a pile of stuff off to the side.
Claire often complained that I didn’t keep my work area clean
enough and how could I be efficient that way, but I knew right
where everything was. I know she was only trying to help me, but I
liked things the way they were.

“Absolutely. I’m glad you called.” And I was.

“Did you happen to notice the sign I have up at the
shop now?”

I had noticed it, but only to read the name to see
if I was at the right place. A neighbor had recommended it, but her
directions to get there weren’t the best. “Hmm, I didn’t pay that
much attention. I can swing by tomorrow to take a better look.” I
really should have taken a good look at it on my way out, but my
thoughts had been more on the possibility of a new friendship. I
hadn’t admitted it to anyone, but I was lonely in this town, and
while phone calls to my mom and friends back home helped, they
didn’t replace the day-to-day interactions.

“Oh, no need to do that. That’s the sign I inherited
when I bought the place. I want something that reflects my style a
little better.” She went on to tell me what the old sign looked
like and what she wanted her new sign to be. She read me the
dimensions she needed. We talked about material options and whether
the sign would need to be lit at night. Once I had the important
info down, I set the legal pad aside. We made plans for me to stop
by the shop the following day at six when they closed. That would
give me enough time to draw out some rough sketches and gather what
I needed.

“How did your daughter like your haircut?” Beth
asked, surprising me that she remembered.

I laughed. “She didn’t notice.”

“Kids,” she said, laughing along. “How about your
partner?”

“What about her?” Was she asking me about
Claire?

“Did she notice your hair?”

No, she hadn’t. I thought for a second how to answer
that without making Claire sound indifferent. Claire noticed lots
of things about me. My hair just wasn’t usually one of them. “She
didn’t say anything about it. She’d had a really busy day at work.
I think she was just distracted. But I love it in case you’re
keeping track.”

“That’s good. I would hate to think you didn’t.”

“I’ll bet that doesn’t happen too often.”

“Every once in a while. I always hold my breath when
I finish until they tell me what they think.”

I smiled at this tidbit of information. Beth seemed
like a very confident woman, sure of herself and her abilities. It
was interesting to find out she had insecurities like the rest of
us. But I knew exactly what she was talking about. I did the same
things when I delivered a sign.

“How long have you been doing hair?” I asked, truly
interested.

“Since I was about five and I cut my sister’s. I
thought it looked fabulous. My mother—not so much. I remember
sitting in the time-out chair wondering what the heck I had
done wrong.”

“Sometimes mothers just don’t understand.”

“Are you speaking from experience?” Beth asked, her
voice turning serious.

“Are you asking me about my relationship with my
mother? Shouldn’t I be stretched out on a couch with you sitting
across the room, notepad in hand, Doctor?”

She missed the fact that I was joking. “I’m so
sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“I’m teasing. For the most part I have a really good
relationship with my mom. When I was young, I thought she was
perfect. As I got older, I realized she had her own dysfunctions.
But I guess we all do. Well, everyone but me. I’m perfect. You
probably picked up on that right away.”

“I knew you had perfect hair. The rest I kind of
just assumed.”

I liked her. She played along.


Beth

I turned the open/closed sign around and moved out
of the way to let Cindy pass by me. “Have a good night,” I told
her.

“You too. Don’t work too hard.”

“I’m just waiting for another sign estimate.” I
laughed. “Shouldn’t be too much work at all.”

“See you tomorrow,” Cindy said and was gone.

Jodi showed up, portfolio in hand, moments later.
She arrived, much like she did the first time she walked into the
salon—with a huge smile on her face.

“Hey there,” she said to me.

“Hi. Come on back to my office.” I locked the front
door. “Would you like some coffee? It’s decaf. Or I can make
tea.”

“Coffee would be great.” She followed me to the
back. I poured two cups and handed her one. I put a small bowl of
single serve creamers on the desk. I added two to my cup. Jodi took
one.

“Do you take sugar?” I asked her. The packets were
in the break room.

“Nope. Just cream.”

“Me too.”

I kept my desk pretty neat and organized but had
moved the stacks of papers that I needed to go through to the top
of the filing cabinet. The office was small, but minimal furniture
made it user friendly. I pulled the more comfortable chair out from
the desk and motioned for her to sit. I sat across from her.

“Ready?” She slid several sheets of paper out of her
case.

“Hit me.”

“Oooh, didn’t know we were going there.” She
laughed.

“Shut up and show me…” I needed to choose my words
carefully now, “your ideas for my sign.”

“Sorry.”

She didn’t have to be sorry. I didn’t mind the joke.
I just didn’t know how to respond. “You’re fine. No need to
apologize.” I didn’t want her to feel bad.

“I brought some photos of my work.” She laid several
pictures down across the desk. “Some of these are from Denver.”

I leaned forward so I could see better.
“Denver?”

“Yeah. I started my business there. Then started
over again here.”

“Wow. These are great.” I picked up one that had the
color combination that I wanted. I studied it closer. “You do very
nice work.”

“See,” she said. “Extraordinaire.”

“And quite modest too.”

Her smile lit up the office. It was contagious. She
showed me her sketches for my sign, and we went over pricing
options. The cost was much lower than I expected, and I wondered if
she was giving me a price break. In the end we decided on a figure
that included a trade for ten haircuts for her and her kids.

“I’m so glad you came by, and I’m really looking
forward to seeing the sign when it’s finished. I’m sure you must be
anxious to get home to your family,” I said, hoping she could stay
and chat a little longer.

She slipped her papers back into her portfolio and
glanced at her watch. “I made dinner for them before I left, so
they should be set for a while. What about you? Do you have a
husband waiting for you at home? Where is your daughter
tonight?”

“No husband,” I admitted. “And my daughter has a
sleepover with a friend.” That gave me the whole evening to myself.
Something I loved and at the same time hated. I hadn’t had a
sleepover myself in quite some time. That sad fact of life
seemed to echo in my mind much more when I had alone time. While I
was perfectly happy with my life—mostly—I missed having someone to
cuddle up to at night and share my day with, and yes, I missed the
sex. A lot. While I had become very proficient at the art of
self-satisfaction it wasn’t, well, very satisfying.

“Not even a hot date for you tonight?”

I laughed. “No. Not tonight.”

“But it’s Friday. Surely a woman as nice as you has
the guys lined up around the block waiting to take you out.”

I wasn’t sure if she was messing with me or being
sincere, so I just smiled.

“No guys lined up around the block?”

I shook my head.

“I really do find that hard to believe. Anyone
special in your life?”

She was being sincere. I could not only tell by the
way she asked the questions, I could feel it.

“No. Not right now. Not for a while.” I somehow felt
safe telling Jodi. She was just one of those people you knew you
could somehow trust. “One of these days. I’ve been so busy trying
to keep my daughter on the right track that I just haven’t had the
time. Not that I’ve had any offers lately.”

“Must be tough raising a teenager on your own.”

“At times it’s wonderful. No one else to contradict
my parenting style. And at times it’s all I can do not to shoot
her. No one ever tells you how hard parenting is. I think if we
truly had a clue before we have kids then we wouldn’t have them.
The human race would have died out many moons ago.”

“Wow. I like your honesty.” She leaned forward as if
sharing a secret. “I feel the same way, but all the parents I run
into from the kids’ school make it sound like their kids are their
whole lives. Don’t get me wrong, I love my kids and would kill for
them. But you’re right. It is so hard sometimes. And I know what
you mean about not having someone contradict your parenting style.
Claire and I don’t always agree on the best way to raise the
kids—or the dog for that matter,” she added.

“That must be difficult.”

“Sometimes it is. Claire is so great in a lot of
other ways. I’m lucky to have her.” She leaned back. “Is your
daughter’s father in the picture?”

“No. We were young.” I shrugged. “He was foolish.”
My small laugh sounded more like a snort. I had gotten over it all
a long time ago. It was Daniel who had missed out. Yeah, Maddie had
missed out on a father. But Daniel missed out on being a father and
getting to know her. He missed her first steps, her first words,
her first time sitting on Santa’s lap. I had been there for all of
it and reveled in every minute. Of course, now he was missing the
calls from school when she skipped classes and the back talk. So, I
experience the good and the bad by myself. “I was a teenager when I
had her. He didn’t want any part of it.”

“Wow. So young.”

“We grew up together, Maddie and me. Sometimes I
think we still are. I like to think I’m ahead of her on some
things.”

Jodi smiled. “Don’t we all. You raised her all by
yourself?”

I liked her. She was easy to talk to and seemed to
really listen to me. Some of my friends seemed like they were just
waiting for me to finish saying something so they could talk. Jodi
wasn’t like that as far as I could tell.

“My mom helped a lot. We lived with her for years
when Maddie was little. My dad died when I was twelve, so she had
plenty of experience raising a couple of kids on her own.”

“That must have been hard losing a parent at such a
young age.”

“We did all right, my mom, my sister, and I. Then
when Maddie came along it was the four of us for a long time.”

“You’ve never been married?”

“No. Came close once, when my daughter was ten.” I
told her about my brush with happiness that came crashing down when
my fiancé decided he didn’t want me anymore, a month before our
wedding.

“What an ass. I’m so sorry he did that to you.”

“Yeah. He was an ass. I just didn’t see it until
that moment. It kind of made me gun-shy. It took quite a while
before I dated again.” I rarely shared that story with anyone, let
alone someone I barely knew. But somehow it seemed okay to share
details of my life with Jodi.


Jodi

It took almost three weeks to get the sign done for
Beth’s salon. I propped it against the wall and took several steps
back. Yep. It looked good. I was sure Beth would like it. Jack, the
guy I hired to hang it, would pick it up on Saturday and hang it on
Sunday so it wouldn’t interfere with business hours. I usually left
that part totally up to him but planned on being there to make sure
it was perfect. I liked Beth. I wanted everything to be just right
for her.

“Jodi?” Claire called down the stairs to me.

“Be right up.”

I found Claire in the kitchen pouring coffee into
her travel mug. She had several, but this was one that she had
purchased on a business trip to California. It was her favorite,
and everyone in the house knew the rule was hands off. No
one dared to touch it. There were several things in the house that
had that rule attached to them. But it was understandable. Claire
was six years older than me and had spent the majority of her life
living alone. It was an adjustment to have a live-in partner with
two kids. In order to preserve her sanity, I think it was important
for her to stake her claim to her territory.

She turned toward me, cup in hand, screwing on the
top. “I wanted to give you a kiss good-bye before I go to work,”
she said.

I






* * *
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