

Chapter Eight

			Cate woke up on Saturday morning feeling both exhausted and unsettled. She’d left work early yesterday afternoon—something she never did. Piper had noted her distress when Cate came back from her lunch with Pete. Cate felt numb. Pete sure knew how to implement a come-to-Meg moment.

			And of course, the conversation Piper had witnessed between her and Pete before they left for lunch would have given even the densest person a hint that something was going on, and Cate knew Piper wasn’t dense. She’d assured Cate that the legal practice was in good hands, that Cate should go and have a good weekend. Piper had even patted Cate on the back. Cate had suggested that maybe the plants needed some fluids, especially that barbed one.

			Cate knew she needed to go see her father this weekend, so after she was up and showered, she dressed and then packed a small bag. She had some clothes at his house. She wasn’t sure if she’d spend Saturday night there or not. She decided that she’d take him to lunch at a restaurant of his choosing. But seeing her father was not the big decision. Talking to Meg was. If Meg would even see her.

			The trip across the bay to Trinity Hills was uneventful. It was the weekend, and so she wasn’t dealing with commuter traffic, only people heading east to get out of the city for a break. Cate pulled her Audi into The Terraces’ parking lot a little before noon. She had called her dad from the car to let him know she was coming. He’d been happy to hear from her and was waiting in the common area when she arrived.

			“So, how’s my best girl doing?” Her dad pulled her into a big hug. Cate normally didn’t think much about those hugs. But she was fragile today, and she let him hold her longer than she usually tolerated. Just for a moment longer.

			“Hey, Dad. I’m fine,” she assured him. And then tried to assure herself.

			“Probably not my business, but I can tell you’ve got something going on.” Her dad studied her.

			“Can’t a best girl just come see her old man without the third degree?” Cate bumped her dad’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go get some lunch.”

			Her dad decided he wanted Greek cooking. The restaurant was small, the tables worn, but the staff was friendly and the food was superb. It was cuisine that her father didn’t get at The Terraces. They chatted about Cate’s legal practice and life at the assisted-living facility. Cate was grateful her dad didn’t bring his art teacher up—she already had Meg on her mind without his innocent commentary. After she dropped him back off, she headed to her dad’s house.

			She hadn’t been there in a few weeks, but Cate had arranged for a yard service, and there was an automatic watering system, so everything looked good. Cate needed to catch up on some work-related reading and consider what she might say to Meg. Work up the courage to talk with Meg. Damn, she had no idea what to say, and she was rarely at a loss for words. When in doubt, put up a good front and don’t give an inch—that had been her motto. Self-protection. Boy, had Pete done a number on her. To be fair, he’d made her realize that there were some truths in his urging that it was time to face her feelings about what had happened with Laurel, or her misery would never go away.

			* * *

			It was approaching eight o’clock, and Meg could hear her three young adult dinner guests talking and drinking beer out on her back patio—Jessie, Luc, and her nephew Aaron. She wanted to give them some space to talk, so she was sitting in the family room with Oscar, thumbing through an art magazine when her doorbell rang. She wasn’t expecting anyone, and when she swung the door open, there stood Cate. And damn, she looked good. She was not in the impeccable business attire that Meg had experienced in the past, but instead, Meg surmised this was the casual Cate. Tight-fitted black jeans that hugged her hips, a black lace-trimmed camisole under a loose, partially unbuttoned white overshirt with the sleeves rolled up to midforearm, and black flats. And her mahogany-hued hair in a ponytail.

			“Well, this is unexpected. Is it professional or personal?” Meg asked with a bit of trepidation. Cate’s rejection still stung. Studying Cate more closely in the porch light, Meg could see that she exuded uncertainty, rather than her normal in-charge persona. She’d never seen Cate unsure of herself. They stood and looked at each other. Meg waited.

			“It’s personal, Meg. Very personal. I’m sorry for interrupting—it looks like you might have company. Maybe I should talk with you some other time.” Cate looked like she wanted to bolt. Like if she left, she wasn’t coming back.

			Meg shook her head. “Now’s fine.” An urge gripped Meg, to grab the obviously unsettled woman and hug her. To hold her because she was drawn to her. But Grace was probably right. This woman needed a Cate whisperer—a slow and trustworthy approach. So Meg stepped back and motioned her in. She led her to sit on the family room couch, held up a finger signaling Cate to wait, then walked over and pulled two goblets from a cupboard and opened the refrigerator in the adjacent kitchen to pour them each a glass of wine. Meg mused that Cate was not going to believe that she rarely drank, but she’d decided they both might need some wine for whatever reason Cate was sitting on her couch.

			While she was getting them the drinks, she tried to keep an eye on Cate. She didn’t want Cate to spook and leave. And while her back was turned, Oscar wandered in. By the time she’d turned around, he had hopped up on the couch and settled onto Cate’s lap. That was the way to schmooze her. Meg could have kissed the cat. It was nice to know that he approved—he was a good judge of character. And maybe Oscar was a Cate whisperer.

			“So, you’re a cat person?” Meg asked, almost laughing at the initial shocked reaction Cate exhibited when the orange tabby made himself at home on top of her. She set one glass of wine on the coffee table in front of Cate and kept the other.

			“Never had a cat in my life. My mother was allergic and wouldn’t allow pets.” Cate cautiously scratched the top of his head, and Oscar leaned in to her.

			“Could have fooled me. Grace and I have been his only fully approved people, and we’ve put a lot of effort into achieving that status. Oscar’s very picky about who he’s willing to associate with. And my astute powers of observation suggest that you have his stamp of approval. And that you like him too.” Meg smiled. Oscar was the best icebreaker she could have asked for.

			“It must be the claws. We have something in common,” Cate responded dryly.

			Meg looked over the top of her wineglass at Cate. “I’m not going to argue. You wounded me last week.” Meg put her free hand over her heart.

			Cate took a sip of her wine. Swallowed. “I’m sorry, Meg.” She whispered it so softly Meg could barely hear her. At least she wasn’t biting.

			“I’m sorry too. I’m not sure what I did.”

			“Honestly, Meg. Nothing. It’s me.”

			“Well, that’s a relief. I’d hate to have to admit I ever did anything wrong.” Meg grinned as she sat down on the couch next to Cate and her cat, sipping her wine as she listened to the chatter and laughter floating in from the back patio.

			“Your kids?” Cate asked.

			“Jessie and their partner, Luc. And a couch-surfing nephew who showed up unexpectedly this afternoon. He needed a bed for the night, and I’m just the aunt to provide one. I worry about him.” Meg wasn’t naive—Aaron had issues. But he’d been a personable kid, and she wanted to treat him like she’d want a relative to treat one of her own children.

			“So, I’m not the only stray to darken your doorstep tonight,” Cate commented.

			“But by far, the best-looking one.” That likely wasn’t part of the role of being a Cate whisperer. But Meg couldn’t help herself.

			Cate was now stroking Oscar’s back. Meg reached over and rubbed the area behind the feline’s ears with her free hand—he deserved a reward. And then Oscar suddenly jumped off the couch, giving Meg what she would have sworn was the cat version of a smirk as Meg’s hand dropped into the unanticipated space devoid of a feline body and landed on top of Cate’s hand.

			The contact was electrical, a charge that Meg saw pass up into Cate’s eyes too. They both sat frozen, hands touching, trying to just figure out the moment, their next move. Meg was now feeling rather confident that she hadn’t misread the good night hug in her hotel room. What would a Cate whisperer do? Meg wondered. Then she sat back, gently holding Cate’s hand, and slowly sipped her wine. It felt right.

			* * *

			Cate didn’t know what to think. She’d never done anything as impetuous as just showing up on someone’s front porch, uninvited. Not only rude, but a huge risk of rejection. And yet here she was in Meg’s gorgeous home. In her comfortable, lived-in family room. Sipping wine and holding her hand.

			She had come to make amends. To grovel—as if she knew how to do that. Not to pet a damn cat. And yet…she liked the cat. Especially now that he’d orchestrated this moment of hand-holding on the couch—and it almost felt like he’d done it on purpose. No way.

			Meg’s breath had caught when their hands had touched. But she hadn’t pulled away. Cate had felt the potency of the intoxicating contact too. It felt good. It felt natural.

			Cate cleared her throat. Smiled at Meg. “I saw the Bay Area Heartbeat article.”

			“You did?” Meg seemed surprised.

			“I could confess to spending my time in my legal practice combing the internet for interviews with amazing artists, but it was Piper who screeched into my office, aflame with the news that the result of your meeting with the journalist was now online.”

			Meg blushed. “You liked my artwork?”

			Cate collected herself before she spoke. “It made me cry, Meg. So goddamn beautiful. So you. And the painting of you as a child by your grandmother. I want to know you better.” That was more intimate than Cate had been since Laurel. Maybe she was capable of moving on, of building trust. With this woman.

			Meg paused at Cate’s words, then gave Cate a teasing look with an eyebrow waggle. “Let me show you my etchings,” she suggested.

			Oh hell, she was toast. Cate really wanted to know her better. “I’d love to see your etchings, but I’ve crashed your evening, and you’ve got your kids here. I should go home to Dad’s place.”

			“The kids will be leaving early in the morning, probably before I’m even up,” Meg said. “Why don’t you come over and have brunch with me midmorning after I finish my beauty sleep. And I’ll show you my studio then.”

			“If you’re sure. I’d love to see it.”

			“I don’t usually share my art, but I’d like to share it with you. Since we’ve already reached the intimate stage of talking about my orange blobs and all.”

			Cate laughed. “The legendary orange blobs. I’d like that, Meg. What time?”

			“Whenever you get here. I’m not going anywhere. But maybe make it after nine o’clock—a girl has to have time to look her best.”

			Cate continued to hold Meg’s hand. She contemplated leaning over and giving Meg a kiss on the cheek before she left, as close to Meg’s mouth as she dared—for both of them. Cate had come out a long time ago, but she still wasn’t sure how Meg felt about herself, who she was, what she wanted. She needed to take this slow. Meg was not one-night-stand material—and they hadn’t actually even had a first date where they’d agreed to meet. But she was drawn to Meg, and so she leaned toward Meg, sitting on the couch holding her hand. But before her lips grazed the laugh lines at the corner of Meg’s mouth, Jessie walked in. Shit, now she’d embarrassed Meg.

			Jessie cleared their throat and grinned. “We’re heading up to bed, Mom.” Jessie was taller but had the same lean build as Meg, a similar face with deep blue eyes, and honey-blond hair. Their hair was cut in a fade, leaving a full curly nest on top. A botanical tattoo in fine black outline and pale colors emerged from the bottom edge of Jessie’s T-shirt sleeve and spread down along their left arm to the elbow. It was an engaging piece of ink work. A touch of nature.

			Meg seemed to be more relaxed than Cate expected—she didn’t relinquish Cate’s hand. Maybe because it was Jessie.

			“I’ll see you in the morning, babe—but before you go upstairs, I want to introduce you two. Cate, this is Jessie, my middle one. Jessie, this is Cate, my friend.”

			“I’m happy to meet you.” Jessie smiled at Cate, then gave their mom a nod.

			“I’m thrilled to meet you too, Jessie,” Cate replied. Maybe Meg was risking even more than she was.

			





Slouching Toward Stardust with Meg the unMuzzled

			“Adrift”

			He tells me he is a pirate. Not quite the image of a pirate: gray and fluorescent orange tennies, dress slacks butchered into shorts, a long-sleeved white blouse with large lace cuffs layered over two tie-dyed T-shirts. Those cuffs flapping out beyond the sleeves of a seen-much-better-days Men’s Wearhouse blazer. He makes sure I know it’s a Men’s Wearhouse blazer. That seems important to him.

			Put your seat belt on, I say as I scoop this emaciated, shaved-headed, twenty-four-year-old nephew up out of the BevMo parking lot. Tough guy to find: over an hour of searching, after a truncated phone call—pirates don’t carry phones, only use someone else’s. He pulls a tattered brown paper sack from his backpack and shows me an apple. Treasure, he boasts. Apple and banana in good shape, found behind a store. Ate the banana. Saving the apple. Do you want some wine? he asks. No thanks, I say as I drive him to my house.

			I offer him some dinner. He doesn’t turn it down. His skin-and-bones body consumes two plates full. He doesn’t turn down a hot shower either. Or clean clothes. Or a night’s sleep in a real bed. Let’s develop a plan, I suggest. He agrees.

			But the next morning is a different day. He has to see the ocean. The ocean. The ocean. It is stuck in his meandering mind. There is no dissuading that wandering pirate’s mind. I will find a long-lost friend, he says. Become a rock star. Join the army. Move on to LA. You need to find your long-lost self, I say. He walks to the door. He will walk to the water, if he must. So, his cousin drives him to the ocean. And at the ocean, he floats off into the beachfront town. He is gone. The pirate. The wanderer. This homeless young man who does not want to be found.

			





Slouching Toward Stardust with Meg the unMuzzled

			“After the Blue”

			Watercolor is my therapy. My therapists are Daniel Smith, Da Vinci, Holbein, Sennelier, Winsor & Newton. All tubes of pigment suspended in a gum arabic binder.

			I want to paint a sky. Life is looking up—so not the storms of the past. Not the aching depths of blue. I want a caress of warmth. A glow of hope. A reflection of joy. So, I select quinacridone rose along with ultramarine and cerulean blue…a kiss of red for that mingle of love by the end of the journey.

			First, I dip and load the sable-hair brush in the bowl of clear, clean water. This bristled instrument of the heart, a sacred heirloom from my grandmother. Creating puddles of pigment where the bristles will drink before leaving those strokes of heaven.

			From the heights, I spread the mix of blues, left to right, across the tilted page. I reload at each completion, catching the bead of the previous swipe as I build each lower layer. Every step of the pilgrimage dependent on the previous.

			I work my way down the page toward the horizon, adding more water, grading the wash, weighting the ether hue. As I descend the upper atmosphere, richer at the home of the stars, paler at the hem of the sky, I acknowledge the layers of blue I have known. Needing something different. Striving for something more.

			And after the blue, as I prime each brushstroke with quinacridone rose tinged water, I drop that caress of warmth into the sky. Wet into wet. With a careful touch, the heavens display the blush of mild rose tint—a subtle, but significant change. A glow of hope. A reflection of joy. And a mingle of love dances on the page. My grandmother would have been pleased.

			





Chapter Eleven

			Thursday morning Meg’s Oscar alarm head-bumped her until she was wide awake. She kissed the ochre boy and crawled out of bed. Once she had fed him, she headed to the pool and swam her laps. Afterward, as she sat in her kitchen at the counter sipping her smoothie, Meg realized that Cate was occupying more and more of her thoughts—she couldn’t get Cate out of her head. She had told Cate she wanted to progress slowly, to get to know each other better. And the more she knew Cate, the more she liked her. Their relationship was evolving, and Meg liked where it was going. She already knew that Cate was making her consider the things she’d begun to consider decades ago but never pursued after she became pregnant and the subsequent marriage to Robert.

			There was no doubt in Meg’s mind that she loved her kids—that she wouldn’t change the course her life had taken because of them. But she was now coming to terms with this major shift in herself, a change precipitated by Cate. She finally had the luxury of reexamining what she wanted—it wasn’t what she’d had with Robert, and it wasn’t being alone. She was relieved that she no longer wanted to just do what was best for her family, as she had done for thirty years, but that it was now time to do what was best for herself. Meg’s grown children were a huge piece of who she was, but she couldn’t let them dictate her life now that they were independent and living their own lives. She was finding peace with this shift, with the increased desire to try to build a new life with Cate in it.

			Meg recognized the chemistry she had with Cate, how she felt when they were together. She acknowledged that they were very different people. Cate was eight years younger than her. She was a stunning, smart, very successful lawyer—with claws at times, but so much compassion too, although Cate often seemed reluctant to reveal that side of herself. Meg suspected she could tame the claws, not that she didn’t appreciate a little attitude. Hell, she’d lived with Robert for twenty-eight years, and he was the incarnation of claws—she could handle Cate. That epiphany of a life with Cate as a partner was really taking hold if by some miracle Cate really wanted that too.

			The only advantage to being fifty was that it brought some maturity. Some insight. Meg knew that this was not about all the what-ifs. Not about all the other people in her life. This was between Cate and her. That was the insight she needed to focus on—where fifty years had led her. She knew what she saw in Cate, what she was feeling about Cate. But what the hell did Cate see in her? Meg had never had a profession—Cate

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			





Chapter Eighteen

			It was close to midnight when Meg finally turned off the light. She was exhausted but afraid sleep wouldn’t come. At least she could doze, and that was just what she was doing when a banging on the front door aroused her. She didn’t know who it could be at this time on a Wednesday night. Maybe Cate? Meg threw on her short robe and trod to the door. She turned on the porch light and looked out through the peephole. It was Cate. Meg pulled the door open, fingering her hand through her now dry hair.

			Cate looked at her, her gaze traveling up and down Meg’s body. It felt almost as sensual to Meg as a physical caress. She could see the desire flash across Cate’s face. Cate’s eyes darkened to even a deeper shade than the gorgeous hues that always enthralled Meg. Then Cate straightened her stance. Bit her lower lip. They studied each other for a long moment.

			“Can I come in? I tried to call, but you didn’t pick up.” Cate sounded a bit indignant.

			“My phone is off.” Meg didn’t try for an apology. Just a statement of fact.

			Cate waited. Meg stood back and waved her in.

			“What are you doing here, Cate? Don’t you have work tomorrow?”

			“Nothing I can’t cancel. And I’m here so this doesn’t get out of hand.”

			“It’s not my business what you and Laurel had to discuss.”

			“Are you kidding? It’s absolutely your business. So get over whatever you’re thinking and come sit on the couch with me.”

			Meg had always liked the bossy Cate. She let Cate lead her over to the couch. Let Cate put her arms around her in an embrace. Let Cate plant a kiss on her cheek. Meg began to cry, and Cate just held her.

			Finally, Cate said, “Listen to me, babe.” Babe. Meg sniffed and followed orders. “I haven’t seen Laurel in five years. She just suddenly showed up. As you know, she put me through hell. Yes, I’ll always care for her. For what we had. But as I told her tonight if you’d stayed and listened, she and I are over. You are my future. That is what I told her because that’s the truth.”

			“I’m sorry, Cate. It’s been an emotionally horrendous day.”

			“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for dinner. For you—after Natalie.”

			“So am I. I needed you. And when I got Laurel instead, I just bailed. Hit my limit.”

			“Well, I’m here now,” Cate said.

			“At midnight. On a work night. That says a hell of a lot. Thank you.”

			“Yeah. Way past my bedtime on a work night. But I left Piper a note to cancel out the next two days, and I’ll call her tomorrow. I haven’t taken any vacation in ages. No vacation is a hazard of being the boss. But taking an unexpected few days off is a perk of being the boss.” Cate chuckled as her lips swept Meg’s cheek again.

			Meg locked her gaze on Cate’s hungry dark eyes.

			“God, your eyes are gorgeous, Meg,” Cate told her as she looked back. “Striations of light and dark blues.”

			Meg took Cate’s face between her hands and gently captured Cate’s mouth. She lingered until Cate softly asked, “How did it go with your daughter?”

			“It probably went better than I’d thought it might. The word hell came up, but I got the word love into the conversation several times.”

			“That’s good.”

			“It was an honest conversation. And I’m still running my own life. So, I’d have to say that’s the good news.” Meg knew the smile she gave Cate was a bit crooked.

			“I know it was hard,” Cate spoke in a tone that soothed her.

			“Nat listened to me. And she loves me. But I’ve put her in a position of probably having to choose between her husband, her church, and me. I hate that.”

			Cate just sat and rocked her. Meg closed her eyes and breathed in Cate’s delicious scent. This was exactly what she needed. “Natalie was the last of my kids I needed to tell. It was important to me to tell all my kids about you before we move on. I acknowledged to myself on the flight down that was a major factor holding me back from advancing our relationship.” Meg leaned back and looked again into Cate’s enticing eyes. “I’d decided that I know who I am. What I want. And that I wasn’t afraid of you breaking my heart. And then I heard Laurel.”

			“But you didn’t stay to hear me. I told Laurel that you’re my girlfriend. And as Jessie said, we’re practically engaged with matching tattoos.”

			Meg laughed through her sniffling. She lifted the hem of her shirt and wiped her eyes. Cate looked hungrily at her exposed abdomen. “Hey. Multiple births and I’m probably showing you the least sexy part of me,” Meg told her as she noticed Cate’s stare.

			“Sexy as hell,” Cate growled.

			“Well, I was going to tell you tonight at dinner that now that I’m out to my kids, I think I’m ready to seriously consider seeing your etchings.”

			“God, Meg. Don’t tempt me tonight. It’s too late and you’re too exhausted. When we do this, I want it to be perfect. With no rush.”

			Meg was a little disappointed, but she wanted them to take their time too. And not have their first time be when she was as exhausted and emotional as she was.

			“I’m going to hold you to it, Counselor. I wish you’d stay and just hug me tonight.”

			“I don’t have that kind of willpower. I want to see you naked. I want to make love to you. Worship your body. Ravish you until you can’t take anymore.”

			“Now you’re challenging my restraint,” Meg said. “So, I guess you’re going to your father’s place tonight?”

			“I’d better.”

			“Do you want to go out in the morning and get coffee? A little food? Since we missed dinner,” Meg asked.

			“That sounds wonderful.”

			“Shall we invite your dad?”

			Cate shook her head. “You are the ultimate mom, always thinking of everyone. Yes, let’s take Dad. He’ll love it.”

			“It wasn’t an ultimate mom thing. It was a chaperone thing, so we don’t end up in bed before lunch,” Meg grumbled.

			Cate laughed. “Okay, babe. Okay.”

			And Meg laughed too. Babe. She could get used to that.

			* * *

			Cate called Piper at the office at nine o’clock the next morning.

			“You had me worried, boss. I saw your note. I hope everything is okay.”

			“It’s okay,” Cate assured her. “I just wanted to make sure you canceled appointments today and tomorrow. I don’t think there’s much on the books, luckily. I know that I have a few calls to make, but I can do those from here. And you can call me if you need anything.”

			“Is Meg okay? She was just coming in as I was leaving yesterday. And that lady who said she was your old girlfriend had just walked in before that. You sure do know how to live dangerously.”

			“Meg is fine. But I needed to come see her. Clarify a few things. I’m in Trinity Hills at my dad’s place.”

			Piper cleared her throat. “Don’t fire me, but here’s where my love life advice comes in.”

			Cate had to smile. “So, let’s hear it.”

			“Go with Meg. She’s perfect for you.”

			“I’m glad we agree. I guess I won’t have to fire you. Today.” Cate didn’t even try to suppress the humor in her voice or the affection she was feeling for Piper.

			Piper laughed into the phone. “You’re the best. Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

			“I ascertain that might leave me a lot of leeway,” Cate responded archly.

			“Hey, boss?”

			“What?”

			“Just don’t get her pregnant.”

			“I’ll see you on Monday, Piper.”

			“I’m holding the fort, Cate. Don’t worry.”

			* * *

			An hour later, Cate picked up Meg. Cliff was already in the car. He was in the front passenger seat but suggested he could move to the back seat so Meg could sit next to Cate. Meg insisted on just hopping into the back of Cate’s Audi.

			“We want coffee and some food, Dad. So, where shall we go?”

			“You want highbrow, lowbrow, or in-between?” Cliff asked.

			“Well, let’s not do McDonald’s. But I think there’s a nice little pastry shop downtown that would fit the bill. What do you think, Meg?” Cate asked.

			“Lead the way. I’m easy.”

			“I already knew that, but where shall we eat?” Cate teased.

			Cliff chuckled. “I’m so glad you two found each other.”

			“So are we, Dad. It’s amazing what happens when you aren’t planning it.”

			“That it is, princesa.”

			They ordered their coffee and food, then spent the next hour enjoying each other’s company. Cate had to admit that she loved the way Meg welcomed her dad. A major perk of not being teenagers—they could date and bring Cliff along. It was obvious to Cate that he appreciated the attention, and Meg made it easy for her to spend time with her dad.

			* * *

			After they dropped Cliff off, Cate explained that she needed to complete some work-related business—the day off was unplanned, after all. Meg was fine with that. There were projects in her studio she wanted to pursue. And maybe a little blog writing.

			They agreed to meet at Meg’s house for dinner that evening at six o’clock. Meg knew that Oscar would be happy with the added company. Then Cate dropped Meg at her house and headed home to her dad’s place.

			At six, Cate arrived with a bag and headed to the kitchen with Oscar on her heels. She set the bag on the table and unloaded two chicken salads and an order of pot stickers. Meg laughed.

			“In honor of our first unofficial date at your hotel.” Cate grinned.

			“You’re so mushy,” Meg drawled.

			“I am not mushy,” Cate retorted. “I just had an inclination to remember our first evening together.”

			“And why would that be?” Meg eyed her.

			“Our first kiss.”

			“Now that is mushy.” Meg came up behind Cate, put her arms around her waist, and rested her chin on her shoulder. Meg could feel her heart respond to the thoughtfulness of this woman standing in her embrace. Not only her heart—she responded lower as well.

			“Nope. Just hoping for a whole lot more than a kiss tonight. Purely selfish. But if you want to call it mushy, I’m not going to argue. As long as there are results.” Cate turned her head and trailed gentle kisses along Meg’s jawline.

			“I’m hungry,” Meg said, knowing they’d miss the effort Cate had put into their special dinner if they didn’t eat now.

			“So am I,” Cate replied. “For more than salad and potstickers.”

			





Slouching Toward Stardust with Meg the unMuzzled

			“The Best Ways to Fall Asleep”

			As the summer sun’s faint golden glow glazes the top of the backyard walnut tree, and bushy-tailed squirrels tuck in for the night, and the suffocating heat of afternoon surrenders to the brisker breaths of nightfall’s breeze, and the fresh aftermath of cleansing streams of warm shower spray swaddles you in drowsy yawns and soft pale sheets and promising plans for tomorrow…

			As rolling credits crawl up the screen in the concluding remnants of a movie whose final hour you fumbled in nods and eyelid droops, with the warm limp body of a sleeping cat tucked into the reclining folds of your embracing form stretched out in the family room recliner carefully positioned to support the napping bodies of two linked souls…

			As you stretch out beneath the blankets, propped up against the headboard with fat fluffed pillows, and the soft illumination of a shadow-casting bedside lamp fans across the prose-laden landscape of a good novel with straight lines of words parading across the white paper until they break rank and fall off the page as your eyes no longer focus…

			As your sated lover softly snores sweet nothings into the tangle of your hair, and your heart falls into synchrony with her heart, beat for beat, with sunrise not many hours away, but time enough to close your eyes as you lace fingers with her hand in yours and dream the dreams of times to come in this dawning miracle that is the rest of your life.

			





Chapter Twenty-three

			After two weeks out of the pool because of her new tattoo, Meg was happy to get in some lap exercise on Monday morning. Her swimming friends greeted her return and admired the dragonfly. While she swam, Meg reflected on all the changes in her life and the symbolism of the ink on her foot. As she moved through the water, her thoughts were full of introspection about growth and new beginnings—fifty years old and working to find herself, coming out to her kids, building a new life with Cate, becoming a professional artist. She was proud to be close to Jessie, Ben, and their partners, but there were still areas where she had little to no control, including Natalie, and that wore on Meg. She had been good at her mother role, and mostly still was, but her girlfriend role and her artist role with an approaching gallery opening were new and challenging. Meg thought about what Cate had said and repeated it silently to herself—I am a smart, mature, grown-ass woman. I can handle this. She certainly hoped so.

			After swimming on Monday and Tuesday mornings, Meg consumed her smoothie and a cup of coffee before heading out to visit Cliff. He was happy to see her, and Meg was thrilled to see that he was improving each day.

			Tuesday night, just before ten, Meg was reading on the couch in her pj’s and robe with Oscar at her side when the doorbell rang. It brought to mind the late night after the Laurel episode when Cate had shown up on her porch.

			Meg went to the door, hoping it was Cate, but when she looked out through the peephole, she saw a young woman standing in the yellow porch light. Meg opened the door and, on closer inspection, realized she didn’t know this person who was subtly shifting her weight from foot to foot. She was about Natalie’s age, maybe thirty, but she wasn’t Natalie. Even nervous, she was very attractive with her long, light brown hair and anxious gray eyes. She was nicely dressed in a pale linen blouse, black dress slacks, and black boots.

			“May I help you?” Meg asked.

			“Maybe,” the young woman responded. “I’m Wren.” Meg gave her a questioning look. “W-r-e-n.” Then she swallowed, looking at her feet as the porch light exaggerated the shadow of her movement. “I had Robert’s baby,” she blurted.

			The name hit Meg first. What the hell kind of name was Wren? Then Meg froze. Frowned. She could have sworn that her heart stopped before it started pounding in her chest. She digested what the woman had just told her. For some reason, Meg didn’t doubt her. Didn’t question the truth of what she said. Would that bastard never die? Meg tried hard to collect herself, collect her thoughts.

			“Can I come in?” this Wren woman asked.

			Meg contemplated slamming the door, closing it on what she’d just been told, but she couldn’t. It was too late. The words had been spoken. This woman had borne Robert’s child.

			Meg stepped back from the doorway and motioned Wren inside. As Meg led the way into her living room, Oscar jumped off the couch and joined the two of them. Meg pointed to a chair on the far side of the room, then sat back where she’d been reading on the couch. Oscar jumped back up and piled into her lap. Meg embraced him for comfort, and her good ol’ boy purred and pushed his head under her chin. Nothing could fix this, but Oscar at least gave Meg a moment to breathe.

			Now the reason Robert had kept that apartment was confirmed. Perfectly clear. Way too clear. And much worse than she’d ever imagined. He’d friggin’ conceived a child there. A child!

			As Meg looked at the young woman sitting across the room, a flashback came to Meg. The flowers at Robert’s funeral service, the wreaths, the gorgeous floral arrangements, and the image of a pregnant young woman who she didn’t recognize. It had been Wren in front of a display of calla lilies after the church service. It had been Wren wiping her eyes, looking like she’d been weeping for days. Meg had forgotten that image. Until now.

			And then Meg’s thoughts went to that apartment Robert had secretly kept in San Francisco. The one on Wilton Street—she’d memorized the street name after Cate had told her. After she’d asked Cate. Meg had suffered nightmares about that apartment, although she’d never actually seen it. Nightmares of Robert there with the silhouette of a woman. Intimate. A woman whose face she couldn’t make out.

			Well, she was seeing it now, and it was a face so much younger than she’d ever imagined. Wren was no older than her oldest child, and Meg couldn’t hate her. She was a version of Natalie—unsure, confused, and seeking something. The mother in Meg surfaced, and right now she hated her maternal instincts. She hated that Wren reminded her of her daughter, that Wren reminded Meg that she’d once been a young woman who had also ended up pregnant.

			Wren had been sitting and watching Meg pet Oscar while all of these thoughts and images ran through Meg’s mind. Meg pulled herself back to the moment and realized a few minutes had passed. She probably needed to find out why this woman was here in her home.

			“You had Robert’s child almost two years ago, and I’m assuming that now you’re here for a reason.”

			“Look, Meg. Can I call you Meg?”

			Meg shrugged.

			Wren cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I know this must be a terrible shock for you.”

			Meg nodded and held Wren’s gaze, waiting to hear why she was here, now that she’d completely upended Meg’s world. Bile rose in Meg’s throat. Fucking Robert. “Do you want money?” Meg couldn’t think of any other reason for her to have come here.

			“No, I don’t need money. I have a good job and large inheritances from both my parents and my grandmother. I didn’t come for money.”

			“Okay.” That information surprised Meg. “You knew he was married? With a family?” Meg asked.

			“I knew. Maybe not at first, when he first swept me off my feet. But I wasn’t stupid.”

			Meg cocked an eyebrow and bit the inside of her cheeks.

			“Okay, I was stupid. But by then I was in love with him. Or thought I was. Until he got sick and just closed down into himself. Left me dealing with the pregnancy before he died.”

			“How old are you?” Meg asked, studying Wren and thinking of Natalie.

			“Thirty,” Wren answered.

			“Did you know that Robert has a thirty-year-old daughter and he married me because he got me pregnant with her?”

			“No. I didn’t.” Wren was looking down at the floor, her embarrassment showing.

			“You’re here now. I don’t mean here in my living room, but here in terms of having a young child by my deceased husband, and that’s not going to change. So, what do you want?” Meg asked, not wanting to hear the answer, whatever it was.

			“My son is twenty months old. His name is Heath. After my father. My parents are dead. My grandparents are dead. I’m an only child. I want Heath to know his half siblings. He needs to know he has family besides me.” Wren looked at Meg with pleading eyes.

			Meg’s eyes widened. It felt like an avalanche had just rolled over her and buried her ten feet under. She’d been dealing with all the changes in her life, how they were affecting her, and how they would affect her kids because her kids were so important to her. Coming out. Cate. And now after trying to protect them from the fact that Robert had kept a secret apartment that he used for entertaining women, or at least one woman, she was not only supposed to tell them that he was a cheater, but that they had a half brother?

			Meg couldn’t believe that she was even considering it, but it occurred to her that each of her children had the right to decide if they wanted a relationship with this child—their half brother. But she wanted to think this out. To figure out how to handle this information. To figure out how to handle all the change she’d brought to her life. Meg knew her emotional limits, and she knew that she was surpassing them.

			Meg took a deep breath before answering. “This has been a real shock, Wren. And there’s a lot going on in our lives right now. I need some time to digest this and figure it out. Not only is this about telling my kids that they have a half brother, this is about shattering their image of their father. Although I pretty much knew Robert was unfaithful because I knew about the apartment, I never let on to them that their father was a cheater.”

			Wren winced at the word cheater. “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

			“Give me your number. I need to think about this. It’s a huge shock,” Meg repeated. “I need time. Time to process it. For myself, and my kids.”

			“Okay.” Wren pulled a pen and paper from her purse and wrote down her phone number. “I put Heath to bed tonight and then a friend came over to stay with him. I live in Redwood City, and I have to get back.”

			Meg nodded.

			“I’ll wait for a call. I understand about your feelings and protecting your kids. I’m just trying to do what’s best for my son too.”

			Meg nodded again. Then she walked Wren to the door. She managed to say, “Good night, Wren,” before she shut the door on another one of those moments that she would remember forever. Before she knew the magnitude of Robert’s cheating, and the after, again. Now she just needed to figure out how to deal with the after. And that meant coming to terms with this herself before she ever considered anyone else.

			Meg shut the lights and locked up, on autopilot. Then she walked back to her bedroom, stripped off her robe and pajamas, and went into the bathroom. Leaning over the toilet, Meg emptied her stomach. She turned on the shower and climbed in, letting this liquid pain spilling from her eyes mix with the warm water and wash down the drain. Finally turning off the faucet, she dried herself, put her pajamas back on, and brushed her teeth. As she crawled into bed, Oscar jumped up and joined her. Meg took him in her arms and held him. She curled into her old cat for several hours. When she couldn’t fall asleep, she finally got up, collected her laptop, and crawled back under the sheets, propped up against the headboard. It was dawn before she finally closed her eyes and slept for a few hours.

			





Slouching Toward Stardust with Meg the unMuzzled

			“The Beast of Betrayal”

			So, you’d think at age fifty a person wouldn’t be naive. Not about love. Would be a hell of a lot better at it than they were at twenty. And I am. I once wrote that it’s a wild beast. Sometimes inconvenient. Unpredictable. Nothing a person can coerce. And I’ve found that to be true—in the best possible way. However, it’s that resurrected skeleton of the buried brute that no longer resembles love but is still capable of sneaking up on you, piercing you through the heart, and throwing you on the spit—that’s the beast that can kill you.

			





Slouching Toward Stardust with Meg the unMuzzled

			“Blog: A Shortened Version of Weblog”

			My blog: A means of playing my opus in keystrokes. Irrelevant that a reader is only one click from rejecting me, because I only write for myself. A digital diary. Writing that world trapped inside my mind. Divulging a description of my heartbreak, byte by byte. Laptop proclamations of love. Sanity on a screen. So much cheaper than a therapist. And I can write  damn as many times as I want, and there’s no one to stop me.

			Here I am, writing the damn remarkable narrative of my damn thrilling life. Taking one damn choice word and placing it adjacent to the next damn choice word until I’ve got a damn compelling sentence that with the next damn compelling sentence and the next damn compelling sentence creates a damn captivating paragraph and then a damn mesmerizing blog, and pretty soon I’m passing myself off as a damn tolerably adept writer.

			





Slouching Toward Stardust with Meg the unMuzzled

			“Across the Generations”

			Art Show Opening—sixty years ago: My grandmother

			Art Show Opening—my turn, finally: Meg the unMuzzled

			 

			I have a sheet of watercolor paper, a palette, some paints and brushes, a container of water in front of me. I take a deep breath and reach for a paintbrush. As I pick it up, I’m once again six years old, sitting in the kitchen on a chair next to my grandmother. Perched on a chair with the worn family Bible and a handsewn pillow my grandmother had made, stacked to boost me up to a height that paralleled Nana’s.

			“Well, my girl. Let me show you how to hold that brush. Grasp it in your hand like this.” She held my small hand in hers as she gently positioned the brush. “Do you see?”

			“Yes, Nana.”

			“Do you think this is just a stick of wood with a tuft of squirrel hair on the end?”

			I studied her. I studied the bristles.

			“You need to know this is not just a simple paintbrush. It’s filled with magic and beauty. It will take you places you could never get to from here, but only if you learn its secrets.”

			I nodded, eager to learn its secrets. And she showed me how to use that brush. How to wet it. How to dip it in the palette of paints brought from Europe years ago. How to stroke it across the page of paper before me. And how to create those images floating through my head. But best of all, she showed me how an older woman shared her passion for painting with a little girl because she loved me. And I loved her in return.
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