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Synopsis


Sydney Gray worries. In fact, she is excellent at it. So when she loses her house, job and credit score she ought to have been prepared. But she never imagined it could all happen at onceor that shed be single too.


Out of the lesbian dating scene for three presidents, Sydney is wary of Ellie Hundersson from the start. Too interesting, too lovely and tooeverything. Determined to fail, Sydney discovers Ellie does have big secrets, giving her the perfect excuse to do what she does best: run.


Filled with foibles of modern lesbian life, Rene J. Lukass debut romance is a love story about getting it all wrong on the way to finding what feels right.
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Chapter One


Văldemort


Recently I was diagnosed with chronic anxiety disorder. So I dont just worry; I worry chronically. Like everything I do, I try to give it a hundred percent. And once again, Ive gone the extra mile.


Its no surprise when you come from a family of neurotics who, before you board a plane, dont wish you a safe trip but instead smile and wave and say, Call us if you make it!


But you get used to it, and that becomes your normal. Like happiness. For some people, its an everyday feeling that is just part of their experience, like blow-drying their hair a certain way. For others like me, its a fleeting, elusive thing that I might catch for a few moments a daylike a lightning bug in my hands.


This would not be a day for lightning bugs. Today I sat in a strange apartment and watched streaks of rain make different shapes down the window. All at once it hit meI had lost everything in one monthmy job, my relationship of twelve years, my house, my credit score, everything. Again, I gave it a hundred percent.


I have great dishes from IKEA, so well use mine. Debras voice chirped in the other room, trying to make small talk to keep me from crashing into a sea of despair. She was my best friend who invited me to come live with her after my foreclosure. She was always breaking up with her boyfriend, Kurt, and now that they were on a long break, it seemed like a good time to stay with her. Aside from his guitar in the corner, the bedroom was all set up for me. But it was filled with boxes from a life I didnt recognizemy own.


At forty, I got laid off from my job, declared bankruptcy and was single for the first time since three presidents ago. Id been off the market for so long, I didnt know what to do or how to do it. And magazines like Cosmo and Glamour
werent going to help me, either, because they were all about pleasing a manhow to ask him out, how to tell if hes cheating and how to do that thing he wont tell you that he really wants you to do in bed.


Debra came in. You wanna have dinner soon? She had dark hair and big brown eyes filled with concern.


Im not really hungry.


You have to eat, she insisted. First its Im not that hungry, then youre not eating at all, then drinking too much, having blackouts under bridges, then wasting away until youre just another statistic.


Id never noticed it before. Debra was as dramatic as my sister.


Why does everyone have to shield you from a bad mood? Sometimes you have to just let it crash on you. Feel the shards of glass poking you in the eyes. Feel the pain. Experience the blood and gore and darkness. Then later let the sun come out and sing Disney songs.


Debra wouldnt understand. Someone who broke up with her boyfriend every other week couldnt understand a breakup after twelve yearsand everything that went with it. Nor could she understand losing a long-held position in a coveted industry. Id defined myself by my job as an advertising copywriter. I took pride in every stupid toothpaste jingle or hotel billboard. And Debra Lansing, with her Gucci purses, couldnt possibly understand the humiliation of a layoff, let alone bankruptcy.


Im too stubborn to waste away. I resumed my blank stare out the window. It probably was a bit creepy.


I know what youre going through, she said, sitting on the edge of the bed. Well, not everything. When I screamed at Kurt, he just ignored me. Can you believe that? All I could hear were his stupid dirty boots clomping down the stairs. Thennothing. Debra waved her hand dramatically. Shed always wanted to go into theater but settled for a job as a financial analyst instead. She saved her best monologues for her friends.


Seriously? You and Kurt? Youll take him back in a week. And please give me enough notice, okay?


Debra stared at me strangely. You look pale. I mean really pale.


I am pale.


I wanted to be alone without anyone staring at me, checking on my condition. I was naturally fair-skinned, and my short hair, which used to be naturally a white-blonde typically found in a Clairol bottle, was now a shade of blonde that looked like it was never washed quite enough. I wasnt about to look in the mirror today. All Id think about was that I was aging faster than the picture of Dorian Gray and couldnt afford a bottle of hair color now if I wanted it.


Do you want to be alone? Debra asked.


Yeah. My voice cracked.


Okay, she replied. But its not good to be alone for too long. Your head starts getting messed up and crazy.


You need to quit watching Dateline.


She smiled faintly and shut the door, as I inhaled the scent of Chihuahua throughout the apartment. Luckily, Rebel, her four-legged oversized rat, was on the other side of the closed door. After my cat hissed at her, they had an understanding.


I searched my thoughts, trying to figure out where Id gone wrong. Valerie and I had been together for twelve years, and because we couldnt be legally married in Connecticut there was nothing binding us together except our word that wed stay committed to each other. I could have stayed angry that I was left with a mortgage that was in my name and that my financial awareness was pitiful enough to make Suze Orman scream at me in front of a live studio audience. But the bigger truth was that wed been living a lie for a long time and denying it, washing it down with beer at places we didnt even likeScruggys Sports Bar
& Grillplaces where we pretended to understand the rules of baseball.


Valerie was a striking woman who carried herself like she owned the world. I was proud of her accomplishments as a top-notch prosecutor. She and I had bonded with our belief in justice for all people. But the flame had long since died, and we kept marking time with visits to theme parks, family get-togethers, new ornaments on the Christmas tree each year, anything to make us feel like everything was okay. Comfortable.


And it was comfortable. Sometimes, comfortable is not where you want to be, unless youre talking about shoes. Doing things that scare you, that give you those butterflies in your stomach, those are reminders that youre alive. We never talked about the elephant in the room until it was so big the roof was starting to pop off. Finally, we talked about it. When we did, we knew it was over. Breaking up something so comfortable was both frightening and exhilarating.


Dating someone again could feel similar to going skydiving and being next in line out of the hatch with nothing but sky to greet you. I wouldnt know. Id never been skydiving. But after more than a decade of having someone to spend holidays with, its very scary. You dont know whats out there.


My friend Penny knew. She lived online. Every other weekend we were taking her to the airport to meet someone shed had chemistry with over the phone. They had all ended thus far in heartbreakand one restraining order. So Id gotten a glimpse of what was out there and discovered, through Penny, that online was where all the psychos hung out.


* * *


Later that night, I was tossing back a few beers with Debra when my good friend, Maddie Kimball, banged on the door. Maddie was a stocky, intense woman with a movie star face: dark curled hair and a general bitterness toward the world. Shed turned forty-nine last year, but she remained a perpetual Peter Pan, still figuring out what she wanted to be when she grew up. Most of the time she was angry at her love life and disappointed when she came back from lesbian cruises without having met the dream woman. Of course, she had very specific criteria for this dream womanright down to chest and thigh measurements. Maddie was looking for Sophia Loren, Angelina Jolie or anyone with a butt you could set a drink on.


I suddenly realized that Debra and Maddie didnt know each other very well.


When Debra opened the door, Maddie came right in, carrying a six-pack of imported beer. Is everything closed in Connecticut after eight oclock? she asked, popping the top off one. Maddie. She extended her hand to Debra, who looked slightly afraid.


Debra Lansing, she said, shaking Maddies hand.


We met at the Christmas party last year, Maddie explained, taking a seat. Then she turned to me. How are you holding up? Her bright blue eyes searched my face.


Ill make some crab-stuffed mushrooms! Debra excitedly ran into the kitchen where she could try out recipes shed collected online. I knew she was thinking of this as some sort of dinner party. What she was about to witness were lesbians in their natural habitat, and with my friends, it was usually a lot more casual than what Debra probably had in mind.


Tell me you didnt give all her stuff to charity, Maddie moaned.


Most of it.


Shit, you couldve made a fortune on eBay! She took a swig of her drink and scowled in disapproval. What is it with these women?


I told you. It was mutual.


Its never mutual, Maddie argued. Somebody always does something. Look at Holly and me.


What happened to you? Debra called from the kitchen.


Oh, you know, its an age-old story, Maddie said. Girl meets younger girl doing laundry, is instantly attracted to her underwear, and old granny panties is kicked to the curb.


Thats an age-old story? Debra smiled, trying to contain her amusement. Wait a minute, back up. Her underwear?


The girl had those skimpy Victorias Secret panties that are shaped like underwear but dont really cover anything, Maddie explained. Holly always said I wore granny underwear, and I do. I admit it. Theyre big, white cotton briefs. I want to be comfortable. If I wear lacy, itchy underwear all day on the off-chance Im going to get some later, Ill just be scratching so much people will think I have a yeast infection.


I shook my head. Thats whats wrong with lesbians.


Yeast infections? Maddie asked.


No, dummy. Because theres no man, neither one of you initiates sex until it becomes just cuddling. And before you know it, youve cuddled so much youre now watching House Hunters every night and no ones touching anyone. It happened to me and Val. Her name left a bitter aftertaste in my mouth. How about no one says her name again, okay? Lets call her


Văldemort, Maddie declared.


We clinked bottles. It was perfect. Nicknaming her after the villain of Harry Potter gave me a strange sense of comfort.


It was true. I had seen every episode of House Hunters. It had gotten to the point where I could name the couple before they introduced them. Oh, thats Kevin and Barb from Minnesota. Theyre moving to Austin. I sounded like an old person making friends at the local pool.


So, Debra began carefully, is it true that lesbians dont have as much sex?


Youre talking about lesbian bed death, Maddie replied as if she were a lesbian scholar. Its a myth.


I dont know, I sighed.


Okay, Maddie replied. Were not thinking with our chattahoochies all day, so we might have to work harder to get it going. But once it gets going, its hot. I could tell she was trying to remember what sex felt like.


Debra, now with her mushrooms in the oven, sat in awe like she was looking at a fascinating museum exhibit.


The doorbell rang, and Rebel barked so hard Debra had to put her in her room. I was relieved. I didnt want to watch her sniffing crotches all night. Dog owners never seemed to notice that.


At the door was Penny Granger. She was a wisp of a blonde, a couple of years younger than I, with long hair and an attractive face. She was a contradiction of lipstick and hiking boots, and she loved to wear T-shirts with peace symbols or messages about how to be more positive. Shed heard the news about me and Văldemort and got away from her computer long enough to come over. I was touched at the show of support.


Hey! she called in a slight Southern accent, after introducing herself to Debra. She gave me the hardest hug Id ever gotten from her.


Im glad you came. I smiled. Maybe being alone tonight wasnt the best thing.


Penny handed Debra another six-pack of imported beers, which Debra examined and placed in the fridge. Debra was used to wine-drinking women at her monthly book club where they read romance novels and talked about each others boyfriends and husbands. Tonight would be an eye-opener for her.


Now we have a party! Maddie exclaimed. Well get your mind off that bitch. She touched my shoulder.


Just then everything seemed like it would be all right.


Id love to, I managed to say. But dont be so nice or youll make me cry.


Too late for that, Debra chimed in. Ill get boxes of tissues, and we can watch Terms of Endearment, Love Story, The Way We Were


Maddie covered Debras mouth. Im going to stop you right there, straighty. Thats not what lesbians do to forget our exes.


Its what I do every time I break up with Kurt. Its healthy to embrace your pain.


Its also healthy to watch movies where the women are hotter than your ex, Maddie explained.


Yeah, Penny agreed. You got Terminator Two? The one with Linda Hamilton holding that rifle? Mmm!


We laughed at her. Sometimes Penny seemed more suited to be a princess from an animated movie.


What? Penny wailed. I mean it. She could shoot me any day.


Me too, I admitted, already feeling better.


Debra stood dumbfounded in the kitchen. Wow. Thatscool.


It really works, I said. You should try it next time you two, you know.


I told you, there wont be a next time. Debra didnt believe herself.


Maddie hiked up her pants like Don Knotts and took another beer out of the fridge.


Wow, Debra said. You girls certainly have plenty to drink. Her nervous giggle either came from awkwardness or judgment.


Thats the plan, I replied. If the movie doesnt help me forget, the beer will.


Some of us laughed.


And there we were, all gathered around the TV, watching Cinderella go to the ball and find her Prince Charming. It was an odd choice for a group of lesbians. But Debra didnt have any Terminator or Jodie Foster moviesnot even old Charlies Angels reruns.


This is so romantic, Penny cooed.


Yeah, Debra sighed.


Its crap, Maddie spat. More Hollywood bullshit that teaches little girls to wait around for a man. What if the girl turns out to be gay?


Yeah, I agreed. Sometimes Id give anything to see them make one with a Princess Charming.


Maddie thought a second. Yeah.


Its a cartoon! Penny hollered. Yall read too much into it.


Cartoon, music video, its all the same sexist crap. Why cant Cinderella stop being a victim, tell off her bitch of a stepmother and make Charming prove hes husband material first? Maddie folded her arms. She really needed her own talk show.


I popped one of Debras crab-stuffed mushrooms into my mouth. Damn, this is good. Its a little bite of heaven. I moaned a little too loudly, I guess.


Are you having an orgasm? Maddie asked.


If you tried one of my mushrooms, youd understand. Debra was quietly offended that Maddie hadnt touched an appetizer yet.


No thanks, Maddie said flatly. Im not interested in touching one of your mushrooms.


These mushrooms are from a gourmet cuisine website! Debra huffed.


Im just not into them, okay?


I laughed, but Debra didnt get the joke. She was still upset.


Will you guys stop! Penny hollered. Were supposed to be here for Sydney. Its her night, right?


Penny had shamed everyone.


Sorry, kiddo. Maddie gave me a hug.


When the slipper fit Cinderella, there was a collective sigh of relief that we could shut it off.


It gives me hope, Penny said, tearing up.


Are you still looking online? Maddie asked.


Yeah, Penny answered. Not everyone on there is bad.


Oh yes, they are, Maddie exclaimed. Look at all the nuts youve met at the airport.


So, Debra said, standing up, did we get your mind off Valerie?


Văldemort, I corrected.


What happened with yall? Penny asked softly.


We just fell out of love, I responded.


I never understood that, Maddie said. If you once loved someone, how can you fall out of it unless you didnt really love them to start with?


I did in the beginning, I said defensively. I know it seems kind of weird. But thats what happened.


So you guys dont do the club scene? Debra asked, trying to get me out of the hot seat.        


Its just not fun, Penny said. The music now is pounding, like listening to a wreckin ball, so you cant hear what anyone is screaming in your ear.


The songs suck now too, Maddie said. Its techno shit. You scream for hours, trying to have a conversation. Then you just go home, crawl into bed, and the only tongue you get is from your dogs.


Eww, I groaned.


Maddie realized she was talking about herself and saw everyone staring at her. Well, youll go home to your computer. She was looking at me and Penny. A cold, flat comfort in the night.


Uh, you know, thanks. I stuffed my face with chips.


Clubs are more occasional for women our age, Maddie told Debra. I dont know what you do in the straight world, if its really like Sex and the City, where you sit around drinking Cosmos all day. But when lesbians get older, they quit the bars and start having cookouts.


Thats not true, I said. Is it true?


Maybe Maddie was an authority on lesbians.


Think of all the friends weve had who have coupled off, Maddie continued. We never see them anymore unless its a cookout. Barb and Sally? When did we see them last?


I thought about it. Their Fourth of Julycookout.


Everyone laughed.


Wow. For Debra, it was like taking a class in Lesbians 101.


It felt good to laugh. I laughed until I couldnt breathe. I never wanted the night to end.



 
Chapter Two


C is for Cookie


The next morning, I woke to the sounds of dishes clanking in the kitchen. I realized Id never lived with Debra before. Was she a cheerful early riser who sang in the shower?


Cookie trembled in her cat carrier. She wouldnt come out since wed moved. She was black and white, a fat cat who was nearing her dotage. She looked like an Oreo, so she was named Cookie. Ironically, Id gotten her as a Christmas gift for Văldemort. When we split up, Văldemort refused to keep her and threatened to take her back to a shelter. So I had no choice but to keep her out of guilt. Me, who wasnt a cat or animal person, whose throat closed up if I ate dinner near her while she was licking herself, who couldnt pet her without washing my handsyes, I was the perfect choice to be a cat mother.


It wasnt just my animal issues, either. I did like animals, but from a distance. At least the gorillas at the zoo had a bullet-proof partition between you and them. Unlike Dian Fossey, I wasnt about to go lying in the jungle for an afternoon nap with a family of gorillas. And those movies showing regal horses galloping through the countrysidethey never reveal the truth: that in real life, up close, horses smell really bad, the kind of stink you cant even describe, its so bad. No one ever talks about that. But if you do, people look at you strangely like you must be a heartless person who squishes baby chicks in your spare time. Im not like that. I feel sorry for dogs and cats locked up at the pound. I cant even watch the commercials with their sad faces. That must mean something.


My Aunt Rita was always sending me emails about the plight of dolphins and the inhumane treatment of chickens locked up all their lives before being slaughtered. I tried to buy cage-free eggs at the store. But I had to tell her I couldnt be a vegan because I dont like beans. That one stumped her.


Youd need a source of protein, shed commented over the phone. Let me get back to you on that.


She never found a solution but kept sending me pictures of abused dogs. I felt terrible and depressed, as if somehow it was my fault.


Honestly, Cookie was a scary cat. She hissed at everyone. And because she wasnt declawed, she scratched everything. Like all animals, Cookie was unpredictable. I was a little scared of her myself. Even though shed purr on me and all of that, Id never approach her from behind or shed think it was a sneak attack and rip my skin off. I always came to her gently, cautiously, from the front, letting her sniff me first, even though shed known me for ten freaking years, before attempting to pet her. She was psychotic, and my sister Joanne hated but tolerated her. I felt sorry for Cookie, that she couldnt do better in this life than having an owner with OCD, someone who was possibly as neurotic as she was. Maybe that was why she was so mean. If shed been human, shed probably tell me off while smoking a cigar, then throw her martini in my face.


On the other hand, maybe we were meant for each other in some weird, cosmic way. In between the hissing and biting, there were those moments of total peace when Cookie slept in my lap. She made a soft rumble like a weak motorcycle starting. But the moment her back leg went up and she dove into her naughty place, Id throw her off my lap so fast and run to the bathroom to disinfect myself. It was a strained relationship, full of love, disgust, fear and sometimes hate.


But Vals words to me the last time I spoke to her were so strange and eerie, not like the Val Id known, the one with integrity and a sense of responsibility.


Shes your cat! I shouted.


Fine. Then Ill make arrangements to have her taken to the local shelter. This wasnt Vals voice; it was a fembot. Someone had possessed her mind, most likely her new girlfriend. The only way Val would have made sense to me in the end would have been if her head had spun completely around and shed started to barf up green goo. Then I would have said, Oh, shes just not in her right mind. Shes possessed. But this new version of her was strangely cold and disconnected, as if shed never known me or the cat shed held like a baby every night for a decade. I guess that was what she needed to do to start her new life, to sever any connection to the past. But for me, the past gets woven into the tapestry that makes up your whole life. Whether you disconnect from it or try to run miles away from it, its part of you and makes you who you are today. You cant get around it by changing personalities or not taking phone calls. For me, facing the past was the only way to move forward.


Not that it was comfortable for me to face, either. Thoughts of Val were more like a minefield of cringe-worthy emotions I had to tiptoe around. But I had to come to terms with my role too in order to move on. I was no saint. Id burned more bridges than I cared to count. But for me, it was better to leave the scabs alone and let the wounds heal rather than to run around trying to pick at them and start some new flaming infection of toxic emotions. Id save those for my therapist.


Cookie went to her bowl and I heard the tiny sounds of crunching. How strange, I thought. Were in the middle of so much turmoilI wondered if she sensed it. No matter what was going on, she didnt seem to care as long as she had food and a place to sleep. I marveled at how simple and clear Cookies priorities were. I prayed she wouldnt get sick and need any expensive treatments. She would have been better off with a lawyer like Val who could afford any kind of drops or pills an older cat might neednot with someone who had just been cut loose from the Titanic without a lifeboat. I petted Cookie softly, to let her know things would be all right. I wasnt sure how they would be all right, but I wanted her to believe it.



 
Chapter Three


Little Miss Sunshine State


Still tired, I stumbled out into an apartment that was Martha Stewart clean, not the trashy mess of beer cans Id last seen.


Sorry I didnt help clean up, I said.


Debra was scrubbing down the kitchen counter.


Forget it, she sang.


I shouldve helped.


No, Debra said. You needed to get some rest. You were exhausted. It was a great night, you know? I learned something about all of you.


Were gay?


Besides that. She flipped a waiting egg in a pan. You guys are no different from me and my friends. When theres a breakup, everyone understands the pain. Some are better at consoling than others. Some say all the wrong things and make it worse. But youre friends, so you stick together no matter what.


I smiled at her, glad something good came out of the evening. Then I glanced out the big living room window, at the buildings and buzzing streets below. All at once I remembered that I had no job. Except for Debra, I hadnt told my friends about that or the bankruptcy. I was too embarrassed. Suddenly I was a deadbeat. A loser. After all, this kind of thing didnt happen to me. Id done everything right, having a job, paying my bills. But unemployed? That kind of person was someone Id heard about on the nightly news, not the someone staring back at me in the mirror. I was in such a deep hole and without a clue how I was going to get out of it. If I didnt do something fast, Id only sink deeper.


I spent my first unemployed week visiting the unemployment office, where I tried not to make eye contact with anyone, furiously sending rsums with cover letters to companies I used to make fun of explaining why Id always wanted to work there and yelling at a Congressman on TV who said that people were unemployed because they wanted to be.


I slumped on the bed in the spare room and stared at the ceiling until I saw faces of old, scary men with beards in the paint patterns. They were staring down at me, calling me a loser.


I could hear Debra out in the living room talking softly to someone who I was sure was Kurt, and I knew their reunion would be coming soon. Id need another place to live fast. Of course this sent my anxiety levels rocketing higher than ever, so I actually took some of the medication my therapist had recommended.


I ran through my options. I couldnt live with Maddie and her seven dogs. Okay, maybe she only had three, but it felt like seven. Her house smelled of dog pee, but she never noticed it. Penny might have been a good choice, but she only had one bedroom. My New Age friend Ariel smoked like a chimneynot good for my asthma. I was running out of ideas.


There was a soft, tentative knock on the door. My heart sank to my knees. I knew what was coming.


Its open, I called.


Debra entered with a guilty face. Sydney, she began. Theres something I need to tell you.


Let me guess. You forgave him again, and I need to move.


She stepped back, indignant and surprised. No, I was going to say were out of bread. You mentioned a sandwich for lunch, and Ill have to go get bread.


Really?


She put her head down. Well, that, and yeah, Kurts moving back. But not right away! Stay as long as you want!


I sat up, familiar hot flashes fluttering up my spine. Another anxiety attack. What does he care if Im here? You guys share a room anyway. I was so low my shoulders hung over my head.


This is usually his music room. But hell deal with it.


Will he? My eyes filled in spite of myself. The last thing I wanted was to show any emotion. I envisioned Xena and took my warrior princess stance.


He knows you need to stay a while. Its just She trailed off.


I stood up, Xena pumping through my veins. Its just hes the self-centered kind of guy who doesnt care if youre helping out a friend. The guy you always fight with for being self-centered, and then you take him back even though, ohhes still self-centered!


Please, try to


Save it! You know what? Youre not a real friend. Real friends dont let each other down.


I stormed out in a huff, my pride underneath my shoes.


I drove around Connecticut for hours, my eyes blinded with tears. I didnt know where I was going, what Id be doing. And frankly, I was more terrified than Id ever been. The last time I was this scared was during a freak seesaw accident in first grade.


I stopped off in Danbury to visit Penny. I must have looked like a mess because her expression was one of horror when she opened the door.


Aw, hon, come on in. She closed the door behind me and led me straight to the bathroom. You should take a bath. Itll help you relax. Ive got fresh towels in here.


I was crying so hard I couldnt catch my breath. Just seeing a kind face set off the waterworks and there was no stopping them. Everything seemed out of my control.


Sitting in the bathwater, I thought of my dad, how he hated baths. He was very fastidious and said that taking a bath was like lying in your own filth. I missed him.


Then I went over everything that had happened, just like they tell you never to do. It rained the day I got laid off. I remember seeing my bosss lips move, but his words sounded more like the teacher from the Peanuts cartoon strip:
Wah, wah, wahdownsizingwah wah severance packagewah, wah, wah. I shivered at the memory.


My ego was trampled. How dare they fire me. Id won awards! I wasnt some lazy person hanging out in the breakroom gossiping, someone to be cast out like yesterdays trash. But the bomb dropped on me anyway.


It had rained so hard. I sat in a stairwell afterward and looked out the window. My first thought was that this was the break Id always wanted. Now Id have time to be like J.K. Rowling and write that thing that was going to put me on the map as a writer. I was getting burned out anyway, Id told myself. The truth was, it was a good living. And the odds of writing that thingwell, my work was once described as more suited to an independent film. No boy wizards or vampire babies. I was screwed.


Id picked up my journal the first day after getting laid off. All I could write were sad tales of women losing their jobs, stuck in their forties and suddenly, frighteningly, single again. It read more like a Lifetime movie about a midlife crisis. Yeah, audiences would flock to that.


You okay in there? Penny knocked on the door.


How sweet, I thought numbly; shes making sure I didnt drown myself.


Yeah, I called. For now.


Thats not funny, Syd. Considering yourstate of mind.


I had no state of mind. I had no state. Suddenly it occurred to me. Without my job, there wasnt much point in being in Connecticut. Now I truly felt homeless.


The bath helped me escape for a while. I could stare at the bubbles and watch them float and see how long it took before they popped on something. Kind of like lifeyoure going along, floating higher and higher, but something will always stop and pop you. I realized I could put a negative spin on anything. Just wait until I got to the shampoo.


When I emerged a cleaner version of myself, Penny put a hot cup of tea in my hand. I didnt drink tea, but it was the universal sign of comfort. We sat on the couch.


Thanks, I said, holding up the mug.


Ariel got it for me. Its ginger something, supposed to release toxic emotions.


Of course. I smiled.


Ariel was our bisexual, New Age friend who was big on astrology, Tarot cards and energy fields. Penny broke up with her last girlfriend because Ariel mentioned the girl had negative chakras. I had no idea what chakras were at the time. I thought it was a venereal disease.


Im going to have to move out, I finally said. Debras taking Kurt back again.


Youre kidding!


Nope. Wish I was. I took a sip. Penny, theres something I havent told you. I lost my job.


She nodded wisely. I know.


You know? How?


Debra told us the other night when you went to the bathroom. Penny lowered her eyes. None of us wanted to say anything until you said something. Then Maddie was all, you know, because you told Debra and not us. But we told her to shut up about it.


Its nothing personal, I said. I just felt really bad.


I know. She patted my leg. So whats with Debra and Kurt? I was grateful for her changing the subject.


Oh, you know. The woman has no sense.


How many times does she have to get screwed over?


I didnt mean that. I meant she has no sense, being straight. I smiled at my weak attempt at a joke.


Glad you havent lost your humor. Penny touched my hand.


My sisters straight. Of course, shes crazy too. I zoned off into the distance when my cell phone rang. Like telepathy, it was Joanne, my sister. I exhaled dramatically. You mind? Its Joanne.


No, no. Penny headed outside. I have a garden full of tomato plants that arent going to grow themselves.


Hello? I said.


Where is she? Ill come up there and bitch-slap her! Joannes raspy voice made my phone tremble. I knew it had been a matter of time before the news reached down to Florida.


Well, hello to you too.


How can you be so calm about this! Her voice hit an octave that could break glass. That bitch! And when were you going to tell me about this? Next Christmas?


No, I just needed some time to figure out where my next paycheck is coming from. I dont really know the answer to that, though.


How convenient. Suddenly, youre not making any money, and she decides to leave.


No, I insisted. Seriously, Jo, it was mutual.


Its never mutual. She sounded like a rabid dog.


It was, believe it or not.


Really? Joanne persisted. Why was it so hard for everyone to believe? But you did have a place together. And how convenient, she could just walk out and leave you with everything to deal with. She knew with this economy youd never sell that dump.


I happen to like that place.


Oh please, Syd. The walls were peeling.


There was silence. I was tired of defending myself. Maybe I didnt call her right away because I didnt want to relive it or start to cry and feel stupid again.


Im sorry, Syd, she finally said. But youre my sister. Someone hurts you, they hurt me. And right now, ugh! I could justugh!


I get it.


You know how I found out? From Mom.


I figured.


Is it because youre up there? Are we not as close as we used to be?


Joanne was very dramatic, like everyone else in my family. But it was true. I knew things would never be the same since the first time I spoke to her on the phone after she had her first baby, Cabbot. I was telling her about jumping off a cliff, leaving my secure job to become a writer someday, and her response was, No! We dont eat that! Damn. Cabbie chewed on the plant again. You know Ive called Poison Control four times? From then on I knew it would be a struggle to stay on her radar.


Sometimes, I guess. I still want to talk to you. I tried to steady my voice.


If you need anything, she said, you know you can come down here and stay with us.


Thanks, I appreciate it.


There was no way Id move back to Florida. Joanne and her husband Nathan lived in a Stepford Wives enclave in Tampa. Everyone was conservative, had at least two-point-five children and a dog. It was a requirement. And Joanne fit all the requirements. Now I had two nephews, Cabbot and Tayler, and visiting Joanne always reminded me of how broken my life seemed, like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that would never quite fit together. She had a house that went on for miles with granite countertops, a pool, a garage for two cars and a boat if they should decide to buy one and more than one guest room. I could actually choose which spare room I wanted.


Most of all, Tampa, like the rest of Florida, is hot. Everyone is a little crankier down there because theyre so hot. When I used to live there, I would have thoughts of killing someone at least once a daysomeone in traffic, in the grocery store parking lotnot real murder, but dark, evil thoughts because I was so hot and irritated. These things just werent normal.


And we never had seasons, so it was harder marking time and memories. Thanksgiving was eighty degrees and sunny, just like Halloween. Houses were cookie-cutter and so was the weather. There is something unnatural and overly man-made about the whole state. It was originally a swamp that wasnt meant for humans to inhabit. But instead we came and conquered, like everything else, putting up condominiums, ignoring the threat of hurricanes, alligators and sinkholes. And worst of all was the swarm of red ants that attacked me once just because I stopped riding my bike on the sidewalk and put my feet on the ground for a minute. When I looked down, my left leg was red and crawling. I screamed and ripped my pants off right out in the open. But thats another story for my therapist.


All of those were reasons enough not to return. But the real reason was that I didnt want to go back in time. Going back would make me wonder, what was it all for?


Sure, you learn and grow from all your experiences, blah, blah, blah. But returning to the sameness of your youth gives you this sense of running in place, like a hamster on a wheel, never going anywhere. I didnt want that to happen to me. I think that was my real objection to returning to Florida. After all, who are we kidding? The state is more beautiful than a postcard.


Youd be starting fresh, Joanne insisted. Its not going backward.


It is!


Is that what you think of me? That Im going nowhere? There she was again
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