
  Synopsis


  


  It's never too late to learn about love...even when the lessons turn your world upside down.


  


  Ashton Clarke, a local Casanova with a long history of falling into bed with a different woman every night, is perfectly content with her free and easy existence until she gives in to her best friend’s request to spend an evening helping out at the local gay and lesbian youth center. There, Ash meets Carrie Fletcher, a women’s studies professor who not only intrigues Ash but causes her to question the direction her life has taken.


  


  As if this disquieting attraction isn’t aggravating enough, Ash is forced to deal with Carrie’s teenage neighbor Tess, whose bad attitude and biting wit seem to complicate every situation.


  


  Ash doesn’t want to be attracted to Carrie, who isn’t looking for a relationship with anyone, and Tess is angry at the world, but especially, it seems, with Ash. Despite resistance on the part of all three women, it soon becomes obvious that the trio’s destinies are hopelessly intertwined and the lessons in store will change all their lives.
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  Chapter One


  


  Ashton Clarke moved smoothly through the sea of swaying bodies. Music pounded through large speakers hanging from each wall of the Triangle Club. Strobe lights flashed a rainbow of rapidly changing hues, giving the dance floor a psychedelic resemblance to a life-size kaleidoscope. She was wearing a loose-fitting pair of faded blue jeans and a skintight black T-shirt that hugged every muscle in her torso. As she wove her way across the room and up to the bar, in a single glance, she took in her surroundings and the women rocking to the beat. Quite a crowd for a Thursday night in Roosevelt, Ohio.


  “Hola, Pantalona,” she greeted the soft butch behind the bar.


  Lupe was probably in her early fifties but looked older. The corners of her mouth were creased from years of smoking, and flecks of gray speckled her close-cut dark hair. Lines rimmed her sparkling eyes, a product of her frequent and hearty laugh. She gave a slight bow and replied, “Buenas noches, Don Juana.”


  Ash perched herself on an empty stool and slapped her hand on the bar. “Hey, Lupe, one bottle of Corona, and don’t forget my lime.”


  “My, my, someone’s feeling festive tonight.”


  “You betcha. It’s a gorgeous night, I’ve got money in my pocket, and I’m surrounded by beautiful women.”


  The bartender snapped the top off a bottle of Corona. “Ah, looking for a wife for the night?”


  “Who isn’t?” Ash laughed. “A Miss Right Now would suit me just fine.”


  “Well, not that you heard it from me, but there’s a hot mamacita checking you out from over in the corner.”


  Ash didn’t even look. “The femme in the short red dress?”


  “Damn, how did you know?”


  “I noticed her when I came in. What’s she drinking?”


  The bartender indicated Ash’s Corona.


  Ash grinned. “Well then, my friend, make that two Coronas.”


  A moment later, drinks in hand, Ash strolled toward the dark-haired beauty sitting alone at a tall table in the corner of the bar. She looked the woman up and down, letting her eyes travel up a pair of deeply tanned legs and a smooth torso to the soft curve of her breast, past her slender neck and full lips, right into her coffee-colored eyes. Ash felt her libido kick into overdrive as the woman held her stare and gave a subtle nod of recognition.


  “I’ll trade you a drink for a seat,” Ash said.


  “That sounds fair,” the woman replied. “I’m Rita.”


  “Ah, lovely Rita, meter maid.” Ash claimed the seat next to her. “Is that a family name or was your father a Beatles fan?”


  “My mother was the Beatles fan.” Rita’s gaze drifted from Ash’s mouth to her chest, in a blatant appraisal of her physical attributes. “And you? Do you have a name?”


  “Ashton Clarke at your service, but you can call me Ash.”


  “Is that what you tell all the girls?” Rita asked coyly.


  “No, not the girls, only the beautiful women.”


  “Well then, I have no choice but to be complimented.”


  Ash waited patiently as they made small talk for a few minutes and sipped their drinks. Then she leaned closer and fixed her eyes intently on Rita’s. “Lovely Rita, may I ask you a personal question?”


  “Of course.”


  Ash smiled to herself. This woman was falling right into the palm of her hand. “Would you like to dance with me?”


  Rita smiled broadly. “I thought you’d never ask.”


  Ash led tonight’s easy conquest out onto the crowded dance floor. The song was fast and they started to move to the beat, eyes locked. They moved closer as the song continued, so close Ash could feel the heat of Rita’s body mingling with her own. She could take her in her arms anytime now; she knew Rita wanted her. But she wanted to make sure Rita knew it, too, so she waited. Rita could come to her.


  As one song faded into another, Rita finally stepped in, placing a hand on Ash’s shoulder and aligning their bodies. Ash slipped her arm around Rita’s waist and applied some gentle pressure to the small of her back. Their movements coincided beautifully and Ash slid one of her knees between Rita’s legs and gently rocked back and forth to the beat. Rita let out a small moan and clung tightly to Ash’s neck, breathing faster. Ash held back, not wanting to give in to the urge too soon. She felt Rita sigh at the withdrawal.


  Just then the music slowed. A soft ballad wafted through the room. Confident that she had Rita right where she wanted her, Ash slowly caressed her back through the thin material of her dress. Rita responded with soft kisses. Along her neck, up her jawline, across her cheek. When she began nibbling on her ear, Ash returned the favor, bending down to drag her lips across Rita’s neck. Rita turned slightly and their lips met, softly at first, but as the pressure increased, Ash parted her lips and allowed her tongue to flash into Rita’s waiting mouth.


  It took them a moment to realize the song had ended. Ash opened her eyes slowly to meet a seductive stare.


  “Maybe we’d better take a break,” Rita said, stepping back.


  “Sure, would you like another drink?”


  “That’d be wonderful.” Rita almost purred. “I’ll go freshen up. You get the drinks, and I’ll meet you back at the table.”


  With a grin, Ash walked back to the bar.


  “Two Coronas?” Lupe asked.


  “Nope, just one. You’d better make mine a Coke.”


  “A Coke, already?”


  Ash nodded. “I think I may need to drive pretty soon.”


  Lupe popped the top of the Corona and poured a Coke. “You must be on fire tonight.”


  “When you’ve got it, you’ve got it.”


  “Yeah, yeah, rub it in.”


  Ash threw a five on the bar and said, “Keep the change.”


  She and Rita reached their table at the same time. Ash pulled out a chair for her, and then scooted her own in close enough that their legs were touching. Holding her Coke in one hand, she let the other slip from the table to rest gently on Rita’s thigh.


  “You’re a good dancer,” Rita said.


  “I had a good partner,” Ash came back quickly.


  Rita studied her as though trying to decide whether she wanted to take the next step. Ash had seen this situation enough to know the woman’s mind was likely telling her to be cautious, while her body was telling her something entirely different.


  “You’re smooth,” Rita said. “I don’t know whether to be flattered or suspicious.”


  “You’re in control of this situation. I’m following your lead here,” Ash answered, but at the same time she fingered the hem of Rita’s dress, making it ride up slightly on her thigh.


  “So if I wanted to shake hands and say good night right now, you wouldn’t try to stop me?”


  “Not at all.” Ash leaned in and whispered in her ear. “But I don’t think that’s what you really want.” She could feel Rita softening to her touch, so she continued moving her hand slowly up her thigh. “I think you want the same thing I do, but I’m going to leave that up to you. We could talk, we could dance, we could say good night right now.” She paused for emphasis and felt Rita’s body rise and fall with each breath she took. “Or we could move on to something else, but the choice is yours.”


  She allowed her words to linger a second, then sat back, breaking all contact between their bodies. As she took a long drink of her Coke, she watched Rita’s face, reading the mix of doubt and lust that battled within her, each emotion trying to steer the night in opposite directions. Ash waited patiently. She didn’t have anything to worry about. She knew exactly what the end result would be. There was no need to force the issue.


  She finally got the green light she’d been waiting for when Rita set her drink firmly on the table and asked, “Your place or mine?”


  


  *


  


  Ash struggled to keep her balance as they fumbled up the stairs to Rita’s apartment while simultaneously undressing each other. They paused only long enough for Rita to unlock the door, then rushed inside, kicking off their shoes and stumbling over to the couch.


  “The bedroom’s on the other side of the kitchen,” Rita said breathlessly.


  “That’s too far away.” Ash buried her face in the nape of Rita’s neck. “I’m going to take you right here.”


  Their already scarce clothing gave way to bare skin as Ash pulled the appropriate strings on Rita’s dress and it fell to the floor. She kissed Rita’s lips before allowing her mouth to travel down her neck and over her shoulder. Just as she was about to take a dark nipple in her mouth, Rita sat up and pushed her down backward on the couch. She tugged at Ash’s belt and then the buttons on her jeans. As soon as she slid these over Ash’s hips, she lifted her hands to Ash’s face. For a moment, she gazed into her eyes, then she ran her fingertips up through Ash’s hair.


  Ash closed her eyes, surrendering to the physical. No more need for thinking, no more calculations, there was nothing left to do but react. Her pulse quickened and her breathing became more shallow as Rita softly caressed a path down her chest and abdomen, teasing the sensitive flesh. As she inched down, Ash felt her body tighten, her muscles contracting with anticipation and arousal. When Rita zeroed in on her thighs, Ash rolled over, and they tumbled onto the floor. She swiftly took Rita’s wrists in one of her hands and held them over her head.


  “So you like to tease?” she whispered in Rita’s ear. “Then turnabout is fair play.”


  She ran her tongue down Rita’s neck, taking her time, moving steadily downward until she was between the deeply tanned thighs. As she licked and nibbled at the soft flesh, inching ever so slowly toward her target, Rita lifted her hips trying to hasten the process. Each time Ash drew back, she heard a sigh of frustration. She could feel Rita’s desire mounting and wanted to keep her on the edge for as long as she could.


  Rita clutched at Ash’s neck and back. “I can’t wait anymore.”


  “Patience is a virtue, my dear.” Ash chuckled softly.


  “Please,” Rita begged in a moan that was more of a command than a request.


  Ash bowed her head, and with a few deliberate flicks of her expert tongue, she felt the woman beneath her shudder as waves of pleasure swept through her body.


  “Oh, my God,” Rita panted. “That was amazing.”


  Ash crawled up next to her. “I do what I can.”


  With a smug grin, she rolled onto her back and closed her eyes, allowing herself to rest for just a moment. When she felt the soft strokes of gentle fingers caress her body, she knew it was going to be a long night.


  


  *


  


  The bank clock on the street corner flashed 4:23 a.m. as Ash quietly slipped out of Rita’s apartment. Stopping to collect the garments scattered on the front steps, she breathed in the crisp fall air and decided she was close enough to walk home. As she trekked through the empty downtown streets, she couldn’t help but hum the Beatles’ “Lovely Rita.” It had been a good night and she looked forward to dreaming about it when she finally crawled into her own bed.


  Her large, rustic loft was located above an old warehouse. The space, like the neighborhood, was bare bones, a typical bachelor pad. It was open, uncluttered, and unrefined, and Ash liked it that way. She unlocked the door and crossed through the kitchen and living area on the way to her bed. The light on her answering machine was blinking, and she pushed the button to play her messages as she shed her clothing.


  “Ash, it’s Mary. Call me when you finally stumble in. Sharon has to work tomorrow, so I thought you might like to join Annie and me at the park. Call me either way and let me know you’re home safe. Love you.”


  Ash smiled and picked up the phone. She had known Mary since they were teenagers. She wasn’t sure exactly when her best friend had started checking in on her so frequently, but it happened so often they seemed to take it for granted.


  “Hey, Casanova,” Mary answered sleepily.


  “I’m home safe.”


  “What time is it?”


  “Almost five,” Ash said.


  “Time to get up.”


  “Time to go to bed.”


  “You never cease to amaze me.” Mary yawned. “See you at the park at one?”


  “We’d better make it two.”


  “Okay. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.” Ash was asleep almost before she got the phone back on the table.


  Chapter Two


  


  “Anybody have any thoughts on the ‘Oppression’ article?” Carrie Fletcher scanned her class.


  The students, mostly sophomores and juniors, avoided making eye contact with her, not a promising sign. It could be that this was a Friday morning during the first week of classes and they weren’t awake yet. More likely, most had just failed to read the article. This was a general education class, so many of the students were only present to fulfill a requirement and not because of a genuine interest in women’s studies.


  “I don’t need any major revelations, just your reactions to the piece.” Carrie wasn’t going to let them off the hook. She could wait as long as they could.


  After a long silence, a young woman in the front row raised her hand. “I liked the birdcage analogy.”


  The student wore jeans that fit her loosely and a shirt that covered her midriff. She leaned forward attentively and the copy of the article she had on her desk was heavily highlighted with numerous notes in the margins. She’s going to be one of my good ones, Carrie thought. In every class, there were always one or two who showed up fully engaged in the subject matter. They could be counted on to bring some insight to the discussion.


  “The birdcage analogy is a good starting point for us,” Carrie said. “What does the author talk about?”


  “She says that if a bird were just to look at one wire of its cage, it would never understand why it can’t get out. It’s only when the bird can see how all the wires are connected that the cage can be processed as a whole.” The student paused. “She says that’s why women are able to be oppressed. They see each little thing individually and don’t see the big picture.”


  “Very good.” Carrie picked up a marker and drew a line on the dry-erase board. “What are some of the individual wires the author mentions?”


  “Women make less money than men,” someone said.


  Carrie labeled the line “gender wage gap,” and drew another. “What else?”


  “Domestic violence.”


  Carrie kept drawing lines and labeling them based on the students’ answers until she had drawn an entire cage.


  “You see,” she said, facing the class. “Anyone could get out of an abusive relationship, if most things were running in her favor, and anyone could move out of a low-paying job if other resources were available to her. It’s only when many factors come together in the same place at the same time that we have a real system of oppression strong enough to hold women down.”


  “Bad things happen to everyone,” a girl defiantly said from the back of the room. “Some people just complain too much.”


  There she is, Carrie thought. The girl was wearing a tight sorority sweater that showed way too much skin to actually provide any warmth, and her skirt was so short that Carrie was afraid to look too closely. The student didn’t have anything on her desk to take notes with. Instead she was slouched back in her chair with her arms folded across her chest. Every class had its malcontent, a student convinced from day one that the class was full of evil feminists out to brainwash her. They were usually lost causes, and keeping them from derailing the discussion could cost a lot of class time.


  “That’s true,” Carrie said carefully. She had to set a professional but nonthreatening tone, if not for this student, then for the rest of the class. The worst thing she could do was become snide or sarcastic. That would only confirm the stereotype about feminists being bitchy, and might prevent other students from speaking freely about other contentious topics in the future. Credibility was key, and she couldn’t afford to lose it for any reason. “The author discusses this in the article, remember?”


  When the student glared at her instead of responding, Carrie continued. “She gives the example of the rich guy who is on a ski vacation and falls and breaks his leg. Now that’s unfortunate, and it probably hurts quite a bit. An injury like that will definitely slow him down, but is it oppression?”


  When a student in the middle of the classroom shook his head slightly, Carrie asked him, “Why not?”


  He flushed slightly, looking nervous about being called on. He appeared to be a typical college male, in jeans and a T-shirt, with unruly curls sticking out from underneath a tattered baseball cap.


  “Because it was just a one-time thing,” he answered.


  Carrie could see that he’d been taking notes and also had the article out on his desk, so she decided to nudge him into a more complex answer. “What does the temporary nature of the event have to do with oppression?”


  “Well,” he looked down at his notes as if willing the answer to pop out of them, “I guess for something to really be oppression, it has to be part of something bigger, not just an accident, but something that happens as part of a whole system. Like that cage you drew?”


  “Excellent,” Carrie responded. While his answer lacked confidence, it was sincere and thoughtful. He’s my guy, she thought. He would represent that silent majority that made up middle-class America, neither hostile nor eager. He might become a teacher, or a local politician, or maybe just a father to the next generation. He represented the future, and she had sixteen weeks to reach him, sixteen weeks to inform the way he viewed the world around him.


  It wouldn’t be easy, especially in a department that was understaffed and underfunded. She’d have no support from the administration, which consisted solely of stuffy old white men, or from the campus climate that glorified drinking, sports, and sex. To compound the situation, she was teaching two other classes, advising several student groups, and working on her own scholarship in an attempt to gain tenure in a highly adversarial environment. Still, she’d entered teaching for the possibility of changing lives and, by extension, changing the world. She carried that goal with her every time she stepped into a classroom. Distractions abounded in the university setting, but she couldn’t afford to let anything take away from her interactions with her students. She had sixteen weeks to shape the future, and that was exactly what this group of students represented.


  


  *


  


  “Come on Ash, don’t be such a bad-ass. You’d be great at the center,” Mary said as Ash gently pushed the toddler on the swing in front of her. “Just look at how good you are with Annie.”


  “That’s different.” Ash glanced at her best friend.


  Mary Saban was short with blond hair she kept cut neatly at shoulder length. She’d put on a few pounds over the decade since Ash first met her, and had also taken to wearing the denim jumpers that seemed to come with her job as an elementary teacher. She had a contagious smile and an energy that seemed to radiate from every pore. Mary and Ash could not have been more opposite, but perhaps that was what made their friendship so perfect.


  “Why is it so different?” Mary asked. “They’re still just kids.”


  “Well, those ‘kids’ at the center are teenagers, and the last thing I want to do is contribute to the delinquency of minors.”


  It was a beautiful day for a stroll in the park. The warmth of the sun was only slightly offset by a cool autumn breeze. After the night she’d had, Ash was glad Mary’s daughter, Annie, had opted for a mindless activity when they reached the children’s play area. All she had to do was remember to push the swing when it slowed.


  “Why are you fighting this so hard? You were in their place not that many years ago,” Mary said.


  “Yeah, and I made it just fine without any gay and lesbian youth groups to coddle me.” Noting the dejected look on her best friend’s face, Ash added more softly, “I’m sorry, but I’m just not a role model.”


  “You were a role model to me.”


  “And look how you turned out,” Ash teased. “You broke my heart, settled down, and started a family. I thought I could make a player out of you, but all you wanted was respectability.”


  “You helped me through a tough time, and you did a great job. I think you could do the same thing for some of the kids at the center.”


  “You want me to sleep with them?”


  “Oh my God, no!” Mary blushed. “You can’t do exactly what you did with me, but you could show them that it’s okay for them to just be who they are.”


  Ash lifted Annie from the swing and put her back in her stroller, carefully fastening the straps. “Mommy is just not giving up on this one, kiddo.”


  Mary tried one more time. “Just come to the meeting tomorrow, and then if you still don’t want to do it, I won’t bring it up again.”


  “Promise?”


  “I promise.”


  “All right, Annie, you heard her. One meeting and she’ll drop it.”


  The toddler smiled and nodded as she usually did when she heard her name.


  “Okay, you win,” Ash said. “I’ll go tomorrow. But it’s the only Saturday night I’m giving up.”


  “Thanks, Ash, and the kids have to be home by eleven, so we can still hit the Triangle Club afterward. I’ll even buy you a beer.”


  “Miss Mary at a bar? What will your wife say?” Ash mocked.


  “She trusts us. Besides, I’ve been home all summer. She can handle Annie on her own for a few hours. And by the way, she thinks coming to the center would be good for you, too.”


  “Good for me how?” Ash raised an eyebrow.


  “You need something stable in your life.”


  “I thought you were my stability.”


  “Just come. Okay?”


  Heaving a protracted sigh, Ash picked up her old leather jacket, stroked Annie’s soft blond hair, and kissed Mary on the cheek. “I’ll be there at seven.”


  As she strode toward her car, she regretted caving in. She was a pushover when it came to Mary, but the gay and lesbian youth center was not her idea of a good time. The thought of coddling a bunch of kids who needed to be babied through the coming-out process didn’t appeal to her at all. She found the whole concept silly. She hadn’t needed any role models, and she certainly couldn’t see herself playing that part for someone else.


  


  *


  


  After leaving the park, Ash headed downtown and pulled into the parking lot of a small gray building labeled Mick’s Mechanics. She rolled down her car window and shouted “Hey” to a red-haired man with his head under the hood of an old Cadillac. “You got an open lift?”


  Mick Darby stood up and wiped his hand on his jeans. He was about twenty-five years old, but still had a bit of a baby face. His hair was tousled, and it looked like someone had taken a dirty cloth and smudged grease and oil randomly across his arms, face, and clothes.


  He grinned broadly at Ash. “For you, anything. Pull on around.”


  Ash drove the Mustang into the big bay door he rolled open for her and pulled slowly forward until he motioned for her to stop. She hopped out of the car and tossed her jacket into the front seat.


  “How’s business?” she asked as she walked over and flipped a lever on the wall. The lift climbed up out of the floor and made contact with the frame of her car, raising it ever so slightly.


  “I can’t complain.” Mick closed the hood of the car he’d been working on and took a seat on a nearby stool. “That transmission you sent me last week was quite a piece of work.”


  “If you thought the car was a piece of work, you should have seen the owner.” Ash rolled up her sleeves and checked to make sure the lift had hit squarely on the Mustang’s frame.


  She and Mick had a deal. She got to use his shop and tools for her car care projects, and in return she sent him any major repairs she couldn’t handle on her own.


  He shook his head. “It figures.”


  “What?” Ash levered the car high enough that she could stand beneath it, then rolled an oil pan under with her.


  “You get laid, and all I get is a busted transmission.”


  Ash threw back her head and laughed. “Yeah, I guess I did get the better end of that deal.”


  She took a socket wrench from an open toolbox, gave the drain plug a good twist, and then reached up to remove the plug by hand. The minute the plug was out, a steady stream of oil ran into the drain pan. Ash moved out from under the car and leaned against a workbench to watch the process.


  “She’s beautiful,” Mick said, admiring her ride.


  The red ’64 Mustang convertible was flawless. Ash had taken the time to rebuild the engine herself, using only original parts. She then searched all over to find the perfect shade of burnt red to match the original color and personally oversaw the paint job. It had been a three-year labor of love but the end product was enough to make any car junkie drool. In fact, Mick looked like he was on the verge of drooling at that very moment.


  “How much would you want for her?” he asked.


  “Not a chance, buddy.” Ash returned to the Mustang with an oil filter wrench in hand. “There’s no way I’m selling her. This car is a chick magnet. We’re a team.”


  Mick rolled his eyes. “Like you need any help. I’ve never set foot in a gay bar and even I know your reputation.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Ash feigned innocence as she unscrewed the oil filter and allowed the excess fluid to drain into the pan.


  Mick mumbled something about her being a poster girl for the love-’em-and-leave-’em lifestyle and she threw her grease rag at him.


  “Yeah? And where’s your wedding ring?”


  “Fair enough.” He smiled. “I’m in no hurry to settle down, either. All I’m saying is you don’t need the car to pick up women.”


  “Probably not, but she’s still fun to drive.”


  After wiping out the filter ring, Ash dipped a finger in the oil pan and coated the gasket of the new filter seal before twisting it into place and screwing the drain plug back in. She rolled the drain pan out from under the car and lowered the lift. Mick handed her a few quarts of oil.


  “Got a funnel?” she asked, popping the hood.


  “No, we used them all at the wild kegger we had last night,” Mick answered sarcastically. He tossed her a plastic funnel.


  When she was done and had checked the oil level with a dipstick, she closed the hood and shook Mick’s hand. “Thanks for the lift.”


  “You know you can use the shop anytime,” he said as she slid back into the Mustang. “But do me a favor. Next time you send me a blown transmission, just make sure you send the girl with it.”


  Ash just smiled as she drove away. She wasn’t about to make any promises.
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