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Synopsis

Marija Spencer is in the middle of her third divorce.
She doesn’t know what it is she wants, but she knows there’s
something she’s missing. When Marija brings her Dachshund into a
grooming school and meets Dana, an out lesbian, something shifts
for her. Torn between her church teachings and her emerging truth,
she embarks on a journey to find herself as a single woman of
God.

Dana struggles to trust that Marija isn’t going to
decide to go back to men, and Marija strives to understand her
budding feelings for Dana. When a disturbed woman becomes obsessed
with Dana, they find themselves having to deal with her following
their every move.

Can their mutual attraction and growing connection
become too strong to deny and draw them into each other’s arms?
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Dedication

For Ellen

The awareness of us fills my heart with joy.


Chapter One

Maria smiled at the brilliant summer sunlight
streaming through the spotless window of her little shop. It was
more than a beauty shop to her. It was a safe place to live, to
make a living, and to display her crafts. Most of her clients lived
in the senior mobile home park that bordered her parking lot, but
she had a few clients who traveled long distances to appreciate her
skill as a beautician and to check out her latest creations. She
sat in the natural light carefully stringing Swarovski beads on a
thin elastic band and sighed with satisfaction as she created her
own personal design. She practiced for her next church choir solo
by humming along to songs playing in her head.

Mentally calculating the upcoming month’s expenses
and considering her meager income, Maria anticipated fewer
groceries. She’d have just enough money to take care of her first
priority, tuition for her son’s next semester of college. She was
grateful she’d had the sense to keep her little shop in her name.
She’d made a mistake marrying a man who wasn’t what he seemed, but
she still had her work and she still had the shop she’d worked so
hard for. Had it really only been six years since she opened the
place?

She pushed away from her task, pleased with the
day’s work. Each bracelet or necklace she finished seemed to take
less time. She’d have plenty of items ready for the fall arts and
craft show. The tiny jingling bell on her glass entry door
announced the arrival of her perm appointment. She checked her
reflection in the large mirror opposite the door, and ran her hand
through her shaggy hair. She couldn’t remember when she’d last
taken time to cut her own hair.

Maria settled her client into her styling chair and
began the perm process. “How’s your baby quilt coming along? Your
daughter is due next month isn’t she?” she asked.

“I’m almost finished with it. I’ll bring it to choir
practice Wednesday so you can see it.”

“Sounds good.” Maria thought about the choir she’d
recently joined at the local Assembly of God. It was nothing like
the choir at her father’s tiny church. She couldn’t imagine
membership in any church would satisfy her as his did. She
certainly wasn’t going back to her philandering, soon-to-be
ex-husband’s church, but she was never going to quit singing.

Maria continued chatting with her client, sharing
bits of their lives. She rolled, rinsed, and clipped, and two hours
later, her client left with a perfect perm. She rinsed the perm
rods and threw the wet towels into her washer before sweeping up.
Her life hadn’t turned out exactly as she’d planned, but she
welcomed the feeling of contentment that moving forward on her own
terms brought her.

*

Maria coaxed Frankie through the front door of the
small storefront located on the end of a strip mall. Her efforts to
cut her dachshund’s nails had resulted in a struggle that ended
with Maria fearing she’d hurt him if she continued. Her repeated
attempts with the same results prompted her to call her friend
Angie to get the number of the dog grooming school where she took
her dog. Dana, the woman she’d spoken to, indicated that they
didn’t usually do just nail trims, but if Maria brought him in
early, she’d take care of him. Dana’s mellow contralto voice
intrigued her, and she wondered if she sang. Their short
conversation convinced Maria that Dana had Frankie’s best interest
at heart, and her calm directness reassured her. Between the lovely
voice and the fondness for animals, she sounded like someone Maria
would like.

The early morning sunshine glittered through the
glass door. The non-skid, cushioned flooring was dry but looked
freshly mopped. Along with the faint scent of Simple Green, she
detected the doggie cologne that Angie’s Lhasa apso came home from
the groomers wearing.

“Good morning.” Maria smiled, a bit unsettled by the
unsmiling strawberry blonde with gold-flecked blue eyes appraising
her calmly from behind the counter. The royal blue polo shirt she
wore with Langdon Dog Grooming embroidered in script, reflected
those blue eyes like a deep pool of clear water. “I’m Maria
Spencer, and this is Frankie.” Maria bent and lifted him in her
arms.

“Good morning. I’m Dana.”

Dana walked to the swinging door at the end of the
counter to get a closer look at Frankie. “Lithe” would be how she’d
describe her, but not graceful, more like coordinated. Still no
smile. Intense. Even standing a foot away, Maria could feel Dana’s
concentrated attention on the wary dog in her arms. She stood
silently, wondering if this was a mistake.

“He doesn’t look too freaked out to be here,” Dana
said, apparently ready to pay attention to her as well as
Frankie.

“He relaxed when I picked him up. Do you want me to
put him down?”

“No, no, that’s fine. I just wanted to see if he’d
let me get close to the two of you. He seems okay with it.”

Dana held her hand out for Frankie to sniff. When
there was no adverse reaction, she slowly moved her hand to cup him
under his chin. Surprised when his little tail started frantic
waving, Maria calmed slightly. If Frankie trusted her, then she’d
try to as well. She still needed to know the fee, however. “He
seems to like you.”

“Yeah, I think we’ll get along just fine. Let’s see
if he’ll let me carry him to my grooming table.”

“Um, could I ask how much this is going to cost
before you get too far?”

“I’m sorry. I wanted to meet Frankie and make sure
he wasn’t too nervous. I’ll tell you what. Let me take him back and
if he’s okay with it, it’ll be ten dollars.”

Finally, Dana met her eyes and smiled. Maria’s pulse
jumped. Unnerved by her reaction, she clutched Frankie to her
chest, whispered in his ear, and kissed him on the head before
tenderly transferring him to Dana’s outstretched arms.

“I’ll be careful and as quick as possible. I’ve been
doing this for almost twenty years, since I was fifteen. I’d let
you come back and watch, but honestly, most animals calm down and
do better without the owners there. If he gets agitated, I promise
I’ll come get you.”

Dana’s soothing tone and confident manner inspired
trust, and Maria watched her cuddle Frankie as she expertly
supported his back and carried him to the grooming area.

Maria paced along the length of the tiny waiting
area, expecting to hear the familiar whine and yelp, but nothing
but the occasional sound of Dana’s soothing voice floated out from
behind the closed door. Soon, Frankie dragged Dana through the
door, pulling on his leash in an effort to get to Maria, his little
tail a blur.

Maria sank to the floor and caught Frankie as he
wiggled into her arms. She didn’t have to look hard to notice the
neatly trimmed nails, and he didn’t seem any worse for the
experience.

“Thank you.” She looked up with gratitude at the
woman who had treated him with such care. Frankie had been her
faithful companion since her second divorce, and her heart ached at
the thought of anything happening to him. “And God bless you.”

“You’re quite welcome, Ms. Spencer. Can I help you
up?” Dana offered her hand.

Her warm grip, firm and strong but not crushing, was
surprisingly soft. It seemed to Maria she held her hand longer than
necessary once they were standing face-to-face.

“Please, call me Maria.”

“That’ll be easy. It’s a beautiful name.”

“Thank you.” Dana not only treated Frankie well, she
was charming, too.

“I’m glad you came in today, Maria. Bring Frankie
back anytime.”

Maria held tightly to Frankie’s leash. She wanted to
say something more, but she had no idea what, or why. She paid the
ten dollars but hesitated at the door. She looked back at Dana, who
tilted her head and smiled, as though waiting for Maria to say
something more. Instead, Maria mumbled good-bye, and rushed out,
pushing away the unfamiliar feelings.

*

“So, how did it go at the groomer’s last week?”
Angie and Maria sat waiting for their church’s choir director to
arrive.

“Frankie seems fine. No post-traumatic stress. That
Dana woman treated him well. She was gentle, but I got the
impression she’d be strong enough to settle him down if he started
acting up. He was a perfect gentleman, though. I didn’t hear him
yelp once while she was working on him.”

“I’m glad they took you in. I don’t think they
usually do just nail trims. What did you think of Dana?”

“Like I said, she treated Frankie well. I was glad
that he didn’t fight her. She obviously knows how to handle
dogs.”

Dana had put her at ease too, but she didn’t say
that out loud. Maria didn’t hand off Frankie to anyone she didn’t
trust. The fact that Dana had so easily convinced her that her dog
was safe left her feeling a little off balance, which was something
else that left her feeling unsettled. “I have a question for you.
Did you feel…I don’t know…odd somehow around her?” Maria wasn’t
sure what she was asking her friend, but she’d been trying to
figure out her reaction to the attractive groomer all week.

“Odd how?”

“I don’t know. You remember that man who attended
our church for a while last year? He used to make all the women
feel creepy when he looked at them.”

“Yeah. He was a real piece of work. Pastor Mike
didn’t even like him. What about him?”

“Well, it seemed like Dana was looking at me a
little like that. Not exactly like that, not creepy. It was more
like an appreciative appraisal than an, I don’t know, I’m going
to take you behind the barn and have my way with you kind of
look.”

“No, I can’t say that I noticed that with Dana. I’ve
heard rumors about her, but I hate gossip and rumors.”

“If I’m going to trust my Frankie with her again, I
want to hear all you know about her, rumors or not.”

Angie hesitated. “Okay, but remember this is
secondhand information. I didn’t see any of it myself.”

“Just tell me already, Pastor Roland will be here
soon.”

“You know, Annie, our organist. She has a standard
poodle she shows. She’s the one who told me about the grooming
school. I guess last year when she went to that big dog show in
Detroit, Dana had a booth set up. Her mother, Lucy, was there, and
Annie swears she was drunk. Annie said Dana spent so much time
trying to keep her mom from making a spectacle of herself, that she
closed the booth halfway into the show.”

“I don’t care what Dana’s mom does, Angie. Dana’s
the groomer right?”

“Her mother actually owns the grooming school, but
Dana manages it as well as grooms and teaches. So, Annie said that
after she took her mom home, she returned to the show without
re-opening her booth.”

“Come on, Angie. Get to the point. Choir practice is
going to start any minute.”

“Okay, okay. Well, the only thing more Annie told me
was that Dana came back to the show and she saw her in the grooming
area kissing another woman. A handler in the poodle group.”

“Geez, Angie. That’s it? We kiss each other all the
time. Heck I kissed you hello when I got here this morning.”

“I don’t mean our kind of kissing on the cheek.
Friendly kisses.” Angie leaned closer, looking side to side. “This
was full out kissing on the lips like…like I kiss my husband or you
used to kiss Peter.”

Maria shuddered at the mention of her soon-to-be
ex-husband.

“Oh.” Maria paid little attention to the gay
movement, but she knew many states were allowing same-sex marriage.
She couldn’t see any reason why they shouldn’t have the same rights
as everyone else, even though her Old Testament bible study
indicated that homosexuality was a sin. She just never thought she
knew anyone who was gay. Maybe she had and never knew it. She’d
been raised by a preacher in a small town, and she knew she wasn’t
exactly worldly. If Dana was a lesbian, what did her own reaction
to her mean? Maria worked to sort out her thoughts as the arrival
of their choir director interrupted their conversation.


Chapter Two

“I’m glad you brought Dale in for his first haircut,
Julie. He’s a real sweetie. Airedales can be a handful, especially
young ones, but he was a joy to work with.”

“Thanks, Dana. He’s next in line for my show group.
I’m grateful you had time to work him in today. I don’t trust my
own grooming skills, and I know you’re the best.”

“Thank you and good luck with him. I think you have
a winner in this one. He took to the grooming process like a pro.
If you have time, I’d like to see him again in a few weeks. I’ll
just brush him out, check his ears, and keep him comfortable with
the procedure.”

“Cool. Thanks. I’ll bring him in the same time two
weeks from this Saturday. Have you decided on my offer for the
Winter Classic in January? My financial offer still stands.”

“I put it on my calendar. Let me know your exact
schedule, and if you’re only showing on Sunday, I’ll plan on
it.”

“Great. I’ll have the best-looking airedales in the
show.”

Dana Langdon looked forward to attending the large
AKC dog show. The American Kennel Club show drew the best of over
one hundred breeds, and she realized she missed the excitement of
participating. For the past five years, all she’d done was set up
booths at the various shows to try to drum up business. It would be
nice to put her artistic talent to use.

Dana sighed with the relief of turning over the last
of her charges. She’d taken Julie Winter’s new airedale terrier pup
late in the day because she didn’t like to keep the young dogs
getting their first haircut in kennels all day. She preferred to
spend time getting them used to the process. Dana was sensitive to
the client’s protective nature when it came to their dogs, and
breeders with their show dogs were especially particular. Her
father’s line of springer spaniels was renowned in the show
circles, and he didn’t allow anyone but her mother to touch them
with grooming tools.

Dana walked back to check on the last two of her
students still in the shop.

“How’s it going you two? ’Bout ready to wrap it up
for the day?” Dana took in the state of the room, impressed with
the amount of cleanup that was already finished. The latest
students to sign up for grooming classes had turned out to be a few
of the best they’d had at the school. They were efficient in their
work, and she’d gotten positive feedback from the dog owners
regarding their haircuts. Dana hoped the next batch would be as
good, because she relied on word of mouth for most of their
business lately.

It was close to eight o’clock when Dana trudged out
the back door of the grooming school to the parking lot. She got
into her car and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. As much
as she loved working with the dogs, the rest of her life was
starting to feel out of control. Over the past two months, her
mother had shown up drunk at the grooming school several times.
Dana worried about the safety of the dogs and the reputation of the
business. She’d told her mother that the dogs were all in for
bathing that day and she didn’t need to come in to do any grooming.
Dana no longer had the energy to keep an eye on her and do her job.
She was tired of covering for her mother. She was tired of being
responsible and tired of keeping secrets. She started her car and
headed to the one place she knew she didn’t need to take care of
anyone or anything.

Dana slid into her favorite booth at the Rainbow
Lounge and signaled to the server. “A pitcher of Bud Light please,”
she said to the waitress, while eyeing the generous swell of flesh
above her tight, low-cut top.

“Coming right up.”

As disturbed as she was by her mother’s excessive
drinking, Dana sipped her beer and welcomed the warmth seeping into
her limbs and the flush moving up her neck. She knew it wasn’t the
best place to find someone to share her life with, but she didn’t
know any other way. The rural area around Port Huron, Michigan,
wasn’t exactly a gay mecca. This downtown bar had only been open a
few years and only catered to the gay crowd every other
Saturday.

It wasn’t long before a breath on her ear and a soft
caress on her neck sent shivers down Dana’s spine. “Let me buy you
something a little more interesting than that beer.”

“Absolutely.”

Intense eyes ensnared Dana, and she embraced their
promise. She longed for a meaningful connection, for the kind of
love she’d seen between her dad and mom. Dana’d first recognized
her sexuality while making out with Mary Lou under the high school
bleachers. Her one serious relationship with a woman had turned out
to be completely one-sided. Dana and Brandy were seniors and
inseparable. They’d sit listening to Michael Jackson’s “You Are Not
Alone,” for hours, and Dana’d thought she’d found the love of her
life until Brandy left without a word, off to college without a
backward glance.

She hadn’t had time to disclose the new feelings to
her parents before she lost them: one to a tragic accident and the
other to the abyss of grief-induced alcoholism. Frequenting this
bar hadn’t filled the emptiness, but she didn’t know how else to
try. A few more drinks might convince her that she was loved, at
least for one night. She sipped the Manhattan the woman had set in
front of her.

The woman’s nipple hardened as she subtly pressed
her left breast against Dana’s right arm. Just as subtly, Dana
moved her arm back and forth until she heard the woman whimper.

“You wanna dance?”

“Yeah, let’s dance.”

Their thighs pressed against each other’s heat as
they danced, undulating slowly.

Dana didn’t know who this woman was. All she knew
was their shared need, the need for a connection. She couldn’t stop
the thought from creeping in. Could this be the one? She pulled the
woman close, but her mind was fuzzy and her step unsteady. The
woman steered her toward the exit as she whispered, “Let’s get out
of here.”

*

Dana rolled over and groaned as she squinted at the
early morning light filtering into the unfamiliar room. She didn’t
remember much of the previous night, but she remembered the tiny
squares of dull pink tile on the hotel bathroom floor, cold and
hard beneath her knees. She couldn’t figure out how her mom drank
as much as she did and never got sick. She never drank hard liquor,
so she guessed that must have been what had made her ill. Now she
was naked in a strange bed, and where was the mystery woman? Dana
realized she couldn’t remember much of anything beyond accepting a
drink from an attractive stranger. Sighing, she acknowledged that
this wasn’t how she was going to get what she wanted. She rolled to
the edge of the bed and stumbled to the bathroom. Alone, she
retched out the remnants of her stomach and let the tears fall.

*

Accepting the familiar Sunday morning emptiness that
followed her Saturday night excursions, Dana wandered into her
living room to turn on the light to her fish tank. “Hey, kids.
Sorry I left you alone all night.” Long ago, Dana decided it was
all right for her to talk to her fish. It didn’t seem a lot
different than talking to dogs. Neither talked back nor offered
opinions. They were just polite listeners. She sprinkled a few
flakes of food into the tank and watched the feeding frenzy. She
shuffled around her narrow galley kitchen readying the coffeemaker.
“Sure wish I had someone to share morning coffee with.” Maria’s
tender smile and deep brown eyes flashed in her mind, taking her
completely unawares. The ringing of her doorbell jolted her out of
her musing.

When Dana opened the door, she barely managed to
catch her mother as she fell into her arms. Dana steered her
inebriated mother through the tiny living room and deposited her
onto the faded couch. “Are you okay?”

Her mother rubbed her face in what looked like an
attempt to clear her sodden mind before speaking. “I’m fine, dear.
Can’t I come visit my daughter?”

“Mom, it’s eight thirty Sunday morning. Of course
you can come to visit me, but I’d prefer that you let me know
you’re coming and that you arrive sober. I’ve made coffee. I’ll get
you a cup.”

“I am sober.” Her mother stood, straightening her
shoulders. Swaying to one side, she plopped back down on the couch.
“Almost. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I’m here to tell you I may have
come to a decision about the school.”

Dana handed her mother a cup of steaming French
roast. Her empty stomach roiled. Every few months, her mother came
up with some “decision about the school.” It was an idea borne out
of late night drinking binges. Occasionally, they were productive
suggestions, but most were beyond the budget of the small grooming
school. Usually the next day her mother didn’t even remember that
she’d told Dana about them.

“Okay. What’s the decision?”

“I’m thinking of selling it.”

Dana looked at her mother in disbelief.

“Selling the school to whom, Mom? And what would you
do for income?” What would I do for income? It was all she’d
done for fifteen years. She could probably find a grooming job
somewhere, but she’d poured her life into the school. Maybe it was
time to talk to her mother about putting the business in both of
their names and get her mother into rehab again. It almost worked
the last time. If she could only get her mother to see herself as
the vibrant, artistic woman that she was when she was sober. She’d
been such a well-respected groomer and handler. Judges in the dog
show circuit still remembered and talked about Lucy Langdon and the
gentle but firm way she presented her springers. If any of the
breeders were looking for a groomer, they called Lucy. It had been
a dream of Dana’s parents to open a grooming school so her mother
could teach what she did so well.

“Oh, I don’t know,” her mother said, slumping back
on the couch and sipping her coffee. “I still have Richard’s naval
pension. I could make do. Haven’t you got some Irish whiskey to put
in this?”

Dana set her coffee cup down on the worn oak end
table and turned to face her mother.

“No. I don’t have any Irish whiskey, and maybe you
ought to think about quitting drinking again.”

“Listen, young lady. I can stop anytime. I’ll quit
when I want to.”

Feeling her stomach turn from her own late night at
the bar, Dana remained silent. She rose to make toast and refill
their coffee cups. Maybe her mother would forget about selling the
business if she sobered up later. She could hope, since it was the
only stable thing in a life that felt increasingly empty.


Chapter Three

Maria said her good-byes to her friends in the choir
and drove home to her little shop. She’d moved out of her husband’s
three-bedroom ranch house six months ago. The house, located on the
Saint Clair River, was owned by the church he pastored, with the
dues paid by the members of his Church of God. Unknown to them, his
clandestine dalliances were covered as well. It was right that she
be the one to move out. She didn’t want that house anyway. Her
dream had been to have her own beauty shop with enough room for her
jewelry creations. Not only did she have that now because of her
previous divorce settlement, but also it was a safe place to live
until the current divorce was settled. No one was going to take it
away from her. If she had to live in the tiny apartment until her
son was out of college, she would. Lord help me!

“Hi, Mom.” Her son emerged from the back of the
shop, and Frankie raced past him to greet her.

“Justin! I’m so glad you made it today.” Maria
tossed her keys onto the counter by the door and grabbed him in a
huge hug. “I’m sorry choir practice took so long, but our director
arrived later than usual.”

“It’s okay, Mom. I’ve only been here about twenty
minutes. I took Frankie out, and I’ve been exploring. You sure have
a lot of jewelry piled in the back. You’ve been busy! I’ll build
you a cabinet with drawers when I come home for Thanksgiving if
you’d like. How are you holding up?” Justin leaned far away enough
from Maria to look into her eyes but still held her loosely around
the waist.

“I’m good, honey. I’m getting ready for the St.
Clair fall arts and craft show. I’m looking forward to it.” Maria
took a calming breath, moved away from Justin, and picked up
Frankie before continuing. “I’ve already been through two divorces,
and this one will be my last! Pete is being civil about it, though.
He’s agreed to alimony, and I’ll get to keep my shop. He knows he
did me wrong, but I just can’t seem to shake this feeling of being
a failure. I thought for sure marrying a man of God would be
wonderful. God gave me you, though, and I’m so grateful for that. I
love you.” Maria leaned to give him a kiss on his cheek.

“I love you too. Let’s go out to lunch. My treat. I
got that part-time job at the rec center close to the university.
I’ll be able to pay for all my books next semester.”

“That’s great, honey, but make sure you have time to
study. It’s hard working and going to school full time.”

“I’ll be careful. My manager pretty much lets me set
my own schedule. So, you want to go to that Mexican place in Port
Huron?”

“Yeah. It’s my favorite. Let me take Frankie out one
more time. And by the way, you’ll get a haircut when we get back.”
Maria ruffled his shaggy hair after setting Frankie down and
grabbing his leash. She might feel like a failure in her choice of
husbands, but Justin was the best thing she’d ever done. She was
grateful for his endless support throughout years that had to have
been difficult for him too.

“Are you really doing all right, Mom?” Justin pulled
a chair away from the small table by the window for Maria to sit in
before settling into the chair opposite her at the restaurant.

“Yes. I really am. I joined a nice church, I’m
active in the choir, and I’ve made a few friends.” Memories of
Dana’s calm manner and gentleness as she’d cradled Frankie made her
smile. “How about you? Have you found a church near the
university?”

“Actually, I have. There’s a chapel right on campus.
I walk to services every Sunday. It reminds me of Grandpa’s church.
Totally open and loving.”

Maria rested her hand on Justin’s. “I’m glad you
found a church home. It’s important to stay connected to God. Your
grandfather will be happy to hear about it.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the server
bringing their lunch.

“Have you been fishing lately
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