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Chapter One
The scream tore through the peaceful early morning ambience, startling her so badly the mug slid from her fingers and shattered on the tiled floor.
Rebecca Lowman sighed and bent to quickly clean the pieces of blue ceramic off the floor before her loudly arguing daughters would make it into the kitchen. She wondered how it was possible that time went by so quickly. It seemed only a few months ago that Dina brushed her hand over the baby’s head, whispering her name reverently. The baby, Maggie, currently banged her fists against the bathroom door, threatening her older sister with bodily harm in case she didn’t open the door within the next minute. Dina took her sweet time and called Maggie names.
“Maggie! Dina! Stop it!”
There was a moment of silence, but now Rebecca was on alert as she poured herself her first cup of coffee. The girls’ breakfast was ready. She had a few moments to herself before the argument would continue at the breakfast table. She would chide them for it, but David convinced her it was an age thing that would run its course. “If you fight the current, it will pull you under.” Rebecca wasn’t sure if that image was accurate, but he put a smile on her face. One of the many reasons for which she loved him.
She sipped her coffee, mentally going through her day, calls to make, appointments to keep, lunch ready at 2:00 p.m. today. David had left last night on a business trip and wouldn’t be back until Monday. Maybe she could even get some work done on the weekend.
“Mom, Maggie is impossible!” Dina complained as she slumped on the chair.
“She’s eight. Cut her some slack.”
“How long am I supposed to do that?” Dina asked back, exasperated. “Besides, she doesn’t need to style her hair like that and wear mascara to school. It’s all that stupid reality TV her and her friends watch.”
“She’s what? Really? Damn.” The words were out of Rebecca’s mouth before she could think of a better answer. “I’ll talk to her.” She agreed wholeheartedly with Dina, chagrined at another proof of how soon childhood came and went. If the law had allowed her to lock up the girls until they were eighteen, she might have considered it. Then again, she wanted them to be self-confident, and lead a life of their choice. That would mean letting go at some point, but now was definitely not the moment. Rebecca sighed again. It was too early in the morning for these thoughts.
When Maggie joined them at the table, Rebecca was momentarily relieved. The girl’s “style” looked more like a bad imitation of the 80’s than an honest attempt at makeup. The child beneath was still easily visible. Trying to convince her and make her presentable again would put more pressure on the already tight schedule, but they’d manage.
Rebecca loved her girls, so much that she could hardly imagine what life was like before them. If anything ever happened to them, she knew she’d simply close her eyes and die, like a person whose life support was cut off. If anyone had asked her years ago how she’d wanted her life to turn out, it was exactly that vision which became reality. If there was just one more thing she could have wished for, Rebecca would have gone for just a little more sleep.
The sound of a truck parking across the street interrupted her train of thought as Rebecca sat in front of her laptop. She didn’t really need to work, but whenever she could carve out some time, she accepted small commissions from the neighborhood to create websites.
Rebecca graduated at the top of her graphic design class, but she hadn’t worked in the field for long. Technology had changed with light speed since then, so Rebecca had tried her best to keep herself up-to-date with the newest developments, enough to do some freelance work. She was told that she was talented. Several small businesses in town had hired her before, and currently she gave the community’s website a do-over. Almost obscene, Rebecca sometimes thought, to take money for something that gave her this much pleasure.
The truck and animated voices outside distracted her for the second time this morning, so Rebecca got up to observe the scenery. There was a group of young people, two men, three women, carrying boxes and furniture. Rebecca frowned. She hadn’t known that someone moved into the house across the street. It had been empty for months, and at yesterday’s lunch with her friends, no one had said a thing. They were usually well informed about what was happening in Autumn Leaves.
“What the hell is in there?” the tall, dark-haired woman with the ponytail yelled after trying to lift a particular box. “This weighs a fucking ton.”
Rebecca cringed slightly and had to smile at her own reaction. Maybe she just had to get out more often. She stood by the window, watching the new neighbors, wondering if they were some college students sharing the house. She just hoped they wouldn’t bring loud parties and drugs to the neighborhood. It was peaceful ever since they’d moved here over fifteen years ago, and Rebecca liked it that way. She didn’t like change very much. However, watching the group, she felt wistful. Grad school had come and gone too soon, and before you knew it, you were referring to the best time of your life in the past.
“Will you stop it already?” she told herself aloud, amused. It was only the lack of sleep that was making her a little weird. Rebecca knew her privileges and when to check them. She had absolutely nothing to complain about.
The sound of laughter drew her gaze to another woman, small, curvy, wearing a white shirt and jeans. A white scarf tamed back her flaming red hair.
“Don’t be such a baby,” she told her friend. “Knowledge needs to have a weight. An impact.”
“It has an impact on my back,” the brunette shot back. “Ever heard of e-books?”
They continued teasing each other. Smiling to herself, Rebecca wondered if they’d get any work done at all, until she caught a glimpse at the clock and realized she had about half an hour to get Maggie from school. She might as well stop judging other people’s time management.
* * * *
After picking her up, Rebecca took her younger daughter grocery shopping with her. The trip lasted longer than planned when they ran into Betty LaRue and her son Mike who shared shy smiles with Maggie. Betty also had news to share about the new neighbor.
“I hear she’s lived in Hollywood or something. Never heard of the name, though, so she can’t be very famous.”
“Really? I thought she moved in with a bunch of friends,” Rebecca said while keeping an eye on Maggie and Mikey who were whispering and giggling half-hidden behind a pyramid of ravioli cans.
“No, she’s all on her own. Hold on tight to that husband of yours,” Betty advised helpfully.
Rebecca laughed. “Right. If he starts trolling for single women, he’ll get custody of the girls. I’d like to see how he’ll deal once they’re starting to date, all on his own.” Betty didn’t join in on the joke.
“Come on, you’re not serious, are you? If someone’s moving from Hollywood to Autumn Leaves, I’d think they want peace and quiet in the first place.”
“You must know.”
“Believe me, I do.”
Rebecca shook her head as she watched Betty and Mike walk away. Betty was a good friend, one she could always come to for advice, or just talk. On the subject of the new neighbor, though, she was possibly overreacting. It was better to be safe than sorry, so Rebecca bought a loaf of fresh bread, a nicely shaped salt shaker and a small basket to fit both inside.
In Autumn Leaves, people always gave the new neighbor a warm welcome.
* * * *
Dina refused to play alibi. She thought of the custom as silly. Maggie was absent at soccer practice, so Rebecca gave her neatly arranged welcome present a doubtful look. She had added a bottle of wine from their own cellar. She didn’t want to come across as the worst cliché of a small-town soccer mom...Then again, she was curious about the woman next door, and there was only one way to satisfy that curiosity. Only seconds after the first ring of the bell, the door was opened by the red-headed woman. Her hair was arranged in a ponytail, and she was wearing a white shirt over a long red-and-white flowered skirt. Her greeting wasn’t quite as amiable.
“Well, that took you long enough—” The woman stopped, looking embarrassed, her gaze dropping to her bare feet. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been waiting for the plumber all day.”
“It’s fine,” Rebecca assured her, holding out her right hand, lifting the basket with the left. “I’m Rebecca Lowman. My family and I live across the street. Welcome to Autumn Leaves.”
“Oh. Wow.” The woman accepted the greeting and the basket with a brilliant smile. “That’s great. Thank you, Rebecca. I’m Callie. Would you like to come in for a moment? I’m afraid I can’t offer you much, but if tea or coffee is okay...I couldn’t go out since I had to wait for the damn plumber. Obviously, I’m still waiting for him. Sheesh.”
Rebecca followed the chatty woman from the nicely lit hallway into a kitchen that was smaller than hers but would be quite comfortable when it was all cleaned up. The wallpaper was a sunny yellow, with white cabinets, a granite countertop, and a round white table with two chairs. Rebecca smiled to herself, thinking it didn’t look like there would be much cooking in this kitchen.
“Coffee would be nice,” she said.
Callie took two cups out of the cabinet and put them on the table, one green, one yellow. “I’ve seen you with the girls outside.”
“Yeah, Maggie and Dina. They’re eight and fourteen. We moved here when—sorry, you probably don’t want to know all of this.” What was she doing here anyway, testing Betty’s theory?
“Of course I do.” Callie smiled winningly. “I’m new in town. I can use all the information I can get about my neighborhood.”
“How did you decide to come here then?” Rebecca sipped the coffee. It tasted heavenly, reminding her that quite some time had passed since breakfast.
Callie shrugged. “I didn’t, really. I had to get away from everyone and everything, and I inherited this house from my aunt some time ago. I was going to sell it—but things happened, and here I am.”
“You lived in Hollywood?”
“What? No.” Callie gave her a puzzled look. “I lived on the West Coast until a few years ago, yes, but the only time I’ve been to Hollywood was on a vacation. What made you think that?”
Rebecca chuckled self-consciously. “I’m really mortified now. Somebody heard something...You know how it is in a small town. I should have known better.”
“I don’t really know how it is,” Callie said, “but if everyone’s as nice as you are, I don’t see a problem.” She winked, making Rebecca blush for some reason she couldn’t quite fathom.
“Thank you. What do you need the plumber for anyway?” she asked, to steer the topic into safer, small-talk waters.
“Right.” Callie rolled her eyes. “The faucet keeps dripping like mad. It’s driving me crazy. I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep through the night with that sound.”
“Want me to take a look?”
The doubtful look Callie shot her spoke volumes. Rebecca had to admit that her cardigan and slacks probably didn’t give her the look of somebody you’d trust with your plumbing problems.
“David, my husband, is on business trips a great deal of the time. That means I had to develop some skills along the way or live with the consequences.”
Callie laughed happily. “Let’s see, you bring me food and booze. You’ve known me for five minutes and still haven’t said I talk too much, and you’re fixing my faucet? You’re already my favorite neighbor.”
You could be mine, Rebecca thought, pleased. She set down her cup and got up.
“All right, I need to get Maggie from practice in a little while, so I better get started.”
She discarded the cardigan and hung it over a chair, stepped out of her pumps and put them underneath. The black T-shirt she wore and the slacks were fine for this kind of work. She could come up with a verdict quickly.
“I think it’s just the mounting nut under the sink that needs to be tightened.”
“Um…” Callie didn’t seem to know what to make of that piece of information. “Whatever you say.”
“Don’t worry, it’s nothing serious. Cole’s prices are outrageous anyway. So what do you do?” Rebecca asked, still half-buried under the sink.
“I write,” Callie said.
“What kind of things?”
“Lesbian erotica.”
“Ow!”
Getting upright, Rebecca promptly hit her head. Callie had some kind of humor. A good thing Betty wasn’t here or the story would have easily topped the no-name-Hollywood-actress one.
“You want me to work on your pipes and not mess up the job, don’t say things like that.”
“Why? It’s true.”
Rebecca came out from under her temporary workplace to look at her neighbor skeptically. “There’s a market for that? Really?”
“I can afford to keep this house, if that’s what you meant.” Callie’s tone was somewhat guarded now.
“Sure. Whatever.” There was an indiscreet question on the tip of her tongue, and Rebecca thought she’d better finish here before it slipped out.
“I write all kinds of things.” Callie sighed. “This is just one section, you know. If you want to ask, just ask me already.”
“None of my business. The faucet should be okay now.”
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” Rebecca let the water run for a moment, then turned it off, satisfied that there was no more noisy dripping. “I’m sorry,” she said after a moment of hesitation. “It’s your life. I didn’t mean to judge.”
“Well,” Callie said somberly, “sometimes, when people say I talk too much, I suppose they’re right.”
“No, they’re not. I asked. If you want some advice, though, don’t tell everybody. News travels fast in a small community.” Realizing what she’d just said Rebecca shook her head. “Now listen to me. You’ve been here for a day and I’m already scaring you off. I’m sorry.”
“No harm done. I appreciate the warning. Besides, I write children’s books too. Oh, and, Rebecca…?”
Her hand already on the door handle, Rebecca turned around.
“Feel free to come over whenever you like. I’ll be here most of the time, writing, and I love distractions.”
Rebecca felt ridiculously relieved that Callie didn’t begrudge her the earlier misunderstanding. “I’ll remember that,” she said. “Don’t forget to call off the plumber.”
* * * *
It was Rebecca’s turn to host the weekly brunch she with her friends on Saturdays. Once again browsing the aisles at the supermarket, she wondered if she should invite Callie. The young woman seemed pretty open-minded, but she wasn’t sure about adding her to the group without warning to the others. Maybe next time? She was still somewhat rattled about the question that remained unanswered. Rebecca couldn’t even explain to herself why it mattered. Even with her friends around, her attention was drifting to her encounter with the new neighbor.
“So, you met the actress?” Maria asked. She was married to Sheriff Craig Lowman, David’s brother. Of course they would want to know.
“She’s not an actress. She’s…” Rebecca stopped herself just short of telling Betty that Callie was unlikely to be interested in anybody’s husband. It was none of their business, and none of hers. “Nice, actually,” she finished the sentence.
“That means you introduced yourself already.” Betty winked.
“Well, yeah. She’s our neighbor now. I just wanted to be polite.”
“The plumbing job was part of being polite too?” Roz wanted to know, and everyone laughed, making Rebecca self-conscious. Where had she heard that?
“It was just the faucet,” she defended herself. “I would’ve felt bad leaving her with Cole. He’s a creep, and he charges you double too.”
Roz and Maria exchanged a meaningful look.
“He does! I won’t ever let him into the house again unless David’s around.”
“Speaking of which...”
Rebecca had tuned out the chatter for a moment, so when Betty spoke to her, she had missed that part of the conversation.
“Oh well,” Betty said. “You with us again, or still dreaming of kitchen sinks?”
Rebecca had the childish impulse to stick her tongue out at her friend.
* * * *
When Rebecca was jolted out of her sleep Sunday night, it wasn’t as usual by her 5:00 a.m. alarm, but the weepy voice of her daughter.
“Mommy? I had a horrible dream.”
Rebecca reached over to switch on a light, realizing it was shortly after four.
“Oh honey, I’m sorry.” She pulled back the covers and got up, shivering at the loss of their warmth as she reached out to hug Maggie. Oh no. The girl’s skin was fever-hot. No wonder she got bad dreams.
“You want to tell me what it was about?”
“Don’t know,” Maggie mumbled. Her eyes were glassy, her face flushed.
“Let’s get you back to bed first,” Rebecca decided, “and we’re gonna take your temperature. I’m afraid you’re sick.”
“My throat hurts.”
“I can imagine.”
Rebecca walked Maggie back into her room and tucked her in, suppressing a yawn, as she brushed her hand over the girl’s warm forehead.
“Give me a second, okay? I’ll get you something to drink and make the pain go away.”
Maggie nodded miserably.
A couple of minutes later Rebecca returned from the kitchen, armed with Children’s Tylenol and a glass of water, tea water boiling on the stove. She sat by Maggie’s bed listening for the sound of the kettle while they were waiting for the verdict. Rebecca could already guess, though, and she wasn’t surprised when the temperature turned out to be 103. Thirteen minutes after four. She adjusted Maggie’s pillow, taking the girl’s warm hand in hers when she heard the kettle’s whistle. Rebecca all but jumped up, so Dina wouldn’t be woken. She had a chemistry test today, Rebecca remembered.
“I’m cold,” Maggie told her when she came back.
Actually, she was just the opposite. “I know, Maggie. The tea is going to be good in a few minutes.”
Maggie made a face at the taste of the herbal tea, but it was a testimony to her condition that she didn’t even protest. Rebecca used Maggie’s quick trip to the bathroom to change the sheets on the girl’s bed and tucked her in again afterwards. She pulled the armchair in the corner closer to the bed, settling in for the rest of the night.
* * * *
David called to tell her he had to stay for another week. “I miss you,” he whispered over the phone, and Rebecca’s reaction was delayed long enough for him to wonder if she fell asleep on him.
“I’m sorry I can’t be there with you now,” he said regretfully.
“It’s okay. The fever’s down already. We’ll be fine.”
It had taken a while for that and the bath in tepid water hadn’t done anything to Maggie’s increasingly cranky mood, but it had indeed helped. After seeing Dina off to school and a quick coffee for herself, Rebecca had gotten Maggie to eat a few spoonfuls of chicken soup. She was now sleeping soundly.
“I’ll make it up to you,” he promised. “We’re going to take that trip to Disneyland this year after all.”
Rebecca laughed tiredly. “How would a trip to Disneyland be making it up to me?” she teased.
“You got me there. I’ll find other ways for you.”
“You better.”
It was amazing how from this many miles away, he could still make her feel better. Anyway, it was Tuesday already. Not too long until the weekend, right?
“Damn it!”
“Are you okay?” David asked worriedly.
“Yes. No. I’m sorry, there’s an appointment I forgot about. I’ve got to go.”
Right there on the counter in the red folder, she had her presentation for the mayor’s office all ready. She had some great ideas for the new site, including some of her own photography. Autumn Leaves was a beautiful town, and Rebecca was quite confident the mayor would like the layout she’d suggested just as well. The only problem was that the meeting took place in twenty minutes. How could she have forgotten this when she was working on it all month?
To cancel on Mayor Beckett now would look completely unprofessional. Dina wouldn’t come home for two more hours, and there was no way for Maggie to stay alone sick.
Rebecca picked up the phone again and called Betty, biting her lip nervously as she waited for her friend to pick up.
“You have reached the home of the LaRues. Unfortunately—”
Betty picked up the phone a second before Rebecca would have hung up and sworn in frustration. “Sweetie, what’s up?”
“Betty, thank God. I need to ask you a big favor.”
* * * *
The week went by in a blur. By Friday morning, Maggie was well enough to go back to school. Rebecca did the finishing touches on the website and stocked up the fridge with goods to make a romantic dinner for when David would finally return. There was literally nothing to do, but for some reason, the thought of just sitting down and resting for a moment was making her antsy.
After some indecisive moments, she went outside, locking the front door behind her, and walked over to the house across the street. When she rang the doorbell and several moments passed without an answer, Rebecca, feeling foolish, turned around. Callie’s car stood in the carport, but maybe she’d just been polite when she’d said that visits were welcome. Come to think of it, Rebecca had practically invited herself the first time, and now she did it again. Callie had just moved here. She might find this weird.
“Rebecca! Wait!”
She spun around to see Callie standing on her front porch, barefoot and in black satin pajamas. Like she’d just come out of—
“I’m so sorry. I’ll come back another time.”
Rebecca was truly mortified. If you caught a person at this time of the day and week still in bed, that could only mean one thing. The last thing that person would want right now was a friendly neighbor visit.
“No way. I was about to make coffee anyway. Come. I mean it!”
Hesitantly, Rebecca followed her into the house.
“How’s the faucet?”
“It’s great, no more dripping. I just realized I let you go with just a ‘thanks’. Have you had breakfast yet?”
Have I...? Rebecca realized she completely forgot.
“You don’t have to...”
“I insist. You just sit down, okay?”
With some relief, Rebecca realized she was wrong. Callie didn’t have company. In the sunlit kitchen, she set the table in no time, bagels, jam, fruit, and juice. The coffeemaker was running. Now she leaned back against the counter, studying Rebecca curiously.
“I haven’t seen you all week. You’ve been busy?”
“Kind of. I do a little freelance work on the side.” The scent of the coffee was intoxicating. “You?”
“Yeah,” Callie said as she carried the pot to the table and poured a mug full of coffee for both of them. “I’ve got a deadline. That lesbian stuff, you know.”
Rebecca blushed, hefting her gaze to the mug. She didn’t want to seem so narrow-minded. Small-townish. She just couldn’t help it.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”
“You didn’t!”
Callie’s smile was with a hint of pain, but she left the topic at that, which was fine with Rebecca. Now that she actually slowed down, she was hit with a wave of exhaustion she wasn’t able to acknowledge before. An average of two hours of sleep for a few days in a row would do that to a person. She pressed her hands against her temples with a sigh.
“I’m really sorry, but it’s been the week from hell with one kid sick and the other panicking over chemistry, with absolutely no help from Mommy. They lost me a couple of grades ago.”
“Don’t worry. You know you’ve got a neighbor with an endless supply of strong black coffee.”
“That’s heavenly.” On the first sip, Rebecca closed her eyes. “I might be falling in love with you after all.”
“You don’t want to see if I have anything else to offer?”
This time, Rebecca knew she had asked for it, and she was ready with a comeback.
“You know, life was really boring before you came along.”
“Glad I could help,” Callie said triumphantly. Their shared laughter was interrupted by the doorbell. “Sorry, I’ve got to get that. Should be the mail. I’ll be right back.”
Listening to the muted voices, Rebecca came to the conclusion that the coffee, while tasting wonderful, didn’t do much. She was just so very tired, but there was no time for catching up. She leaned forward, resting her head on her arms, just for a moment. The voices faded away.
* * * *
“I’m sorry. I didn’t really want to wake you, but that can’t be comfortable. Besides, I guess it’s almost time to get the kids from school,” Callie said regretfully.
“What the—” Rebecca jumped to her feet, avoiding the f-word at the very last moment. “Oh no. I need to stop visiting you, because every time I do, I say or do something that’s more embarrassing.”
“You’re tired. Nothing embarrassing about that.” Callie touched her shoulder, but took her hand away quickly. “I could drive you. I know you’re awaiting your hubby tonight, so how about we just get pizza for lunch?”
“Uh...I don’t know. We don’t really do that.”
“Have pizza?” Callie asked incredulously. She truly had a way of making Rebecca self-conscious, and yet it was hard to get irritated with her.
“I try not to expose them to junk food too much,” she explained. “Of course I can’t always control what they eat outside the house...Does that sound bad?”
“No. No, not at all. It sounds to me like you’re a mom who cares.” Callie gave her a mischievous smile. “Of course just this once won’t kill them, right?”
“I guess not. You won’t believe this, but I’m usually better organized,” Rebecca said ruefully.
“I have no reason not to believe a woman who can fix a faucet. Come on, have another cup of coffee. I’ll shower and dress in the meantime.”
“Thank you.”
“That’s what friends are for, right?”
Rebecca pondered that while she heard the sound of the shower in the bathroom. It was maybe a bit early to give themselves that label, but somehow, it sounded just right to her. Friends. She discovered she was grateful for just another caring person in her life. Besides, the idea of some empty calories was appealing at the moment. Everything would be back to normal starting tonight.
* * * *
“Pizza for lunch? That’s cool!”
Rebecca gave Dina a suspicious look which earned her a sheepish smile in return. It was getting harder to keep some rules in place once teenage-hood caught up with them. She was trying, anyway. Rebecca was happy that the girls liked Callie instantly. It only took a few minutes for Maggie to start chatting about school to her. Dina was convinced the moment it became clear that the impromptu lunch at the pizza place was Callie’s idea.
“It is, huh? How was chemistry?”
Dina made a face. “I hate it. I don’t think it’s going well.”
“I’ve never been a fan of the sciences either,” Callie revealed. “Couldn’t seem to figure it out to save my life.”
“So true.” Dina laughed. “Are you going to college?”
With some inexplicable chagrin, Rebecca noticed that Callie actually looked young enough to be a college student.
“Oh, no. I’m writing books. Novels.”
“Wow, that’s so cool!”
Rebecca secretly agreed with her daughter even though she wished the topic wouldn’t have gone this way. She wasn’t sure what she wanted Callie to say—or not to say.
“It actually is, but a lot of work too.”
“Still, a lot better than stupid formulas.”
“It sure is.” Callie laughed. “Now, what do you want to order?”
During the meal, the subject of conversation stayed in safe waters, so Rebecca was content to sit back for a while and watch her daughters interact with Callie. She was proud of them, she realized once more. They were smart, happy, and confident girls, and little setbacks in chemistry wouldn’t change that. Callie was just great with them.
After an ice cream for dessert Rebecca felt the sugar high even more than the girls. She finally made it through the week, unexpected incidents, presentation, and all. She had enough time to prepare dinner while the girls would be busy with their homework.
“Thank you,” she said when they parted at Callie’s front door.
“You’re welcome. It was fun, right? If you’re really worried about the food, next time we’ll go to the vegetarian restaurant. I’m kidding! I don’t even know if there is a vegetarian restaurant in Autumn Leaves. Could you come in for a moment? There’s something I’d like to give you.”
Rebecca just smiled at the torrent of words as she followed Callie inside. Callie disappeared into another room and returned with a couple of books.
“I’m afraid there’s not really anything for Dina’s age, but Maggie might like this.”
The Girl Who Lived in a Castle, Rebecca read. “That’s fine, thanks. Maggie really is the one you find with her nose in a book just about any time you call her to meals. Dina’s more starting to have her bad-taste-in-music phase. Like all teenagers, I’ve been told.”
“We’ve had our own, didn’t we?” Callie hesitated for a moment before she handed the second book to Rebecca. “If you like, this would be more appropriate for adult age. Don’t worry, it’s pretty tame. I was kind of joking about the erotica too.”
“Oh. Okay. I’ll let you know.” Rebecca took the book carefully, as if it might jump at her.
“Please do.”



Chapter Two
Rebecca always welcomed the beginning of the weekend. Even though she didn’t have to work outside the house, her days were nevertheless structured by the kids’ schedules. In addition to that, she had David’s work hours to consider when the company, for once, didn’t send him around the country. Just the thought of sleeping in and some leisurely time with her family afterwards lifted the veil of tiredness that hung over her all week. Well, maybe spending time with Callie played a part in that too. Her young neighbor was fun to be around, open-minded and intelligent. As much as Rebecca loved her girls, when David was away for longer, she sometimes missed the adult talk. Her friends weren’t always available outside of Saturday brunch, so it was nice to have Callie with the easy smile and wonderful coffee stash.
While she waited for the oven to heat, she picked up the children’s book, leafing through it. There was a sad-looking girl on the cover, the “girl living in the castle”. Kids wanted to come and play where she lived all the time, but none of them was a real friend to her. Rebecca put both books into the shelf in the bedroom. She’d get to them later.
When David’s car pulled into the carport, Maggie was by the door before David could ring the bell.
“Daddy!”
Rebecca smiled to herself as she stirred the sauce in the pot, the last thing she had to do for dinner. She couldn’t leave the stove for now, but for sure she was just as excited for David’s return. She listened to Maggie’s chatter about school things. There was something funny and he laughed. It was hard to think that the same girl had been a cranky sick child just a few days ago.
Then again, Rebecca didn’t feel as exhausted as she had in the past few days, Callie’s magical coffee notwithstanding.
“Hey, beautiful.” A moment later, he embraced her from behind. “Something smells very good.”
“Hopefully tastes that good too,” she said, all of a sudden giddy with anticipation. David leaned close to kiss her neck, taking his time.
“Hm, sure does.”
Rebecca laughed. “I’m glad.”
“Well, don’t mind me.” The sound of Dina’s voice made her turn around. Dina got herself a soda out of the fridge, closing the door soundly. She rolled her eyes at her parents.
“Must be great to be in love.”
David sent Rebecca a questioning look after Dina had left.
“Chemistry.”
“Oh.”
“Right.” Rebecca finally turned off the stove. “I was no help, so we might have to think about a tutor. How did those meetings go? They must have been important if the company had to keep you on the road for another week.”
“They were.” David sighed. “Important, and dragging without end, but we got some good deals out of them. Can’t tell you how happy I am to be home though.”
“Me too. Why don’t you unpack tomorrow? Get out of that suit, have a shower—I’ll get dinner ready in the meantime and we’ll make it an early night?”
David smiled. “Sounds like a plan.” He kissed her gently before he headed upstairs for the bathroom.
* * * *
“Mom has a new best friend.”
By dinner time, Dina’s mood improved greatly as a couple of days with no tests or early mornings lay ahead. Someday, Rebecca thought, it would be either the job or the family who’d make those early mornings a habit, or both. Rebecca liked sleeping in, but more than that, she needed a bit of time for herself at the beginning of each day. She’d go crazy otherwise, or become completely unorganized at the very best.
“Is that so?” David asked, amused. “I don’t see how that’s a bad thing. I spend a lot of time on the road doing boring stuff and you two go to school. That’s pretty dull, always being alone.”
She knew he only meant to be funny, but his words caused a surge of defensiveness in Rebecca. She certainly was not bored in the past two weeks. Having a coffee with a neighbor couldn’t mean she had too much time on her hands.
“Somebody finally moved into the house across the street,” she explained, willing to let the negativity go, trusting that David hadn’t meant it that way. “It’s the owner’s niece.”
“That’s nice. Are there any other kids?”
“No, just Callie.”
“Betty and Charles still coming to dinner on Sunday?”
At first, Rebecca didn’t quite follow. She had completely forgotten about the dinner invitation. As much as she liked spending time with her friends, she wasn’t too happy about the prospect at the moment. She and David needed some time to themselves, but they had already cancelled on the LaRues once. Besides, Betty had babysat sick Maggie for which she deserved more than dinner.
“I guess so.”
“I know,” David said, as usual understanding without asking, “but what do you say we invite the new neighbor? Maybe she would like to bring a date too. If we have to entertain on Sunday night, we might as well include her. What did you say her name was?”
“Callie. Callie Bryan.” Sure, David, because it doesn’t matter at all if I cook for six or eight.
“That sounds familiar.”
“Maybe. She’s a writer,” Rebecca said with just a trace of being uncomfortable. She didn’t quite know who she was trying to protect here. David was one of the most open-minded people she knew. Betty and Charles LaRue were their oldest friends in Autumn Leaves, basically since they had moved here shortly after their wedding. They might be somewhat set in their ways, but you could always rely on them. Callie had to have known what she was in for, moving into a small town like this. There were always compromises.
“I’ll ask her, in any case.”
She didn’t think David was familiar with lesbian literature. It would work out fine.
They’d watched a little TV, until David settled on the last minutes of a game. Rebecca kept a light on in the bedroom, finally leafing through The Girl Who Lived in a Castle. It was cute, thoughtful, and, as Callie had promised, child appropriate. The girl eventually realized that her true friends didn’t care about her parents’ money and all the toys she owned. Rebecca frowned a little at Dana, the friend who was described as having two moms. Wasn’t it all a bit too cliché? Rebecca wasn’t quite sure if a children’s book needed that much political correctness. Maybe she was simply, like all parents, afraid of being confronted with questions she didn’t know how to answer. However, there was nothing harmful in the book, so she’d give it to Maggie to read.
She took a look at the clock on the nightstand and, startled, realized how much time went by. In the living room, Rebecca found her husband lightly snoring, fast asleep in front of the TV. She had to smile at the image as she turned off the set.
“No worries,” she said aloud. “They lost anyway.”
* * * *
“I wanted to ask if you’d like to join us. You could...you know...bring somebody.”
“I’m not dating anyone at the moment,” Callie said. There was always a little teasing in her voice whenever that subject was broached. Today, Rebecca could deal with it. She’d had a very good Saturday morning that had indeed made up for holding the fort all alone for two weeks.
“Is it okay if I just bring myself or is it going to be awkward?”
“Oh no, of course not. I want you to meet David.”
“I know one thing about him already.”
“Really?”
“He’s got good taste in women.”
Rebecca shook her head, flattered rather than mortified. “Wouldn’t he just love to hear that. I’m sorry, I have to run. Come at seven—bring yourself. There’s gonna be food, wine, and a little small-town gossip.” She didn’t quite know why she kept doing this. Rebecca loved living in Autumn Leaves. It seemed like she had to say things like this as a preemptive strike. Not that Callie had complained about anything regarding her new home.
“That’s great. Thank you so much.”
“Come on. It’s just dinner.”
Callie had followed her outside on the porch, laying a hand on Rebecca’s arm as she spoke. “No, I mean, really thank you. In the days I’ve spent here, people have been okay to me. Polite. You were the only one making an effort.”
“I didn’t...”
“Yes, you did. I just want you to know I’m not taking it for granted.”
Rebecca was aware that at that moment, a lot of unspoken things hovered in the air between them, things that had nothing to do with Callie’s life choices or what Rebecca thought of them. There was more, but there was no time to go there now.
“David has to go back on the road on Wednesday. How about we talk more then, have a girls’ night out? Well,” she corrected herself, “girls’ afternoon out anyway. Can’t stay out late on a school night.”
Callie smiled gratefully. “I’d love that.”
Rebecca wondered if a hug might be misunderstood in this situation. Unsure about it, she aborted the impulse, just smiled back at her young neighbor, and turned to leave.
* * * *
The time went by too quickly. Rebecca cancelled Saturday brunch, but even so, the weekend seemed to just fly by. The passage of time was also easily measured by Dina’s increasingly bad mood, and just like often lately, she refused to go to church. Maggie did not complain. Rebecca had the suspicion that was mostly because she would see Mikey LaRue again.
“Come on, it’s one of the few things we do together, as a family. You can hang out with your friends for all the rest of the day.”
Dina made a noncommittal sound. “I have to mentally prepare for another crappy week. I’m sorry, Mom, church does not help.”
“Why?” Rebecca was honestly wondering. She wasn’t deeply religious, but she knew her way around the Bible, and she’d always taken comfort in the community. Everybody needed something to hold onto, and she wanted her girls to know they had somewhere to turn. Even outside the family.
“It’s boring,” Dina moaned. “I’m sorry, but that’s what it is.”
“Well, it’s just an hour of your time. Maybe someday you can see a reason why you’d spare it.”
“Today, I don’t.”
“Come on, that’s—”
“It’s fine,” David intervened. “Dina, you don’t like coming to church. I get it. Maybe next time? If you’re not going, I guess you could make time to take care of Pebbles?”
“Fine!” Dina made a face, but she didn’t protest. Pebbles, the guinea pig, belonged to Maggie, but since he was the only pet in the house, the girls kind of shared him.
Rebecca shook her head at David, stifling a smile. Church or Pebbles. There was some choice.
“All right. We’re good then. Let’s go.”
Rebecca hadn’t expected to see Callie in church, but there she was in the second to last row, wearing a white cardigan over a flowery dress. She was smiling in greeting as Rebecca and David walked by with Maggie who immediately sought out the LaRue family. Somehow, knowing she was there made Rebecca nervous. She was aware how completely irrational this was. Callie could take care of herself. She didn’t need some pretend big sister to protect her. If she wanted to tell, or not tell, if she wanted to go to church on Sundays like everybody else did, never mind Dina Lowman...It was none of Rebecca’s business.
What did you think, that lesbians can’t believe in God? Truth be told, she’d never given that question any thought whatsoever.
Rebecca assumed she would stumble through a whole lot more awkward moments. There was a curiosity. She just couldn’t leave it be. In the end, everything had to make sense, like the code of a website. Trying to read Callie Bryan was turning out to be much harder, but just as intriguing. Not at all anything she should be thinking about during service.
“I see you’re surprised.” Callie had waited for them outside, at a distance from the other churchgoers who had gathered in small groups. “I’ve always been fascinated by places of spirituality. You can easily tell who goes there because they believe, or who wants to be seen pretending to believe.”
“Wow, that’s some quick analysis.”
“I’m a writer,” Callie reminded her. “Observing people is part of the deal.”
“So you just came to spy on people, and they’re all going to end up in your next novel?”
“Not all of them, just...Come on. Rebecca.”
The knee-jerk reaction would be to just leave and wallow in her again, very much irrational disappointment. It was no way to get answers, so Rebecca stayed.
“I came here because it’s what you do,” Callie said softly. “I’m trying to blend in. I’ll also have to take a good look at my own spirituality, because I pretty much lost it some time ago. Is that any better?”
Rebecca felt very self-conscious all of a sudden. “Are you still coming to dinner if I promise to be less of the judgmental bitch from the neighborhood?”
“Hey.” Callie lightly slapped her arm. “Don’t talk about my friend that way. Of course I’ll come. I can’t wait.”
“Okay. Good. I’ll see you then.”
Rebecca watched her walk away until a voice behind her made her jump.
“David says your new neighbor is coming to dinner,” Betty said. “A writer, huh? Did you check out any of her books yet?”
“Sorry, Betty, I haven’t had a lot of time to read lately.”
Which was half the truth, but it had to do for now.
* * * *
Much to the surprise of everyone present at their little dinner party, Callie knew some sports statistics David was interested in. She was also the only guest who had dressed up for the occasion, wearing an emerald-green short dress with a rather plunging neckline. Across the table, Betty gave Rebecca a meaningful look that nearly made her laugh. She had to admit, though, knowing for a fact that Callie wasn’t really interested in men did help. Not that she’d ever think David would...Stop it, she told herself. Betty sometimes had a way of making her paranoid.
“I know all of this only because my brother Sean won’t stop talking about it whenever he visits me. I think it’s the way men communicate.”
“Isn’t that a sexist way to look at things?” David teased. “You know, I can cook. I must admit, though, that tonight, I didn’t.”
“Now that is something that’s clearly beyond me.” Callie laughed. “Really, Rebecca, that was wonderful. I forget to eat half of the time, and when I do, the meals mostly come from a microwave. You easily put a five-star restaurant to shame...I can say that, because I’ve eaten in one.” Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes sparkling.
Rebecca felt the wine and the exaggerated praise go to her head, too, or maybe it just was really warm in the room. She had to admit she had aimed to impress with the five-course meal, the dining room table set with a theme of red and white. She had not missed the way Callie’s eyes had lit up when she’d taken a first look, a welcome validation.
“No way.”
“Way,” Callie insisted. “You sure you don’t have a spare room for, let’s say a pretend daughter? I even do the dishes once in a while.”
The rather misplaced joke made Rebecca sober up instantly. Callie Bryan was this young, hip big-city writer, granted, but Rebecca didn’t feel that old. She didn’t like that at this moment, Callie had made her. No one had picked up on her shift in mood.
“Isn’t that tempting?” she returned with barely veiled sarcasm.
David and Charles were talking about another meeting David had coming up. Betty was listening to their conversation but fiddling with her rings as she always did when she was bored.
“I’m sorry.” Callie had understood, and she sounded sincere, but the damage was done. Rebecca knew she shouldn’t be so sensitive about a spur of the moment joke, made under the influence. Besides, Betty and Charles would never praise Rebecca’s cooking skills like that. A homemade dinner wasn’t much of a deal for them, or anybody around the table except Callie. What did she want Callie to see in her anyway?
“You will be when I make you do the dishes for real.”
Everybody laughed, back in on the conversation, but Callie still seemed worried.
“I could,” she offered.
“Oh no,” Betty chimed in. “One thing you have to understand is that when in cooking or cleaning mode, Rebecca won’t let anybody into her kitchen.”
One thing you have to understand is that now, I’m really craving a stiff drink. Rebecca gave her friend a strained smile. All of a sudden, she couldn’t wait for the instant when everyone would leave. However, when good-byes were said and David offered to walk Charles and Betty home, Callie stayed behind.
“God, I’m such an idiot,” she claimed once it was only the two of them.
“No, you’re not. You’re just drunk. After one glass of wine.” Rebecca couldn’t quite suppress the smile.
“Still, you’re letting me into your kitchen.”
“Yes. You’ve got to practice for that pretend daughter gig.”
“I’ll never gonna live that down, right? I’m sorry. See? I told you people say I talk too much.”
Callie was so dismayed by her faux pas it even made her look younger, and much more forgivable. She had all but begged Rebecca to let her help with dishes, and Rebecca had found it impossible to stay mad at her for much longer.
“Although,” Callie said, critically eyeing the pile of plates and pans, “I have to say you should invest in a dishwasher.”
“It’s a good thing I really like you,” Rebecca remarked.
Dish towel in one hand, wine glass in the other, Callie turned to her, giving her an intent look from under long lashes. “You do?”
Betty’s suspicions aside, Callie Bryan really was a very attractive woman, and aware of it. Rebecca was aware of it, too, and she found it rather unsettling.
“’Course,” she said, quickly pushing the thought aside, “and when I look at this mess, I think I need another drink before I can even think of tackling it. Just one more glass?”
“Sure. It’s a good thing, too, that you know where I live.”
* * * *
Rebecca saw Callie off to her front door safely the other night. When the shutters were still closed at ten thirty the next morning, she felt the need to check on her neighbor. The phone rang just the moment a pale-looking Callie had opened the door to her. She groaned, holding her head.
“Could somebody turn off the damn thing?” By somebody, she obviously meant Rebecca, because she was the only other person in the room. She thought it was funny how this girl from the big city could be hung over after a couple of glasses of wine. Callie remained an enigma to Rebecca. In many ways.
“Who’s bothering you?” she asked, fairly amused.
The call went to the answering machine, a warm low voice speaking. Female.
“Hey, Cal, I need a word. In fact, I need many words from you, and I hope you didn’t forget about your deadline. How’s the charming small-town life? I still can’t believe you did that, but if it helps you make that story come out”—a dramatic sigh—“then so be it. Call me.”
“My editor. I told her I’d get back to her once I got the first draft done. She just wants to make fun of me.”
“Aw, come on. It can’t be that bad. You’ve dealt with these people before, right? Everything’s gonna look better after that magical coffee of yours. I’ll make you some. I owe you for being the first guest in centuries who helped me doing the dishes—even if it was out of ulterior motives.”
As she turned to fill the coffeemaker, Callie got up to stand beside her.
“That’s nice. How come you’re not like everyone else around here?”
“I don’t know. I’m not special in any way.” What’s with the fishing for compliments, Rebecca?
“I think you are.”
Rebecca had no time to prepare herself before Callie hugged her tightly. She found, though, that she didn’t mind, as it was what she’d wanted to do all along. It felt right. Friends were there for each other. It wasn’t exactly clear what Callie’s deal was, but Rebecca saw hints of another side to the charming, confident one. Callie leaned her head against Rebecca’s chest as Rebecca hugged her in return. Her still wet hair smelled faintly of apricots. She’d just been out of the shower when Rebecca had knocked on her door.
“I’m wondering if I made a big mistake by moving here,” Callie said.
“What? Why?”
“Don’t you think I haven’t seen the people staring at me in church, and not just there?”
“You’re the new kid in town. It’ll ease up.”
Startled, Rebecca realized how much she really wanted Callie to believe this, not change her mind on Autumn Leaves. She didn’t want her to leave. Callie looked up at her. In her gaze was something Rebecca couldn’t quite define, but it made her let go immediately.
“You’ll be fine,” she said quickly. “Did I tell you David and I are taking the kids to Disneyland for the holidays?”
“Oh. Cool,” Callie returned with slightly forced enthusiasm. “The girls are gonna love it.”
“I’m not so sure.” Rebecca wondered why her hands were unsteady as she filled water into the coffeemaker. “Maggie, yes, she’s been wanting this forever. Dina isn’t so fond of doing things with Mom and Dad anymore.”
“She’s a teenager. It will pass. Besides, once Maggie’s that age, she’ll be a responsible adult, and it will all be easier the second time around.”
“Thanks, Doctor Phil,” Rebecca said wryly and finally hit the button on the coffeemaker. “It’s really hard to think of them as adults when I’ve barely gotten used to the fact they’re not babies anymore.”
“Oh, but they’re gonna be all right,” Callie predicted. Somewhat more awake, she opened cupboards and cabinets, starting to set the table. “They’ve got good parents. You never know. Dina might go into politics or law.”
“That would be great. Sometimes I wonder, though, if I even have the right to expect of them what I didn’t manage.”
“What you didn’t—come on, look at this woman. I wish I could achieve half of the things during the day. You’re a wonderful person, Rebecca. Your girls know that.”
“You’re hung over, so we better get to that coffee soon, pretend daughter.”
“You’re not still hung up on that stupid joke?” Callie shook her head. “Look, if it makes you feel any better, I could think of something different—but since you’re happily married, I won’t.”
It was just the usual banter between them, Rebecca told herself. No reason to be flattered. No reason to feel uncomfortable, or anything at all.
“You’ll stay for breakfast?” Callie asked hopefully.
“I’m sorry, I can’t. David’s gone into the office, and the mayor wants to see me about another possible project. We’ll meet for lunch later.”
“Okay. We’re still on for Wednesday?”
“Girls’ afternoon? Sure. You get some work done, make the editor lady happy. I’ll see you later.”
Rebecca hugged her quickly, because obviously that was okay between them now. She took care not to hold on too long.
* * * *
“Rebecca, it’s good to see you!” Carl Beckett, who was the mayor of Autumn Leaves for the past five years, shook her hand, smiling. They had scheduled another meeting at the town hall to finalize their contract. “Have a seat. Would you like some coffee?”
“No thanks,” she said. Only eleven in the morning, and she was already jittery enough. “About the website.”
“As I told you, everybody loves it. It was well worth the investment. I talked to Father Langdon a few days ago. He wants to launch a new project for youths. I’ve been thinking of you. I know you don’t take many commissions, but maybe you could make time for this one.”
Truth be told, after the town’s site, Rebecca looked forward to a somewhat slower schedule. Still, it sounded interesting.
“I’m afraid, though, they can’t pay much.”
“That’s fine. I’m aware it wouldn’t be that kind of commission. In the end, it’s for a good cause.”
“I can tell the good father you said yes?”
Rebecca laughed, shaking her head. “Tell him to call me. I’ll look into it.”
David was already there in the café where they had decided to meet for lunch, reading the newspaper over a cappuccino. Rebecca stood in the doorway for a moment, once again telling herself how lucky she was. She was living exactly the life she wanted, with the man of her dreams, a wonderful family. She was able to carve out a niche for that job of hers. Not many people could truly say they had it all. Except...
She sighed, thinking that in less than forty-eight hours, David would leave again. It was good to know that good conversation, coffee, and laughter were waiting for her just across the street. Thinking of Callie and their midweek plans, Rebecca smiled. Yes, she was truly lucky.
“Hey.” Upon noticing her, David folded the newspaper and laid it aside. He got up to pull out her chair, quickly kissing her in greeting. “How did it go?”
“Perfect. Yours?”
“Same old.” He shook his head with a smile. “My wife is having business meetings with the mayor. I’m so proud of you. They were happy with what you did? I told you so.”
“They were. There’s something else...” Before Rebecca could finish her sentence, the waitress came to their table and they chose their lunch, the only vegetarian dish on the menu.
“It’s something new, a church-related project,” Rebecca continued when they were alone again.
David frowned slightly. “I thought you didn’t want to take on anything new at the moment.”
“David, it’s just one small project. I think I can handle that.”
“You must know.” His voice was level, but Rebecca could sense he wasn’t entirely pleased. David would not express it by raising his voice, especially not in a public place.
“Is that a problem?”
“No, of course not.” On the table, he took her hand. “You know you don’t have to do it, right?”
Rebecca thought of Beckett’s words and that this commission would hardly pay for a new car or anything. Which wasn’t the point anyway.
“I know I don’t have to. You said it yourself, I’m good at it.”
“Yes, you are. I’m sorry. Forget I said anything.”
“It’s all right,” Rebecca said, though if she was really honest, it wasn’t. She smiled.
“Let’s book that Disney trip then, shall we?”
* * * *
Maggie enjoyed Callie’s book, and to Rebecca’s relief, she didn’t ask any questions about the lesbian moms. In the evening, David went over to see his brother after dinner, which gave Rebecca time to curl up in bed with a book: Heart Fever, a novel written by her lovely neighbor Callie Bryan.
She wasn’t really stalling but there was just no time at all. She wanted to give Callie some feedback when they met on Wednesday, as qualified as hers could be on the subject anyway.
It was...interesting, for the lack of a better word. Rebecca thought her world was really just a small sliver of the whole. She had learned that a person needed a certain flexibility in life. You couldn’t hang on too hard to your plans and dreams, or you’d live a life disappointed. Still, she’d known what she wanted: a place to call home—how’s that for clichés?—a family to share it with, to be comfortable in her own skin.
She’d never given much thought to women who were attracted to other women, let alone how they’d manage to date or what lives they envisioned for themselves. It seemed complicated, to say the least. She liked the characters Callie had created, Sabine, the closeted lawyer, and Vanessa, the nurse who worked with Sabine’s brother. Their love story was told in a gentle, enjoyable way, and Rebecca’s worries were finally eased after a hundred of pages. What had she expected anyway? She was curious, and reluctant. Still, in a touching story, engaging characters stayed the same, no matter what their gender was. No matter if it was two women, talking together, laughing...Whoa. Kissing. Okay, that was all for now, only halfway into the book. No reason to blush. There was certainly more drama to come.
I’m sorry. I love you, but I won’t deny who I am, not for you, and certainly not for your brother’s reputation.
More kissing on page 150. Rebecca felt slightly out of her league, but more than that, she now wanted to know how the story ended, and to her surprise, she wanted the two women to be together. How that was going to work, in a novel, in the real world, Rebecca had no idea. Callie had though. Rebecca laid the paperback aside for a moment, wondering why her face felt this warm all of a sudden. She’d certainly read more graphic scenes before. Then again, she’d never discussed them with the author. Not that she would have to. Anyway.
When Rebecca turned off the lights, David hadn’t yet returned, but she got a lot more to think about. In the darkness of her bedroom, she wondered what it would be like, to feel this much for another woman. To want her. To be with her. Slightly embarrassed, but not stopping herself nonetheless, she wondered about the women Callie had been with. All of a sudden, she felt alone, and restless, the images in her head lingering, stealing her sleep. It didn’t mean anything.
* * * *
The week went on at full speed, school and practice for the girls, a call from Father Langdon, David preparing to leave again. Though she didn’t have a lot of time to stop and think, the restlessness stayed with Rebecca. Early menopause, she thought and snorted at her mirror image. If a simple love story got her this worked up, then she was definitely not spending enough time with her husband. The problem was, David tended to moan about the frequent traveling some, but truth be told, he liked the challenge of his job. When it came to negotiating contracts, he was the best. There talk about him working more permanently from the office near Autumn Leaves, but David was worth more to the company if he was out there, securing deals for them.
There goes my sex life, she thought, blushing over written words. Beautifully written words, she had to give Callie that.
“What are you thinking?” David asked.
I’m thinking that I’m going to hate to be alone again, though I’d never tell you. I’m thinking about what it would feel like if it was a woman running her hand over my hair like this. He was still here with her, and she already missed him.
“Hold me?” she asked, and he did. She never answered his question.
* * * *
After getting the details about the website from Father Langdon, Rebecca intended to pay Betty a brief visit. Charles junior, a shy, withdrawn teenager, opened the door to her.
“Mom is not here,” he informed her. He didn’t seem to care either way. It was supposed to be an age thing, getting better with time. Wasn’t it? Rebecca wasn’t sure if she could deal with the uncertainty. Twice.
“Is she going to be back soon?” she prompted when Charles, nicknamed Chip, didn’t say anything.
“Twenty minutes, I guess.”
“That’s okay, I’ll wait.”
“Knock yourself out.”
Rebecca kept the friendly smile though she had the slight impulse to shake him. “How’s school?”
He gave her a disdainful look. “You’re not really interested in that, are you, Mrs. Lowman?”
“What makes you think that? I’m asking you. That should mean I’m interested, right?”
“Why would you, if Mom and Dad aren’t?”
“I’m sure they are.” Rebecca knew from Betty that Charles was being bullied at school. Betty had a hard time, not wanting to interfere too much, wanting him to stand up for himself. Technically, Rebecca understood that. If it was one of her girls, though, she might get the shotgun that had belonged to David’s grandfather and was kept in a locked cabinet in the basement. Standing up for oneself was generally a great thing, but she wouldn’t take any chances.
“Next year, I’m going to leave this freak town behind. That’s all I care about.”
While freak town was certainly a harsh way to put it, Rebecca could sympathize. Going away for college would do him some good.
“Good luck then, whatever you decide.”
“Sure, Mrs. Lowman.”
Rebecca acknowledged this was going to be as much of a “thank you” as she was going to get from the teen.
“I guess I can’t wait after all,” she said. “Could you please tell your mom I’m going to call her?”
“Will do,” Charles promised.
It wasn’t like she had a lot of time to spare, but after jotting down a first few ideas for the church project, Rebecca sat down with a slightly stale coffee, reading the last chapter of Heart Fever again. She was going to give the books back today, after all. She could even ask Callie for more, or order them on the internet. She could find various more ways to risk the easy friendship they had found.
Rebecca closed the book soundly and went back into the bedroom to put it on the shelf there. She had a girls’ afternoon to prepare for.



Chapter Three
“How’s the country life agreeing with you? You’re bored out of your wits, right?”
“Well...not exactly. I’m writing, like I’m supposed to be.” Callie had finally relented and picked up the phone on Asha Malik’s fifth call. Her editor sounded much too pleased with herself. Callie wasn’t pleased. Life in Autumn Leaves, with small exceptions, had been peaceful so far. She didn’t want anything, or anyone of her past life to intrude on that. God, she was starting to sound like her mother.
“That’s good. Very good, darling. Still, I think I should come over and convince myself of that. What do you think? This weekend?”
“Asha. I don’t know. Can’t you just give me a couple of weeks more?”
There was a moment of silence, then Asha asked, “Are you okay?”
“Sure I am,” Callie said, cautious of Asha’s attempt to get information. “The people of the town are all very nice so far.”
“Anyone in particular?”
“By very nice I mean they leave me be which is exactly what I need!” Her words had come out a lot more testily than Callie had them intended to, and of course Asha wasn’t stupid.
“Something’s on your mind, darling.”
“Something’s always on my mind. I’m a writer, remember?”
“Yeah, there’s that. I sense trouble though.”
Callie sighed. “Don’t leave your day job, will you? You suck as a medium.”
“Is she in the closet?”
“Asha, leave me alone. I write eight hours a day. I fall into bed at 2:00 a.m., I dream about those characters, I get up at nine and start over again. It’s a wonderful life.”
“Aw, baby.”
“Don’t call me names.”
“I’m coming over this weekend,” Asha decided. “I’ve been told to check on your progress, and that’s exactly what I’m gonna do. Can’t wait to see you!”
“But—”
Callie stared at the phone incredulously, shaking her head though there was no one to see it. She hadn’t quite answered Rebecca’s question when they’d met in church. The truth was, she did believe in God, and that He was laughing at people’s plans. He should be fairly amused right now.
Across the street, a car parked and little Maggie emerged from the passenger’s seat, another mom bringing her home from school. Callie watched her with a misplaced sense of longing. She’d never wanted children though she was writing books for them every now and then. Maybe that was more for an inner child who was still searching. The answers she got as a real child remained sketchy.
When she came to Autumn Leaves, Callie thought she had finally found a home, a temporary one at least. Asha’s call had rattled her, reminding her that she probably could not hide out here forever. Asha got it all wrong. Callie wasn’t looking for a relationship. She knew that you couldn’t live in a town like this without forming alliances. It was helpful, and convenient to have neighbors who had welcomed her. She valued Rebecca’s friendship because it was the safest she’d felt in some time. There wasn’t anything else. There couldn’t be. If that wasn’t true, she’d lie to her own face in the mirror as long as she had to.
When the bell rang, she all but ran to answer it. So much for pretending. Callie was reminded of the day she’d opened the door, intent on giving the unreliable small-town plumber a piece of her mind, only to find her neighbor with a housewarming gift. Rebecca, beautiful and clueless, a mother of two. Callie knew she couldn’t allow her mind to go to all the places it longed to, but at least she could be excited about spending an afternoon with her new friend.
Unexpectedly, Callie found a smiling Maggie on her doorstep, followed by Rebecca who looked apologetic. It wasn’t what Callie had envisioned, but the girl was agreeable as far as eight-year-olds were concerned, so she didn’t mind. Not too much anyway.
“Callie, I’m so sorry. I’ve got a big favor to ask.”
“Whatever you need.” The words rolled off her tongue too easily.
“Dina just called. I need to pick her up, like, an hour ago. She’s with a friend who lives out of town, obviously it’s horrible, and she needs to come home this moment. David left this morning and...I was wondering if Maggie could stay just for a couple of hours?”
“Oh. Sure.” Callie didn’t know what else to say. She made an effort not to let her disappointment show. The prospect of babysitting scared her quite a bit, but then again, Maggie wasn’t that little. Surely the time could be filled with homework and a movie?
“Rain check on the girls’ afternoon?”
“Of course. I’ll see you two later then. You’re the best. Thank you.”
Rebecca leaned forward to kiss her cheek then turned to head for her car. Callie could only stand and stare. She reached up to touch her cheek, thinking that for this, she might just be able to forgive for the change in plans.
“Okay, so come on in,” she told Maggie. “You brought homework, right?”
“All done,” the girl beamed.
“Oh, wow. That’s...awesome. Great. Would you like some chocolate?”
“Yes!” In a split second, Maggie remembered. “Thank you!”
“You’re welcome. Let’s see how much I can spoil you in two hours,” Callie murmured to herself. To the girl, she said, “I hear you’re all going to Disneyland soon. I bet you’re really excited about that.”
Maggie nodded.
“Then I’m pretty sure you’re going to like this movie.” Callie didn’t think it was a good idea to ask Maggie if she’d liked the book without Rebecca around. She’d save that for later. Educating hypothetical children was fine, but she didn’t want to get in the line of fire with a parent, especially if said parent was Rebecca Lowman. Callie carried the box of chocolates and Maggie’s apple juice into the living room, reaching for the only Disney movie she owned. She’d known it would come in handy at some point.
They watched in silence, until Maggie asked, “Why are they mean to Esmeralda?”
“I guess it’s because she’s different.”
Maggie considered that for a while. “You’re different,” she said.
“How so?” Damn small-town talk, and damn smart children picking it up. Callie didn’t want to believe Rebecca would participate in those silly games, but...No but. Children pick up that kind of talk anywhere.
“You’re all by yourself,” Maggie said with a shrug. “Aren’t you scared sometimes?”
“Not so much. Did anybody say something about that? Your mom or dad?”
The girl shook her head. “No. It’s just that I have Dina, even though she is mean sometimes, and Mom and Dad. I wouldn’t like to be alone. Don’t you want to get married?”
This was a golden opportunity to educate Maggie on marriage equality and state law, but Callie didn’t care to. With Asha’s impending visit, an uncertain future, and a past too close behind she had enough on her plate.
“I’d like to, some day. I just haven’t found the right person yet.”
Apparently, that made sense to Maggie. “Okay,” she said, turning back to the movie.
Callie breathed a sigh of relief.
“Callie?”
“Yes, sweetie?”
“If you get scared, you can always come to us.”
“That’s nice. Thank you very much.” Callie felt her vision blur all of a sudden. They watched the rest of the movie in silence, Maggie, because she was now engrossed in the story and Callie, because she didn’t trust her voice.
* * * *
It was 7:50 a.m. when the doorbell jolted her out of a pleasant dream. Callie was determined to yell at the visitor, whoever it might be. Granted, if it was Rebecca meaning to reschedule some time together, Callie might have cut her some slack. She much preferred her dreamland to reality at the moment though. She’d stared at the screen for a long time last night, writing excruciating paragraph by paragraph. For the first time she’d moved to Autumn Leaves, she was utterly and completely blocked.
Callie thought she could handle her familiar issues, but little Maggie Lowman’s interrogation had rattled her more than she’d thought. Everybody had warned her when she decided against selling Aunt Valerie’s house. Asha, for one, and it was also the first thing in years that her brother and mother had agreed on. They’d predicted she’d regret this move after a week. Callie was admittedly uncertain regarding a lot of things these days, but she also knew she wouldn’t make a decision until this book was finished. The doorbell rang for a second time.
“Coming,” she grumbled, fumbling for her robe. In order to help with the lack of inspiration, she had tried coffee, some of the chocolate she’d shared with Maggie, and also the wine that Rebecca had brought on her very first visit.
“Cal! It’s so good to see you!” A cheery Asha greeted her.
“It’s eight in the morning,” Callie said, accusatory, by way of greeting.
“Yeah, so? I left at five this morning, beautiful sunrise, almost no traffic. Are you going to let me in?”
“I guess I’ll have to. I need those royalty checks.”
Asha laughed. “As good a reason as any. I take it you don’t have breakfast ready? Want to go out?”
“I need to shower. Wake up. Maybe later.” If she could just annoy Asha enough, she wouldn’t stay too long?
“Okay. I’ll wait. You know what, Callie? You’re actually looking better than you have in a while.”
“Thanks. I guess.”
“I mean it. You’re taking long walks under the fall trees? That’s romantic.”
Callie hadn’t left the house much except for some inevitable grocery shopping and church on Sundays, but she wasn’t going to share that.
“If you say so.”
“I’m just glad you’re doing better.” Asha leaned forward to kiss her, lingering when Callie didn’t pull away immediately.
“That’s a bad idea,” Callie said.
“If you say so...” Asha smiled.
Casting her guest a dirty look, Callie left her standing in the kitchen as she headed for her bathroom.
* * * *
“Callie? Anybody home?” Rebecca stepped inside, clutching the pot to her chest with one hand, closing the door with the other. After canceling on Callie last minute and forcing the babysitter job on her, her friend truly deserved some homemade lunch, especially since she wouldn’t cook it for herself. That Rebecca’s rationalization. The truth was, after the latest crisis regarding Dina, Rebecca was looking forward to a small time-out. They hadn’t really had time to talk in some time.
“Obviously not,” she murmured to herself, “so I’m just gonna...Whoa!” Rebecca nearly dropped the pot when she saw the woman sitting at Callie’s kitchen table who studied her with an amused smile.
“Hello there. I was just dropping this off.”
“Lunch?” The woman’s smile widened, and Rebecca instantly felt like the worst cliché of a hovering housewife.
“Callie’s working hard on her deadline,” she said defensively.
“I should hope so. I’m Asha. Her editor.”
“Oh.” Rebecca now recognized her as one of the friends who had helped Callie move in, the one who had complained about the weight of wisdom.
“Rebecca Lowman. I live across the street.”
“Of course you do,” Asha said in a conspiring tone. Without getting up, she turned to the bedroom door and called, “Hey! Cal! It’s your hot MILF neighbor!”
Rebecca was quite sure there was an insult somewhere in there, but she didn’t want to embarrass herself further by asking.
Callie appeared from the bedroom, drying her hair with a fluffy white towel. “I see you met Asha,” she said with obvious disapproval. “She’s my editor. She also might still be my girlfriend if she didn’t have the vocabulary of a fifteen-year-old boy in public.”
Asha laughed. “You never complained about my vocabulary before...”
“I do now. I’m thinking we were done here?”
Rebecca flinched slightly, wondering if she’d just gotten into the middle of an argument.
“I guess we are,” Asha said after a long look to Rebecca. “Have fun girls. I’ll just come back whenever you have that writing sample ready for me.”
“Speaking of which,” Rebecca said, trying not to stare after Asha sauntering out the door, “I brought your books too.”
“Oh no,” Callie said when Rebecca laid the books onto the table. “I meant for you to keep them. I’ve got plenty.”
“Okay. Good. Thanks.” Rebecca picked them up again, standing, indecisive for a moment.
“I...I’m sorry to interrupt. You have business to do.”
Callie shrugged. “She should know better than wanting to do business before 10:00 a.m.”
“Right. You stayed up late last night, so I thought you wouldn’t be in the mood for cooking. Here’s lunch if you want.”
Callie gave her a knowing smile. “You checking up on me?”
“I guess it’s the mommy instinct.”
“Frankly, I don’t think that’s all.” She didn’t elaborate. “Maggie was lovely though. She can stay over any time she wants to.”
“Great, thank you. Just try not to feed her chocolate every time?”
There was another thing weighing on Rebecca’s mind. Betty pretty abrupt on the phone, informing her that she had her own family issues to deal at the moment. Sorry, but no, Maggie couldn’t come over on a five-minute advance warning. Rebecca was almost dreading this Saturday brunch at Maria’s.
“Did Maggie like it?” Callie asked when the silence between them dragged on. It took Rebecca a moment to realize she was talking about the book.
“I think so. It was nice, just right for her age.” Now there was the opportunity to ask.
“I was just wondering...”
“Yes?”
There was the hint of a smile on Callie’s face as she probably expected a statement on the other book. Rebecca wasn’t ready for that yet. “Look, I get what you’re saying, but honestly, I think we should spare kids politics a little longer.”
“Politics?” Callie asked, honestly surprised.
“Well, yes, that lesbian couple who—”
“That’s a problem?” Callie sat up straighter, her voice a cooler tone.
“Not a problem,” Rebecca said quickly. “I just mean...Do you really have to confront children…” It had sounded so much better in her head. Now she thought it seemed ridiculous, but she couldn’t take the words back. “Forget about it,” she tried anyway.
“No, no. You asked for an answer. I don’t mind giving it. Yes, I think children need to be confronted, the earlier, the better. Kids look up to their parents, whether they’re good at their job, or they suck. Like it or not, if you tell a five-year-old kid that ‘God Hates the Fags…’” She made quotation marks with her fingers. “They’re going to believe it. They’re going to believe that it’s okay to hassle children who are different, and ‘gay’ becomes a convenient insult.”
“I never told that to my children,” Rebecca protested, disappointed. She was so much looking forward to this day. Now what started out as a simple question was about to completely spin out of her control.
“I know you didn’t. Just remember that silence isn’t much better. One person out of ten in the room is not worth your attention?”
“You’re not in the best mood today,” Rebecca remarked carefully. “I’m sorry. It’s just what I think. I have nothing against these families.”
“Just as long as these families don’t appear in children’s books, I get it.” Callie got up without ever having touched her cup.
“Don’t,” Rebecca pleaded. “Why are you so angry?”
“I’m not angry. This isn’t even close. You know, Rebecca, we haven’t really discussed it, but I know you’ve been wondering. Yes, I’ve dated women. I’ve had sex with them.”
“Now that’s just plain rude. I think you got up on the wrong side of the bed. I’ll just come back another time.”
“You do that, but if you think that who I am is an abomination, something you need to protect your children from, then you might as well never come back.”
“Callie! I never said that. It’s just that you’re writing those other books under the same name! People will...well, never mind the people. Aren’t you worried for yourself and, I don’t know, your reputation?” As hard as she tried, Rebecca was aware that each word was only making it worse. She might not have been responsible for Callie’s mood in the first place, but she sure wasn’t helping. Rebecca looked for a place away from all the crises around her, Dina’s, and Betty’s. She was stumbling headfirst into one of her own.
“You don’t understand,” Callie accused, “and what was I expecting anyway?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“That was really stupid of me. Thinking you’d be different.”
“I think I’d better go now.”
“Yes, I agree. I have work to do.”
When Callie made no move to accompany her to the door, Rebecca walked back into the kitchen. She found it hard to tell who was wrong or right at the moment, but for sure she didn’t want to leave things at that.
“Come on. You know I’m not one of those crazy people who use the Bible as an excuse for each of their screwups. Right?” Somehow, a lot depended on the answer to that question. “Can’t you give me just a little more time?”
“Right,” Callie said. “You need time. That’s okay. We’ve had all the time getting used to living in a world where people hate us.”
Rebecca just shook her head, but she didn’t have the right words to argue. Not at the moment anyway.
Letting herself back into her own house, Rebecca felt like crawling under the covers and hiding from the world. With dread, she realized she had promised Father Langdon a first draft for his youth project.
She couldn’t focus, starting with some mindless internet surfing until she remembered Ms. Malik’s comment. Rebecca rolled her eyes. She’d known that this wouldn’t be a good day from the moment she learned Callie was not alone.
Curious and in severe need for distraction, she typed the letters MILF into Google. What the Urban Dictionary link had for her made her jaw drop first, then made her angry. Callie was one to talk about political correctness. Maybe it actually was a good idea not to drop by almost every single day. Then why did she still want to apologize? Why did it feel like her heart was breaking because she didn’t know how?
* * * *
Dina hadn’t yet made up with her friend, so she spent Saturday morning in bed, sulking. She hadn’t even raised the blinds by the time Rebecca left. Rebecca could sympathize. It was on days like this that she would have loved to be a teenager again, completely without adult responsibilities. She didn’t really feel like going out. Maybe it would do her some good. Maybe she’d even get to the bottom of Betty’s weird mood. She wasn’t sure, though, if she really wanted to.
Betty’s and Roz’s cars were already in the driveway when Rebecca pulled up in front of Maria and Craig’s house. Craig greeted her at the door.
“Hello, Becca. Everyone’s here, except for the host.” He rolled his eyes a little which Rebecca found inappropriate. Of the two brothers, David clearly was the one with the better manners.
“Okay, thanks.” She was glad when he didn’t try to engage her in more small talk. Craig had always made her uncomfortable for reasons Rebecca couldn’t quite fathom. She didn’t want to dwell on it now. As it was, the ambiance between her friends wasn’t much better.
“He’s not a man yet, and neither are those jerks who are hassling him,” Roz was saying when Rebecca walked into the dining room, obviously talking about Charles junior. “You’ve got to do something about it!”
“What am I gonna do about it?” Betty asked testily. “Go and ask them to be nice? Nick Weller is going to laugh in my face.”
Rebecca winced. Nick Weller had made a name in the real estate business and owned quite a bit of property in Autumn Leaves. His manners hadn’t kept up with his rise to fortune, so it was no wonder his son came after him.
“Hey, girls,” she said, thinking she didn’t deserve the annoyed look Betty gave her. “Sorry, I’m late,” she offered. “Another teenage crisis. Dina broke up with her BFF. David’s gone again, so I had to bring Maggie to her little book club first.” She had no idea why she gave this rambling, breathless explanation as if they expected one from her.
“Maria was here briefly, then she had to go. Said she’d be back in half an hour,” Roz informed her. “She promised a surprise though.” The table was set for brunch, complete with champagne glasses.
“Oh good. At least one of us has good news.” Rebecca gave Betty a quick sideways look. Betty shrugged. “David isn’t worried at all, is he?” There was a hint of condescension to her voice.
“Why would he be worried?” Rebecca had other problems to solve. She was still puzzled about Asha Malik’s comment and what it implied. She was afraid she’d risked a good friendship by speaking her mind. Maybe she should have just followed Dina’s example and go back to bed in a darkened room. She sure felt like it.
“Well...He leaves you alone a great deal of the time.”
“Because it’s his job?”
“I bet he’s glad the new neighbor you’re spending all your time with isn’t a guy.”
Betty’s insinuations were beginning to get on Rebecca’s nerves.
“Wouldn’t do much if the guy was gay,” she returned, not even trying to hide her irritation. Only the stunned silence at the table alerted her to what she’d just said moments later.
“Imagine that!” Betty said, sounding triumphant. It seemed like the news very much improved her mood, for whatever reason. “I knew she was trouble.”
“Why do you say that? If she minds her own business, why would she be trouble?” Roz laughed a bit uneasily. “It’s kind of funny that she couldn’t fix the sink herself then.”
“Come on,” Rebecca protested. “It’s not like knowing your way around the house makes you a lesbian.”
“Sure doesn’t.” Betty was amused. “Because you’re better with these things than most of our husbands are, I’d be worried.”
“You’re crazy.” The course of this conversation made it very clear that Rebecca was never going to mention Callie’s books in this group. The atmosphere had gotten a little lighter, but Rebecca couldn’t help the feeling that she’d made a terrible mistake. How often had she warned Callie to keep quiet about her private life, about the importance of keeping secrets? It was a terrible feeling that she couldn’t trust the people she thought of as friends. Rebecca really wanted some of that alcohol now. She could always walk home.
“Does David know?” Betty asked, interested. “Maybe he should be worried after all.”
“Hold it right there, Betty. There’s nothing to know. It’s her life, none of my business, or yours, for that matter.”
“You must know.”
“Hello there!”
The conversation came to a halt when Maria breezed into the room, all cheery and excited. “I’m glad you’re all here.”
“Well, yeah, we’ve been kinda waiting for you,” Roz reminded her.
“Of course. Look, we’ve got a new member in the church choir. She’s new in town, and I thought she’d be the perfect addition to our little Saturday morning tradition.”
“Warmest welcome,” Roz mumbled.
Rebecca wanted to disappear. Maria’s surprise guest was, of course, her favorite neighbor Callie Bryan.
“It’s nice to meet you all,” Callie said. “Hi, Rebecca.” It sounded apologetic and defensive at the same time. Maybe Rebecca’s imagination had gotten the better of her. Her head was spinning. Why the church choir? How had Callie and Maria met in the first place? Rebecca had to admit a moment of jealousy. For a long time, she had wanted to be part of the choir. She didn’t have much of a singing voice, but there was no audition necessary to join. Once her children were born she just saw herself unable to fit it into the schedule, or at least that was what she’d told herself. Once again, she was assuming things about Callie without questioning them, thinking that a writer who liked a reclusive life wouldn’t be much interested in performing on a stage. She was too comfortable with that image of Callie, a shy young woman who needed Rebecca’s guidance. She was overestimating herself. It looked like Callie was able to find her way around the social structures of Autumn Leaves and find friends on her own just fine. It wasn’t like what they’d had was anything special. Even if for a while, Rebecca had found comfort in imagining that.
“Don’t look so scared,” Maria said to Callie, putting an arm around her shoulders. “We don’t bite, at least not the first time you’re here.”
“I’m relieved then.”
“I hear you’re a writer.” Betty was making conversation, but, Rebecca guessed, with a purpose.
“Yes. Children’s books,” she chimed in before Callie could say anything.
“I bet you’ve charmed Rebecca’s kids already then. Especially Maggie, the little bookworm.”
Betty was on a mission. Callie seemed very much unaware. “They’re great kids,” she said. “I never knew that an eight-year-old could be this easy to babysit.”
“Oh, you do that?” Betty asked sweetly.
“Just once so far, as the original babysitter cancelled on Rebecca.” Maybe she wasn’t so unaware after all.
“Is that so?”
“You’re welcome in any case.” Callie’s words were for Rebecca, not Betty. “I’m afraid, though, that The Hunchback is the only Disney movie I own.”
Everyone laughed. Betty’s smile felt as forced as her own, Rebecca realized. What’s it to you?
“I don’t have any kids for you to babysit,” Maria said, “but you can come over any time if you like.” She and Callie shared a smile that was a lot more genuine and made Rebecca irrationally unhappy. She should be glad that most of her friends accepted Callie, because it would make a lot of things easier. Maybe. Rebecca emptied her glass quickly. Coming here such a bad idea. She spent the next few minutes working up the courage to tell Callie she needed a moment in private.
“MILF, really? You called me that to her face?” she asked as they stood by the coatrack in the hallway. First Asha Malik, now Maria became Callie’s new best friend. It wasn’t the best of weeks for Rebecca. She could tell it took Callie a few moments to make the connection.
“Oh, that.”
“Yes, that. So?”
“I told you Asha doesn’t have any manners whatsoever. What’s the big deal?”
“What the big deal is? You talked about me! Behind my back.”
“Just like you did before I came into the room?”
Rebecca had nothing left to argue with. She was brave, and just barely drunk enough to confess her earlier lapse. Meanwhile, her mood was taking an abrupt shift from defensive to guilty.
“I am so sorry. You’ve got to believe me.”
“It’s fine. I was overreacting too.” Callie sighed, and to Rebecca, it sounded heart-wrenching. Not everything was fine after all.
“No, you don’t get it. I didn’t mean to expose you. It just...happened.” What a miserable day.
“They would have found out at some point, anyway.”
It was not the reaction Rebecca had expected, and she didn’t think she deserved this rather merciful response. She was making too many mistakes already.
“I didn’t talk about you to Asha,” Callie said softly.
“You didn’t say ‘hot’?”
“Sorry. No.”
Her face was burning as they were standing too close in the dimly lit hallway, uncomfortable truths coming at her all at once. The way scenes from Callie’s book lingered on her mind, time and again.
“Okay then.”
The way Maria had been all over Callie. There was no reason to go all crazy, was there? Maria was touchy-feely with everyone.
“God, look at me. Drunk on a Saturday morning.”
Callie reached for her hand, and Rebecca stepped back so quickly she nearly hit her head against the wall behind her.
“What do you want, Rebecca?”
Get so drunk I won’t feel the pain of curiosity anymore—or I won’t care...Order more of those books of yours. Go, before I can take a good look at what the answer to your question is.
“You have to understand!” she said heatedly. “I’ve never been…I’m not normally that way. I’m not as narrow-minded as you think I am. ”
“Are you done with that private chat of yours?” Maria had joined them before Callie could answer. “Craig will drive you home if you want.”
“No thanks,” Rebecca said. “I think I’ll take a walk.”
* * * *
If Rebecca was troubled, Callie felt sorry about it, but she had no idea how to help. With every step forward, she was taking quite a few backwards herself. She saw Maria in church before. They greeted each other and exchanged a few words. When they ran into each other in the grocery store and Maria mentioned choir, it seemed like a great idea to meet more people. To stop defining her days by whether or not Rebecca would drop by, which, of course, she hadn’t since Callie gave her the speech.
Then Maria had suggested brunch with friends. It was when she mentioned that her last name was Lowman that Callie had realized she might be in trouble. How ironic was it for her to come to this conclusion only now? She was in trouble for some time. Back at home, she turned on the computer listlessly, the blank page staring back at her.
The ringing of the doorbell was welcome. If Rebecca had something to say, Callie wanted to beat her to it. Determined, she got up to open the door.
“I think you and I should talk.”
Any movie-like, love-struck, and utterly foolish confession would have to wait. The visitor was not Rebecca, but Betty LaRue who seemed pretty mad. At me? Callie wondered. She couldn’t remember having done anything against small town etiquette other than...existing.
“Come on in. Can I offer you anything?”
Somehow, she knew it wouldn’t be the pleasant banter she had shared with Rebecca, before everything became really complicated. Callie thought Maria and Roz were mostly intrigued and curious. Maria was quite a bit too curious for her comfort. Betty, though, made her wary.
“I won’t stay long,” Betty said.
Just as well. “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”
“This.” With vehemence, Betty slammed a couple of books on the table. They were brand new copies of Heart Fever and the follow-up. Here we go.
“Oh. Right. I’ll sign them for you if you want me to.” Callie just couldn’t help it. Betty seemed speechless, and Callie almost expected her to turn on her heel and go. Of course it couldn’t be that easy. Callie remembered Rebecca saying, “No one hates you here.” Hate was hard to understand for someone like Rebecca who gave affection so easily, a kiss on the cheek, a hug that lasted a tad too long. The wave of longing hit her unexpectedly, at this most inappropriate moment. She couldn’t wait for anyone to stand up for herself though. Callie had learned that the hard way before.
“How can you dare bring this dirt to our homes?”
“Excuse me?”
“You know exactly what I’m talking about,” Betty seethed. “Rebecca can’t be in her right mind to let her children anywhere near you.”
“Why wouldn’t she? What is this—are you jealous because she didn’t ask you to babysit Maggie? No, wait, she did. You said you didn’t have time.”
“I found this in the bookstore. We don’t like your kind here.”
“What are you gonna do about it, gather a mob to drive me out of the city? You know what, Betty, I actually like it here. Most people I’ve met aren’t hung up on their prejudices. I don’t have to come to Saturday brunch, if that makes you feel any better…but you know what? I don’t care!”
Of course, in order to find out what exactly Callie’s kind was, Betty had certainly read the books, cover to cover. Chances were, she was afraid to like what she’d read.
“Church choir,” Betty snorted. “That’s such a joke. You’re laughing at everything we believe in.”
“Betty, I believe you’ve made your point. Please leave now.”
“People like you are making me sick. Stay away from my family!”
If her vision was blurring now, it was all anger, or at least Callie hoped it was. She certainly had the right to be angry. She hadn’t always led a particularly sheltered life, but somehow, she’d managed to escape homophobia pretty well. To her, it had presented itself more as a practical thing, the lack of equality in law, health care, and so on, which was bad enough. She never had someone as determined as Betty LaRue in her face before.
“You have no right—”
“There was a time when people like you wouldn’t dare talk like this,” Betty yelled.
It made something within Callie snap. “This is my house, and I won’t let anybody with a stripper name insult me here, not to mention someone who’s a walking cliché out of Desperate Housewives!”
The sound rang obscenely loud in the room when Betty slapped her.
“That’s it. You leave right now, or I’m calling the police.”
Callie wasn’t sure if Craig Lowman, whom she’d met briefly, would be of help here. At least the idea had a slight impact on Betty. Before she left, she made a point of wiping the books off the table, then she all but ran to her car. Callie picked up the books again, smoothing the edges before she carefully laid them back on the table. Then she poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down at the table.
She cried.
* * * *
“Mom?”
Rebecca quickly closed the lid of her laptop when Dina came into her office, unusually subdued. She was on the phone for nearly two hours.
“Yes, honey, what’s up?”
Dina didn’t even roll her eyes at ‘honey’. This was serious, then.
“Could you drive me to Anna’s later?”
Rebecca regarded her daughter attentively. Anna was the friend out of town with whom things were rocky lately. Dina hadn’t wanted to go into detail before, but Rebecca wondered what might have been the reason for the girls’ breakup. It had always bothered her that she didn’t know Anna’s parents too well. They moved out of town right after the girls finished elementary school.
“Everything okay there?” she asked.
“Yeah. I’m an idiot,” Dina said.
“Oh, no. That’s not true.”
“It is. She’s my friend. I shouldn’t have let her down.”
It sounded ominous enough to make alarm bells ring for Rebecca. Also, trying to be a good parent was a welcome excuse not to think about her own shortcomings in friendship. She saw Betty’s car in front of Callie’s house. Betty had not stopped to say hi. It couldn’t be good.
“This wouldn’t be any problem where adults should be involved? You’d tell me if it was?”
“Of course.” Dina looked weary. In a fourteen-year-old, it was heartbreaking.
“You want to go right now? I’d run some errands and come get you tonight.”
“Actually...” Dina hesitated. “I was wondering if I could stay the night.”
“What about school?”
“It’s an emergency.”
Rebecca thought of Betty and her struggle to connect with her son. She thought of her own struggle, and how irrelevant it became when at this moment, one of her girls really needed her.
“Please, Mom, just this one time. I promise I’m okay. I just really have to make up for being a shitty friend.”
Knowing exactly how that felt, Rebecca was inclined to go along with her daughter’s plan. Dina had many friends in school. Her grades were usually good, except she didn’t have much of a grasp of sciences. One day wouldn’t really bring a major change to that.
“Her parents know?”
“They said yes.” Dina smiled sheepishly.
“Well, what choice do I have then?”
“I love you, Mom.” Dina all but jumped to her feet, hugging her tightly. A wave of emotion came over Rebecca with this unusual display of affection.
“I love you too, honey. Why don’t you pack some things while I finish up here? You know, we should get you some tutoring for chemistry...”
Dina made a face at her, and Rebecca laughed. “Come on, get going.”
When her daughter had left, she went back to the windows open on the screen, the HTML editor, and the online bookstore. Praise for Callie Bryan...
The church was lit up when Rebecca drove by on her way back. Making her decision on the spur of the moment, she made a U-turn and parked, not quite wanting to go home yet. Maggie would stay with David’s mother until the weekend. He’d bring her back when he returned from the current trip. Rebecca didn’t feel like facing an empty house yet, and going over to Callie’s didn’t seem like an option.
The choir practice was open for everyone interested, whether they wanted to join or just listen for a moment. Rebecca quietly walked down the aisle as the women’s voices rose. Maria played the piano. She sang the most solos, and her voice never failed to send shivers down Rebecca’s spine, especially in this setting. Maybe it was a bit out of jealousy that Rebecca had never tried to carve out some time for this. It wasn’t like Maria hadn’t made the effort. She was always trying to get people to join. Maybe one of these days Rebecca would just get over herself and give in.
Rebecca sat in the third pew, letting the music embrace and comfort her. She had always loved church, the idea that there was a place where she’d always be welcome, a place she’d always leave with the certainty that things would be all right in the end.
Finally, she found the courage to seek out Callie in the group. She was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt, her hair bound back in a ponytail.
Rebecca thought she was beautiful. It didn’t even seem to be an inappropriate thought in church as the haunting tune continued.
She left before the practice was over.



Chapter Four
Choir practice was only a temporary reprieve. At least it until Rebecca showed up. That moment Callie wondered what possessed her to think that she could find peace in a place where a lot of people weren’t too kind about the lives of others. Autumn Leaves. This church. If Asha thought Callie had a masochistic streak, she might be right about it.
When she came back to her house, Callie found herself unable to settle. There was the unpleasant conversation with Betty she’d tried her best to just forget about. Maria, Rebecca’s sister-in-law, seemed to be interested in practicing more than singing. Then there was Rebecca, not even knowing she was playing with fire.
It was all too much.
Callie sat down to work, but after an agonizing session of writing paragraphs and deleting them again, she picked up the phone. After two rings, it was answered.
“I thought you made out with your gorgeous neighbor. Sorry. Made up is what I meant.”
“About that. If you could just be polite the next time and not insult anyone?”
“Ah, small town people are so sensitive,” Asha said disapprovingly. “Wait. What did you mean, next time?”
Callie tiredly leaned forward, resting her head in her hands. “I really need you here.”
“Oh, I understand. No making out, no making up either.”
“It’s complicated.”
“I bet it is. Look, I think I can justify this as checking up once more on our favorite author, so I could be there in a few hours. Would that be okay?”
“Perfect,” Callie sighed. “I’m sorry. I owe you.”
Asha laughed. “Don’t worry, baby. I plan to collect.”
All of a sudden, Callie’s mood was greatly improving. She and Asha hadn’t made a very good couple, but at least there had never been any confusion as to what they could expect from each other.
“Stay up all night, sleep all day? Oh, to be a writer,” Asha teased.
“Stop that and get your ass over here already.”
“Right. I can’t believe you’re complaining about my vocabulary.”
* * * *
Having dinner all by herself was strange, or at least it felt that way tonight. There were times when Rebecca wished for a moment like this, between playing chauffeur for the kids, keeping the house in order and meals on the table at the right time. It was like back in the days as a grad student, when she was losing time and forgetting the sandwich sitting on the table next to her over work. Rebecca genuinely looked forward to working on her commission for Father Langdon, but now, she was distracted. There was still a light on over at Callie’s.
She should just go over and face the music, admit she’d made a fool out of herself at the brunch and before, when she’d tried to tell Callie how to write her books. The lives they had chosen for themselves differed greatly. Big deal. It didn’t mean that they couldn’t be friends, did it?
The nights had been cooler lately, and Rebecca put on a coat before she stepped outside on the porch, hesitating just a moment longer.
A car was slowing down, coming to a halt on the other side of the street. The woman who emerged was familiar: Asha Malik. Rebecca took a hasty step backwards even though she was pretty sure she couldn’t be seen on the dark porch. She should have gone back into the house, try another time, but for some reason she didn’t move, and stood watching as Callie opened the door to Asha. In the lit doorway, the two women kissed. Not like somebody would greet a friend with a kiss on the cheek. Rebecca remained in the same spot, spellbound, even when the door was closed. She stood in the dark, unable to face the feelings that she couldn’t dare to name, unable to keep them away.
* * * *
“Are you feeling better yet? I’m warning you, the wrong answer could be disastrous for my ego.”
“Better” was an acceptable term, Callie decided. She was warm and comfortable with Asha curled around her. She was no longer alone. She wasn’t feeling great, but that probably wasn’t what Asha had expected.
“Thank you for coming here.”
“You’re welcome. Maybe you should just come back with me.”
“I told you I’ve had enough of the city. Leave it alone, okay?”
“It wasn’t the city you needed to leave behind. It was Nicole,” Asha reminded her softly.
“No difference. I’m okay here.”
“Yeah, I can see that. You could file charges against that bitch.”
“Nicole?” It wasn’t fair that after all this time her heartbeat still sped up with apprehension.
“No, that stripper person.”
Callie couldn’t hold back the giggle that was bubbling up inside her, even though the situation was far from funny.
“You better not repeat that in front of anyone.”
“Come on. If Rebecca keeps company like that, she’s as much of a bitch.”
“Well, she didn’t get all hands on.”
“Much to your disappointment, that is.”
“Asha. Give it a rest, please.”
In answer, Asha tightened her arms around Callie, kissing her neck softly. The caress made her shiver pleasantly, encouraging Asha who ran her hand over Callie’s hip.
“You didn’t actually mean to
rest did you?”
Callie looked up at Asha, now poised above her, eyes dark with lust, her dark hair falling forward. It wouldn’t be hard to just close her eyes and pretend…She wasn’t that crazy though. “Let’s see what you’ve got,” she breathed.
“Oh, I know you like what I’ve got,” Asha said confidently. Her kisses were slow and soft, a trail of gentle fire down her body. Too much. Not enough.
Reality and fantasy blurred as she was finally able to let go, but only for a moment.
* * * *
At ten in the morning, the shutters of Callie’s house were still closed. Rebecca sighed as she took a look at her watch. She didn’t have any minute to spare for meeting Father Langdon to inform him about her progress so far. Next on the list was getting Dina back from Anna’s. It would be afternoon by then, time for laundry. Those mundane things never stopped. It had to be today, though, because she didn’t want to be stuck with ironing all day tomorrow when David and Maggie would be coming home. Betty didn’t pick up the phone, damn caller ID. Rebecca still had no idea why she’d gone to see Callie, and somehow that irked her. Stupid, right? It wasn’t like Callie couldn’t spend time with other people, talk to Betty, or go to choir practice with Maria. There was absolutely no reason for Rebecca to feel left out. Not even when Callie had a friend over for the night.
After the visit to her friend, Dina was in a better mood than she had been in forever, so on the way back, Rebecca suggested they eat at the diner to save time. Once home, Rebecca would tackle laundry and Dina could go right back on the phone with Anna. Dina was pleased with the prospect.
“That means the ban on fast food is over?”
“In your dreams.”
“Too bad. Oh. Look who’s here,” she said, turning into the direction of the corner table.
As their eyes met, it was too late to flee once more like she had in church. In the back of the room, there was Callie sitting with a woman. Rebecca could only see her back, but she knew it was Asha. They were holding hands.
She just couldn’t do this. Granted, Callie could be friends with whoever she pleased, do with her spare time what she wanted to. She just couldn’t be sitting in a diner in Autumn Leaves in the middle of the day holding another woman’s hand, if only because Rebecca was upset about it. Dina hadn’t even noticed as she slipped into the booth, studying the menu already. Asha turned around and waved. Rebecca forced a smile mostly for Callie’s sake, because she remembered in time that she had intended to apologize earlier.
What the hell is wrong with me?
“Is that her girlfriend?” Dina asked with mild interest.
“What?”
“Mom.” Dina’s tone was patient, like talking to a little child. “Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”
“I...Sure. I don’t know if they’re together. She’s the editor.”
“They’re holding hands,” Dina pointed out, a lot less upset about that fact than Rebecca was.
“How did you...” She didn’t know how to say this.
Dina shrugged. “Talk? Callie’s pretty easy to find. Even people in Autumn Leaves know how to use the internet. It’s somewhat of a surprise.”
Rebecca pressed the palm of her hand against her forehead, thinking that she might have a low fever. How foolish had she been anyway, trying to contain any hint of a rumor about Callie? Not like the woman in question was helping. Rebecca was still haunted by the feeling that something terrible was about to happen. Once you went too far, exposed too much of yourself, there was no going back. Maybe it wasn’t just Callie she was so worried about.
The meal seemed to last for an eternity.
When they came back to the house, there was a package on the porch left by the mailman. Asha Malik stayed another night. Rebecca had a bottle of wine and box of books to pass the time.
* * * *
She wasn’t very efficient tonight. Rebecca realized she was staring at the bra in her hand for at least a couple of minutes, and she hadn’t even started with the ironing yet. Did women actually do that, wear sexy lingerie for each other? There were ways to contain her curiosity. She could just ask, get it out of her system. Rebecca shook her head. Callie possibly wouldn’t mind educating her, but even the thought made her blush.
Callie was so different from what she imagined. Not that Rebecca imagined a lot about what lesbians were like. It wasn’t so much her lack of knowledge that bothered her, but the way she let her horizons not broaden, just the opposite in fact.
As a graduate student, she wasn’t into politics much. Rebecca had, however, come up with expectations of what she wanted to do with her life. She’d wanted a family in the first place, a connection that was more than just a roof over the head and all bills paid. 
She wanted a man who was a partner in all things, and the opportunity to make a little money in the profession she was trained for. Mostly, it worked out, but somehow, Rebecca thought, she had lost sight of people who didn’t share that same design of life. She kept in touch with a handful of friends after she and David had moved to Autumn Leaves, but the times she saw them were few and far between. More and more, she surrounded herself with people who were just like her, their problems just the same. It didn’t seem right anymore.
Rebecca finally got to that box of books around midnight. She’d put a nightgown and her reading glasses on, and a glass of wine onto the nightstand, ready for more adventures of Sabine and Vanessa. Theory would have to do for now. She frowned, thinking again of Callie and Asha Malik. Hooking up with the ex with whom you shared a working relationship? It seemed like the mistakes made were in no way different from straight people’s. She tried to return to the book, but found herself distracted. When David came back tomorrow, he’d hopefully stay for a little while longer this time. Frankly, Rebecca was tired. It was her only excuse for her imagination running wild with what might happen over at her neighbor’s.
It also kept her from obsessing too much about the next day. She missed Maggie. Rebecca had the feeling the girl would be a little difficult for a day or two to come, because it was always that way when she returned from a visit with her grandmother. As always, Rebecca wouldn’t mention it. Coming between a man and his mother was just impossible, so it was a good thing they didn’t live too close. David’s mother wasn’t so bad, just set in her ways, and of course in that regard she was no different from Rebecca’s parents. If they had known some of the thoughts on Rebecca’s mind lately, they might have hired a priest—for an exorcism.
* * * *
The sun shone brightly as Callie walked to the bakery, feeling more optimistic than she had in days, despite her run-in with Mrs. LaRue. She hadn’t said that to her temporary lover because Callie was sure Asha would find a way to crack a rude joke about her sex life. Callie smiled to herself. The company was good for her, putting things into perspective.
First things first: She’d get the book done, hold on to the people who were worth it, and forget about Betty. Since no one had chased her out of town yet, it didn’t seem like the LaRues’ opinion held so much weight in town. In fact, she’d gone out with Asha more than once, and no one seemed to care. She had time to figure out and end her emotional entanglement with Rebecca. What had she been thinking? There was no safe fantasy, dreaming meant setting oneself up for hurt anyway. Friends, it was. She could handle that. She’d also go to church choir, no matter what anyone would say.
“Hello. I haven’t seen you here before.”
A few steps away from the cash register, she turned at the sound of a voice, smiling politely at the young man who was leaning against the shelf, studying her openly. He was good-looking, but of the kind who knew it and thought too much of it.
“That could be true.”
“You new in town?” he asked, following her when she went to the cashier. This morning, there was nothing much that could spoil her mood. Actually, Callie found it kind of amusing to be hit on by a guy who was much younger than her. Yes, she looked young.
“Not so much anymore,” she said, handing a bill to the girl behind the register. “Sorry, I gotta run.”
“Oh, but where do you have to go on a Saturday morning? I’ll buy you a coffee.”
“No, but thanks.”
“My name’s Matt. I could give you a ride home in that baby out there.”
The Porsche parked outside the bakery was certainly his daddy’s. “Tempting, but I don’t live far away. Thanks again, I’ve got to—”
She stepped back quickly as he touched her arm. The cashier girl looked uncomfortable.
“You heard what the lady said, Matt. Not all girls are impressed with your father’s vehicles.”
Callie had never been so relieved to hear Rebecca’s voice, emotional entanglement notwithstanding.
“Mrs. Lowman, good morning.” Matt put on his sunglasses. His smile was probably meant to be charming, but looked forced. “See you later, ladies.”
“Not necessary,” Rebecca mumbled. “Are you okay?”
“Sure. Thanks for the rescue though. How old does he think I am anyway?”
Rebecca seemed to consider the question for a moment, but then chose not to answer it. “You’re welcome,” she said, “and I know you need to head home, and that I owe you an apology, but...Can I walk you home?”
The offer made Callie ridiculously happy, but then again, she’d known it would be a good day.
“How have you been?” Rebecca asked.
Callie was good at imagining things, making up stories. She made a living with that. So it wasn’t hard to imagine that these few words revealed the same longing she felt. I missed you.
“Working, mostly. How about you?”
Rebecca shrugged. “Busy, I guess. Are you coming to brunch today?”
“I’m not so sure about that. Betty paid me a visit.”
“Really?” Rebecca groaned. “I was afraid of that. You’re still here though. That’s a relief. You must know that Betty isn’t one of those Bible-thumping bigots. She’s just under a lot of stress at the moment.”
Callie let the silence envelope them for a few steps, then she said, “It’s not an excuse.”
“No, it isn’t,” Rebecca agreed. “I wanted you to know I’m sorry.” She hesitated, but when Callie didn’t say anything, she went on reluctantly. “About many things. I shouldn’t tell you how to live your life. It’s not what friends do.”
That warm hopeful feeling could be treachery, but Callie cherished it anyway. “Thank you. I know that most people aren’t out to get me. It’s just—”
“That most of us have no idea what the hell we’re talking about?” Rebecca finished her sentence with a somewhat pained smile. “I’d like to ask, but it’s kind of...I don’t want to sound stupid. I don’t want to hurt you,” she added softly, after a moment, “but I don’t understand, you know? You write these books under your own name. You risk so much pain. Tell me, is it really worth it?”
Whoa. This was a heavy subject to discuss on a five-minute walk. Rebecca seemed honestly unaware of how much pain she could easily cause Callie, and how foolishly willing Callie was to risk it all. So much for ending anything.
“It is,” she said fervently. “I don’t want to live in fear, to hide who I am. You can’t please everybody, but at the end of the day, you’ve still got to face yourself in the mirror.”
“I think you’re much braver than I am.”
“No. You just happen to live a life that’s more in tune with society’s expectations.”
“It’s really a choice?” Much to Rebecca’s credit, she showed nothing but genuine interest.
“Being a lesbian? No. What everyone can choose is to live a lie, or the opposite. Frankly, if there was a way to reverse it, I wouldn’t want that. I don’t hate men. I’ve got some great friends, and a brother who can be a douche sometimes, but is generally a good guy. I’m attracted to women. That’s all there is.”
Rebecca took a deep breath as if she was still struggling with the implications. “What about Asha? I thought you were over.”
“Now you’re indiscreet. If you really want to know, it’s not like there’s a huge lesbian dating pool in Autumn Leaves. Gotta deal with my writer’s block frustrations somehow.”
“Right,” Rebecca said, not sounding convinced.
“You’re jealous?” Callie ventured, testing the waters of their carefully restored friendship.
“In your dreams.”
They both laughed, relieved at the turn of events. Their timing was impeccable too, as they’d just reached Callie’s doorstep.
“Oh, damn,” Rebecca cursed abruptly as the sound of a car was heard.
“What?”
“That’s what I get for my chivalrous ways. I forgot to buy breakfast.”
“Want to come over?”
“I’m tempted, but no thanks. David’s coming over with Maggie, and maybe his mother. We’ll just have to go out.”
“Well, if that helps, I kind of like your chivalrous ways.”
“Good. I’ll catch you later then.”
Not hesitating this time, Rebecca pulled her into a close hug. The world righted itself again, even if Callie had to guiltily admit that friendship was only a part of it.
* * * *
Rebecca couldn’t catch a break. Of course David’s mom had come with them for breakfast. Of course she frowned upon Rebecca’s questionable housekeeping skills when learning that they’d be eating at a restaurant. Rebecca at least had her child back. Maggie was in good spirits, all chatty and happy. Watching her was such a simple pleasure compared to all the adult complications her life had brought her lately. She wouldn’t even start with Matt Weller hitting on Callie. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be more trouble anytime soon.
“Earth to Rebecca.” David smiled, but he seemed worried. “Are you with us?”
“Why, yes. Sorry.”
“Is everything okay?”
“Yes, of course.” Her gaze fell on Dina who looked thoughtful. “Just tired.”
Rebecca could see it wasn’t enough of an explanation, but fortunately, he dropped the subject for the moment. Later. It was the name of the game with them recently, “postpone to later.” She looked at a laughing Maggie, all of a sudden startled. Why didn’t she notice before? Rebecca had kept quiet for harmony’s sake in the past, but somehow, she didn’t feel it today.
“Maggie, sweetie, let’s go to the restroom, okay?” Her words made the conversation come to an abrupt halt. David and his mother exchanged quizzical glances, the girls looked wary. Rebecca got up, taking a resisting Maggie to the bathroom with her to wash her face.
“I suppose breakfast is over, Rebecca,” Laurie said sweetly. Of course she hadn’t missed Maggie’s unhappy expression.
“We’re good to go now,” Rebecca agreed. There was stony silence on the drive home. She already knew that wouldn’t be all, but today she couldn’t have kept silent. She had to draw the line somewhere.
“Jesus, it was just makeup!” David chided her at the first opportunity. “It’s not like Mom sent her on a date!”
“Makeup on an eight-year-old?” Come to think of it, now Rebecca could make a lot of more sense of Maggie’s earlier attempts of a “style.” “She’s a child! It’s too early for her to be hit by peer pressure!”
Her mother-in-law had met a friend in Autumn Leaves. David would drive her back to her house later. Dina had retreated to her room right away. Maggie was crying since Rebecca had removed all paint from her face. Not that there was a lot to begin with, but that certainly wasn’t the point. Maggie had a decade to learn to put on makeup that was supposed to look like she wasn’t wearing any.
“Is this about peer pressure or the fact that Mom helped her with it? God, Rebecca, could you for once not find something to criticize about her?”
“What?” Rebecca was angry, and she was tired of holding back that emotion. It was bound to stay with her anyway. “I’m Maggie’s mother.” She also thought that God or Jesus had little to do with this conversation, so she’d rather have David keep them out of it. “I never said anything, but whenever she spends time with Laurie, she seems to forget about that, and so do you!”
“That’s just ridiculous. I refuse to even argue with you about that.”
“Yeah,” she said. “Why am I not surprised?”
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing.”
“All right. I’m going over to Charles’s now. I’ll be back later.”
“Sure.”
Rebecca stood alone in her living room, trying to understand what had just happened.
Out of fear of a scene like this, she had never made Laurie’s transgressions more of a subject. Just like she’d expected, David sided with his mother. Maybe she was overreacting, or maybe she should have reacted a long time ago. She just didn’t know anymore.
Upstairs, Dina was listening to some music, the sound emerging through the closed, possibly locked door. Rebecca opened the door to Maggie’s room. Her little girl was sitting over a book, her expression somber.
“Hey,” she said softly, sitting beside her daughter on the bed. “What are you reading?”
Maggie showed her the cover. “Mike says we’re not supposed to read things like that. It doesn’t matter. Mike doesn’t read at all, anyway.”
If she wasn’t this upset, Rebecca would have smiled at the hint of distaste in her daughter’s expression. Clearly, Maggie did not understand people who didn’t read.
“How can he know then, right?” she asked, thinking she’d need to have a word with Betty sometime soon. She just didn’t have the energy today.
“Grandma says you don’t like her.”
Oh, boy. Grandma sure says a lot of things.
“That’s not true. Adults disagree sometimes. We might not be best friends, but that doesn’t mean I dislike her.”
“You’re best friends with Callie,” Maggie mused.
Yes, she was, and there was no reason to blush. We’re best friends,
and don’t we ever disagree sometimes.
“Yes. So you did like the book? We could see if there are others.”
“Really?” Maggie’s face lit up.
“Really. I’ll go get my laptop, and we’ll look them up.”
Not like she’d done it before, only a hundred times or so.
* * * *
David didn’t return until after dinner. “I’m sorry,” he said, sounding sincere as he hugged her in the doorway. “Traffic was bad. What is everybody up to?”
“Last time I checked, Maggie was in bed. Dina’s watching a soap, and I...well, I’ve been waiting for my husband. Took him quite some time to find his way home.”
“Yeah. What a bum.”
She couldn’t quite hide her reaction. David brushed his fingers gently over her cheek. “I think I see a smile?”
“Not so sure about that.”
“You’re still mad at me?”
“David...”
“I know,” he sighed. “You were right. Mom went overboard there. I was just... Work was brutal. I didn’t think.”
“I get that.” Suddenly, the discussion seemed rather pointless. They had so little time together. Wasn’t it stupid to spend it fighting over things that neither one of them could change anyway? “It’s okay. Did you want to watch anything? I think I’m going to bed.”
“Good idea. Why don’t I join you?”
Truth be told, Rebecca would have liked some more quiet time reading. Thinking she’d probably used up her bitch quota for the day, she just smiled.
Upstairs in the bedroom, she hesitated at locking the door. It wasn’t like it was the first time.
“It’s fine,” David said. “You said it yourself, the girls are okay, and they sure will be for a while longer.”
“Yeah.” She tried to relax in his embrace, enjoy the intimacy she was missing so much during his absences. Her mind wandered to this morning, Callie, how it had felt to hold her. Today. Before. Inappropriately, the memory stayed with her. David kissed her again, more hungrily this time. She shivered, finding herself out of her shirt without remembering how it happened. She had always felt safe and sheltered with him and she did now, but Rebecca was distracted.
“Is everything okay?” he asked softly.
Can’t we just get it over with? Shocked by her own thought, Rebecca just leaned into him. “I’m good,” she whispered. She wasn’t supposed to have these images and sensations lingering, not right now. What did that say about her? Rebecca was determined to push aside everything that didn’t have a place here, enjoy the touch of hands gentle and familiar. It felt like her body was playing tricks on her. She couldn’t fool David either.
“What’s wrong?”
Rebecca wanted to cry, but she forced another smile instead. One of too many. “I’m sorry. I’m just tired.”
He brushed his fingers over her arm softly, and she shivered under the caress, wishing she could just turn back time for half an hour and start over. For all the good it would do.
“You’ve been tired often lately,” David remarked. “Maybe you should see a doctor, just to be on the safe side.”
Rebecca was torn between being defiant and guilty. She didn’t exactly have a lazy schedule. Then again, this wasn’t a good moment to bring it up. She couldn’t wait for their upcoming trip, to spend a few days out of Autumn Leaves, come to her senses. After that, she could ask David to try to move to the local office. Maybe these thoughts would stop once they spend more time together.
“I’ll make an appointment,” she said without much enthusiasm, pushing back the covers.
In the bathroom, she cried for several minutes before she could even start to sort out everything that was wrong in her life. Rebecca had managed crises before. She had born two children, for Christ’s sake. Now those little things piling up kept eating at her, like the escalating cold war with Laurie, Dina’s secrecy, the feeling that the circle of her friends was falling apart.
Then there was Callie Bryan, on her mind all of the time. Rebecca had memorized every word of their earlier conversation, like something precious. She’d done it before fooling herself into thinking it was something good friends just did. “I don’t want to live in fear, to hide who I am.”
Rebecca was fairly scared at the moment, as she remembered Callie’s words. Callie was passionate, which made her even more beautiful and intriguing to Rebecca. Moth to the flame. She felt her wings starting to crumble from the heat.



Chapter Five
It was one of the last warm days of fall. Rebecca wished they could have just gone for a weekend out of town, David and her. There was the upcoming trip to Disneyland, though, which tightened the budget considerably. They needed that, she thought, just be together, take a good look at their life and dreams and see if everything still added up. Rebecca hadn’t shared those exact thoughts with David though. He seemed oblivious, having no idea that the barbecue with friends he suggested wouldn’t help Rebecca. She didn’t have the heart to tell him no.
Callie was invited, of course, and so was Betty. The latter had been rather cool on the phone, but said that she and Charles would be there. Rebecca didn’t know whether she should be glad about that. Callie was happy about the invitation. For her, it meant everything was back to normal between them. Rebecca wasn’t so sure.
“Do I count one or two?”
“One or…” Callie looked at her for a moment, not understanding until it dawned on her. “Oh. No. I don’t think so.” She didn’t let on whether that was Asha’s decision or hers. Rebecca breathed a sigh of relief. She was behaving silly, and she knew it. Still, she preferred not having Asha around, for a multitude of reasons. Asha made her uncomfortable from the moment they first met. Rebecca had enough on her plate without starting to look for an explanation.
“She’s pretty busy,” Callie added.
“Oh yeah? You must be working well together. I mean…you’re a great writer. You should have people around you who understand…Anyway…” Rebecca ended her ramblings, her face feeling hot. “Come on over at seven.”
“Betty will be there too?” Apparently, the possibility hadn’t occurred to Callie until now.
“Yes, and please don’t change your mind now. I need one person there I can talk to.” She realized how that must have sounded and quickly elaborated, “David’s gonna be busy with steaks and chicken.”
“Of course.” Callie gave her that beautiful smile that always seemed to light up her whole face. “If you need help with anything, I can come earlier.”
“No thanks. I think I got it covered.”
Rebecca was a little slow to turn, enough time for Callie to step forward and hug her. “I’m glad we are okay,” she whispered. Yeah, but what exactly does that mean? Rebecca wondered, a little too aware of the softness of Callie’s hair against her cheek. Stop it. They were friends. Friends hugged.
“Cal, did you…oops.” Rebecca jumped at the sound of Asha Malik’s voice. She was wearing a short black nightgown, exposing perfectly toned legs. The toenails of her bare feet were painted a dark purple. “Sorry,” she said cheerily, “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”
“I need to go,” Rebecca said hastily.
“Oh no, not on my behalf.” Asha winked. Callie looked very uncomfortable all of a sudden, and Rebecca decided the moment to leave was long overdue.
“I’ll see you,” she said vaguely, fleeing from the scene of her imaginary transgression.
In her office, she leafed through a few cookbooks for tonight’s party. Rebecca found she couldn’t seem to sit down and get anything done, her attention going back to that box in the corner.
She didn’t have the time to keep reading now. There were still some groceries she needed to get, food to prepare. Her mind was wandering. Asha Malik was a stunningly attractive woman. She and Callie sure made a beautiful couple. She had put the smile back on Callie’s face. The thought of about twenty people invading her home tonight was all Rebecca could cling to in order not to imagine how exactly that happened.
Friends didn’t imagine each other kissing someone else, but then again, Rebecca had never had a lesbian friend. If her imagination was going a little wild, it was because this was all new for her. She’d get used to it. Hell, even Betty would get used to it, because Rebecca couldn’t believe the woman who had babysat her girls to be a mean-spirited bigot. It would all work out.
“First things first,” Rebecca said aloud to herself. “Groceries.” Maybe she should take Callie up on her offer and have her help with the preparation. As Rebecca turned the key in the ignition, the radio set to some upbeat channel, she smiled. Great idea. Now that would certainly help her focus.
* * * *
Rebecca and David shared a smile as the doorbell rang. Everything was set up to their satisfaction, the food, the party lights, drinks and dishes all in place. If she was honest, Rebecca liked an organizational challenge like this, getting everything ready on time and still having a moment to put on a pretty dress and sandals. It wasn’t like a lot of their guests would acknowledge that, because it was part of all of their reality. Callie possibly would, and Rebecca was beginning to think it wasn’t such a bad thing to be valued.
Maria and Craig were first, joined by Roz who had come alone. Perfect. That would save her from awkward small talk with Betty. Craig went to have a beer with his brother, and Roz engaged Dina in a conversation. The doorbell rang again, and Maggie perked up.
“It’s Callie!” She jumped to her feet, beaming. Rebecca smiled, not so much at her daughter’s reaction as at her own—she’d nearly done the same. All the time, she’d probably been worrying too much. Callie did all right in the community.
“David, Rebecca. Thanks for inviting me.” She had brought a bottle of wine which, Rebecca could tell from the label, was quite expensive.
“You’re very welcome,” David confirmed. “Excuse me.”
He went to open the door to more guests, while Rebecca took the offered gift. “Thank you. I’m not sure I want to share it with my friends though. You’re crazy. This costs a fortune.”
Callie leaned a little closer to whisper, “I thought with all the work you did, you should have a little reward. Let’s share it.”
It made Rebecca ridiculously happy that Callie had chosen this wine to bring to the party, not to Asha. “I love that idea,” she said.
Dusk was starting early. It was just a little over an hour later that Rebecca stood by the buffet, mentally dividing the remnants between leftovers and garbage as she usually did. She was distracted again, though, as she was the whole day.
David and Callie were sitting in the swing, having a pleasant conversation as far as she could tell from afar. Strange and a little confusing to see them together like this, the man she had vowed to love and the woman who was all over her mind these days. Across the yard, she realized Betty had caught her looking, a knowing expression on her face. She knew nothing, Rebecca thought with sudden anger. She had no idea how often they, in their small universe, had failed to accept people just because they were different. They had made jokes, more clueless than mean-spirited, but certainly inappropriate. Betty couldn’t possibly understand how bad Rebecca felt about that. She’d gotten lost in Callie’s work of fiction, was torn between wanting to open those doors, but afraid to do so. What if in the end, she got more than she bargained for?
There was a moth circling one of the party lights, and Rebecca chose to watch it instead, mesmerized, reminded of her earlier thoughts. If nothing else, she could sympathize with a living being that couldn’t withstand the temptation of being burned.
Later, when all guests had left, the yard was mostly cleaned up, and Rebecca was comfortably buzzed on Callie’s expensive wine, David said, “I need to confess something.”
Rebecca wasn’t too worried. If anything, she was grateful she wasn’t the only one struggling with something. Knowing David, it couldn’t be that bad. He’d probably done a load of white laundry with a red sock in it. She smiled at her own train of thought.
“That’s okay. I’ve had enough wine to be quite forgiving.”
He laughed. “It’s a good moment then. About going to the movies on Tuesday…Charles invited me to come see his brother’s boat.”
“Oh. I suppose it’s a guy thing.”
“Would you be terribly disappointed?”
“You’ll be back on the road soon…I can handle it, but Maggie will not be happy,” Rebecca presumed.
“I know. I’m sorry. Why don’t you ask Callie to come? We have the tickets anyway.”
“Yeah, I could do that.” Rebecca hesitated, wondering what Asha would think of an invitation to go see Toy Story 3. On the other hand, Maggie might be thrilled, and they had never had their girls’ afternoon out. She warmed to the idea, her earlier thoughts notwithstanding. They wouldn’t be so prominent with her daughters sitting right next to them.
“She’s writing children’s books after all,” David added. “She might have fun with that.” After a small pause he continued, “You didn’t seem so tired today.”
“Yeah. I think I’m feeling better.”
“Good.” He leaned forward to kiss her. “I think we’re going to need all the energy we can muster for Disneyland. The girls are really excited.”
“Me too,” Rebecca said, reaching out to switch off the lamp on the nightstand. “It was a nice evening.”
“It was. I don’t understand what the hell is up with Betty though.”
“Why?” she asked, her heart beating faster as she anticipated more questions. Until now, she’d never thought of Betty as malicious, but Rebecca became wary where her friend was concerned. She was wondering if they could still call themselves friends at all.
“I don’t know, she seems…off. She asked me what I was thinking of having a lesbian babysit my children.”
“What?” Not that it was that much of a surprise.
“I said we were grateful to have somebody who could make the time and did a great job.”
Rebecca smiled in the dark. “I bet that went over well.”
“None of our business who Callie sleeps with,” David said. “I’m just glad you have somebody to talk to outside of Saturday brunch. I was afraid you’d be lonely sometimes.”
Rebecca didn’t say anything to that, but she reached up to touch her face, the skin feeling warm under her fingertips. Did David even know what he was saying or how she could possibly interpret his words? Why was he so laid back about the facts when it had taken her some time to come to terms with them?
“Good night, David,” she said after the silence had stretched on too long. If she felt like crying again after the temporary high, it could only be the alcohol. She had to be more careful the next time.
* * * *
Callie kicked off her shoes and threw her dress in the vague direction of the chair, waking Asha in the process.
“Hey,” her editor said sleepily. “You had fun at your neighbor’s?”
There were various ways of interpreting her question.
“It was nice,” Callie sighed.
“Come on, tell me. You didn’t want to bring me as your date. That means you owe me some juicy details at least.”
“If only,” Callie laughed bitterly. “There are no details. Hell, I have no idea what I’m doing. She loves her kids and her husband. End of story.”
“Yet, she keeps wondering what if.” Asha sat up in bed, drawing back the covers for Callie.
“Don’t do that.”
“It’s true. Trust me. I’ve had my share of straight-girl drama.”
“I’m not going for any drama. We’re friends. I just want to finish my book and then get out of here.”
“Right. Tell me another one.”
“It’s impossible.”
“You don’t know until you don’t give it a try,” Asha said pragmatically.
“I won’t. I can’t,” Callie emphasized. “I don’t want to hurt her.”
Asha yawned. “All right then. Hurt yourself instead. That’s so much nobler. I hope it gives you good inspiration at least.” Her last words were muffled by the pillow Callie had thrown at her.
Her best-laid plans were bound to fail the moment Rebecca knocked on Callie’s door the next morning, with leftovers from the barbecue and an offer Callie couldn’t refuse. As usual, Rebecca’s day started long before hers. She was impeccably dressed, looking gorgeous in the dark gray dress. Callie had various moments of imagining what she could do in a darkened movie theater before Rebecca informed her that the girls would be with them.
It was really ironic, Callie reflected. Betty LaRue thought the worst of her. David Lowman, on the other hand, entrusted her with his wife and children.
“Sounds like a lot of fun,” she said. “I’m in.”
Rebecca’s expression was indefinable, before she smiled.
“Great.”
Maybe she was thinking about the prospects of a darkened room too. Maybe she just had a lot on her mind.
“Cal’s very lucky,” Asha called from the inside. “Where we come from, our neighbors aren’t always this considerate.”
Rebecca tugged on her ponytail, as if Asha’s presence was making her self-conscious.
“I’ll pick you up later then.”
“Okay. I’m really looking forward to it.”
“Me too.”
When Callie closed the door and turned around, Asha took the bowl from her with a smirk. “The courtship rituals of a small-town girl. She feeds you. She takes you out to the theater. That is so sweet.”
“Oh, just shut up,” Callie said. She didn’t mean to be this harsh, but she didn’t want to hear any of it. She couldn’t afford thinking, not for a moment, that Rebecca might be just a tad jealous of Asha, that she saw competition there. If she went down that road, she’d risk everything that had righted itself in her life. She had time and a place to work without having to look over her shoulder, without being afraid. She didn’t want to attract the wrong people’s attention ever again. She wasn’t as brave as Rebecca thought she was.
Nevertheless, they had a movie date. Callie spent a considerable time trying to figure out what to wear that would be appropriate for the afternoon in town. Since the weather was still warm and dry, she settled on a black and white flowered cotton sundress and sandals. As she put on some lipstick, Asha appearing behind her in the mirror made her jump.
“I’ve got to leave in a couple of days at the latest. Will you be okay?”
“That’s all right,” Callie said, her hand still shaking. “At least no one will sneak up on me. I’ll call you if I’ve got the urge.”
“Ouch. I’m serious, Callie. Not only because I’m your friend with benefits, but also because I’m vowing you will come up with that book on time.”
“When did I ever not come up with it on time?”
Asha just raised her eyebrows.
“That was different. Rebecca is not Nicole.”
“No, but she can break your heart just the same.”
This was getting too complicated. Nicole did more than that, but it was nothing Callie wanted to discuss at the moment.
“You don’t die from a broken heart.”
Asha waited for a few heartbeats before she said, “Okay. Have fun.”
“Thanks.”
* * * *
Irrationally, Rebecca was mad at David as if he set her up this way on purpose. Roz and her niece were in the theater, the owners of the local pub with their young boy, and a few other familiar faces. If David had chosen to accompany his family, no one would be staring at them. Rebecca couldn’t say if it was because of Callie, that people saw her with Asha, or simply because they were suspecting anything more going on.
Maggie enjoyed herself, in any case, for once not fighting with Dina. Her older sister had surprisingly not put up an argument when David had presented them with the tickets. What did it say about their family that the girls were so used to David being in and out of their lives, just like that? Rebecca watched Callie listening once more to Dina’s woes of the sciences, the two of them laughing.
Callie looked so young, she thought, feeling incredibly foolish. Then again, she seemed to like older women. Asha Malik was a professional, and she hadn’t started out on the job at sixteen, so…God. She had to stop it. Not that her curiosity would ever lead to anything, but those thoughts were dangerous enough. She couldn’t tell Callie how to live her life or protect her from any possible downsides, but she sure as hell could get herself together eventually.
However, Rebecca realized that the fate of some lost toys wasn’t enough to distract her when she could barely listen. Callie sat to her left, Maggie to her right, and Dina next to her little sister. She reached into the small bowl of popcorn, more from nervous habit than hunger, her hand touching Callie’s.
“Sorry,” she whispered, but neither of them moved their fingers. This seemed like such a cliché. Callie would think she’d done it on purpose. The seconds ticked by. Rebecca finally let go, of the warmth of the touch and the illusion that would have been so easy to slip into.
An hour later, she drove home three girls with red-rimmed eyes. It made Rebecca feel rather coldhearted, then again, she hadn’t paid that much attention to the movie. Callie talked to the girls on the way, but she kept stealing glances at Rebecca. It’s all good. We’re
good. We’re friends. She didn’t ask Callie to come inside when they said good-bye. She needed space, time to think. It wouldn’t be easy to make that happen.
David returned just the moment she was done with dinner dishes. Obviously, he’d enjoyed the great outdoors with Charles and his brother.
“You girls had a great time too, I hope.”
“Of course. Awesome movie.” Rebecca smiled tiredly. It wasn’t right that sitting in a movie theater for less than two hours had exhausted her more than his adventure did for him. She couldn’t possibly go on like this.
“Good. Sorry to say this, I know she’s your friend, but Betty is getting on my nerves. Did you ever read any of Callie’s books?”
Rebecca felt caught, wondering why he was asking this question now. “Yes. They didn’t seem like the work of the devil to me.”
“That’s what I thought. Anyway…You have any plans for the rest of the evening?” he asked suggestively. Rebecca held on to him like her life depended on it. Just for a moment, she was ready to make believe, but it wasn’t much later when she realized that make believe was all she could do. She returned David’s smile, effectively hiding the fact that inside, she was terrified. Pretending wasn’t cheating, but it was nearly as bad.
Friends helped each other out in times of crisis. For this, however, there was no one Rebecca could call, she realized as she lay awake hours later. She didn’t want to think of what her friends might say to her dilemma, or what kind of therapy they’d suggest. Maybe she just needed a good old-fashioned confession. Something inside her rebelled at the thought though. She hadn’t done anything wrong...yet. Rebecca had come down to her office she barely used. Mostly, she worked at the kitchen table which was more in the center of the house, making her feel closer to everyone. Tonight, Rebecca needed the distance. Upstairs, David was probably asleep.
What if it was nothing? What if she simply needed the long-promised time-out and everything would be okay again? Let sleeping dogs lie. Only that they were already barking loudly at her door. She stared at her cell phone, wondering what to do. What not to do. She should just go back to bed, get some good night’s sleep, and start fresh tomorrow. With the Disneyland trip only a couple of weeks away, perhaps Dina could even be bribed into going to church.
“God, help me,” she said out loud, which, of course, she didn’t mean literally, or maybe she did, because she was at a loss. There was no answer which, somehow, was an answer in itself. Rebecca didn’t know if Asha Malik was still a guest in the house across the street, and she didn’t care either. Her hands were shaking as she dialed, thinking with each number that she should just let it be. There was nothing to gain. The voice on the other end of the line sounded sleepy.
“I’m sorry if I woke you. I need to talk to someone. Now.”
She left a note on the kitchen table, making her way across the street. Callie was standing in the doorway, wearing a robe over pajamas. Even slightly disheveled, she managed to look wonderful. There was a part of Rebecca who resented Callie for that, resented herself for taking notice. Yes, she was getting a taste of how projection worked. If she was about to screw up her life, there was no one else to blame but her.
“You didn’t sound so good over the phone. What happened?” Callie looked worried.
“I don’t feel so good,” Rebecca admitted.
“Come on in.” Callie closed the door, looking at Rebecca for a moment, then moving in closer, wrapping her arms tightly around her. Rebecca’s relief was short-lived when she saw the purse and keys on the table, realizing whom they belonged to. Asha was still here.
* * * *
There wasn’t any way her life could become much more of a mess, Callie reflected, as she gently drew the door of the bedroom closed. Asha was asleep. She wasn’t really the jealous type, and it wasn’t like there was anything to be jealous about in the first place. Still, Rebecca basically fleeing from her home in the dead of night demanded some explanation. Any explanation. Not that it would make things easier in the long run. Also, her own issues didn’t have a place here, because it looked like what Rebecca needed was a friend. Just a friend, nothing more.
Callie didn’t drink much for obvious reasons. She’d never get any writing done either, but she kept a bottle of vodka for visitors and the occasional cocktail. Now, she put the bottle and two glasses on the table.
“You know, sometimes I get up in the middle of the night and have ice cream. It helps me think.”
The mild smile Rebecca gave her told Callie that keeping odd hours wasn’t really anything that fit in Rebecca’s usual schedule. Still, she was desperate enough to come here at nearly 3:00 a.m.
“I’d go for that,” she said, her voice dropping to a low whisper, as if avoiding somebody listening in on their conversation. Unaware, of course, that it was sexy as hell. Feeling her face heat, Callie thought that all the vodka and ice cream in the world wouldn’t help her to quench these feelings.
“Great. Just see it as a continuation of the girls’ day.”
Neither of them even approached the subject of Asha, for obvious reasons. If they considered themselves just friends spending time together, there was nothing weird about the situation. Boundaries were crumbling, though, today, before. With that certainty came the fear that somebody could be hurt in the process, they started something neither would be able to stop.
“So,” Callie said as she sat next to Rebecca on the couch, “why aren’t you sleeping and having sweet dreams of Disneyland?”
Rebecca held the spoon in her hand as if she wasn’t quite sure what to do with it. She sighed. “I’ve been thinking about insects lately, and dogs.”
For a moment, Callie wondered if she was dreaming and Rebecca had never knocked at her door. “What’s going on?” she asked. Since the day they’d met, she hadn’t seen Rebecca this...off. It was disconcerting.
“Sorry, just stupid metaphors.” Rebecca leaned back against the headrest, closing her eyes. “I shouldn’t keep you up because of this. It’s probably just PMS.”
“I wasn’t sleeping,” Callie was quick to say.
All it took was one look from Rebecca to make her blush and expose the lie. “Okay, I was, but I don’t mind, okay? I haven’t been too good with decisions either, lately. I understand.”
“Yeah. I guess it’s hard when you just want to talk to someone, and have nowhere to go.”
Callie supposed that “talk” was a metaphor too when used to explain Asha’s presence.
“I’m the one to blame. I wanted the quiet life away from the city.”
“What happened there? You’re young. You don’t have any children, or a regular job. Why did you come to Autumn Leaves?” Rebecca questioned. She had this intensity about her that had fascinated Callie right from the start. At the same time, it scared her, because she’d learned that letting a person get too close could end in disastrous, painful results. Rebecca wouldn’t hurt her though. Not willingly, at least.
“I told you. I inherited this house. I need to get work done, and this seemed like a place without too many distractions.” Until I met you.
“Does it work?”
“Every now and then.”
“Great. That’s really great.”
Callie thought she might have missed something as Rebecca all but jumped to her feet and paced.
“I know a bit of distractions. My mother-in-law is on my case in order to make my eight-year-old daughter more womanly, and I feel like a single mother at least three weeks of the month.” Callie got up as well.
“Stop, sit down, please. You’re making me dizzy.”
“Seems only fair to me. As I’m trying to get it all done, while I keep thinking how much I want to kiss you!”
Silence fell, but the truth of Rebecca’s statement still rang loud and clear.
“No.”
“What do you mean, no? Isn’t this what it’s all been leading up to? Isn’t this what you wanted?” Rebecca stepped into her personal space, desperate, demanding, and irresistible.
That’s what you got for playing with fire. It would have been so easy to just let it happen, forget about the husband and the cute kids next door. Callie wanted to, badly, her fingers tickling with the need to touch, bury them in Rebecca’s hair and kiss her senseless. If she felt dizzy still, it might have been the scent of Rebecca’s perfume. Familiar. Tempting. However, what she’d told Asha earlier wasn’t any less true. They weren’t exactly free to make this decision.
“You misunderstood,” Callie said, barely getting the words out. “I’m sorry, Rebecca. You are an attractive woman, but that doesn’t mean every lesbian wants to sleep with you.” If that was harsh, she’d only done it because she had best interests in mind. Hers. Rebecca’s. Rebecca’s in the first place, because she was just this altruistic. Callie had nothing to lose but her heart, and for that, it was too late a long time ago.
“Thank you so much,” Rebecca said, her tone sarcastic, cutting. “This was such a fucking mistake. I guess I know where I stand now.”
Callie wasn’t a prude, but the expletive had made her flinch nonetheless. “You love your family above all else,” she said with more confidence than she felt. “I’ve seen proof of that over and over again. So, I’d rather have you mad at me now than hating me later.”
“That’s big on logic, I gotta say. Good night, Callie. See you in church tomorrow.”
“Rebecca.”
Halfway to the front door, Rebecca turned, her expression defeated, heart-breaking.
“I think you’re the one who misunderstood,” she said. “I can’t hate you. Not when it’s all me.”
She hesitated for a heartbeat, another, then she leaned in until her lips met Callie’s. Callie waited for a few moments, making sure Rebecca wouldn’t bolt and run. She allowing the other woman’s gentle explorations, a chaste careful kiss until Rebecca dipped her tongue into Callie’s mouth. Asking for permission.
Trembling, unable to stand the anticipation any longer, Callie finally kissed her back.



Chapter Six
“You told her about Nicole?”
Minutes after Rebecca had left, Callie was still shaking, for several reasons. She was so lost in her own fantasy that the sound of Asha’s voice startled her badly. She was glad, though, that Asha was still here.
“No. Not yet.” Probably never.
“Damn.” Asha yawned. “Those straight girls are selfish. Their problems are always bigger.”
Callie sat on the side of the bed, leaning forward, resting her head in her hands. “Rebecca is not like that. It’s just...difficult.”
“I’d say,” Asha agreed. “I totally got it right from the beginning. She is your hot MILF neighbor.”
Despite herself, Callie had to laugh. “You so got me into trouble over that.” She finally lay down beneath the covers, the whisper of fabric against her skin once again triggering the memory. Not that she had stopped thinking about it for a single moment. “It’s not that.” She felt the need to clarify. “Crap, Asha, it’s not just about that. I’m in love with her.”
“Yeah, honey, I figured that much a while ago. You know that admitting you have a problem is the first step to solve it, right?”
The problem was Callie didn’t want to solve anything. She knew very well what she wanted instead: the impossible.
* * * *
“Wake up, sleepyhead!” Giggling followed, the sounds drawing Rebecca out of a too pleasant dream. She blinked, holding back the impulse to snap at the person who dared to wake her in the middle of the night…
The sun was shining into her bedroom. Beside the bed stood her smiling girl, all dressed for church.
“Daddy said to wake you,” Maggie said. “There’s still time for a shower and breakfast before church.”
“Church.” Rebecca’s face flushed. “Right. Of course. I’ll be right there.”
When she came down to the kitchen, breakfast was already in progress.
“Good morning, baby.” David got up to kiss her, and their daughters grinned at each other. “I’m sorry we got started already, but these funny girls wouldn’t get ready on time otherwise.”
“It’s fine. Thank you.”
In the familiar setting of her home, with her family around, Rebecca could barely understand what happened last night. It seemed like part of a dream, only she was very much aware that every moment was real. She fantasized, she said it out loud, and she did it.
The pleasure of kissing Callie Bryan certainly evened out the guilt. Distracted, she wondered how anybody could think this was wrong. Granted, it was all wrong for her to want and dream about, but what if there were no responsibilities, no ties in her life?
“Mommy is still asleep,” Maggie said, pleased with her observation. Usually, she was the one who had to be convinced out of bed with all means possible.
“Mommy stayed up too long last night,” Dina said teasingly.
David just gave her a thoughtful look, and that was when Rebecca remembered the note she’d left on the table. At the time, she’d thought it was sensible to let him know where she was. Now she wondered what he’d make of her going over to Callie’s in the dead of night.
For the first time in a long time, the service did nothing to help her clear her thoughts. The reasons were pretty obvious. Betty just barely greeted her and didn’t have a word for her otherwise, the reason not much of a secret. The choir performed gospel songs. Rebecca wondered if she even had the right to be here, or Callie, for that matter. That was the difference between them, that Callie didn’t need anybody’s approval. She was free to go whenever she wanted to, and maybe she would after the book was finished. Rebecca would be the one to stay, haunted by a hunger unsatisfied.
After the service, David went to talk to Charles. Rebecca followed hesitantly. The stormy look on Betty’s face didn’t bode for anything good.
“You knew,” she seethed. “You knew exactly what she’s doing, and you’re still letting your children near her.”
Startled by the venom in Betty’s voice, though not very surprised by the verbal attack, Rebecca looked around her to see if anybody had noticed.
“For Christ’s sake, Callie writes books for children and adults. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“She’s writing porn, and then she comes to church and sings about praising the Lord? At one point, there were laws against this.”
“Porn, or praising the Lord?” Inside, the uncertainty was threatening to take her over, but Rebecca couldn’t afford to let it show. Not now.
“God, Rebecca, look at you. What happened to the friend I knew?”
“That’s a very good question, Betty, because I’m not sure I know you anymore. When did we start to hate people just because they lived different lives?” And when did you start to care?
“It’s not about hate,” Betty claimed. “It’s about protecting our children. You really have no qualms about leaving Maggie alone with that woman?”
“I don’t like what you’re insinuating,” Rebecca said calmly, her anger just close enough under the surface for Betty to notice. “Don’t you dare start rumors. About me, my family, or Callie. I won’t just sit by.”
“You’re crazy. Charles? Can we finally go home?” Betty raised her voice, unnerved.
“Good idea,” Rebecca muttered.
David asked, shaking his head, “Again? She is wound tight lately.”
“Tell me about it.”
They walked a few steps, then he said, “Why don’t you ask Callie to come over for dinner sometime soon? At least she’s the only one of your friends who doesn’t start yawning when we talk sports.”
Rebecca mustered a smile for his sake. Barely. “I’ll think about it,” she said.
* * * *
When the phone rang early in the morning, hearing Father Langdon’s voice was not something Rebecca expected, the guilt all but attacking her. She was almost ready for him to tell her he’d excommunicate her this moment. Instead, he informed her that her deadline for the youth project was just moved up, which gave her about one week to finish.
“I think I can do that,” she said, waiting, wondering if there was more.
“Really? That would be wonderful. I apologize for telling you at such short notice, but the decision was made this morning.”
“No problem, Father. I hope you’re going to like the final result.”
“Oh, I’m sure. I’ve seen what you’ve done for Mayor Beckett. You’re very talented.”
“Thank you,” Rebecca said, baffled by the compliment.
“I’ll let you get back to work. You think you could come by after church to discuss the last details then?”
“Of course.”
She looked at the calendar, mentally calculating how much time she would need to carve out to get this commission done on time. It was a tight schedule, but with a full weekend in between she’d manage…Damn.
Why did it have to be that weekend? Truth be told, everyone looked forward to it a lot more than she had, but still, it was some rare family time. These days, it was more important than ever. Rebecca couldn’t possibly say “no” to the church and risk not getting commissions in town anymore. People understood about family when there was an emergency, but this certainly didn’t count as one. Now she had to confess. Rebecca chose to start with the family member who, she’d hoped, would be the easiest to convince.
“Well, you are the one who says we never do anything together anymore,” Dina said, her tone accusatory. It didn’t seem like she would find an ally in her older daughter.
“It’s not like you’re not going at all. I just can’t make it.”
“What are you gonna tell Maggie? She was so looking forward to it.”
“Maggie is old enough to understand about work, isn’t she?” Why did she have to get so defensive about it?
“Nobody’s starving,” Dina said with some unexpected heat. “It’s not like you have to do it. It’s something you do for fun.”
“That fun sometimes pays more per hour than Dad’s job—did you know that?”
“From the church?” Dina snorted. “Fine, Mom. We’re going without you. If you get bored, I’m sure Callie would like to come over and keep you company.”
Rebecca didn’t even try to analyze the hidden accusation, as the thought of being alone with Callie, here, was troubling enough. It was hard to trust herself, not that it was the biggest problem at the moment. “There’ll be other opportunities.”
“Sure. Is there anything else? I have homework to do.”
“No. Nothing.”
* * * *
“Rebecca, you can’t be serious about this!”
She would have liked to say the same thing to David. They both made an effort for their relationship lately, the remembered guilty pleasure of that one kiss notwithstanding. She’d had shown every bit of understanding for the demands of his job, so why couldn’t he do the same thing for her?
“Why? I do this for our church, for the town we’re living in. Why does everybody think this is some big ego trip I’m on?”
“Come on, it’s not like there aren’t other good web designers out there? We’ve been planning this trip for a long time. You can’t let us down now.” She let herself be embraced, but remained tense in his arms. Deep down inside, Rebecca knew that these were the terms she’d agreed to a long time ago. David had encouraged her to go back into web design, as a hobby that sometimes paid.
“Just call Father Langdon and tell him something came up. I’ll call him if you want me to.”
“No, I don’t want you to. How is it okay for you to call from wherever and say you won’t be home for another week or two, but when I need time for my job, it’s not that important?”
“Why is it this important all of a sudden?”
“You don’t get it,” she said, frustrated.
“You’re right, I don’t get it. I guess you made your choice then.”
“David, you don’t...”
“Let’s just forget about it for a moment, okay?” he interrupted her with barely masked irritation. “I’ll go with the girls. It’s all right.”
He left Rebecca standing in the middle of the room. There was a disturbing déjà vu in that.
She was living under the same roof with three people who were deeply disappointed in her, and it stung. Especially considering they were the most important people in her life. Rebecca had never been prone to procrastinating, but the week went by too quickly for her liking.
She talked to Callie on the phone briefly, twice, neither of them mentioning the kiss. They probably wouldn’t have if there wasn’t anyone around, either. At night, she wondered if David had ever thought about kissing anyone else, if he’d actually done it. Rebecca found it disturbing that the thought didn’t bring any jealously with it. She was just very tired. Maybe he was right, and she should see a doctor. It was an excuse as good as any.
Actually, at the moment she felt eerily calm. She’d tried. There weren’t enough tears or prayers to get it out her system. It was never going to happen. She should be grateful that neither her marriage, nor her friendship with Callie was irreversibly damaged, and leave it at that. She had a job to do. On top of that, she had to host the upcoming Saturday brunch. The fun never ends.
They left for the airport around noon. Maggie smiled bravely, but her eyes were bright when she hugged Rebecca goodbye.
“You’re gonna have a lot of fun,” Rebecca promised, struggling to keep her voice even. Just a few days. Not like she wasn’t going to see them ever again.
“You really can’t come?” Maggie asked anxiously. “You’ll be all alone.”
“Yeah, but you know I’ll be very busy.”
Dina snorted. David gave her a look that said she was asking for this. Rebecca straightened her shoulders. “The time will go by quickly, and then you can tell me all about the adventures you’ve had. It’s going to be so great.”
“Okay.” Maggie didn’t sound convinced, but she turned to climb into the car, waving. Another quick hug from David and Dina, and then they were gone. Rebecca felt awful. Also, she had a lot of work to do, otherwise she’d have made this sacrifice for nothing.
* * * *
Callie wasn’t sure whether she should be relieved or disappointed. Her state of mind was a confusing mix of both. After Rebecca had left that night, they’d been on the same page, aware of the attraction they felt for each other, aware that there was no way they could give in to it. In Rebecca’s case, the reasons were obvious. For Callie...She might take the risk to get hurt this badly another time, but it always came back to the fact that there were more people to consider.
Asha had left after advising her to pour her frustration into a prize-winning novel, which wasn’t a bad idea at all. Fiction was a world in which Callie felt at home. If it didn’t work out, you deleted it and started over. Life wasn’t that easy. In spite of all the good reasons they had between them not to go any further, Callie would have loved to satisfy the curiosity she knew was haunting Rebecca. It was better to keep a safe distance, if for other reasons than with Nicole.
Her morning was productive, including three more chapters of her novel and several unchaste thoughts about her neighbor, not necessarily in that order. Asha’s advice worked surprisingly well. When she got out of bed around seven thirty, the lights were on in the Lowmans’ house. After the first batch of coffee was ready, she sat in front of her computer in her pajamas, mug in hand, made Sabine and Vanessa fight and make up again. In a lengthy scene. Sex, as usual, was easy to imagine, but hard to write in a way that made the readers’ toes curl. Callie didn’t normally use real people in her fiction, though Asha had good-naturedly accepted that Sabine was loosely based on her and the early days of their relationship. Callie wrote romance, two people staying together, and who the hell cared if it was realistic? People’s lives changed too quickly, which was why they were in need for happy endings, of the kind Callie didn’t think she’d ever find.
Certainly not with Rebecca Lowman who had signed up for “Till Death Do Us Part” with her husband. Still, as she was alone with her thoughts, the only sound the soft clicking of the keys, Callie dreamed of seducing Rebecca. It was such a bad cliché, the idea of trying to turn the straight girl and, of course, nothing good could come out of it at all. She couldn’t help it. Callie wasn’t stupid, and she had figured out a few things about herself over the past few years. She’d even had a few sessions of therapy, mostly out of curiosity, which had turned out to be a real eye-opener. In her previous relationships, she was drawn to women who were older, in professions where they had lots of responsibility and power.
“Yeah, so?” she’d said to the psychiatrist. “It’s a feminist thing. Chicks in charge are sexy.” Rebecca certainly fit the bill. She might not have followed the brilliant career she could have had, taken a turn left before settling down in Autumn Leaves, but she was one of those women who seemed to effortlessly juggle the very different aspects of her life. Her schedule was that of a small business owner without the pay. She could handle just about anything. There was just one thing that made her struggle, being attracted to another woman.
Callie realized that she had waited a long time to be the one who had the power. She wasn’t going to abuse it. Just being aware of it was a good feeling.
Rebecca had called her twice this week though she sounded kind of stressed, someone else always talking in the background. Callie saw that as a good sign. Rebecca made the effort after all, so she couldn’t be too upset about the kiss, could she? It had been sweet and promising, and Rebecca was not mad at her. Maybe that would carry her through another chapter. Going with the flow of her story and life for the moment, Callie decided that after a quick shower, some cereal and fruit would make up her lunch. No distractions until she was done for the day.
Callie’s resolve didn’t last long. A little later she watched David Lowman and the girls say goodbye to Rebecca who was standing on the porch, looking forlorn. Callie’s heart went out to her for all the wrong reasons. She couldn’t go there now, much as she wanted to.
Before she went back to writing, Callie checked her e-mail. There were two new mails of which both made her sigh. Her brother had undoubtedly spoken to Asha. Sean and Asha quickly became friends, who often conspired in deciding they knew what was best for Callie. She didn’t feel like reading it now, so she went to the next. It said “Sat Brunch” in the header and came from Rebecca. Showing a hint of spite, she hadn’t bothered with a BCC. The reminder went to Callie, Roz, Maria, and Betty for all of them to see. Could she risk showing up to the brunch? Another decision she’d postpone.
Callie didn’t think it was a good idea to give an inch with people like Betty LaRue. On the other hand, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to see Rebecca with her friends around. She’d just ask her about this later.
* * * *
Rebecca was aware that she was well on her way to failing, in more than one area. The most pressing problem was the commission she had taken on. She couldn’t put her mind to the issues of teens in Autumn Leaves, no matter how hard she tried.
David would come around eventually and forgive her, but she couldn’t forget about the two unhappy girls. They’d lived their whole lives knowing that Rebecca was always available. She had wanted it that way. Now she wondered if she’d made mistakes. If they considered her work a hobby, maybe it was because she hadn’t made the effort to show them otherwise. Was it too late for that? In any case, she would have to make it up to them. First though, she had to get up and work on that damn website for which she went to all this trouble.
Her mind kept wandering as she lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling. Rebecca couldn’t remember when she did that last, feeling the weight of the silence. Let alone in the middle of the day. She should work for at least a few hours and then have some time for herself, with a book, a movie maybe.
Still, Rebecca didn’t move. She looked down at her body, her hand resting on her stomach. She slid her fingers down to the waistband of her slacks, closing her eyes. The thought amused her. It wasn’t that she was afraid of visions of hellfire. It just seemed rather ridiculous when all she really had to do was ring the doorbell on the other side of the street. First, get some work done, lazy bitch.
Go straight to her office and get started. That was the plan which never came to pass, as a few minutes later she held her cell phone in shaking hands.
“David, I need to talk to you. No, it can’t wait.”
In a heartbeat, all job issues and Callie fantasies vanished to what might become a dire reality. Rebecca hadn’t even meant to go into Dina’s room. She wanted to give her children age-appropriate privacy. All she wanted was to check if there was anything left that belonged in the laundry, or any used dishes. Dina wasn’t the tidiest person. Usually, Rebecca tried not to be on her case all the time, but she needed all the procrastination material she could get on her way downstairs to the computer.
When she indeed found a sweatshirt hanging over the edge of the desk, something clattered to the floor. When Rebecca realized what it was, she felt like fainting.
“You’re snooping in my room when I’m not there?” Dina yelled over the phone, a few minutes later. “It’s not mine!”
“I wasn’t—” she tried, but Dina didn’t even listen.
“You don’t trust me!”
“I do, sweetie, it’s just—”
“It’s Anna’s!”
Rebecca was stunned into silence for a moment. In the wake of relief came worry that was just as profound. This meant Anna’s parents hadn’t paid too much attention to the girls at all. “I need to talk to Anna’s mom, then.”
“No, you don’t.” David had taken back the phone. “Dina says it was a false alarm. It’s nothing.”
“What? I wouldn’t call finding a pregnancy test in my fourteen-year-old daughter’s room ‘nothing’!”
“You heard what Dina said. Besides, we are trying to enjoy a vacation here. Good job, Rebecca.”
She shook her head, if only to herself, still shaken from all the worst case scenarios that went through her head since she’d found the test. “Dina’s best friend had a pregnancy scare. Aren’t you worried at all? Did you even consider what that means?”
“It means there is something we will have to talk about. Soon. Not right now though.”
Rebecca was vaguely aware that a shouting match over the phone wouldn’t solve the problem. She restrained herself just barely though. It was so easy for David to cut the girls some slack when he wasn’t home most of the time. If Anna had needed the test, it meant that she had sex. She didn’t want Dina to consider it an option.
David’s voice softened some when he changed the subject. “How’s work going?”
“Great,” Rebecca lied. “Just great. I could call Anna’s parents.”
“No. Do nothing until we’re back, okay? The girls should know they can trust us, and that we trust them. It’s all right.”
It wasn’t. Not at all.
“Fine. You have fun now.” If it sounded slightly ironic, she couldn’t help it.
“Rebecca. Would you just relax?”
It’s what I’ve been trying for days, she thought. It’s just getting worse. Relax? I’m afraid there is only one way to achieve that.
* * * *
“Help me. This is a nightmare, and I don’t have any idea how to wake up. I know I’m sounding stupid. I’ve already been told so today.”
Callie regarded Rebecca skeptically. “I don’t think it’s a good thing if I’m in the nightmare, too, but I’ll try. What’s going on?”
“Nothing much. Just everybody hates me because I spoiled their vacation by being just slightly rattled by fourteen-year-old girls buying pregnancy tests.”
“Oh, my God. Dina?” Callie could instantly understand why Rebecca was this upset. She felt lightheaded herself at the mere idea.
“No. Thank God. No. It’s her friend who thought...well, obviously she was having sex. Her parents have no idea and all David tells me is to just relax and wait? I need to get this site done, but I just can’t stop thinking!”
Now Callie was getting what the problem was, certainly the latest scare concerning Dina in the first place, but Rebecca’s despair told of more. “Okay. I think I understand. It’s the designer’s version of writer’s block. I think I know what we can do.”
“Really?”
“Really. You go pack up your laptop, hook it up here to my Wi-Fi, and we work. It’s going to be fun.”
The look Rebecca gave her made Callie cringe just a little bit. “We are both professionals, right? Rewards later. By which I mean...dinner. You okay with that?”
Finally, Rebecca gave her a tired smile. “That’s the most okay I’ve been all day. Thank you.”
“Good. I promise I’ll try not to hit on you.”
“Good luck with that.”
Callie stood staring after Rebecca who turned to leave for her laptop, finally allowing the smile on her face. Rebecca didn’t just flirt?
* * * *
It was ironic that after all the trouble of the past few days, and especially today, she should find the calm to get on with her task. Surprisingly, it worked. Rebecca wasn’t fooling herself though. She’d spent the first minutes watching Callie who seemed to get back into her story easily. Sitting across from Rebecca, she was wearing glasses, a somewhat absentminded smile on her face. Not so absentminded, really. Rebecca was sure that she was well aware of her scrutiny. She finally turned to her own work, the unfamiliar work surroundings oddly comforting.
The spark was back again. Rebecca pushed everything from her mind, the unpleasant conversations in her family, this afternoon’s shock, even her conflict over the woman sitting just a few feet away. She could worry about everything again when she was done for the work the church would pay her for.
After what seemed like a few minutes but was actually two hours later, Callie got up.
“No worries,” she said softly. “I’ll just make some of that spectacular coffee.” In passing her by, she touched Rebecca’s shoulder briefly. “Show me what you’ve got later?” she asked.
Her words hung in the air between them, making both of them crack up with nervous laughter a moment later. “Your website! I was talking about the site, I swear.”
“Of course.”
“I was!”
“Okay. I’ll show you. It’s not done yet though.” Even so, it was the most continuous work she’d done since she’d promised Father Langdon to deal with the new deadline. Some sort of order was returning to her universe. Relieved, she leaned back in her chair, watching Callie stand by the coffeemaker. She was barefoot, wearing a white tank top and a red skirt ending just below her knees. Rebecca was under such stress when she came here that she’d barely noticed. She did notice now.
“Thank you,” she said.
“I’d say ‘that’s what friends are for’ but I guess that would be a bit hypocritical of me.”
“We’re still friends, right?” Even as she’d said the words, Rebecca knew there was something not quite right with them.
Callie leaned back against the kitchen counter. “Are we going to talk about it?” She didn’t clarify what exactly she meant. Rebecca didn’t need her to.
“I was going to say...This is working pretty well. Could I stay all weekend and work here, I mean, if you’re not expecting anyone?”
“I don’t. I mean, yeah, of course you can stay.”
“I could cook.”
“Sure. Great.”
She couldn’t do this, couldn’t say how she didn’t want to talk about “it,” how she instead wanted to do it again and thought about it all day (with the small interruption of her husband telling her the pregnancy test in Dina’s room was no big deal). When Rebecca got up from her chair, Callie stayed in the same place, a deer-in-the-headlights look on her face. She stopped right in front of Callie, reaching out to brush a strand of red hair away from her face. Callie looked up at her with an expression that was as much trepidation as it was anticipation.
Rebecca leaned in and then simply embraced her, a questionable compromise of guilty pleasure. Holding her close was hardly innocent when she knew that Callie was willing to go so much further.
“I wasn’t kidding when I asked you to help me,” she whispered. “I can’t go back. I can’t go forward. I don’t know what to do anymore.”
Callie pulled back a little, studying her intently. “Maybe staying for the weekend would help.”
They both knew that if she did, work wasn’t going to be the only thing to happen. Maybe in her feverish wishful thinking, Rebecca had simply lost all touch with reality.
“Maybe.”
Raising herself up on her tiptoes, Callie placed a chaste kiss on her lips. “Okay then. Let me get us that coffee now. A couple of hours left until we have to start dinner.”
* * * *
A cruel twist of fate intervened at the very last moment, just like the Dina situation. The universe was conspiring against them, because it knew. That’s what it was, Callie decided as she tried to get the feeling back into her fingers. They’d gotten numb from the moment she’d opened up Sean’s e-mail and read it.
She asked for your e-mail address. Surely it was okay to give it to her? No, she directed at her brother. No, damn it, that was not okay. There was no e-mail from her former girlfriend yet, but it was probably a matter of time. The thought was enough to make Callie feel sick. She’d never wanted to talk to Nicole again. Maybe she should have told Sean more details after all, he wouldn’t be so foolish to try and make her come back to New York every time they met.
“Is something wrong?” Rebecca asked.
“Would it be okay if I had a little meltdown of my own?” Damn you, Nicole, and Sean too. She’d barely gotten solid ground back under her feet. Just the prospect of hearing from Nicole brought if all back up, the fights, the fear of the unspeakable, until it happened.
“It’s just my stupid brother giving my e-mail address to the last person in the world I’d want to have it.”
Rebecca waited, patiently, while Callie wondered how much to tell her. It wasn’t fair. If Rebecca had ever been looking for a good reason to step away from where they were heading, this would be it. Maybe she deserved it for wanting what she couldn’t have, the affection of a married woman.
“It’s my ex,” Callie finally said. “She’s bad news.”
Callie could tell that Rebecca had one of those moments where she was overwhelmed by everything she did not know about relationships other than her own. “I don’t know how to say this and not make myself look stupid. For months, I’ve been telling myself I should have known. She was all nice on the outside. Attentive. Obsessively jealous is more like it, but I didn’t get it until later.”
“Did she hurt you?” Rebecca’s voice was calm, but there was something else in it that made Callie feel all warm and cherished. She needed that feeling badly, fighting the chill that gripped her whenever the subject of Nicole came up.
“Depends on what you’re asking about exactly.” This was so screwed up. Callie had imagined them picking up where they’d left off the last time. Making sweet love in the late afternoon instead of exposing every reason why Callie was bad relationship material. This was why she tended to hide in the realm of fiction. It was where she felt confident, where no one and nothing could hurt her.
“Nicole hit me once. I moved out after that, and never saw her again. She tried to contact me though.” She was not going to cry. She had promised herself that much. Nicole had messed with her life once. She wouldn’t let her again.
Rebecca stood up and slowly walked around the table so that she stood behind Callie. Her hands came down on Callie’s shoulders, fingers softly brushing over her bare arms. Callie wished that she could see, feel anything erotic in this. The truth was, she badly needed someone to touch her like this, like she was made from glass that could break any moment. She’d spent too long telling herself that she was all healed and strong. Right. Fantasizing about a married woman was so much more mature. She felt the warm wetness of inevitable tears on her face, hating it, hating herself for it. “Stop bawling,” Nicole would have said. “It makes you ugly.”
Rebecca continued the soft, slow caress. “Is she likely to come here?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Well, if she sets a foot in here, I meant to tell you that we’ve got a gun in the basement.”
“You’ve got a…” Callie was, if only for a moment, jolted out of her misery. “Of course you do.”
“Yeah, like every small town gun-wielding bigot, you mean?” Rebecca said it with no scorn, just a hint of resignation. “It belonged to David’s grandpa. We’ve been meaning to get rid of it for as long as we’ve had the house.”
Callie craned her neck to look at Rebecca as she asked, “You know how to handle it?”
Rebecca leaned close, whispering, “You bet,” understanding that this was a distraction Callie needed badly. She was not so oblivious anymore after all, Callie could tell from the little smirk on her face.
“I’m sorry,” she sighed, aware of her heart beating faster. “You have enough stuff of your own to deal with. I shouldn’t have told you.”
“It’s fine.” Rebecca sat back down. Callie shivered from the loss of warmth. “Actually I’m glad not to be thinking about my stuff for a little while. If you want, I can give Craig a call too.”
“No thanks. I’m not sure I want to find out how the Autumn Leaves police handle a lesbian domestic disturbance call.”
“Not everybody here is your enemy, Callie.”
Technically, she knew that. In reality, some stereotypes were too comfortable not to hold on to them, for both of them. Rebecca took another sip of her coffee, grimacing when it had obviously grown cold.
“It’s just...I hope you’re not going to be mad at me for asking.”
Callie shrugged. “Go ahead. I can’t know unless you ask.”
“All this trouble you went to, is it really worth it? That Nicole, you couldn’t even hold her responsible for what she’s done? I don’t understand. I try, but I just don’t understand.” Her frustration was honest, if irrational. Callie had never thought that people would even question these things. Trying to find answers was walking a fine line, especially with Rebecca. Especially now. It didn’t seem like she had a choice.
“You’ve known there are men out there who are abusers, but you still wanted to be with a man, get married. There’s not much of a difference. I suppose there are good people and psychopaths everywhere.”
“What is it? What makes you go there when you know you’re going to have people throw stones at you, literally and otherwise, and you’re still putting yourself out there?”
“I believe you know,” Callie said. “You aren’t blaming me.”
“For what should I blame you?” There were few people who didn’t feel threatening to Callie when getting irritated, just the opposite. Rebecca definitely was one of them.
“For kissing me and liking it. For wanting more than that.”
Rebecca looked at her, startled. The seconds ticked by until Callie was sure she’d made a huge mistake, but then Rebecca said, “You’re right. I want...you. What kind of person does that make me?” Her voice was barely above a whisper when she added, “What kind of mother?”
“Rebecca, don’t.” On the table, Callie reached for Rebecca’s hands. “You’re a wonderful mother. You’ve got awesome kids, and they didn’t turn out that way all by themselves.”
“Except that Dina couldn’t tell me her friend needed a pregnancy test. Where was I? I know, and it’s not your fault. It’s mine.”
“Maybe David was right, and you should deal with that once they’re back home. There’s nothing wrong with you. You’re human.”
“Damn it,” Rebecca said. Her eyes were bright, but she didn’t pull away her hands. “Now I have to give back my Super Mom cape.”
“Look.” Callie squeezed the fingers enclosed in hers gently. “I think we’ve moved way past the stage where I should have told you I’m not available for experiments. Stay with me for a few days, get your work done, and whatever else happens, it’s going to be all right. I’m with you.”
Rebecca studied her, maybe gauging if Callie was telling the truth, if she was worth coming out of the comfort zone. Shattering the walls of the comfort zone, actually.
“I’ll have to go get a few things, and feed Pebbles.”
“Who’s Pebbles?” Callie asked, the non sequitur so jarring it made them both crack up.
The sound of shared laughter was promising.
There was only so much talking they could do without revolving in circles. They walked together across the street in silence. If the universe was trying to tell them something, the answer was that they didn’t care. All of Pebbles’ needs were taken care of, fresh water, food, and hay. Rebecca put the cage back into Maggie’s room, and Callie got a fleeting glance of lots of pink, and lots of books. Maggie, the tidy one, didn’t yet cause Rebecca sleepless nights.
Callie had looked deep inside herself, but she couldn’t bring herself to feel guilty anymore, for feeling too much, for diverting Rebecca’s attention from where it possibly should be. It wasn’t in her power to make Rebecca love her family any less.
Rebecca washed her hands and then went upstairs to pack an overnight bag. “Should we go to the store quickly to get something for dinner?” she wondered out loud.
Callie, greedy, helpless, had followed her into the room. She was taking in the spotless painted white wood of the huge closet, the bookshelf on one wall, the mirror...Seeing her own mirror image, she did a double-take. “Crying does not become you.” Nicole might be a bitch, but she had had a point there. Self-consciously, she tore her gaze away from the mirror only to have it fall on the piece of furniture that took up most of the room. Self-conscious didn’t even start to describe it as she stared at the freshly made bed, light blue sheets and a white comforter. Callie was trying hard to keep her imagination from going wild. It presented a symbol. A challenge.
“Did you even hear what I said?” Rebecca turned to her, seeming mildly amused by Callie’s absentmindedness.
Challenge. Callie couldn’t deny that this raging desire wasn’t just a product of Rebecca being a good friend, being somebody she could talk to even though they had their misunderstandings. There was Rebecca’s promise to protect her, if necessary, with gunfire. It was about all that too. It was about this troubled woman being absolutely gorgeous. If that was shallow, Callie would gladly take the blame.
She stepped forward, kissing Rebecca like she’d wanted to from nearly the first time they’d met. Behind them, a hanger clattered to the floor as Rebecca sank her hands into Callie’s hair, kissing her back just like that. Wanting her back. For a moment, Callie entertained the fantasy of the two of them giving in to the inevitable, passionate, mind-blowing sex right here in the room Rebecca shared with her husband, in their bed. There was no doubt whatsoever that it would be mind-blowing, from the way she was already shaking all over. Her hands were trembling over buttons and the promise of warm skin.
“Callie. Don’t. Please.” Callie shivered from the undisguised lust in Rebecca’s voice. If she had to wait much longer to do anything about it, she might spontaneously combust.
“Not here,” Rebecca said. Tormented. Longing. “I can’t.”
If Callie had had any doubts left that she was head over heels for her, they would have vanished into thin air at this moment. As it was, she knew exactly where she stood.
“If...” she said, “you cook me dinner at my place, can I thank you afterwards?”
“Let’s go.” Rebecca’s smile was hesitant, as much of an affirmation as she was going to get for now. Callie took a deep breath. Maybe neither the universe nor God was that cruel after all. If only both could look the other way, just for the moment.
* * * *
Ironically, Rebecca remembered cooking something light and easy on occasions when the girls went to Laurie’s or friends for a sleepover. She and David would share dinner, wine, leisurely lovemaking later. She didn’t want to think about this now as she stood at Callie’s stove, but the thoughts were intruding. Maybe she deserved that. After all, she’d nearly fallen into bed with her right then and there in the master bedroom. Part of Rebecca was rebelling though. Why would she have to be the one to always compromise? Would the world stop if she just once put her own needs before those of others?
She was giddy. She was also scared out of her mind. Not of what anybody would think of her, or God’s wrath. He couldn’t possibly judge her any harsher than she would judge herself after this weekend. Still, Rebecca had made a decision, and she wasn’t going to step down from it. There was just something she had to do.
Fall moved in, the evening air crisp and clear. The smell of smoke was in the air, calming her as she stepped out on the porch for a moment. The house across the street, her home, seemed far away, almost like an illusion. She said goodbye to it for now. Rebecca turned to go back inside, closing the door behind her.
“Callie? Dinner’s ready.”
Flames were flickering in the fireplace as they sat down to eat in the living room. Callie had set the table and made a fire in the meantime. It’s not like you have to go to such lengths anymore, Rebecca thought. I can’t tell you no. I don’t even care to try anymore.
“This is so good!” Callie enthused, making Rebecca smile at her childlike enthusiasm, bringing up another memory.
“It is! You know, when I made that bad joke about being your pretend daughter, I only did it because what I really wanted to say would have been very inappropriate.”
“Really? What were you going to say?”
Callie was leaning against her, the plate in her lap, glass in hand. It wasn’t the best way to eat, but Rebecca wasn’t complaining.
“I could always offer my body in exchange.”
“Yeah, that would have gone over well.” Rebecca chuckled, imagining the LaRues’ reactions. She didn’t want to think of David. Not now.
“You know that’s what I’m going to do, right?”
“Right. That’s because starving writers like you have to eat.”
“Sure they do,” Callie said in a low whisper, a smile in her voice.
If there was a pun in it, Rebecca didn’t quite get it. For once she didn’t care. Her body understood more, though, the heat rushing to her face telling. She leaned back against the headrest, once again going through the events of the day, what they had said, what was still left. It seemed like a miracle that their paths had even crossed in the first place. Other than that, Callie had been through so much, and yet she was listening to the mundane problems of a suburban housewife. It was a miracle all right.



Chapter Seven
Then there was no more stalling. She couldn’t possibly get her hair any dryer. Hundred brushstrokes. The robe over the nightgown over the underwear was fairly decent. For now. Rebecca blushed hotly, wondering if she’d ever find the courage to leave this bathroom.
What would happen once she did? She’d spent a lot of time obsessing about what it all meant, these emotions, affection, longing, want. The conclusion stayed the same. It made her a person capable of caring for another person, of love, something that was undeniably praised in the Bible. A person about to commit adultery. To sin.
In a heartbeat, Rebecca realized that she didn’t give a damn about distasteful and mean jokes she’d heard all through her life, the ones she’d always thought weren’t right, but not applying to her in any way. She didn’t give a damn about anybody’s narrow-minded stereotypical worldview, even if that somebody was one of her former best friends. The adultery part, she’d have to work out between herself and her conscience, but not now.
Rebecca gave her mirror image another long look, aware that her heart was about to beat out of her chest. The woman in the mirror was practically glowing with excitement. She was desirable. Rebecca finally opened the bathroom door.
* * * *
“Hey, there you are. I wondered if you were all right in there.”
“I’m fine.” Rebecca smiled hesitantly, but her voice was a breathless whisper, as if Callie had needed anything to make her even weaker in the knees. She moved in closer, pulling Rebecca into a loose embrace.
“I...I used the hairdryer. I hope that’s okay.”
“Sure. Wouldn’t want you to catch a cold.” Callie reached up to touch Rebecca’s hair. It was all soft, practically crackling with a lot of brushing, though the small jolt she felt could have been for other reasons. Sparks flew, literally. She couldn’t wait to catch fire.
“Are you nervous?”
“Oh, I don’t know about that. I think I have a general idea about how this works,” Rebecca said, laughing a little.
“Okay. Good. General is fine.”
Callie had harbored several fears about this moment, that there would be guilt, hers, Rebecca’s, awkwardness, stepping back at the very last minute. None of that was going to happen, she realized as they stood entwined, kissing softly as if they had all the time in the world. From where they were now, they had.
Her hands moved to open the belt of Rebecca’s robe, sliding it off her shoulders, fingers brushing over the silky material of the nightgown. She broke the kiss for a moment to put her lips to Rebecca’s neck and then a spot just below the collarbone until Rebecca tilted her head back up to claim her mouth again. Callie hadn’t felt this happy, exhilarated, in a long time. Maybe it was about power. Maybe it was about love.
She made a step backwards, pulling Rebecca with her down to the bed.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Rebecca said, seriously surprised at what she found. Her words were so much of a non sequitur that Callie had to laugh, making Rebecca laugh in return, some of the tension relieved.
“Really? A water…”
“Well, yeah. You’ve seen my house. I’m not much for flashing. This is just about my only indulgence of, you know, rich lesbian decadence.”
Rebecca stretched experimentally, seeming fascinated with the way the surface gave underneath her. Callie was more aware of how the hem of her nightgown was riding up, exposing long legs.
“It’s a pain in the ass, actually, needs quite a bit more maintenance than your usual bed.”
“It’s warm,” Rebecca said, brushing her hand over the sheet underneath her. “Feels nice.”
“I want you to feel good.”
Callie leaned close again, and they shared kisses, softly and leisurely, building the hunger. Her hands started a slow journey over Rebecca’s body, still staying above the fabric as they traced her shoulders, arms, her breasts. She slid lower to the hem of the nightgown, and underneath. Callie let her hand rest on Rebecca’s thigh. “Is that okay so far?”
“I’m not complaining, right?”
“That’s right.” She brushed her fingers softly over the fabric of black panties, satisfied with the shiver her touch caused. “We’ll go slow, I promise. As it’s your first time and all.” The way Rebecca’s breath caught at that was telling.
“Wow.” Callie smiled. “I can’t wait to find out what’s going to happen once I start talking dirty to you.”
The breathless moan might not have been Rebecca’s intended answer. She couldn’t hold it back when Callie’s fingers slipped beneath the waistband, the caress even more intimate, as they met warm wetness. Yes, she knew how to do this, and it was a heady feeling to watch the unadulterated pleasure on Rebecca’s face. Her eyes fluttered shut, her body straining into the touch, and Callie was more than happy to comply.
She wasn’t fooling herself. This wasn’t about impressing Rebecca with her skills so she would stay with Callie forever. It was about making the moment—this and many more to come—something neither of them would forget so soon. Maybe there was a sense of competition for her, but she’d deal with it later. She leaned forward to kiss Rebecca, more demanding than she had before, to distract her from the gentle invasion of her fingers, to overwhelm her with sensation. She found a rhythm, slow, excruciating. She wanted Rebecca to feel this, to realize that this wasn’t about a quick orgasm, something inconsequential. She could draw this out, and Callie planned to.
Beneath her, Rebecca was quiet as her attention was focusing inward, her body preparing for what Callie wasn’t ready to give her yet. She was taking her time, starting to feel like her own senses were heightened. Even the warmth of the candles she’d lit seemed like a caress.
“Please.” Rebecca shivered uncontrollably. Callie felt her tense, her own body responding like to an actual touch. “Please,” Rebecca said again, a world of need warring with frustration in this one word. “Going slow,” she gasped when Callie slightly curled her fingers, “is overrated.”
“Whatever you need,” Callie whispered, her fingers moving in a different rhythm now.
“Like this? Is that what you want? Yes, I can see that it is. I love doing this to you.” I love you, she added in her mind, aware that it wasn’t the right time for these words to be said aloud. Then again, Callie had always given away her heart too easily. It didn’t matter now. She was done with worrying. With that certainty, she could finally lose herself in Rebecca’s pleasure, her own, until the lines blurred to invisible.
* * * *
Rebecca had, until lately, never given much thought to what two women could do in bed together. To be precise, she wondered shortly after finishing the first book Callie gave her, blushing, more intrigued than she had cared to admit. She wasn’t blushing now as Callie explored her body, hands, lips, each action slow and deliberate, giving her time to feel, to memorize. It was too good, too intense, almost unreal. She had vague ideas about how to show her appreciation, but she didn’t mind Callie spelling them out for her first.
Another candle on the nightstand died. Rebecca barely noticed the change in light when Callie gently parted her thighs further and leaned down. The touch of her tongue was a jolt of pleasure that stole Rebecca’s breath. She bit her lip not to form any sentences that would have blasphemy in them, but Callie seemed to understand anyway. Of course she did, she wasn’t new to this, and she knew exactly what she did. Again.
“You know I’m willing to make it all up to you?” she barely managed to speak when Callie paused to catch her breath.
“There’ll be time for that,” Callie promised, her eyes shining with the light of the only remaining candle. “Now let me finish what I started. I always do.”
“God, yes.” So much for not using any blasphemy.
“Okay then.”
Rebecca wanted this, and she wanted to do all of it to Callie, not quite sure which thought was arousing her more at the moment. Her face felt hot, but still she watched intently, the visual of what she was experiencing heightening sensation. As her fingers tangled in Callie’s hair, lightly, trying not to pull, she finally let go, maybe for the first time tonight. She hadn’t even noticed that there were tears in her eyes until Callie was beside her, pulling her close, whispering, “It’s okay.”
Rebecca held on to her tightly, wishing that Callie was right. Wishing it so much.
She needed to know more than that, though. Callie had had other lovers before, the gorgeous Asha Malik included. She had chosen Rebecca, and that had to count for something. Rebecca ran her hand down Callie’s side, enjoying the feel of soft warm skin under her fingertips. Her nervousness was warring with anticipation.
“Can I...” This was almost worse than being back to those awkward teenage moments. She didn’t even know exactly what she was asking for. Something. Everything.
“You can do whatever you want to do to me. Outside some weird kink that is, but I trust you there.”
Callie’s gaze on her was warm, affectionate, and absolutely serious. A little amused maybe. She was certainly aware that Rebecca’s fantasies wouldn’t go further than those boundaries.
Her fingers traced the shape of a breast, curious, nipple hardening under her feather-light touch. Rebecca couldn’t help it. Part of her was still worried she might be waking up from a beautiful but haunting dream any moment. She had dreamed of this, in vague blurry images her subconscious had produced. The reality of it was still hard to believe. She pulled Callie closer to her, their legs tangling, and she finally brought her hand between their bodies.
She might not be that experienced, but she had at least an idea, and every soft sound from Callie, the change in her breathing was confirming that she was right. So this was it, the confrontation with a truth she’d tried to deny best she could. Rebecca hadn’t felt this connected to another person in a long time, physically, and beyond. She wanted it to last, make it even better, but the moment was over too soon as Callie shivered against her, leaning into her to kiss her softly.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
“That wasn’t quite as...extensive.” Rebecca didn’t quite know how to feel about it. A little confused, a little guilty.
“It was perfect,” Callie insisted, snuggling close.
“I guess I’ll have to take your word for it then.”
“Please do. I’m sorry, I promised ‘slow’.”
“It’s fine.”
There was a lot to discover. A lot to lose, too, but for the moment, in a world never imagined before, she was truly happy. No guilt intruded on her dreams either.
* * * *
Rebecca woke to the sun shining in her face. She stretched languidly. When the feel of a soft, yielding, and unfamiliar surface underneath registered with her, Rebecca’s eyes snapped open. It wasn’t a dream, then. She was remarkably calm about it as she mentally went through scenes of the last evening, last night. She stayed still, not wanting to wake Callie who was still fast asleep beside her. Until now, anyway.
“You’re still here,” she said softly, as if that fact came as a surprise to her. Rebecca couldn’t blame her for that.
“It’s very comfortable.” Callie’s face fell ever so slightly, and Rebecca felt the need to clarify. “I’m here because I want to be here. With you.”
She linked her fingers with Callie’s gently, the touch calming nerves for both of them, nervousness melting away. “I hope you didn’t doubt that.” If she had though, Rebecca understood. Each step she was walking from here was foreign territory, and not so much the sex. If you thought somebody was beautiful, inside and out, desire wasn’t the hardest part. There was the irreversible change in their relationship. There was cheating on Rebecca’s part. If she couldn’t completely trust herself, why would Callie?
“I try.” Callie was honest, at least. It was all they could do for now anyway.
Her gaze fell on the digital clock on the nightstand.
“This is heaven, you know? I can’t remember the last time I slept in until nine.”
“You needed the rest.” Callie’s smile was with a hint of mischief.
“I sure did. What are we...Oh no,” Rebecca interrupted herself, bolting upright in bed. “It’s Saturday.”
“Yeah, and thank God for that.” Callie hid a yawn behind her hand.
“Saturday. Brunch. Which I’m supposed to be hosting today.” Rebecca was out of bed, looking around somewhat clueless. Her nightgown hung over a chair haphazardly. She had donned a tank top and a slip for the night at some point.
“Clothes are in the living room,” Callie reminded her. “Can’t you call it off?”
“Not a half hour before, no.” Rebecca shook her head. “Damn, my fridge is almost empty.”
“Don’t panic. You go set the table. I’ll get some things from the store.” Callie got up to stand behind Rebecca, wrapping her arms around her. “It’ll take just a few minutes.” She hesitated before continuing, “I’ll stay away though if you’d like me to. I don’t think Betty will want to see me.”
“I don’t care what Betty wants,” Rebecca said grimly. “If she wants to come and gossip in my house, she needs to accept my guests. Besides, it was Maria who brought you in. Okay. I’ll take a shower over at my place.” She wasn’t looking forward to leaving the warmth of Callie’s embrace anytime soon. The idea to just cancel on her friends was tempting, but Rebecca thought she had to uphold some sort of normalcy. “Could you bring some bread and fruit? Cheese would be good. Some juice maybe.”
“Rebecca, calm down. We have enough time. Oh, and before you go, you should put on some pants. Not on my behalf, mind you.
“You know,” Rebecca said, “we could find a way to cut brunch short today. Would you like that?”
Callie’s smile was all the answer she needed.
* * * *
Callie hummed choir songs as she drove to the grocery store. Some citizens of Autumn Leaves might disapprove, but she thought she had reason to praise the Lord with the unexpected turn to wonderful her life had taken. Against all odds and reason, Rebecca was with her. If only for the weekend, and none of the unrealistic dreams and plans still playing at the back of her mind would ever come true. Callie, however, wasn’t going to spoil their time by trying to see beyond that. She’d make every minute of it count. If she felt like a lovesick teenager now, she could pour all the heartbreak that was certain to come into written words later. Not that she’d give up hope completely. Not yet.
“Hey. We meet again. That has got to mean something.”
The voice sounded vaguely familiar. Callie’s good mood was slightly dampened when she recognized Rich Boy Driving Daddy’s Porsche.
“It means there aren’t many grocery stores in this town,” she said, making no attempt to hide her sudden irritation. There was no need to encourage him.
“Can I drive you home today?”
“No thanks. I came here in my own car.”
“Callie Bryan.” He grinned.
“That’s my name. Wow. I’m impressed.”
“I hear you don’t like guys, Callie. That can be changed, you know.”
Not again. “Let me tell you something. Matt it is, right? What I like or don’t like is none of your business. Are we clear on that?”
He was still blocking her way, the same conceited smile on his face. When she tried to pass him by, he grabbed her wrist.
“Maybe you just need to be convinced otherwise, huh?”
“Maybe you need to take a cold shower,” Callie snapped, tearing herself away. Hastily, she turned and headed towards the register, her heart hammering. Damn him for spoiling the fragile state of happiness she’d achieved. Callie just hoped that Betty LaRue would stay away from brunch today. She’d go because Rebecca had asked her to, but she really didn’t need any more of this homophobic crap today. Behind the shelf, Matt Weller was talking to one of his buddies, their laughter making her skin crawl. Nicole had always said she was too sensitive. Damn her too. After she paid, Callie all but fled from the store.
* * * *
“Hey sweetie. Long time, no see.”
Maria was the first to arrive, greeting Rebecca with a hug. “I hear you’ve been left behind in favor of our church getting a modern touch, new website and all. How are you doing?”
“Just great, thank you.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. Since Callie had actually made her get back to her work, she hadn’t felt so much left behind anymore. When she’d set the table in the dining room after taking that shower, she felt like she was in someone else’s house. She couldn’t wait for Callie to return and make the world real again.
“I was just so busy—I’ve got to admit I completely forgot about brunch. Callie will be here any minute. She went shopping for me so we won’t have to go hungry.” She was rambling, and Rebecca realized Maria was very much aware of it.
“Betty won’t come,” she said with a hint of regret, looking at the table all set, complete with fresh flowers and white dishes on a bright yellow tablecloth.
“Oh. Okay. I’m afraid I kind of expected that. She’s got all kinds of trouble going on at the moment.”
“Yeah.” Maria sighed. “Chip came home from school with a broken arm yesterday. This is escalating, and there’s nothing the police can do about it.”
“That’s bad,” Rebecca agreed. “Have you talked to Roz?”
“Sorry.” Maria shook her head sadly. “You know that Roz’s mother is good friends with Betty.”
“I get it.” What Callie brought would probably be way too much now. “Whatever. So it’s the three of us. You can take some food home, and we’ll...I mean I’ll give some to Callie and keep the rest.”
“You two are getting along well,” Maria remarked. “I think it’s fortunate that she chose Autumn Leaves to finish her novel. You were overdue for a little excitement.”
Rebecca stared at her friend incredulously. “Excuse me?”
Maria smiled. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anybody.”
Her hand was steady as she poured Maria a fresh cup of coffee, but still the coffee had nearly landed beside the cup. “Tell anybody what?” She sat at the table, across from Maria, thinking of ways to deny and conceal. The idea that anybody could know was just out of the question. Not possible.
“Rebecca,” Maria said way too patiently. “You wouldn’t be the first woman to have fantasies that your husband can’t satisfy.”
Taking a sip of coffee at that moment was a bad mistake, sending Rebecca right into a coughing fit. “I’m not sure I want to have this conversation,” she said when she could properly breathe again. “I take it you’re talking about yourself.”
“Oh, come on. I know you.” Maria wasn’t mean. She just was trying to make a point. Rebecca hoped she would be done with it by the time Callie returned. “You were totally jealous that I brought her to choir, and brunch.”
“I wasn’t, but...” She couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea. “I always thought you were happy.”
I’d thought the same thing of myself.
Maria shrugged. “I’m not desperate if that’s what you mean. Agreements only work if two people are really on the same page. You know, Craig isn’t the bravest man. I’m not the most faithful woman. We’ve learned to forgive each other’s shortcomings. There is compromise in love, after all.”
No, there isn’t. It was on the top of Rebecca’s tongue to protest, but all she could do was sit and stare at Maria. “You cheated on him...with a woman?” Those words sounded awfully judgmental. Rebecca wished she could have taken them back. Reality was catching up with her, about to hit her with the force of a sledgehammer. Also, what exactly did Maria mean about David’s brother not being brave?
“If it’s out there in the open, I don’t think you can call it cheating. Craig doesn’t mind. It’s not like it has happened that often. I know you would never go there, but a little imagination can’t hurt. Might even spice up things in the bedroom.”
“Oh God. This can’t be true. With Callie...It’s just not like that.” She’d wanted to run and hide before, but maybe this dance on the edge of the knife, on the verge of the truth coming out was what she needed. A step she couldn’t take back, Rebecca realized when she saw the understanding dawning on Maria’s face.
“Oh no, sweetie. You do have feelings for her.”
Rebecca saw no point in denying.
“Be careful,” Maria advised. “For your sake and hers. A little fantasy is fine, but if you go beyond that, neither of you will be able to let go. You’re emotionally attached, things become infinitely complicated.”
Rebecca was about to blurt out that it was much too late for that now when the doorbell rang, so she just sent her friend a pleading gaze not to continue the subject.
Her mind was still reeling when they sat down to eat, so Rebecca was quite content to listen to Maria and Callie talk about choir, everyone avoiding the subject of Betty. There was something wrong with that, she thought, just like Betty pretending that her son wasn’t going through a horrible time. All parents wanted their children to be special. However, when they were in high school, everyone just wanted them to be within the boundaries of normalcy defined by somebody else. Wasn’t that some kind of failure? Dina and Maggie were getting along with everyone, bringing home the occasional bad mood and grade. Rebecca wasn’t sure what she would have done if it had been any different, but she was quite certain she would have done something.
It felt strange to contemplate this subject now sitting at the table with her long-time friend, and her lover. Her face felt warm at the thought. Was it a delusion that she just wanted to stay with that feeling that made her face relax in a smile and the butterflies in her stomach go all crazy? Maybe. The guilt was tucked away neatly in a corner of her mind, and she’d let it out once it was the time. Rebecca finally dared to watch Callie, who was sharing ideas with Maria for future performances of the choir.
“You have a beautiful voice,” Maria said. “You could do a solo sometime.”
“No way.” Callie shook her head vehemently.
“You’ve been on book tours and done interviews. This can’t be any harder.”
“It is, believe me.”
Callie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, the sleeve of her blouse riding up, revealing the smudge of slightly reddened skin around her wrist. The sight jolted Rebecca out of her musings instantly.
“What happened to you?” she asked, frowning.
“What?”
“There.” If her touch was too cautious and tender not to reveal anything to Maria, Rebecca didn’t care.
Callie hastily put her sleeve back down. “Oh, that. I nearly slipped. Some friendly person next to me in the aisle grabbed my arm, and worse things could be avoided.”
Rebecca gave her an intent look, her suspicions confirmed when Callie smiled self-consciously and looked away. Creating diversions was part of Callie’s job, so, naturally, she was good at it. It came to Rebecca’s mind that probably not many people knew the truth about Nicole. She wasn’t going to push now, but she wasn’t going to let it go either.
“Yeah,” Maria said. “People in Autumn Leaves pay a lot of attention to what their neighbors do. Sometimes it’s not such a bad thing.” They laughed, the tension diverted for the moment.
Maria eventually got up with a sigh. “I’m sorry, but I really have to go now. Rebecca, I happily accept the care package. It means I won’t have to cook tonight if my husband happens to find his way home. Say hello to David and the kids, and be sure your house is all prepared for the storm.”
When she was gone, Callie said, “I like her a lot. Doesn’t mean I understand all of her metaphors.”
Rebecca, however, understood. That house might come tumbling down at the first gust of wind, but there was some time left until that.
* * * *
Dissociation worked better when they were back in Callie’s home. No thoughts or worries, nothing on her mind but Callie in her arms, warm and more than willing as they shared lazy kisses on the couch, their laptops on standby. Her hands were too eager, wanting to be everywhere at once, down Callie’s back to pull her closer, the perfect curves of her breasts, underneath her shirt to touch soft skin.
“You feel so good.” The words just came tumbling out, and Rebecca barely stopped herself before saying anything that couldn’t be taken back. Like that nothing had ever felt like this. Like those words that would change everything.
As if it hadn’t already. Yesterday, she was self-conscious in the darkened room. Now, the fact that they were about to get naked in broad daylight didn’t bother her at all. She wanted to. Her hand wandered between Callie’s legs, fingers exerting soft pressure.
“I appreciate that, but…” Callie’s word trailed off into a wordless moan. “You’ve got a deadline, and you’re going to hate me if you don’t make it.”
“You think about my deadlines now?” Part of Rebecca’s frustration came from the fact that Callie was, of course, right. Callie brushed her fingers lightly over Rebecca’s hand, the caress causing a pleasant shiver. If only they could just forget about responsible adult life.
“I want you to be happy,” Callie said as if that was an explanation. Rebecca couldn’t possibly let her down now, and so she straightened up with a sigh.
“Okay. Work now. Fun later,” she said. “I believe you have a novel to write.” Still, she found it hard to make herself move.
“Come on.” Callie was on her feet already. “I’ll get us some more coffee. A few hours of work...Then I’ll go down on you.”
Rebecca jumped a little, wondering if she’d heard those words correctly.
“Or…” Callie leaned over the table with a knowing smirk. “Maybe you’ll want to go down on me?”
“God,” Rebecca moaned. “I’ll never get the bloody website done!”
She did though, bit by bit, finding that she had in fact a great working environment. Callie asked a few questions, and Rebecca showed her how the code formed colors and textures. Father Langdon wanted to give the church and its offers for teens a modern touch, letting them know there was a place where they were welcome with their needs. It was a good cause, and satisfying to see that the place she and David had chosen for their children to grow up was open and encouraging. There was a place to go for troubled kids like Charles after all, and the internet was a good way to help them find this place. Thinking of Chip reminded her of something else.
“Are you going to tell me what really happened at the store?”
Callie looked up at her, slightly alarmed. “Don’t do that without warning.”
“Did somebody bother you? I want to know. There’s something we can do about it.” She didn’t have a brother-in-law with the police for nothing.
“Oh, no. It’s that kid with the Porsche.”
“Matt Weller? What did he do?”
Callie shrugged. “Spouting some sexist homophobic crap. Yeah, it sucks, but I’d rather just forget about it.”
“That bruise didn’t come just from words.”
“Can’t we leave it alone for now?” Callie’s pleading look was hard to resist. Rebecca made a mental note to tell Craig to watch out for Weller. She’d met the father at one time, a rather unpleasant experience. Like father, like son. It couldn’t be that their money gave them the right to terrorize people in town.
“I didn’t call the police on Betty when she slapped me.”
“She did what?” At some point, Rebecca thought she didn’t recognize herself anymore, her thoughts, her desires, but maybe everyone else around her had gotten crazy.
“Let it go, Rebecca. We have little time as it is. I’d rather not spend it worrying about people who can’t get their heads out of their asses. Two more hours. I’ll cook today.” She got up to walk around the table, and let herself be pulled into Rebecca’s lap. Callie leaned close to kiss her very softly.
“Do you think this is wrong? Do you think anyone has the right to tell me I’m not supposed to feel this for you?”
“No,” Rebecca whispered. “No one.”
* * * *
Callie started to prepare dinner, her eyes still on Rebecca who was now very focused, working on the last touches of the website to be shown to Father Langdon tomorrow. She couldn’t fathom the thought, couldn’t think of when Rebecca would say good-bye to her in the evening, going home to her family, her husband.
It was a good thing that she didn’t have to pay a lot of attention to what she did, because her thoughts were drifting. They’d met in a place they hadn’t even known existed, a space in between their lives. There was still so much she didn’t know about Rebecca. She wanted to know everything, and yet at the same time, pretend a part of it didn’t exist. Rebecca, who met David and fell in love, wanting to spend the rest of her life with him, and have a family. Callie sighed to herself, turning to the stove where the pasta was almost ready. She had chosen her path, so it was too late now to complain about everything that happened on the side of that road.
“I can’t believe it! I made it!”
The mood had swung the other way, from melancholic and somber to giddy and carefree.
“Thank you.” Rebecca gave her a warm smile. “I couldn’t have made it without you. Thanks for feeding me too. See, you can cook after all. I love it.”
“Everyone can cook pasta,” Callie protested, secretly pleased. She didn’t care for doing things halfway in a relationship, and she liked to pay attention to detail. Like the creamy sauce that made up part of just about the only thing she could cook, but had always satisfied until now, like the sweet wine that had put the color to Rebecca’s cheeks.
“Not like that. It’s sinful. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to seduce me.”
“Would you like dessert?” Callie asked, her heart beating fast when her thoughts wandered back to where they had left off late this morning.
“Later maybe. At this point, it’s not a good idea I think. I’d just fall asleep on you.”
“Right.” At times, Rebecca was fumbling, trying to make sense of what she felt, wanting, struggling to communicate it. At other times she was completely aware, flirting heavily, and it was times like that when Callie was helpless.
“I’ll just put a few things in the dishwasher and then we can go to the living room and...not yet fall asleep.”
“I’d love that.”
Rebecca was about to follow her, but Callie shook her head. “You get comfortable. I’ll be right back. I promised you a reward after all.”
When she came to the living room, the lights were dimmed, soft music playing. Fascinating how Rebecca went straight for the kill. Callie had almost forgotten about the Eva Cassidy album, but she remembered quickly how that one song had always made her cry. Maybe it was a subconscious decision to move to this town after all.
“Can I ask for this dance?”
Callie stood frozen for a few seconds. This was not quite what she had expected. “I guess.”
Rebecca’s arms came around her, and then she just leaned into her warmth, closing her eyes, as the music enveloped them. There were many things she would have liked to say, but each of them would have shattered the spell woven around them. Callie just remained silent, feeling safer than she had in forever in the closeness.
One song followed another, but they were not in a hurry to end the dance. There was no end really, kisses, starting soft and gentle, turning deeper and hungrier. Callie couldn’t have said how it happened that she found herself on the couch, Rebecca getting on her knees in front of her in one fluid motion.
“I seem to remember that I promised you a reward.”
Rebecca smiled slightly. “This is my reward,” she said.
They had dessert after all later, strawberry ice cream. Callie imagined that Rebecca seemed different, more relaxed. She had defined her boundaries clearly, and stepped over them.
“I would go as far as making you sleep in for real, but tomorrow’s Sunday.” Callie realized it wasn’t the right thing to say when the shadow crossed over Rebecca’s face. There were fragile truths between them. Faith. Family. It didn’t matter how much love Callie had, she wouldn’t be able to change those.
“I don’t know if I want to go to church.”
“You still have the meeting with Father Langdon.”
“Yeah.” Rebecca sighed and put her plate back on the table. “He’d wonder.”
“What is the worst thing that could happen?”
The look that Rebecca gave her made Callie flinch slightly. How she could go from happy to haunted in a heartbeat. “I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem right. Not because...you know why.”
There was a split second, a window of opportunity opening so briefly that it was almost impossible not to miss. Rebecca could have told David the truth, asked for a divorce. He didn’t seem like the vengeful type. Hell, he wasn’t even there most of the time. Callie had never imagined herself to become a co-mother, let alone of two children of which one was a teenager. For that moment, she would have gone all the way, but Rebecca didn’t say anything indicating she had even considered this solution. Then it was gone.
“Yeah, I know. I just think you don’t want to draw any attention to yourself right now. Let’s go to church. Go get your check afterwards and we’ll take it from there.”
“Can we still be friends after all this?”
“I don’t see why we can’t,” Callie said quickly, wondering if she was making promises too soon. “I know you have...ties. I knew that before. I just needed to be sure you wanted it too.”
“Why is this happening now?” Rebecca asked, her frustration evident. “I’ve been ready to settle for being with one person for the rest of my life since forever. I wanted everything to turn out exactly like this. Why?”
If Callie had been a therapist, she might have pointed out Rebecca’s questionable choice of words, “settle.” As it was, she didn’t have the heart to do it.
“I don’t know. All I know is that at some point in my life I kept making deals with God, but it seemed to me that He never upheld his part of the deal, so I gave it up. Things happen randomly, good and bad, so you better hold on to the good ones.”
“I feel like a coward. I don’t like it.”
Callie thought she could have easily used Rebecca’s state of mind to push her just a bit more. She wasn’t going to. That wasn’t what love meant. “It’s a lot to take in. I’m not looking forward to having to let you go back to your life, but I know that’s what’s going to happen. I don’t think you’re a coward for it.”
“I need to tell him.”
Callie could have sworn she’d stopped breathing for a moment long enough to make her feel lightheaded. It was a good thing she was already sitting.
“Are you sure?”
“No,” Rebecca admitted, “but it’s the only thing I can do to save my marriage or find out that I’ve been lying to myself all of the time.” Her voice broke ever so slightly, making it impossible for Callie to be angry or disappointed with her. “I’m so sorry. You wouldn’t even be here if life was so good to you. This...it’s really nothing in comparison.”
“That’s not true. It could have been worse. It always can be worse.” Callie had gained some distance, geographically and in her mind. She knew she was lucky she made her escape after the first time Nicole threw dishes in an anger that wasn’t comprehensible even to her.
She remembered sitting in her car, crying and shaking so hard that she couldn’t drive, because she spent the previous months living in fear for this moment. Maybe Rebecca was right about confessing to her husband, and whatever it meant for Callie in the end wouldn’t be as hard. There was no doubt it would shatter Rebecca’s world all the same. If that happened, Callie would have a part in it.
“Maybe you should give yourself some more time. Find out what you really feel.”
“I know what I feel. I want to be with you, so badly, but I can’t do this to David. I can’t lose my children.”
Rebecca had certainly made her priorities clear. Asking anything beyond tomorrow evening would be tempting fate.
“I know,” Callie simply said. “Can you just be with me tonight?”
* * * *
They made love—desperate, passionate, and undeniable. Rebecca knew Callie let her off easily. She pondered the reasons all through service and her subsequent meeting with Father Langdon, who was quite enthusiastic about her work. Nothing bad happened. No finger was pointed at her, no voice came out of nowhere judging her, of course not. She sat in the usual pew, Roz with her mother and the LaRue family across the aisle.
In the midst of the choir, singing songs of the power of faith and the mercy of God, Callie looked as beautiful as ever. Surprisingly, Rebecca did not turn into a pillar of salt thinking it. Maybe that should have given her a hint as to why this was happening to her now.
Callie waited for her, and they took a walk in the autumn leaves that fell from the huge trees lining the path behind the church. It felt natural, so much that Rebecca felt her fingers twitch, wanting to reach out and take Callie’s hand. She wasn’t ready. Rebecca wasn’t even sure if she could have done it, had the story of her life been different, if she had indeed known all her life. It was hard to imagine her life without her family, but even then, she might not have been ready for people to stare. The realization was sobering. Maybe she wasn’t better than any of them after all.
She was even more at a loss than ever before. However, she couldn’t bring herself to regret her dance on the edge. Without it, she probably would have wondered for the rest of her life. The ringing of her cell phone made them both flinch. Time was ticking away. They were painfully aware of it.
“Hey, baby. How did it go?” David’s voice was soft and apologetic.
“All’s well. Got the check,” Rebecca said, wondering how she’d ever face him without giving herself away.
“That’s great. We’ve been missing you. Can’t wait to be home.”
“I miss you too.” Her response came instantly. She missed the girls’ laughter. She supposed she missed David, too, but Rebecca also had years of getting accustomed to him not always being around. She had days to deal with the fact that her world was turned upside down. To be honest, she was almost glad he hadn’t called more often.
“We’ll be there around five,” David said. “Don’t cook dinner. I’ve got a surprise for you.”
“I can’t wait.”
“I’ll see you later then. Oh, and brace yourself; we might have gone a little overboard with the shopping, but then again, you don’t go to Disneyland every day.”
“Oh, David.” Her smile was a bit more genuine now. There was a reason why she hardly ever sent him shopping with Dina and Maggie. Possibly out of residual guilt due to his absences, he just couldn’t tell them ‘no’.
“Don’t worry. We didn’t break the bank.”
“Good. You didn’t put Snow White into the trunk?”
David laughed. “I don’t think we could have gotten her through security, so no. I’ll talk to you later.”
“Yeah,” she said, feeling lost as she stood in the middle of Callie’s living room, cell phone in hand. “Have a good trip. Bye.”
Callie, who retreated to the kitchen when she took the call, stood in the doorway, regarding her thoughtfully.
Rebecca was uncomfortably reminded of the half-hearted promises she made. She couldn’t possibly sleep next to David with this secret between them. She couldn’t confront her family who was about to return from a wonderful vacation. Then again, it was wonderful without her too. Maybe they didn’t need her as much as she’d thought they did. Then there was the subject of the pregnancy test. Truth be told, Rebecca went with what everybody had told her and not thought about it that much. It made her feel even worse now.
Callie came to her, wordlessly pulling her close.
There was no use in pretending. Their time was coming to an end.



Chapter Eight
“Are you crazy?” Rebecca stood, slack-jawed at the sight of all the bags and boxes the girls unearthed from David’s car. “Is there anything left at Disneyland?” She couldn’t be mad though, taking in their happy smiles. Maggie was obviously in heaven, and Dina had for once put aside the pretend adult attitude. Rebecca could tell they’d had a great time, and she felt a twinge of regret. She could have been there, but she’d skipped the chance for a few hundred dollars they didn’t really need so badly. Maybe Father Langdon would have understood after all and gone with another company.
Hard to imagine, she wouldn’t have spent those nights with Callie. Surprisingly, she didn’t feel like the world’s most despicable liar now.
“Look, I’m sorry. I postponed that talk with Dina. I thought it’d better be done woman to woman?” David said as they stood on the porch, the girls already inside the house. Rebecca cringed slightly. Even though she knew that at some point she was going to have to get used to thinking of Dina as a woman, it didn’t seem the right time yet.
“More like panicked mother to teenage daughter who knows way too much for my comfort. Sure. I’m on it.”
“Thank you.” He pulled her close for a kiss. “We’ll get to your surprise after that, okay?”
Rebecca laughed a little. “Does that mean you’ve all forgiven me?” Not a good choice of words either, when she thought about it.
“I’m really sorry,” he said sincerely. “I never meant to make it look like what you do doesn’t count. It’s your job, and it’s every bit as important.”
Then why did they have to have the dispute anyway? Rebecca held back the question and instead went into the house and upstairs to finally have that talk with Dina.
“Mom.” Dina made a face, but at least the vacation had placated her. To Rebecca’s relief, there was no yelling. “No one got pregnant. It was a mistake.”
“Anna has a boyfriend though?”
“Yeah.” Dina sighed soundly. “Her mother freaked when she found out. I had hoped you wouldn’t.”
“I’m not freaking out, Dina. I know you are not a child anymore,” Rebecca was gritting her teeth a little saying it, “and you need your privacy.” But you’re too freaking young to have sex, damn it! “Dad and I are still responsible for you. More than that, we don’t want you to get hurt, so I hope you know that you can always come to us, with any questions or whatever is on your mind.”
Dina smiled, and Rebecca had the strange feeling that they had changed roles for a moment. One of them was handling this situation way better. Rebecca was afraid it wasn’t her.
“Mom, calm down. I kept the test for Anna. Her parents found out anyway, and she’s on permanent house arrest for the moment. Which isn’t fair but...anyway, I don’t plan to have sex anytime soon. According to Anna, it’s not all that anyway.”
“Is there anyone you like?” Rebecca asked, now even more relieved.
“Mom!” Dina all but whined. “The boys in my school are so silly. There’s no one who’d be responsible enough, you know?”
Which is good, but couldn’t you tell me that over the phone instead of yelling?
“Okay,” she relented. “You have a lot of time to find out what you want. Everything will be okay if you don’t let yourself be rushed. Then it’s not all that bad.”
Dina grinned. “I figured. You and Dad must have done it twice at least.”
“Dina!”
“It’s okay. Is that all? I promised Maggie I’d make her up as Ariel, dress rehearsal for Halloween tomorrow.”
“Sure.”
The whole exchange had felt surreal, and the feeling didn’t vanish when David returned to the room. “By the way,” he said, “Mom is coming over to spend the evening.”
“She is?”
Rebecca had the eerie thought that Laurie would take one look at her and know. “Why?”
“Because you and I are going out. Since you had to work while the girls and I had a good time, it’s only fair.”
Before their trip, Rebecca might have approved, but now, she only felt tired. “I don’t know. I don’t really feel like going out.”
“Come on. I made reservations. It will be fun, now that all work and unpleasant conversations are out of the way.”
Not all of them. Rebecca forced a smile. “Maybe you’re right.”
* * * *
Callie was just about to step outside the house, retreating back inside so abruptly she nearly stumbled. No, she had no desire to say hi to David Lowman who had returned earlier with his daughters and a car full of presents.
She’d known this would be hard. She’d known she’d break down at some point. Callie just hadn’t expected this moment to come so damn quickly. She knew how to take care of herself. She had freed herself from an abusive relationship, taken her life back, and now...She just felt herself crumbling. It was a bit masochistic to stay behind the curtain and watch her neighbors, but she couldn’t help it.
Rebecca wore a coat over a long red robe, the wind tearing at her hair. Callie had known reality would catch up with her, but it was practically thrown in her face. Rebecca might have been honestly thinking about telling her husband. Obviously, that conversation hadn’t taken place yet, or maybe it had. Callie couldn’t tell what was worse, but in any case, it ended up with her alone. She stood by the window for a long time as the sky was clouding over, fitting her mood perfectly. The wind was picking up, swirling leaves around, rain moving in. Could the heavens be crying at her misery, or was it just plain irony?
Callie wandered into her bedroom, bypassing the kitchen where there were still a couple of wine glasses in the sink. She lay down, closing her eyes, the hint of Rebecca’s perfume still lingering, a dubious comfort.
* * * *
The restaurant David took her to was the most expensive one in Autumn Leaves, with actual stars and a chef who won awards. Not the place where one should get drunk.
Rebecca had tasted the same sweet red wine on Callie’s lips. Now it presented a welcome escape and a dare at the same time. If the words came out, she wouldn’t be to blame. Rebecca had to discover that she couldn’t just walk the worlds effortlessly. Truth be told, she would have liked for everyone to just leave her alone, David, Callie, too much emotion for her to handle.
If she had enough to drink, maybe David would get the hint and realize she wasn’t in the mood for any reuniting activities. As if Laurie sleeping in the guestroom wasn’t a good excuse in the first place.
“Do you need help with that?” he asked, later that night when she was cursing over the resistance of the dress’s zipper. She’d felt bad wearing it in the first place, as if putting on a pretty dress to go out with her husband was a betrayal. To Callie. To David.
Rebecca was about to say no, but he was there already, carefully pulling down the zipper as he kissed her shoulder.
“Thanks,” she said, making a halfhearted attempt to pull out of his grasp. “David. I’m tired.”
“Let me do something about it?” He was still holding her, but had stilled his hands. Rebecca felt dizzy, which could have been entirely from the alcohol. She wasn’t fooling herself.
“Yeah, please. Let me have a good night’s sleep.” Guilt was creeping in, making her words sharper than she’d intended. For sure, she hadn’t gotten much sleep over the weekend.
“Okay. Sure.”
Even long after the lights were turned off she feltl his disappointment. Doubts. Questions.
“I’m sorry,” she said, not needing to check if David was still awake. She knew.
He was silent.
“I mean it.”
“I know. It’s just...” David sighed. “We haven’t had a lot of time together lately. To talk.”
“That’s true,” Rebecca agreed.
“I was thinking...We had so much fun on this trip. I know I’ve been spending too much time on the road. Leave you to deal with everything. I’m really sorry about that.”
She turned to face him, wincing at the surge of vertigo. Rebecca wasn’t going to protest, because what he said was the truth, if that conclusion might come too late. The sad thing was that yes, she’d felt lonely and even annoyed sometimes, but she’d never thought she would cheat on him. The room felt claustrophobic all of a sudden.
“This might come out of the blue, or actually, I hope it doesn’t, but…” His nervousness didn’t bode for anything good. “How would you feel about one more child?”
He had literally stunned her into silence. “Before you say anything, I could find ways to stay home more often. I’d want to.”
You don’t want to now? “David.” Rebecca didn’t know what to say, and all the things that were coming to mind were probably not the right ones. “We said we wouldn’t.”
“Yes, but—”
“Did you forget what happened the last time? Doc Herman said there was a high risk.”
“Maggie turned out fine,” David said with a hint of defensiveness.
“Yes, she did, thank God for that.”
“I understand. It wasn’t easy for either of us.”
“Right, but you didn’t spend the last weeks forced to rest and going crazy.” For the moment, Rebecca could easily put aside the fact that she was the one who had cheated. She felt pretty much betrayed right now.
“I won’t do it,” she said.
“Jesus, Rebecca, what’s up with you lately?”
“Nothing. Maybe it’s not me.” That was the first lie. Of course it was her. It was all her.
“All right. I guess we’ll talk some more when you’re sober again.”
For all the good that would do, Rebecca thought bitterly.
* * * *
“Please, if you’re there, call me back.”
For the second time, Asha’s voicemail had picked up. Maybe she wasn’t the right person to call. Callie didn’t know where else to go when she had woken from the nightmare, lying in the dark fully clothed, a familiar fear setting in. She hadn’t had any of those moments since she’d moved into this house and, for sure, she hadn’t missed them. Asha wasn’t home. Maybe it was better that way.
Callie tossed the phone onto the nightstand and crawled under the covers, not bothering with undressing. At the moment, she just didn’t care. Why would Asha? Callie had brought on this misery all by herself, in exchange for being happy for what, a few hours?
Screwup, the memory of Nicole mocked, a voice still more prominent than Callie would have liked. This time, it wasn’t just about her and a lack of self-respect that had trapped her in this impossible situation. This concerned another person, a family. Pulling the covers higher, Callie came to a troubling realization. While it was her genuine intention to make Rebecca happy, she might have achieved just the opposite so far.
* * * *
They talked in the morning, neither of them having slept much. David had apologized, admitting he was still somewhat disappointed about Rebecca’s definite answer. He’d told her that he loved her. He said it again when he’d stepped into the shower stall with her.
“David, no. Not with your mother under the same roof. I can’t look her in the face!”
What was she doing anyway? Stay, go, she had to make a decision. If she wanted to pretend nothing had ever happened, she couldn’t continue evading him like a frightened virgin.
“It’s my house,” he whispered. “I can make love to my wife when I want to.”
Does the wife have a say in this too? Not like she could blame him. David had no idea what the reason for her reluctance really was. He had no idea how scared and trapped she felt.
“I guess there’s something to it,” she said.
“I love you.”
“I love you too,” she said, letting her mind go blank. It was better trying not to think, to feel at all than being aware of the chasm that had opened up beneath her feet. She was going to fall either way.
Rebecca thought she was hallucinating when David who’d said he’d just step out of the house for a few minutes before breakfast, returned with Callie.
“Look who I ran into,” he said. “Callie hasn’t eaten yet. I thought it would be irresponsible to let a neighbor go hungry.”
“Callie!” Maggie jumped off her chair and ran to hug her. “Do you have another book for me?”
“Maggie,” Rebecca chided. “That’s not polite.” She barely dared to look at Callie who looked as hung over as she felt, but once their eyes met, she couldn’t take her gaze away.
“Are you going to feed us anytime soon?” Laurie asked disapprovingly.
It was like being in a fog, separated from the rest of them. Everyone was talking and laughing. No one seemed to notice that Callie was unusually quiet. Rebecca was lost in a world of her own. She felt exposed, the family life she’d once been proud of now seeming like a show. To an outsider, it had to look all happy and natural, while inside, it was killing her. Callie had to know. Callie had to understand that she had to keep this up until the world stopped spinning madly and she could make a decision.
“I’m sorry, but I really have to go now. I’m waiting for an important call, sorry. Maggie, I’ll bring you that book next time.”
“Wait.” Rebecca caught up with her in the hallway. Callie stood and turned to look at her, and the world fell away, the voices in the dining room fading. She waited patiently for the words Rebecca didn’t know how to say.
“You don’t have to explain.”
They both knew it wasn’t true. Rebecca had a lot to explain, and not just to Callie.
“I just need time.”
Callie shook her head sadly. “No, what you need is to forget. Don’t worry, I’m not going to make it harder on you. You had a good evening. I’m glad.”
“I didn’t mean to...Please, Callie. He’s my husband.”
“Yes, I know.”
Rebecca realized that she’d just given away everything Callie had only been fishing for before. She didn’t have to keep wondering if her actions made her a bad person. The answer was pretty clear.
“I don’t want to lose you.”
She took a step forward, her hand touching Callie’s face like she had only two nights ago when they’d been lying together, foolishly hoping for something to remain. Callie hastily backed out of the touch.
“Friends, right?” she said, smiling, though her eyes were bright, tears spilling over.
“Please wait.”
“I can’t. I think you’ve had your answers. We both got what we wanted. There’s nothing more I can give you. I’m sorry, Rebecca.” She turned and fled, nearly running across the street. Rebecca stood frozen, unable to fight the feeling that something terrible was about to happen, like a car hitting her. On the other side of the street, Callie unlocked her front door, not once looking back.
When Rebecca returned to the living room, feeling numb, she was just in time to hear Laurie say, “Betty LaRue says she’s writing porn. You let someone like her into your house?”
“Oh, just shut up!” Rebecca didn’t realize what she said until she had several shocked gazes directed at her.
Later in the afternoon, David took the girls to the farmer’s market. Rebecca breathed a sigh of relief when the door closed and she was alone in the house. She had apologized to Laurie even though she didn’t feel it, and David had just let it go. Some of the tension between them remained nonetheless. Rebecca hoped it would be better later. They were going to decorate the porch for Halloween later, so she busied herself swiping the planks and cleaning out some clutter. She was trying not to stop and look. She didn’t have to, because whatever she did, Rebecca still felt the softness of Callie’s skin under her fingertips.
She was longing to hold her. She wanted her. Yet, she had to abort every thought going there. Rebecca knew she wouldn’t be able to deal with the consequences in the end. Callie gave her an easy way out, and she’d be a fool not to use it.
What did it mean that she couldn’t let go? It seemed like a beautiful delusion, long hair tickling her skin, hands touching her so tenderly she almost couldn’t stand it, but needed more, always more. Rebecca wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. What happened to her? When had she stopped being grateful for all that life had gifted her with? Maybe, though, this was part of it. It was her life, her responsibility to make the right decision.
I am not a lesbian. I am not. She figured that if it was the case, she wouldn’t feel this torn into every which direction. Granted, the idea of facing prejudice and abuse wasn’t too appealing, but that wasn’t the point. She wasn’t attracted to women before, and probably wouldn’t, ever again. Just Callie. Just this one woman whom she was drawn to like Rebecca could have never imagined. 
That didn’t count, right? Deep down in her heart Rebecca knew that the temptation to give in to the lure of denial was strong. It was because she didn’t see any alternatives, even if she was able to face these questions honestly.
David and the girls brought home several different-sized pumpkins and candy to give away to the kids that might find their way to their house. Rebecca had doubts that Betty would bring Mikey. More work was great though. It would keep her from fantasizing about things she couldn’t have, and if it didn’t, teach her a lesson. If she wasn’t paying attention with the sharp knife, it could end in serious injury.
In the afternoon, David drove Dina over to a friend’s to study. Maggie stayed inside her room, reading once again. Rebecca carried the ladder out to the porch and climbed up to hang the colorful lights they took out every Halloween.
“Are you doing okay up there?” David asked, hand gently brushing her calf as he walked by. Rebecca smiled unwittingly. David was great at convincing people, in meetings, with clients, and he did important work. The truth was though that even if he had been around more, he wouldn’t have been much of a help around the house. Rebecca didn’t mind. They had their routines established, and they were working well.
“I’m good, thank you. Could you bring out some of the small pumpkins, put a light inside?”
“If I can have some of the pie you made...”
“I can’t believe you’re trying to negotiate the terms for housework.” Rebecca laughed, though the sentiment didn’t last long. She felt incredibly sad, as if their functioning partnership, something they’d always relied on, was already something out of the past. If that was true, Rebecca would be left with nothing.
“I’ll be right back,” David said, oblivious.
He brought the pumpkins, paper cups and plates, pie and coffee on a tray. After putting everything on the table, he lit a candle inside the small pumpkin, the tiny evil-looking face lighting up. Rebecca shivered. It was eerie, a premonition of bad things to come.
“Thank you,” she said.
“You should bring some over to Callie. She keeps forgetting to eat.”
“I’ll remember that.”
Rebecca took a sip of her coffee, watching, over the rim of the cup, the man she’d fallen in love with all those years ago, who was with her all this time. There had been a time when she wondered if the move to Autumn Leaves, this beautiful but small town had been a bad mistake. Some days, it felt like a trap closing the door to the career she was hoping for, forever. He had encouraged her to keep working. He was there all the time when bringing Maggie into the world became such an incredibly difficult and painful experience. He deserved to know.
“We need to talk,” she said.
David smiled ruefully. “I’m sorry if I went ahead with the family planning without asking you. That wasn’t right.”
Rebecca’s gaze drifted over to the little carved pumpkin face. She’d never before been so aware that fall was associated with something dying.
“If there had ever been...somebody else, what would we do? How would we deal with it?” She couldn’t go there. She couldn’t go back.
David regarded her intently. “You are serious about this.”
“I need to know.”
“Okay, then here’s the truth. I wouldn’t want to know.”
“What?” Rebecca asked, truly surprised.
“I believe these things can happen, but they don’t mean anything. We’ll always have each other, and our family. That’s what counts, right?”
“I don’t know, I…just don’t.” She wondered if “these things” had ever happened to him, if that had led him to the conclusion it was better to ignore and deny.
“Let’s just forget about it, okay?” he said calmly. “If there’s nothing to confess, there’s nothing to forgive.”
“Just like that?” She couldn’t reconcile these words with the man she’d thought she knew.
“What else is there? Look at this, look at the life we have. This is what we want. Right?”
Rebecca had to admit that David had a point. They had a comfortable, good life together. What if she was greedy enough to want even more than that?
* * * *
After the unexpected run-in with David Lowman, Callie went straight back to bed, still in the same gray shirt and black leggings she’d put on this morning. She wouldn’t even try and start writing. It didn’t matter since she was ahead of schedule. At the moment, Callie didn’t care either way.
She knew that it was a phase and she would get through it, just being in the middle of it was damn painful. Right. What had she ever expected of a mother of two trapped in the small-town housewife routine, who was eager for a walk on the wild side? Maybe she didn’t do her justice. Rebecca was certainly smarter than the gossip-spinning folk who had asked Maria to remove Callie from the choir. Rebecca understood a whole lot more—that didn’t mean she could free herself of all the entanglements of her life.
It wasn’t easy to be true to oneself no matter what anyone said. Harder to educate those who thought seeking acceptance and equal rights meant asking for favors. Rebecca was just beginning to realize, and each step meant burning bridges she’d built for herself. Callie could rationally explain it all. It didn’t make her feel any better though. When the doorbell rang, she managed to ignore the sound for a couple of minutes. She didn’t feel like talking to anyone. Rebecca should understand that she needed the distance. She couldn’t ask the same of Maggie though. As Callie identified the voices outside, she realized she couldn’t disappoint the little girl who was completely innocent in this mess. She raked her hands through her hair and wiped her face with a paper towel, then finally went to open the door.
“Hey,” Rebecca said. She sounded out of breath. “Maggie keeps asking for new books all the time, so I thought we’d come over under the guise of bringing you some food. There’s plenty, food, I mean. Whether it’s Disney or the farmer’s market, letting David go shopping with the girls is always a hazard.”
She was rambling, looking gorgeous, a purple sweater over jeans, just a hint of makeup, the casual style complimenting her. Callie was even more aware of her own disheveled state, and she wished she hadn’t opened the door. Does Maggie need to be your alibi because you can’t trust yourself?
“I see you and David have been decorating,” she said. Even though she’d spent most of the day in bed, she had caught the moment of the two of them on the porch. She’d turned away, unable to watch him touch Rebecca. Callie knew that her jealousy was pointless and irrational, but that didn’t make it go away. She planned to keep her own house dark tonight. It fit her mood, and she hadn’t bothered with shopping for candy anyway.
“Okay, you can come in for a minute, but I haven’t cleaned up. Come on, Maggie. Let’s see what we can find for you.”
Callie hadn’t always written lesbian fiction. She started out with children’s books and published several of them before she felt that as a writer, she had the responsibility to make a political statement for adults too. In her guest room, she showed Maggie the shelf with the children’s section, taking out a pile and putting them on the table. “You can borrow all of those.”
Maggie’s face lit up spectacularly. “I can?”
“Callie said so, honey,” Rebecca said. “Now why don’t you look at them for a moment while Callie and I have some coffee and a piece of the pie?”
“Excuse...Well, sure. That’s a good idea. See what you like, Maggie, and just tell me when you’re done.”
“Thank you!” Maggie beamed.
“You’re welcome, sweetie,” Callie said, casting Rebecca an irritated glance. Somehow it didn’t seem right that she was making herself at home in Callie’s house like this, when she couldn’t make up her mind if she wanted to be a visitor, or stay. The thought made Callie dizzy. It wasn’t going to happen though.
“I thought we were clear,” she said as they were finally alone, in the kitchen.
“Clear.” Rebecca laughed mirthlessly. “I don’t even know what that means anymore.”
“Well. Sorry about that.”
Rebecca turned that tormented gaze on her she wouldn’t ever be able to resist. Intuitively, Callie took a step backwards. She had to protect herself at any costs. She didn’t want to. Rebecca leaned in to kiss her softly, her hands warm on Callie’s back. She couldn’t fight her body’s instant response. It took several moments for common sense to take over.
“What the hell are you doing, with your daughter in the next room?”
Rebecca looked like Callie had just slapped her. Mortified. Confused. Welcome to my world.
“I miss you,” Rebecca finally said in a strained whisper.
“You see me every day.”
“You know what I mean.”
Callie shrugged. She wanted the warmth of the touch back, but the thought of Maggie in the guest room was sobering.
“Believe me, I know what you mean, but that isn’t going to change anything. Maybe we made a mistake after all.”
Maybe she was just performing a sick little experiment, trying to find out what would hurt more—telling Rebecca this, or telling her that she was still in love with her. That she wanted nothing but to run away together to a place where no one thought that what they felt for each other was sick. It was a nice utopia.
“You believe that?” Rebecca asked incredulously.
“I believe that you should go right now.”
That moment, Maggie returned with an armful of books, smiling happily.
The contrast to her mother who was just barely holding back tears couldn’t have been more jarring.
Callie went back to her unmade bed, spending a few more restless minutes before she realized she desperately needed to get out of the house. Also, her fridge was nearly empty, so she picked up her purse and keys, hoping the brief walk to the grocery store and back would help clear her head. At least, it should be a distraction for a while.
Dusk was falling already, clouds bringing a few scattered raindrops that couldn’t make her bother to go back inside and get an umbrella. She saw only a handful of people on the way, mostly families out to trick-or-treat, braving the weather in the hunt for candy. Rebecca’s car wasn’t in the driveway when Callie had left. Maybe she needed distraction too.
At the store, she bought a few things that would tide her over until the next day. Callie didn’t want to risk running into anyone familiar who might want to do small talk, least of all David Lowman, who was annoyingly polite whenever they met. She decided to take the long way home since nothing and no one was really waiting for her. Only minutes later she realized her high-heeled shoes weren’t best for the muddy path, but who cared.
Callie decided that she would give herself some time. She would stay until the end of the year, trying to get some work done. The new year was starting soon enough to figure out what to do with the rest of her life. Maybe then, she could stay and it wouldn’t feel like being torn apart. Maybe she would find somebody else.
“Three times, lucky charm. Callie Bryan.”
The universe was laughing in her face so hard it was spitting at her.
“I told you the last time to leave me alone,” Callie snapped without turning around, walking on. Of course, it would have been too easy if she could just get rid of him like that.
“Hey. You look at me when I’m talking to you.”
Callie kept ignoring him until his hands were on her, pushing her against the wall of an old barn.
“Haughty bitch, who do you think you are?”
The look in his eyes made fear surge within her. There wasn’t anger, there was calculation. Callie could see the lights of the next house, but they were too far for anyone to notice her predicament. She tried to twist out of his grasp, to no avail.
“Stop it. I swear I’m going to call the cops on you! Let me go right now!”
He grinned, tightening his grip on her arms. “Oh, but don’t you know I’m doing you a favor? It’s reorientation therapy. You might even like it.”
As he leaned close, trying to kiss her, he grabbed her breast, his other hand going for the zipper of her jeans. It had taken some time, but what she’d learned in self-defense finally kicked in and she brought the heel of her shoe down on his foot hard. Matt Weller howled, letting go of her for the moment.
Callie stepped out of her shoes and ran. Branches whipped her face, but she barely noticed, trying hard to find the path in the dark. Stumbling, getting up again. She might have been in a bad place since Rebecca left, but she wasn’t going to give herself up.
“Hey, where are you going?” a voice asked. In the dark, she could only make out the shape of a man.
“Please,” she said breathlessly. “Help me. He was trying to—”
“Damn it, Tim, where have you been?” Weller, who caught up with them, addressed the other man.
“Chill, man. She’s not going anywhere.”
“Damn right, she isn’t.”
The chill Callie felt froze her from the inside. She literally couldn’t move.
“So, Callie. You’ve never had a real man?”
“A real man? I don’t see any,” she said, her words wiping the grin right off Matt Weller’s face. He slapped her hard enough for her to fall. Seconds passed by, tick-tick, and she wondered if the was anything that could be used as a weapon, fingers finally wrapping around a stone in the mud. Hands holding her down.
Callie screamed.
Then, there was silence.
* * * *
Due to the weather, Maggie’s big day as Ariel was cut short. Even though the neighbors loved the little mermaid and practically showered her in candy, Maggie was rather disappointed, sulking in her room.
Tomorrow, David would go back to work outside town. Guiltily, Rebecca realized it was the first time she was relieved about it. She had so much to think about. She wouldn’t take any commissions at the moment, just try to settle back into the daily life and maybe find a little time to spend on her own in the city, over a coffee contemplating the rest of her life. It wouldn’t work. Nothing was the same anymore, as much as she was trying to tell herself otherwise. David might be okay with a nondisclosure policy—her conscience wouldn’t let her. She was afraid, so much that the fear seeped into every thought.
Betty already hadn’t spoken to her in some time. Roz was partial because Betty walked her mother’s damn dog. Maria...Yes, maybe Maria wouldn’t hate her. Dina and Maggie? She couldn’t expect them to understand. They had a right to happiness too, and David and Rebecca had a responsibility for that. For a moment of her own happiness, Rebecca had completely ignored that responsibility. It made her feel horrible. At the same time, she wanted to be with Callie. Her head spun.
Rebecca sat at her kitchen table wishing there was someone to tell her what to do. She was past trying to pray. What God, no matter how merciful, would still be on her side when she wasn’t even ready to repent?
* * * *
“Are you all right? God Almighty,” the woman exclaimed.
Callie wasn’t all right. She shivered so hard she couldn’t get any words out, and the side of her face hurt. She finally got up with the woman’s help, looking down at the German shepherd dog that now lay at their feet calmly. His sharp teeth and the prospect of a witness had scared Weller and his buddy away.
“Ms. Bryan, right?”
Right. She was somewhat of a celebrity in the freak town. “Yes?” she finally managed through chattering teeth.
“I believe you know my daughter, Roz. Come on, let’s get you out of here.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, dear. My house is over there and I have a car. I’ll bring you to the sheriff.”
As Callie leaned into her, she felt by far more fragile than the sixty-something-year-old woman. She wasn’t all right. She wasn’t raped, but it was damn close.
“I want to go home,” she whispered.
“I can drive you later, but let’s talk to Sheriff Lowman first,” Roz’s mother insisted. “These men are dangerous.”
No kidding. Another shiver wracked her body. Callie wanted nothing more than to go home and back to bed, forget what happened, but she knew she couldn’t. Not this time.
“Thank you,” she whispered again though she dreaded the talking she would have to do.
The dog barked softly as if understanding.



Chapter Nine
It took Rebecca a while before she could comprehend why Roz’s mother called her.
“She didn’t want me to, but I think she needs someone right now. I know this is probably a bad time but could you come? Rebecca? Are you still there?”
“Oh, God.” She had no words to express the horror. Rebecca had always considered the Weller family, widowed Nick and his son Matt, as nuisance, bullies, but they had never before presented a severe threat to anybody she loved.
“Callie,” she whispered, more to herself. The need to be with her wasn’t just a selfish one anymore. She needed to know that Callie was all right.
“Please tell me that the son of a bitch was arrested.”
On the other end of the room, David, somewhat amused at her choice words, raised his eyebrows. There were more important things than trying not to let your children be exposed to bad language though.
“Not yet,” Sonia said regretfully.
“I’m on my way.”
She hung up, grabbing her coat, turning to head back into the living room. “David, I need to go. Something happened to Callie.”
“What?” he said, shocked. “Is she okay?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know. Look, I don’t know how long this will take. I’ll tell you later.”
“Rebecca, the office called. I need to go this evening.”
“I’ll send someone over. I need to go.”
She shouldn’t have just let it go. The Wellers were trouble, plain and simple, as if breaking another student’s arm wasn’t enough proof for that. Why hadn’t Craig done anything? Why hadn’t she? Not on perfect terms with her brother-in-law in the first place, anger rose within her when she saw him at his desk, stirring coffee.
“Where is she?”
“Rebecca,” he said, irritated. “You can’t go in there. We’re not done yet with her statement.”
That stopped her for a moment. It was important that everything was done correctly, so Matt Weller could hang himself with his sexist homophobic shit.
“I’ll wait. I take it Deputy Wilkins is with her?” Bev Wilkins was the only female deputy in town.
Craig shook his head. “It’s unfortunate, but she’s on vacation. I’m taking Ms. Bryan’s statement.”
This was bad. The realization was only starting to set in, of what happened, of what had nearly happened, and the way Craig was not handling it.
“Has she been to a hospital? When are you going to arrest the bastard?”
“Rebecca, calm down. I can’t arrest anybody unless I know for sure what happened. She didn’t want to go.”
“God, are you stupid?” Granted, Rebecca’s knowledge came mostly from TV, but she couldn’t be unaware of Craig’s mistakes. “There might be evidence.” The thought made her cringe. “I brought her new clothes too. You call that ambulance right now, or I’m sure that there’s some higher-up who will be very interested in how you’re handling things in Autumn Leaves.”
“You really don’t care about family, right?” Craig shook his head, the familiar arrogant smile on his face.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“It means David is a fool who has no idea what’s going on right in front of him. I’m not the only one in town who knows who you’re sleeping with. Besides your husband, that is.”
“You know what, I don’t care.” Whatever happened from now, for this moment, it was true. “You think you’ve got any secrets to share, go on. I didn’t forget how you were trying to feel me up in the guest bedroom on your parents’ anniversary!”
“We were drunk.” The alarm was actually showing on his face, belying his cool tone.
“Right, whatever you want to call it, and don’t you dare talk about David like that. He’s such a better man than you can ever hope to become.”
It came back to her what Maria had said. Craig Lowman wasn’t the bravest man, and Rebecca now understood what that meant.
“I’m going in there right now. Callie is going to the hospital, and you can finish the statement when a doctor says you can.”
“You’re not telling me how to do my job!” he yelled.
“Sorry, Craig,” she said. “Somebody has to.”
Determinedly, she went over to the closed door of the interview room. He should try and stop her, Rebecca thought grimly, but surprisingly, he didn’t. She opened the door softly.
“Hey.” She crouched beside the chair, wanting to reach out and hug Callie who barely looked up at her entrance. Rebecca didn’t dare to. Instead she stayed at a safer distance.
“We’re going to take you to the hospital now, okay?”
Callie’s clothes were dirty, but otherwise intact. There was a bruise on the side of her face. Her shoes were missing. Rebecca felt her own eyes well up, from fear, from anger.
“I just want to go home,” Callie said miserably.
“I know, but you know they need to catch him, right?”
“I suppose so.” She straightened a little. “Yes, of course. You didn’t need to come. You’re only here because you feel sorry for me.”
“That’s not true.”
Callie gave her a skeptical look. Rebecca held her gaze unflinchingly.
“You think I’m feeling sorry? You’re wrong. I’m angry. I hate it that Weller goes around this town and thinks he can do whatever the hell he wants and get away with it. I’m angry because my idiot of a brother-in-law just violated every rule of how he should have treated someone who reported a crime like this. If I’m feeling sorry for anyone, it’s only for myself, but that’s really not important right now. They...They’re going to need to run some tests.”
“I guess,” Callie said in a flat tone.
Rebecca finally dared to reach out, her fingers brushing Callie’s softly, still making her flinch.
“I’m going with you. I’m serious. I’ll stay.”
“What’s David saying about all this?”
“I’ll stay,” Rebecca said again, opening her arms. Callie leaned into her, heart-wrenching sobs wracking her body the next moment as Rebecca held her very carefully. A friend was what Callie needed most right now. She could do that. It wasn’t the time for anything else, like facing the truth. She loved Callie. Tonight, she’d almost lost her. It was a brutal wake up call.
To Rebecca’s relief, Craig didn’t put up any more resistance. She wasn’t willing to cut him any slack. He was the sheriff after all. Unfortunately, he was just as overtaxed as everyone else for a reason. Malicious attacks like that just didn’t happen in Autumn Leaves. At least that was what they had all thought.
“Wait a minute,” Craig told her at the hospital entrance.
“What? Whatever you want to say, it can wait until later.”
“Not this. You know how Roz’s mother was the only one who kind of passes as a witness?”
“She and Callie,” Rebecca said, trying to rein her irritation, and failing.
“She said that it was...Carl Beckett’s son with Weller.”
“Shit.” Rebecca didn’t know any other way to put it. Beckett wouldn’t be happy, but he’d pull all possible strings to make sure that his son was let off easily. A scandal like this could risk his chances to stay in the mayor’s office after the next election.
“Yeah. Messing with Weller and Beckett is not a good idea. It would be good if you could convince her of that.”
“Messing with...” Rebecca was too angry even to speak for a moment. “Are you crazy? You’re telling me you want to sweep this under the carpet for your golf buddies? I won’t stand for that. If you can’t do your job, I’ll make sure the right people find out. I’m not kidding.”
“To be a suburban housewife with a hobby,” he muttered. “I’ll bring them in for an interview. Now, if you want me to do my job, you have to let me. I’ll see the doctor.”
“I’m coming with you.”
* * * *
Callie could see the shocked disbelief on Rebecca’s face when she wasn’t allowed to stay in the room. Welcome to the real world. There was a lot to learn yet.
Maybe Callie was the one who had to learn and accept that Rebecca’s presence didn’t mean anything as to their foolish dream. More likely she was here simply because of an irrational guilt. Callie was kind of relieved to have her on the other side of that door. She didn’t want Rebecca to witness her falling apart, any more than she already had. Both the doctor and nurse in the room with her were soft-spoken and careful. They did what they had to do, talking to her, and still she felt like a rubber band pulled so tightly it was about to snap. Her mind tried to play backwards to the point where making a different decision could have helped her avoid all of this, go shopping earlier, not take that way home, just stay inside for the day.
Rationally, she knew she’d probably been on Weller’s radar from the first time she refused to cater to his entitled misogynistic self. It wasn’t helping her now. Rebecca wanted to help. Without wanting to, she was complicating things for Callie. Maybe to be happy for three days was really too much to ask for.
“I see you’ve settled in.”
Craig Lowman closed the door softly behind him. Callie flinched at the sound. He made her uncomfortable, but she knew she had to finish this, or Weller and his accomplice would never be held responsible. She couldn’t let that happen.
“Can we get this done, then?”
Callie just wanted to sleep and forget about the reason why she was here.
“I’ll bring your statement tomorrow for you to sign. Your clothes will be taken to our lab.”
“Sure. When you’re done, just get rid of them, please. I don’t want them.”
He nodded. “Ms. Bryan. I know it’s your decision, but you should take a moment to think about which direction you want to take with this.”
“Weller and his friend tried to rape me,” Callie said sharply. It was very clear to her though she still felt she was talking about someone else. For the moment, that would pull her through. “I think there’s only one way this can go.”
“Their defense lawyers might challenge that. I’m not saying they should be let off the hook just like that, but there are some things to consider. It was dark. You were under a lot of stress.”
“I saw his face clearly. So did the witness.”
She was calm on the outside, no sign of the fear starting to set in. She just couldn’t walk around in Autumn Leaves knowing that Weller and his friend could show up at every corner. She had fled the city because of Nicole’s jealousy and growing penchant to violence. Callie knew she just didn’t have the strength to do it another time.
“Yeah, that witness. Sonia.”
“What about her?”
“You know, Sonia’s husband died two years ago. She’s had some problems, living all on her own except for that dog. Ms. Bryan, she says the other guy was Tim Beckett.”
“So?” Callie couldn’t understand what he was talking about. Most of all, she was exhausted.
“The son of Carl Beckett, our mayor?”
“Look, I don’t care, okay? I just want them to leave me alone, and filing charges, to me, still seems like my best bet. So go ahead with this.”
“Okay. If that’s what you want.” Lowman held up his hands in mock defense. “Don’t say nobody warned you.” He went to leave. Callie took a deep breath, but at the door, he turned to look at her speculatively.
“Is there anything else?” She just wanted him to leave her alone.
“Did you sleep with Maria too? No hard feelings. I just want to know.”
Callie just stared at him for long moments, wondering if her mind was now playing tricks on her. She couldn’t believe he’d really said that.
“You’re out of line, Sheriff. I believe this had nothing to do with the assault I reported to you.”
“Get some rest, Ms. Bryan,” he said. “You’re going to need it.”
* * * *
Rebecca had always known there was something simmering between her and Craig, just barely under the surface, ready to burst out at any moment. Tonight, she couldn’t hold back any longer. She’d never liked him much anyway, but she thought that keeping her distance would suffice. It wasn’t enough anymore.
She paced the hallway nervously, hating that no one was telling her anything, that she couldn’t stay with Callie as she’d promised. Failing her, again. She was determined to make it right, whatever the costs.
Stepping outside the hospital, Rebecca picked up her cell phone, only to realize that David had tried to call her three times. She dialed the landline and got Dina.
“Hey, sweetie,” she said tiredly. “Daddy’s already gone?”
“Yeah. We’ve had dinner though.”
“Okay. Dina...Could you get Maggie ready for school and make breakfast tomorrow morning?”
“Of course I can. We’re not babies anymore, you know. Mom...Where are you?” She sounded worried.
“At the hospital,” Rebecca explained. “Callie was...hassled by some guys.” She was probably naive, but she didn’t want to use the words assault and attempted rape with her daughter. At least not now.
“Who?” Dina asked, sounding shocked. “Is she okay?”
“I think she’s going to be,” Rebecca said vaguely. “Matt Weller.”
“Right. They’ve been beating up Charlie all the time. He’s such an asshole,” Dina swore.
Rebecca wasn’t going to argue, even if she didn’t appreciate that kind of language from Dina, or anyone in her house. It was mild when used for Weller. She still couldn’t wrap her mind around this. Then another, even more horrible thought sprang to mind.
“You know him? Did he ever say anything to you or…”
“No,” Dina said firmly, and Rebecca’s knees went weak with relief. “He doesn’t dare because of Uncle Craig.”
So her brother-in-law was at least good for something.
“Speaking of which, why were he and Daddy yelling on the phone?” She didn’t know. Rebecca didn’t want to know, but realization was dawning that she would have to face the music. Soon.
“I don’t know, honey. You and Maggie will be all right? Really?”
“It’s going to be okay,” Dina promised. “You’re going to stay all night?” she asked, somewhat unsure. What to make of it. What to ask, what not to ask. Craig must have been busy if he’d managed to start raising hell already. It didn’t matter if he got Weller and Beckett junior into custody.
“I’ve got to go, Dina. I’ve got to see if they’ll let me sit with Callie now.”
“Okay. Tell her to hang in there.”
“I will, thanks.”
Rebecca walked back into the hospital building with determination. She wouldn’t let anybody send her away another time. Those were the advantages living in a small town. Everybody knew somebody. There was a doctor she remembered that was with Maria and Callie in the church choir too. If all else failed, she wouldn’t hesitate to use what little leverage that could possibly give her.
Fortunately, no one tried to stop her when she went back into Callie’s room.
“You’re still here.”
Callie’s voice sounded small, but she seemed to be relieved. Rebecca pulled herself a chair and sat beside her, reaching for her hand. “Of course I am.” There were many things she wanted to say, but none of them were appropriate or even important at the moment. The silence grew and expanded, pressing in on her like an actual force.
“I’m sorry,” Callie said with the same small voice. “I’m just tired.”
“That’s okay. I just wanted to tell you that Craig’s doing what he’s supposed to do, and the doctor will allow me to stay. I might have pissed a few people off, but that was worth it.”
“Language,” Callie murmured, making her smile, if only for a moment.
“I mean it, Callie. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Until tomorrow.”
“Not just until tomorrow.”
“Rebecca, this is not a good moment.”
“I think it’s a moment as good as any, but we don’t have to discuss this now. You should get some sleep if you can. I’m...” God, she still didn’t know if she had the courage to do this, but what was it really in comparison? “I’ll be here. If you want me to. All else can wait.”
Callie tried to smile, but was failing miserably.
Rebecca got up and leaned forward to kiss her forehead. “I guess that means yes. You’re stuck with me now. Goodnight, baby,” she said after a moment of hesitation.
Callie’s eyes widened, but she didn’t comment on the endearment. Not entirely understanding, afraid to question. Just like Rebecca herself.
Surprisingly, Callie slept through the night. Exhaustion. The nightmares would creep in later. Rebecca, on the other hand, felt like her back was about to break in two after folding herself into the visitor’s chair. She figured she shouldn’t complain about that. A hot shower and some fresh clothes would take care of that. Mostly thoughts had kept her awake, the question of how to bring this mess into some semblance of an order again.
Callie accepted her offer to drive her home after she was discharged, but she refused to move into the guest room for a few days like Rebecca had imagined.
“I appreciate that, really, and your girls are great and all, but I’ve got my own house. I need to be by myself for a while.”
Rebecca frowned. She didn’t actually agree, but there was nothing she could do about it. She wondered if Callie remembered yesterday’s conversation, and if she cared to, at the moment, or at all.
“Is it okay if I come over to check on you later?” she asked anxiously.
Callie had caught on her tone, giving her a thoughtful look. “You’re always welcome, Rebecca. I just think you shouldn’t rush anything.”
So she did remember after all.
“I would have come back.”
“Sure you would have. Probably to bring me some pie of the season.”
“Callie, you don’t have to…”
“What, to be a bitch? You know my feelings haven’t changed. That doesn’t mean I’m not feeling lousy, and whatever you have to tell me, or do, I can’t deal with it right now. I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay.” It wasn’t. It was far from okay, because on this road never imagined to be taken, Rebecca had always trusted Callie to be the one who could give her direction. Of course she knew her own comfortable little life inside out, but she’d veered off the straight and narrow some time ago. At the moment, Callie was in no condition to deal with Rebecca’s worries.
“Let’s go home first.”
What would come after that, she had no idea.
* * * *
She honestly hadn’t meant to behave like a spoiled child, but her emotions were all over the place. At least Rebecca seemed mostly okay with that, but something was going on, a change that Callie hadn’t really thought possible. Maybe it was just a joint delusion they fell for. Whatever Rebecca wanted, whatever conclusion she was coming to, it didn’t count anymore. Callie didn’t want sympathy. Pity would be the worst.
She walked into her bedroom slowly, the bed unmade just like she left it only yesterday. Her face hurt. Somewhere in the house was a small noise that made her jump. Callie couldn’t stand to be alone, but she couldn’t stand to be around Rebecca who was trying so hard either. After the confrontation with the fact that life was short and horrible things happened. Once the bruises on her face had faded and the incident was yesterday’s news, what would it still be worth?
The tears were streaming down her face as she once again lay down under the covers with her clothes on. Pain, inside and out, making her flash to the cold rainy night she had spent in her car, after fleeing from the apartment she and Nicole had shared, with nowhere to go. What was the point in trying when it always ended in the same way?
She tried to outrun her fears but they caught up with her.
* * * *
“Hello, anybody home?” There shouldn’t have been except if one of the girls had a later class, but when Rebecca entered the house, what she heard was agitated male voices.
“David! I thought you were on the way to—”
“I cancelled,” he said, his tone icy. “There are some things we need to talk about as it seems.”
Rebecca looked from her husband to his brother. “I agree, but would you mind if I took a shower first? I spent all night at the hospital.”
“So I heard.”
“Okay...Is there something I should know?” she asked, shooting Craig an irritated glance.
“No, but maybe it’s time David realized that he’s married to a slut.”
Rebecca gasped, the slur seeming unreal as if she was watching a movie, just as David swiftly punched his brother.
“That doesn’t make it go away, David!” Craig said breathlessly once he’d stumbled to his feet again. “Go on. Ask her why she spends the night by a neighbor’s hospital bed. Ask her what happened in the week you took the girls to Disneyland.”
“This is none of your business,” Rebecca told him after she’d found her speech again. “Get out of my house. Now!”
“Actually it’s the house that you paid for with a big loan from Mom. David, you can deny it all you want. That’s not going to make it go away.”
“Let me care about that, will you? I think Rebecca and I have some things to talk about now.”
That shower was now obviously out of the question. All of a sudden, Rebecca was in a panic. She couldn’t do this now, not after a night with nearly no sleep and the smell of hospital on her. Not when she was worried sick about Callie.
“Just tell me this isn’t true,” David said when they were alone.
“David...” She couldn’t look at him. He’d know. As it was, her body language gave her away just the same.
“Christ, Rebecca!”
Finally, she held his gaze. If he demanded an explanation, Rebecca wasn’t sure she could give him any. An apology was complicated. She was sorry for hurting him, not for what she felt. She had to take responsibility. No one else was going to do it for her.
“Tell me why,” he said. “I think you owe me that much.”
“You’re right,” she said. From the look on David’s face, she could tell she’d just destroyed every hope that she was going to deny. “I need to do that.”
“I don’t understand.” David was shaking his head, his confusion obvious. “I’m not even sure I want to understand it, but this is over now, right?”
“I don’t think it is.” It was painful to say, but it was the most honest thing she could think of. “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry. Okay, so what do you suggest? Therapy? Do you expect me to just ignore it? I don’t think I can.”
“I know.” It all had been so clear to her, in theory. “I know I should have told you sooner. I...I guess I’ll just move into the guest room until we’ve sorted everything out.” She needed a few hours of sleep. She couldn’t think straight anymore. If there was a pun in it, it wasn’t funny at all.
“Wait.” David followed her when she got up to walk out of the room, the tone of his voice urgent. “You don’t mean it. We can fix this, right?”
She really didn’t see how. There was too much broken glass around them already.
“You know what happened. Callie needs me right now.”
“God damn it, this is our family you’re talking about!”
She didn’t easily cry, but being tired and having her life about to change in a drastic way, Rebecca thought she was entitled. “I can’t do this right now.”
“You know what, I don’t care! I didn’t choose this, you brought it upon us, and you will take responsibility. Have you given any thought of what you’re going to tell the girls? Our children?”
“Don’t I have the right to be happy?”
“This is not about being happy. It’s about making you being happy more important than everyone else’s lives and feelings!”
“That’s not fair! For the past ten years, everyone and everything has been more important than my feelings, so…”
“No. Don’t turn this around on me. You’re the one who’s risking everything for...what? Was it even that good?”
“I can’t talk to you right now.”
“You don’t even want to try!” he accused. “After sixteen years, that’s all you can say to me, you can’t talk to me? This is—”
Rebecca didn’t know why he stopped himself this abruptly until she turned around and saw Maggie in the doorway, still in her jacket and carrying her pink school bag. She was crying too.
“Maggie, I’m sorry.” Rebecca rushed to embrace her daughter. “We didn’t mean to yell.” Considering that the girls had pretty much grown up with no one ever raising their voices, this had to be a lot of stress for her. Maggie remained tense in her arms.
“It’s all good now?” she asked anxiously.
“Right, ask your mom.” David left the room, slamming the door behind him.
Rebecca wished she had another ten years to answer that question. “Daddy and I love you, you know that, right?”
If it sounded like an excuse, maybe it was exactly what it was.
* * * *
Callie felt like she was about to go out of her skin. She couldn’t possibly sleep any more, her body too tense, her mind too busy. She needed to do some cleaning, but she couldn’t bring herself to do anything. Asha had finally called her back and left a message. 
Callie didn’t think she could talk to her right now without breaking down. She didn’t want to talk to anyone, not even Rebecca. Especially not Rebecca, but she couldn’t bring herself not to answer the door either. Bleakly, she stared at mother and daughter who appeared equally as distressed. She realized that this was the second time, two days in a row they had caught her like this, hair and clothes, not to mention the house, a mess. It probably wasn’t the way to entice a lover, but at this moment, Callie couldn’t care. Then it hit her.
“No.” If her first reaction wasn’t very encouraging, Callie couldn’t help it. Rebecca thought Callie was so experienced in everything. She got it wrong. Callie was never the home-wrecking bitch before. Her life was falling apart, and she didn’t think she could handle any more confessions now. In fact, the possibility scared her.
“I told you I’d come check on you. I thought maybe we could have a second breakfast. I brought—”
“Come on in.”
With Rebecca sitting across from her, Maggie quietly doing her homework next door in the living room, Callie realized what her biggest mistake was. She fantasized about this moment, but the truth was, she never had any idea what would come right after that. In her mind, she skipped from the bittersweet time they had together to a life of domestic bliss in which Dina and Maggie made cameo appearances. She could see now that it wasn’t enough. They never had time to form a plan B. Hell, as far as Callie could see, there was no plan A either.
“You told David?” She finally asked.
Rebecca cast a quick sad look at her daughter who was writing diligently in the other room. “He found out,” she said.
Oh, no. This was all wrong. “I understand. Maybe it’s not even pity, but whatever it is, we need to be honest. You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t get hurt. I’m afraid that’s not enough of a reason to be with someone. If you make the wrong decision right now, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life. I love you, Rebecca, but I don’t want you to hate me a few years down the line because of everything you’re going to lose.”
“From the moment I walked out that door after our time together, you were all I could think about. Whatever happens between us from this point on, I know my marriage is never going to work again. I can’t go back. That’s not your fault. It’s all on me. I…I’ve never felt like this before. I could have never imagined…but I want you. I want to be with you, Callie.”
Here was a woman close to her breaking point. Callie could sympathize. She’d gone over her own some time ago. It took a lot of effort not to flash back to the feel of cold mud underneath her, the sound of malicious laughter.
“Don’t turn away from me now,” Rebecca pleaded, fear written all over her face. “Please.”
At the living room table, Maggie paused in her writing as if she’d heard the words, but didn’t look up.
“You really want us to discuss this now?” Callie said with a look to the girl. Her future was on the line too.
“I brought Maggie with me for a reason. She needs to know that things are going to be all right. I need to know.”
“I can’t promise you that.”
“If you said we can try, I’d go for that.”
She reached for Rebecca’s hands on the table, holding them in hers. They both needed something to hold on to, desperately. The warmth of the touch was the most safety she’d felt since Rebecca went back to David, to her family, at the end of the weekend.
“Try,” she said, futilely trying to choke back the tears. She thought of what she had to look like, her face swollen from too much crying, the bruise prominent on her cheek, her unwashed hair. “Are you sure?”
Rebecca’s eyes were bright, too, as she reached out to touch Callie’s cheek. “Right now, it’s the only thing I’m sure of. Whatever happens, you’re not alone in this.”
The ringing of the phone made them both flinch. Reluctantly, Callie got up to answer it, wondering if Asha had caught up on the fact that something must have happened.
“You don’t think you’re going to succeed with what you’re trying? You’re a liar and a whore. Get back to where you came from. We don’t want you here.”
Callie froze, the malicious tone once again pushed her right back into the worst moments of her life; reality fell away. She felt the wet earth underneath her, the unwanted touch, the fear choking her. “Who is this?”
The caller hung up already.
“Callie. Baby, what happened? Talk to me, please.”
The fog lifted only slowly. Callie realized she had to have been out a while longer for Rebecca to look this concerned. She still held the phone clutched in a white-knuckled grip, her heart racing. She felt sick, on the verge of throwing up. She’d felt the same at the police station, when she realized that Sheriff Lowman would be the only one to listen to her.
“Give me this.”
Rebecca gently unclenched her fingers, laying the phone aside. “Let’s sit down for a moment.”
She didn’t protest. Instead she let Rebecca lead her to the couch where her legs just gave under her.
“Our timing sucks,” she said, trying to laugh which only produced more tears. Callie was sick of it. “I bet this is not what you had in mind as a reward.” She was almost afraid that Rebecca would agree, but she waited a long while before speaking up.
“It’s not about a reward.”
“You’re putting everything on the line and I’m just not there to appreciate it. That doesn’t seem fair.”
“You’re right here.” Rebecca linked their fingers, hesitating. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem like this town brought us a lot of luck. Maybe we could go somewhere else. You, the girls, and I.”
Callie thought it was wise not to point out how overtaxed each of them would be with such a major change right now, not to mention the girls who didn’t yet understand what was going on with their parents.
“I would love that,” she said, because it was true. Escape had always been her coping method of choice. “Someday, maybe. Not right now. David, is he mad at you?”
“He doesn’t understand. Hell, I don’t understand, but I can’t keep lying to him, can I? I would have gone on like this for the rest of my life. It’s a good life. It’s comfortable.”
“Yeah. Getting up at five thirty every day,” Callie muttered, making her laugh. There was a tiny surge of hope, that there wouldn’t always be this dark shadow hanging over them. Some people might think this was some kind of punishment for sins committed. Rationally, Callie knew that it was nonsense. Her emotions hadn’t completely caught up yet.
“There is that. I can’t erase those years and I don’t want to. I never could be without my girls. Still, I don’t think I’ve ever been happier than in those days with you. It has to mean something.”
When Callie turned to her, their lips met, softly, cautiously, both of them breaking the kiss at the same time. In the living room, the theme from Aladdin was playing, the movie one of the many purchases made at Disneyland. A Whole New World. Real life wasn’t that easy.
“I’m a mess right now, and I love your girls, but I have no parenting skills whatsoever. Is it selfish that I still want you in my life? Probably.” Callie gave herself the answer. “I don’t care.”
She leaned into Rebecca’s embrace, resting her head against Rebecca’s chest. Safe for the moment. Callie knew that all hell would break loose sooner or later.
* * * *
Dina locked herself into her room. David returned from the office, silent and brooding. Maggie went upstairs right away. Rebecca felt unwelcome. Her first impulse was to turn around, but of course she couldn’t.
“You had a good afternoon?” David asked, acidly.
“Maggie’s been doing her homework over at Callie’s. Remember that Callie was assaulted yesterday? What do you think happened?”
“I don’t know and I don’t want to imagine. So what’s happening next? You can manage to take care of your daughters while you are planning the rest of your life without them?”
“Is he going to fight for custody?” Callie had asked.
“I imagine we talk to a lawyer,” she said, trying to fight the rising fear. Craig had been right in one thing. Laurie helped them out with money when they bought the house. Rebecca realized that she was probably not the one who was going to stay in her home of the last fifteen years.
“Don’t you want to explain to your children first before we start hacking the furniture in two?” David wasn’t raising his voice now, but his resigned tone spoke volumes nonetheless.
“Of course. I mean, it will be nothing like that.”
“Good. I’ll have Mom come over to stay with them for the rest of the month, and beginning of December, I’ll move into the office in town. I’d planned that anyway. To surprise you.” He laughed bitterly. “Turns out you had a surprise for me instead.”
“David, please. I didn’t plan for this to happen. Now, I can’t turn it back. I need to be honest, with all of you, and myself.”
“Does that mean all those years you weren’t? Really, you spent every day miserable, thinking this can’t be all? If that was the case, you were a damn good actress.”
“There was no act. I loved my life.”
David gave her a pointed look, showing her that her use of past tense hadn’t gone unnoticed. Rebecca felt the ground underneath her crumbling, for the first time since the doctor had told them that giving birth to Maggie could take a life, Maggie’s, or hers.
“I love you.”
“Then why can’t you at least try? Why do you have to do this? Damn it, Rebecca, I understand that what happened is horrible and she needs a friend to be there for her. Why sleep with her? If you love me, then why don’t you stay and fucking give it a try?”
Because I love her more. She couldn’t bring herself to say those words. David understood them anyway.
“Right, I got it. I’m calling Mom now.”
“You don’t have to. I will…”
The last thing Rebecca needed now was Laurie’s constant display of disapproval. She should be glad. She’d never stopped expressing her opinion that David could do so much better.
“I assume you’ll want to spend some time with your girlfriend.”
The sound of the key in the front door saved her from an answer. Dina was home.
“Dina.”
Rebecca felt her heart trying to beat out of her chest. David just rolled his eyes and left.
“What’s up, Mom?” Dina asked though she didn’t seem all that interested.
“Dina, please. We need to talk.” Faced with her daughter who had now caught on the serious tone, Rebecca had no clue as to what to say. She stood there, frozen for several moments. Dina’s smile changed to an expression of confusion.
“Um, whatever it is, I didn’t do it,” she ventured.
“Dad and I…We can’t live together anymore,” Rebecca blurted out. “I’m so sorry, Dina. I’m going to move out.”
“What? Why?” She hid her shock quickly though as Rebecca tried to explain, stumbling over the words. I fell in love. I can’t be with Dad anymore, but that doesn’t change anything about the way I love you. It had sounded better in her head.
“Wow. I didn’t see that one coming. I don’t have to change schools, do I?”
Dina’s facade of super coolness was as heart-wrenching as Maggie’s confusion. Her younger daughter had joined them shortly after they had sat down in the kitchen to talk.
“No, of course not. No one is going anywhere at the moment. I just didn’t want you to be blindsided.”
Rebecca was fumbling, completely out of her league. This conversation seemed utterly unreal. She needed to be here, be there for them, and help them understand. She needed to be with Callie too. It was a no-win situation.
“Like we aren’t now. Okay, Mom. Where are we going to live?”
“With Callie?” Maggie asked somewhat hopefully. “We could visit Dad when he’s home from work.”
It was humbling to admit to them that for once in her life, Rebecca didn’t have a plan. She didn’t have it all figured out except for that one haunting emotion to lead her, and all she could do was stumble along.
“I don’t know yet if Dad wants to stay here. We might have to sell the house.”
“Callie’s house is nice,” Maggie offered. “It would be like in the book. With Dana.”
“Yeah, our lives are like a novel,” Dina scoffed. “You know, Mom, you and Dad are going to do what you decide. It’s not like we have a lot of say in the matter anyway.”
“That’s not true, Dina!”
“Yes it is. Can I go now? Just let me know when I have to pack up.” Dina didn’t wait for an answer, just left the room.
Rebecca just stared after her for a moment, wishing she knew the perfect remedy for how to do this, without hurting anyone. Maggie slipped off her chair and walked around the table, hugging her. “I’ll stay with you, right?” she whispered.
“Right,” Rebecca said, her voice shaky. “Of course you will.”
* * * *
“How are you?”
“Better,” Callie said, not very convincingly so. She was very much aware of it. She wasn’t any better, not really.
“Since you’re calling, I assume I won’t see you tonight.”
“I’m sorry.” Rebecca sounded heartbroken. “I wish I could, but my mother-in-law is here. If I do as much as step out on the porch, she will report me to Child Services for neglect.”
“So how did they take it?”
“I don’t know. Well. Too well, I’m afraid. Dina’s playing it cool. Maggie basically can’t wait to move in with you.”
Callie wasn’t surprised at the mild flare of panic. This time, there was just so much more to consider than two people in a relationship. She’d gone on her first “date” with another girl at the age of fourteen. Children had never been in the picture. If Rebecca didn’t blame her at some point down the line, they might.
“That’s...encouraging.”
“They like you, Callie. There won’t be any trouble.”
Callie sighed. “Maybe. We just need to go slow, right?”
“You didn’t change your mind?”
The naked fear behind Rebecca’s words struck, and the realization it brought was overwhelming to Callie. She wasn’t the most stable person to begin with, running from her fears, a writer keeping odd hours that made socializing complicated, to say the least. She’d run headfirst into a roadblock, feeling every bruise obtained. Still, Rebecca wanted to be with her. Not just that, she was ready to strip herself of everything familiar to do it.
“I love you,” Callie whispered, those stupid tears starting to fall again. “I love you so much.”
“I love you too. Meet me in town tomorrow after I bring the girls to school?”
“Of course. I can’t wait.”
There was only one more long night in between. After she’d bolted upright in bed, crying and shaking for the third time that night, Callie decided sleep wouldn’t come to her after all, and she could just as well get some work done. Across the street, there was still a light on. Rebecca’s office. She longed to go there, but she knew Rebecca wasn’t kidding when she suggested that Laurie Lowman could possibly cause them some serious trouble. They’d gotten a taste of how quickly gossip could travel.
Callie wondered how Sheriff Lowman found out. She didn’t think Maria would intentionally break her promise, but things could slip out sometimes. If people saw them on the street together, could they tell? Of course, it was too late for these thoughts. Baby steps were all they could do for now.
Callie forced her mind and her gaze away and let herself slip into the story. She would definitely make it by the end of the year. By then, her life might have completely changed. She might not feel so alone anymore.
* * * *
Callie looked tired, but nevertheless beautiful as she walked into the café, her open coat over the black wool dress and boots. She wore those clothes somewhat defiantly, not made for blending in. Rebecca wondered how many of the patrons staring at her now knew. They might stare because they heard that the younger Weller and Beckett were currently in a holding cell.
Either way, they would have to get used to it. Last night, hiding from Laurie in her office, Rebecca had realized a few things. She might be capable of changes, but not too many at a time. Autumn Leaves was her home. She wouldn’t let anybody drive her, or her children away. After the waitress had taken their orders, they just sat in silence for a moment, content and relieved to be in each other’s company after all.
“How did you sleep?” she finally asked.
Callie shrugged. “Will be better some day. I hope. How’s it going at home?”
“Don’t ask. I wish I could just grab the girls and come hide with you.”
“Then why don’t you?”
Callie made a movement to take her hand, then, aware of the audacity, aborted the movement. Solely for Rebecca’s sake, she knew, so it was Rebecca who closed the distance. She was the one who had to learn these things, after all, not to care what anyone said, give up the thought that lightning might strike her at any point.
Yes, why wouldn’t she? There was less space at Callie’s, obviously, but it didn’t have to be a permanent solution. David could sell the house with some good profit and pay off Laurie if she kept complaining about her investments. He could do his job just like he wanted to and come see the girls a few times a month. Not much different from before, she thought with a sigh.
“When David comes home this weekend. I promise.”
Callie’s expression was somewhere between hope and disappointment. Rebecca could sympathize. The end of the week seemed like an eternity away. However, the thought of once again falling asleep next to Callie filled her with warm anticipation and excitement.
“I’m sorry,” she added. “Through all this, I don’t think I ever even asked you if you were okay with giving three people asylum. Especially now.”
Callie squeezed her fingers gently, giving her a smile. “Especially now. I think I’m very much okay with not being alone. I jump at shadows. That doesn’t help when you’re trying to concentrate.”
“Okay. We will—”
Rebecca never finished the sentence, as her cell phone rang. She contemplated not answering, but it was Craig. Briefly, Rebecca had the hope that he could have good news for her, like the Weller and Beckett sons being subjected to a lifelong prison sentence. Or a public hanging, she thought grimly.
“Yes?”
He sighed. “I couldn’t get Ms. Bryan on the landline. I thought she might be with you.”
“Why? What happened?” No more complications. She could go forward only so much on shaky ground. Her hand was still in Callie’s when she listened to him say.
“Weller and Beckett made bail. I don’t have to tell you what that means.”
“Damn. How could that happen?”
“I told you it was going to happen.”
“That’s not helping, Craig,” she snapped. “You better make sure no one’s getting near Callie’s house—or mine.” Rebecca closed the cell phone, unsure what she was going to tell Callie. The anxious look on Callie’s face, however, told her that she most likely could guess something.
“Laurie is staying until the weekend. I could spend the time with you.” She did it backwards, offering a solution, stumbling through what Craig had just told her next.
Callie looked doubtful. “You said you weren’t going to do anything as long as she’s there.”
“I’m not going to leave you alone.”
“They might be clever enough to want to lay low for now.”
They were having this conversation all calm and rational, though everything looked different on the inside. Fear. Wanting to be close.
“I’m not going to take that chance,” Rebecca said. She was finally taking the right steps. There was relief in that knowledge.



Chapter Ten
Callie’s thoughts kept going around in circles. Out on bail. It didn’t seem fair. She had to keep calm though. They wouldn’t be so stupid as to come to her home and threaten her. Callie assumed bail was paid from the fathers’ bank accounts, and that Nick Weller and Carl Beckett would keep their sons in line. Then again, what if they failed to do so? Callie irrationally hated Laurie Lowman for keeping Rebecca from her.
There was possibly some residual resentment for Rebecca too, for giving in too easily, but mostly, Callie wanted her here. She was scared, all kinds of worst case scenarios playing in her head over and over again. Closing all blinds, double-checking the locks, Callie finally sat in the living room, the fear keeping her company so intense she could hardly breathe.
* * * *
There was coffee brewing in the kitchen, the table set with a blueberry pastry in the center of it, and a bowl of whipped cream. She refrained herself from sighing. Rebecca knew she should probably be grateful for Laurie trying to create some sense of normalcy. Still, there was something she disliked about her mother-in-law taking over this easily.
“There’s coffee,” Laurie said unnecessarily, “and a piece of pie, if you want. I wasn’t sure, with the women of your generation always watching their weight.” It sounded suspiciously like an accusation.
“Thank you,” Rebecca said anyway. “It will be a while until the girls come back. It’s Dina’s long day, and Maggie’s little book club.” See, they turned out so much better than you thought.
“Just as well.” Laurie took a knife out of the drawer. There was no hesitation. She definitely knew her way around the household. “That’ll give us some time.”
“For what?” She should have made her escape right now. Rebecca was pretty sure she didn’t have the energy to go toe to toe with Laurie at the moment.
“I’ll try that pie though. As I assume what you’re going to tell me isn’t that sweet.”
Laurie sighed deeply. She poured some coffee for the two of them and put a piece of pie on Rebecca’s plate.
“Hear me out first, please. I take it you’re going to do the sensible thing. I’ll take the girls to church on Sunday.”
“Why? You don’t have to do that. I will.”
“Rebecca,” Laurie said sadly. “Tell me you weren’t planning on going.”
“Why wouldn’t I?” It wasn’t like Rebecca didn’t have her own conflicts where that subject was concerned, and she had an idea what Laurie’s reasoning might be, but she wouldn’t go this easy on her. She’d make her say it.
“You just can’t! The people in this town aren’t stupid, with that woman making waves, and you being involved. Craig told me.”
“Of course he did,” Rebecca said sarcastically, laying her fork aside. All the sugar in the world couldn’t tempt her. She had lost her appetite.
“‘Making waves’ he called it, or were those your words? She reported a sexual assault. That’s not the same as calling someone names.”
“Yeah, well,” Laurie said somewhat uneasily. “Let’s not focus on that, shall we? The problem is, the more people know...You don’t want to do that to David. You’re embarrassing him in front of everybody!”
“David won’t be in town until Sunday evening. Unless Father Langdon forbids me to set foot into church, I don’t think anyone else can. Not even you, Laurie.” Even as she was saying it, Rebecca felt the shiver skittering down her spine as she realized it might come to that. They couldn’t drive her away, right? God’s house was open to everyone, even if you made a mistake.
“Please take my advice.” Laurie sounded sincere. “You think I hate you, but that’s not true. Do you even think about your family at all?”
“All the time.” Standing up to prejudice was one thing. Of course Rebecca didn’t believe that Laurie was right. She just couldn’t do away with the fact that she was at fault too. How could she have told earlier? How would she have known before?
“Come on; say it, Laurie. You think it’s sick.”
“Cheating on your husband after having two children with him? Maybe,” Laurie amended dryly, “but what you’re doing, it’s silly.”
Rebecca knew she should have ended the conversation right here, but she kept following it with some weird sense of fascination. The fascination of a train wreck.
“Silly?”
“That girl you’re running around with doesn’t even look thirty!”
“She’s thirty-one.”
“That’s not the point and you know it. Where is she going to be in five years, or ten? You’re not that young anymore, Rebecca. What makes you think she’s going to stay with you?”
“Laurie, don’t. You don’t understand a thing about this relationship. Don’t pretend you do.”
Laurie set down her cup with more vehemence than necessary, some of the contents sloshing over the rim. This house had certainly seen more aggression in the past week than it had in many years together.
“This is the life of my son and grandchildren we’re talking about. I won’t let you ruin it.” Then she said something that left Rebecca completely baffled. “I’ll keep an eye on the girls tonight if you can bring yourself to end this before terrible things happen to all of us.”
Walking away was the only thing Rebecca could do. She needed some fresh air desperately, to get rid of the pounding headache.
She wasn’t going far though.
* * * *
“I don’t know. I feel like I’m not doing enough.”
“What more could you possibly do?” It was ironic, Callie reflected, that she saw Rebecca less since the truth had come out. She was finally here though, lying beside her after Callie had opened all the locks to let her in. This was a big concession, one Callie was aware of and for which she was incredibly grateful. David would come back on Sunday. Then there was the next step. Maggie had come over briefly to bring back a book. She hadn’t seen Dina at all in the past days.
“More than my brother-in-law, the sheriff, does, that much is for sure.”
Callie closed her eyes, uncomfortable with the reminder of her ordeal. Not like she’d forgotten. It was there, in the back of her mind, all the time, but at least Rebecca’s arrival had briefly interrupted the vicious circle.
“You don’t think I’m old, do you?”
The complete non sequitur made her sit up and stare at Rebecca incredulously. “Of course not. Come on, you know what she’s trying to do. You’re not going to fall for it.” When there was no answer, she leaned over for a kiss, gentle reassurance quickly turning into a passionate embrace. Rebecca pulled her closer, only to pull away moments later, abruptly.
“I’m sorry,” she said, seemingly startled by her own hunger. Callie knew that wasn’t the reason for her sudden restraint. “I didn’t mean to—”
“I did,” Callie interrupted her breathlessly. “I want to feel safe again. I’m pretty sure this works.”
Rebecca looked doubtful.
“I am. I’m not going to let them take this away from me. From us.”
Callie wasn’t sure how far ignoring reality would take them. At the moment, it seemed like it was what they both needed, whatever nightmares lay ahead. It was only a few minutes later when she learned that her bravado was taking her only so far.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice breaking once more. Caught in a nightmare of memory and imagination, she couldn’t go through with it.
“Don’t be.” Rebecca’s fingertips touched her face very lightly. “They can’t take anything away from us. Ever.”
* * * *
Callie was crying and Rebecca did her best to try and wake her. Her thoughts were torn into every which direction, with her distraught lover, with her daughters who couldn’t quite understand why she had to be here. Then there was Laurie who thought that Rebecca was making everyone in her vicinity unhappy. Was there some truth to it? She knew if she opened that door, if she really started to believe this, she’d trap herself. Church, facing the people in town, thinking what Weller and Beckett might be up to—it felt overwhelming. She needed to stay here a little bit longer, trying to make herself believe that everything was going to be all right.
The poison of innuendo was slowly spreading. Rebecca was aware of it as she went shopping with the girls and with Laurie unfortunately around. Craig, Betty, too many people had assumed, and now knew. They wouldn’t exactly keep quiet. At least Callie was safe at choir practice, and Maria would drive her home afterwards. Dina and Maggie made a silent, sullen match, not even the suggestion of pizza for dinner could change that. Laurie shot her a triumphant look. Forget it. You’re not winning.
“Okay, ladies, you two brought home good grades recently, how about a little reward? What about you, Dina? Movie, CD?”
Dina made a face, but it evolved into a smile eventually. “That’s a bribe, Mom, and you know it. Since I’m broke…Oh well, I guess I’ll have to take it.”
“Are there any more of Callie’s books?” Maggie asked.
Rebecca barely withstood the impulse to stick her tongue out at her mother-in-law. Her girls wouldn’t let her down. They just needed a little more time. Like everyone.
“Honey, I don’t think she has written any more. I’m afraid we’ll have to go for something else.”
“Okay,” Maggie said, somewhat disappointed, but her face lit up a moment later. “Can we get something for Callie?”
“Sure. How about you, Laurie?” Rebecca asked sweetly. “Can I get you anything too?”
When they got home, Laurie went to the guest room right away, for the moment done with challenging Rebecca’s position in the household. The girls went to their individual rooms too, while Rebecca unpacked the groceries. She just barely opened the first bag when she heard Maggie scream. Not in the way she sometimes threw a little temper tantrum with her sister, but utter, serious distress. Rebecca dropped the bag, not caring what was in it, and ran for the stairs leading up to the bedrooms.
“Maggie! What happened?”
Dina had arrived before her, clutching her sobbing sister to her. She was ghostly pale, blocking Maggie’s view from…
“Oh no. My God.”
For a moment, Rebecca was fighting the nausea, nearly failing, but she couldn’t think of herself right now. She turned to crouch beside her daughters, gently touching the back of Maggie’s head.
“Hey,” she whispered. “It’s going to be all right. Let’s get out of here.” She barely dared to look at Dina whose expression was dark, accusing, when Rebecca scooped Maggie up into her arms.
Yes, she was telling a lie. For Maggie, nothing would ever be all right in some time after seeing what was done to her beloved pet. It chilled Rebecca to the bone, and she hated that her children had to see it.
“I’m going to call Uncle Craig,” she announced. “He’s going to find out who did this.”
“And do what, arrest them?” Dina asked bitterly.
“You’ll see,” Rebecca told her with more confidence than she felt. “Their bail is going to be revoked. Can you two please stay in your room for a little bit? I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”
Maggie didn’t want to let go of her, so Rebecca went into Dina’s room with the two girls before she made the call.
“A dead guinea pig? Really, Rebecca, you expect me to waste manpower on that?” Craig’s reaction was predictable. “Maybe the girls forgot to feed it.”
“That poor animal was sliced open!” she corrected him in a harsh whisper. Rebecca would have preferred to yell at him, but with Maggie needing her in sight, she didn’t want to take the chance. She took a deep breath, making herself pause. She was well aware how close she was to crossing the line to hysterics, exactly what he expected of her. “Then how about this, somebody broke into our house, they scared my children half to death. Maggie is so disturbed she can’t stop crying. That’s your niece, damn it! What are you waiting for, Craig? For someone to put up a burning cross on our front lawn?”
“You don’t need to be overly dramatic, my dear sister-in-law. Wait, I guess you won’t be for much longer, right? I’ll send Bev over to investigate the case of the assassinated guinea pig. She’ll be thrilled.”
“You know where to look. I hope you playing golf with the mayor will not impact your priorities.”
Rebecca hung up, shaking, with anger and other emotions she didn’t care to identify now. There wasn’t much of a doubt who was responsible for this. She took another look at the bloody lump on Maggie’s bed, choking as she fought back the tears. She’d need to think of some ritual for the girls, both of them actually, to deal, but until Bev saw the room, she wouldn’t touch anything.
After that, she’d dismantle the bed too. She couldn’t have anything in there that Weller had touched, with the same hands that had hurt Callie. God, Rebecca thought, really meaning it this time. I hope you can hear me, because I’m in need of some support. Now.
When she returned to Dina’s room, Laurie was there, holding Maggie’s hand. Her younger daughter was still crying.
“How much more, Rebecca?” Laurie asked with surprising anger. Surprising in the way that it was clearly directed at Rebecca. “How much more has to happen before you come to your senses?”
“Before I…” She couldn’t even find the words to defend herself. “I didn’t do this! Some crazy good-for-nothing rich kid—”
“It’s all because of you!” Dina’s accusation silenced her. “Do you really think people don’t know what’s going on? They are talking. In town. In school. I don’t care what kind of things Callie writes, but you’re lecturing me about sex, Mom, and you’re sleeping with her behind Dad’s back? That’s rich!”
“Couldn’t have said it better,” Laurie muttered.
“What are you doing? This is not about Callie and me. Dina! You said it yourself, Matt is terrorizing other kids too.”
“Whatever.”
“There are things that are more important now. Deputy Wilkins will be here soon. She’s going to ask some questions, if any of you noticed anything in your rooms.” There was silence except for Maggie’s now quiet crying. Rebecca moved to hug her, but the doorbell rang, startling all of them.
Only moments after she let Bev Wilkins in, the bell rang once more, preceding the arrival of Callie and Maria.
“Rebecca, oh my God, is she okay? Are you?” Of course Callie was shocked. She’d known firsthand what those teenaged criminals were capable of. Regardless of any audience, she just pulled Rebecca into an embrace. In the midst of chaos, it was a tiny fraction of “okay,” of a comfort they both needed, though Rebecca still felt like having a breakdown. She gently disengaged herself from the hold of the arms around her, only to have Laurie say, “Not in this house, young lady.”
Callie didn’t say anything, but she sent Laurie a stormy look.
“Leave it alone for now,” Rebecca warned her mother-in-law. “I mean it, Laurie. Right now we need to let Bev do her job. I suggest you and Dina stay in the living room. There doesn’t seem to be anything disturbed there.” Where you can hate me a little bit more. The thought made her sad, but still she stayed calm on the outside. Rebecca didn’t quite know how, but she knew somebody had to, and it seemed like it had to be her.
She took Maggie by the hand and led her into the kitchen, Callie and Maria following her. Bev and the young technician she had brought went up to Maggie’s room. At the thought of what they would find there, Rebecca nearly gagged. As it was, she planted a smile on her face as she turned to her impromptu guests.
“It seems like we need to prepare something for poor Pebbles, but does anyone want a coffee first? Wait. I should clean this up first.”
She didn’t know why her words made her want to laugh and not stop again. It was quite hilarious, like in the movies. Of course there had been eggs in the bag she dropped. Those stupid boys had a way of messing with their grocery shopping. Damn it. All she wanted was them off the streets—leave the people she loved alone, Callie, her girls.
“Here. Let me help you.” Callie kneeled beside her with a cleaning rag and some paper towels.
“I got it. It’s fine.”
It wasn’t fine at all, but she just couldn’t break down with all these people in the house.
“Go,” Callie said firmly. “Sit with Maggie. I’ll finish this.”
Rebecca did exactly that, quickly losing the energy to protest. Maggie, at least, was slowly calming down. Rebecca wondered if there was an old shoe box in the basement and which spot in the garden would be appropriate to give Pebbles a decent funeral.
Bev and her colleague came downstairs after a while, gratefully accepting the coffee that Callie had made. Bev shook her head in disbelief. “If somebody did this to one of my kids, I’d want them to pay too. It’s about time they face some consequences.”
“Did you find anything, so you can throw their asses back into a jail cell?” Callie asked.
“We’re going to find them for questioning right now. I promise you, Rebecca, this won’t go away.”
“Like the other thing they did was about to go away?” Rebecca asked sharply. Callie flinched.
“Rebecca.” Bev looked apologetic. “Everything has to be by the book. I don’t want to risk them getting away.”
At least she was sincere about it, but at the moment it was a small consolation. If Craig had not taken the issue too seriously, the lawyers of Beckett and Weller would laugh at it.
“Craig thought a dead pet wasn’t enough of a big deal, but they are going to have their bail revoked, right?”
Rebecca stood beside Callie’s chair, touching her shoulder. Distantly, she was aware that the current gossip might have reached the Wilkins’s, too. She didn’t care. Bev hesitated for a moment.
“Don’t let Craig know I told you,” she said then. “They’re going to jail the moment we find them. They raped another woman on Halloween night.”
In the following silence, her words lingered as everyone struggled with the implications of them.
After Beth and her colleague went, Rebecca kept going through the motions rather mechanically. She found that shoe box and some plastic wrap, rubber gloves. In a stray thought, she remembered the shotgun locked away safely in the cabinet. Rebecca had told everyone to stay away which obviously worried Callie and pleased a rather clueless Laurie.
After all, Rebecca had to deal with the consequences. In Maggie’s room, she put on the gloves and gently picked up the dead animal, tears springing to her eyes. She remembered how happy Maggie when they brought it home a year ago. She’d always been careful and responsible. Rebecca and David had often joked that she was almost ready for a dog now.
Her stomach churned as the surface of the gloves became stained red. She added more plastic so the blood wouldn’t seep through, and then closed the lid of the box. Rebecca felt helpless, and at the same time, a rage so overwhelming it literally made her dizzy. Another woman. They couldn’t just get away with everything like this. The bruises on Callie’s face were just barely fading. The invisible ones would stay with her for longer. She slept restless, with regular nightmares. Now Maggie would have nightmares too. When would it ever end?
The day kept turning more surreal and frightening. It was dark already when they stood in the garden around the tiny makeshift grave, with the flower Rebecca had put on top. Even Laurie and Dina were silent. Maria hadn’t said much since she’d come here, but she appeared sad too. She stayed with Callie while Rebecca made these preparations. Rebecca wondered if there’d be as many people coming to her funeral. If she kept this up, she still might get sick or start to laugh hysterically, and neither would be good. 
She wanted to sleep next to Callie tonight, but she knew it wasn’t really an option. With the obvious threat, Callie couldn’t stay alone, either, no matter what she said, so with Laurie occupying the guest room, there was still the living room couch. Rebecca would take Maggie with her to the master bedroom. Anyone else wants to stay? It’s a party!
Back in Maggie’s room, she stripped the sheets off the bed. There were stains on the mattress, too. Maggie would never again sleep in this bed. The sheets and mattress went into the garbage, the wooden parts in the basement for now. Doing everything that had to be done. There were soft voices coming from the kitchen, Callie telling Maggie a story. Good. She needed something sane and safe now. Rebecca locked herself in the bathroom downstairs, simply letting herself slide to the floor, her back against the tub. She gave up resistance, opening the door to the meltdown that became inevitable.
* * * *
“Rebecca, are you in there? Please open the door.”
There was no answer, but after long moments, the key was finally turned in the lock. Callie tried not to let it show how deeply scared she was. Rebecca had made her decision, but the ground on which she stood was brittle, with bits and pieces of it breaking away slowly. Coming out wasn’t the easiest thing to do under the best of circumstances. Rebecca hadn’t started out with the best of circumstances, and they were just getting worse. At some point, she might still ask herself if it was worth it, making herself a target for ridicule and threats that went far beyond a prank played by the neighborhood kids.
“I’m so sorry.” She pulled the door closed behind the two of them, wrapping her arms around her lover.
“Not your fault,” Rebecca mumbled. She was trembling slightly, and Callie held on tighter, hoping to convey a little warmth. Literally, and otherwise.
“We’ll get through this. Right?” Callie cursed herself for the question mark at the end. Now was not the time for doubts, and how could she blame Rebecca for having them if she couldn’t be certain?
“Bev seems okay,” she continued. “She’s not going to let this slide.”
“People get hurt, Callie.” There were tears still unshed in Rebecca’s voice. “I never wanted you to get hurt.”
“I know. It’s them. It’s not you. Once those jerks are arrested, we’ll all breathe easier.” Please tell me you’re not letting go of me over this.
Rebecca’s look said that she wasn’t sure if she’d ever breathe easier again. “Gives new meaning to the term raising hell, right?”
“Raising hell, those idiots did,” Callie said. “It’s only fair that there is where they’re gonna burn.”
Laurie and Dina weren’t too happy with her presence, Callie could easily tell by the twin scowls that greeted her. Callie had expected Dina to take the upcoming changes harder, because in a way, she could relate to the girl. Hiding her own pain was something Callie had always been good at. Maggie was more like her mother. She had her anxieties, but she could express them.
Callie knew, however, she needed to stay close somehow, too afraid that one little step sideways would risk what she and Rebecca had, beautiful but fragile. Too fragile. If Rebecca wanted her to stay that was what she was going to do, even risk running into David on Sunday. Everyone had to face the facts at some point—him, and his mother too. Callie wasn’t going to let go again now that she had found what she hadn’t even known was everything she needed and wanted. Somewhat assured by that thought, she locked her front door after quickly packing some clothes for an overnight stay, jumping when the shadow fell over her.
“I told you, you didn’t have to come with me...” Getting a few clothes would take her less than five minutes, and what could happen in that time?
“I absolutely had to,” the voice, making her skin crawl, said. Callie wasn’t about to let him see that she was terrified.
“What the hell did you do, scaring a little kid like that? You’re a bloody psychopath!”
Tim Beckett grinned. “Maybe, and it’s kinda fun when you know you’ll get away with it. Matt’s got his tail between his legs because he’s scared Daddy is going to take the Porsche away, but you know, I thought why not finish what we started.” He stepped closer. Callie took a hasty step backwards. This was crazy. She could just run back inside and call...or across the street...The keys dropped from her numb fingers.
“The police are on to you. They know about the other woman.”
He shrugged. “I won’t take too long. Now shut up. Remember I’m a bloody psychopath with a bloody knife. You tell anybody, I might use it on the little girl next time.”
“There’s not going to be a next time. I swear to God.”
Callie sank back against the door, her jaw dropping at the sight of Rebecca carrying the shotgun.
“Callie, go inside. Call the police.”
She wanted to, but she was unable to move—fear, fascination, hard to say which of them was stronger.
“Fuck you,” Beckett spat. “You think my Dad is gonna pay you any more for those silly sites you make? Go home and make dinner for your husband! You can’t just come here and point a gun at me, bitch.”
“Oh, I can,” Rebecca said calmly. “That Second Amendment your Dad is so proud of? There’s something to it. Too bad though that accidents are prone to happen when just about everyone can carry a gun.”
“You’re crazy!”
“No, Tim. I’m realistic. I’m warning you, you better not move until the police get here. I might have to use my right to defend myself. You’ve threatened my friends, and my family. It ends here.”
Callie finally picked up the keys, opened the door, and ran for the phone. She was afraid of what could happen if she stayed too long.
* * * *
How could it have come to this? She and David often joked about that gun in the basement. Neither one of them ever considered picking it up, until that moment. Rebecca was very much aware of what she did. She knew she wasn’t the best partner to Callie, trying to deal with her own family and everything she’d taken for granted just falling apart.
The invasion of her daughter’s personal space was the final insult. If it didn’t stop there, Rebecca thought, she’d lose her mind. She just couldn’t take it anymore. Tim Beckett, threatening Callie, threatening Maggie. Rebecca just knew she had to put an end to this anyway. As she sat on the couch, looking at her hands that had held the gun with the intent to use it if necessary, she couldn’t stop shaking.
Once David was here, she’d pack up the girls and move them over to Callie’s. Take a stand. Now that the most dangerous threat was gone, they could finally move on with their lives.
This time, Craig accompanied Bev. He hadn’t apologized, but Rebecca supposed that his presence was a statement in itself. He had even spoken to Maggie who was now asleep upstairs. So was everyone else in the house except for Rebecca. She couldn’t let her guard down yet, waiting for the next worst thing to happen.
* * * *
Callie wanted to touch Rebecca. To make love to her, to get all of this tension out of her body that kept her awake and unsettled and nearly going crazy. She was quite sure Rebecca had to feel the same since the light in her office indicated she was still up, too, but there was an inhibition. They weren’t alone in the house, and even if they were, the presence of Rebecca’s family was overwhelming. Of course. They lived here.
If her thoughts were taking a turn to silly, it was because she really needed to sleep. Things might be different in the light of day, with the certainty that no one would bother them anymore. She felt for Maggie who was subjected to a terrible shock. Callie could easily imagine having the quiet girl around. Then there was Dina. Rebecca might have been right when she said she was accepting things too easily. Maggie had questions and worries, and if you explained them to her, she’d be placated. Not so with Dina whom reality had just barely hit.
What would it be like, to be a family like that? Part of her was scared of it. What if she couldn’t handle it? Then again, what she saw in her somewhat rose-colored fantasy made her happy and excited for a life that would be so different from what she’d envisioned. Why fear? It hadn’t gotten her very far. There were things she couldn’t do right now, but not even Laurie Lowman could forbid her to talk to Rebecca.
“Hey. I saw the light. I assumed it was you.”
“I woke you.” Rebecca sighed. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I couldn’t sleep.”
“Yeah. You had one hell of a day too. I didn’t forget.”
“I know. You were great today, Rebecca. You were there for each of us.”
Rebecca smiled tiredly. “It’s moments like this that a little flattery goes a long way.” She got up from behind the table, stifling a yawn. “You should try to get some sleep. I’ll do the same.”
Callie walked into her embrace, simply enjoying the closeness. However, when she tilted up her face for a kiss, Rebecca stepped back. “This place...It just doesn’t seem right. Can you bear with me a little while longer? Just until David and I have sorted things out.”
“Of course,” Callie whispered. As long as Rebecca didn’t change her mind over anything family or the neighborhood could throw at them, they’d be fine. She could be patient. “I can’t wait until I can actually sleep next to you again.”
There was so much longing in Rebecca’s gaze it was almost too intense for Callie to watch.
“Me too,” she said.
After breakfast, Callie took Maggie into town with her for some shopping and a promised hot chocolate for afterwards. She would have taken Dina too, but the teenage girl refused. Callie had no intention to push her, so she and Maggie browsed the book stores together and finally went to the tiny library of Autumn Leaves. Francine, the young librarian who also sang in the choir, did a double take when she saw the two of them.
“Callie! Hey! Isn’t that little Maggie?”
“Don’t you have work to do?” her superior, a balding man in his early sixties, interrupted her briskly, giving Callie a hostile stare. Francine blushed and turned to disappear behind some office door.
“I don’t suppose this library has an GBLT section?” Callie asked pointedly.
The man snorted. “You really have to draw children into this?”
“Into what?”
“You know very well, miss. If you could at least stay among yourselves and not destroy families that—”
“That’s enough, thank you very much. We’ll find our way out.”
Callie told herself that the looks didn’t matter. She could walk around a lot more freely and relaxed since Matt Weller and Tim Beckett were arrested. It didn’t matter what anyone thought. After the purchase of some books, jeans for Maggie, and a sweater for Callie they finally went to the little café in town to sit down for awhile.
“I didn’t know what that means,” Maggie said.
“What, honey?”
“G-B-L-T.”
“Oh. That.” It was fortunate that Maggie was a smart, interested girl who didn’t judge, but was simply looking for answers to her questions. She had read The Girl Who Lived in a Castle. The character of Dana gave her an idea, so it wasn’t too hard for Callie to explain.
“Like you and Mommy.”
That made Callie smile. God, I hope so. Also, she was quite a bit proud of her first attempt at taking parental responsibility.
“Sometimes, we have families with children. Like Dana’s moms.”
“Okay.” Maggie nodded. “Does that mean that Mommy doesn’t love Daddy anymore?”
Trust her to go right for the heart. Ironic, wasn’t it, that Callie feared the answer just the same.



Chapter Eleven
Rebecca paused in front of Dina’s room, wanting to talk to her, to connect somehow. About to knock, she let her hand fall again, too anxious for her daughter’s reaction. She tried to tell herself that things said in the heat of the moment didn’t count. The cruelty having taken place in their home had gotten to all of them. Chances were that Dina didn’t mean it...She hadn’t apologized though. It would all be better once they could give the girls a clearer picture of the future. Then they would realize it was for the better.
The phone rang downstairs, and before she was even by the top of the stairs, Laurie answered it. Actually, Rebecca was looking forward to living in a household where David’s mother had no way of taking over.
“Oh...All right, I’ll get her. Rebecca? It’s for you.”
Laurie’s expression when she handed the phone to Rebecca made her want to stick her tongue out. No worries, you’ll get rid of me real soon.
“Hello?”
There was noise in the background, music, and people’s voices, and for a moment she thought it was another unsolicited call. “I don’t have time for this,” she muttered, but then somebody spoke.
“Rebecca, it’s Jenny. Could you please come get your husband?”
“What? You must be mistaken. David is out of town until tomorrow night.”
No, no, no. Any more bad news and she might just run away. From everything and everyone.
“Well, he’s here now,” Jenny said dryly. Her daughter was in Maggie’s little book club. Jenny was working as a waitress in the most popular pub in town. David and Rebecca had been a few times, but not in the early afternoon. “I got the keys.”
“Thank you,” Rebecca said with a sinking heart. “I’ll be right there.”
What was he doing? As if they needed any more audacity. Maybe she wasn’t being fair, and had no right to her disappointment. Unlike some others, this was a crisis that could have been avoided. She stood for a moment, with the phone in hand, trying to calm herself. First things first. She had to go and get David. Getting him to sober up would be fun, since he wasn’t into excessive drinking. If that was what happened, she was in for a challenge. She would have to draw the line for good. If Rebecca missed church this Sunday, it would be because she’d have packing to do. What was another challenge? She was experienced.
“Hey, sweetheart,” David greeted her. “Come have a drink with me. It seemed to me like there was something we should celebrate.” He frowned. “I can’t remember. Not that it matters.”
Jenny sent her a sympathetic glance. At this time, there weren’t many patrons around, but those who were, clearly enjoyed the spectacle.
“David, let’s go home, shall we?”
“Home, what do you mean?” He stared at her bleakly.
“Home,” she said firmly. “Come on.”
At least he didn’t protest anymore, and their exit was made in silence, as was the drive home. They sat in the parked car, neither of them moving. The lights were on in the house. Rebecca wondered if Callie was still there, and for some reason she hoped she wouldn’t be. She didn’t want Callie to see her at her less competent, with a family crisis she had no idea how to master.
“I thought you were coming on Sunday,” she finally said.
“Finished early,” David murmured. “Not like I have to tell you where I’m going, right? It isn’t like that anymore.”
“Don’t say that.” This was too painful. As a matter of fact, Rebecca had no idea what were the right things to say. Going inside and facing Laurie couldn’t be worse. “Let’s go inside and get some coffee.”
“Rebecca, please.” He grasped her arm, holding her back, the urgency in his voice alarming her. “It doesn’t have to end this way. I’m sorry.”
“It’s all right, David. We’ll figure it out.”
“Don’t do this,” he pleaded. “Don’t leave me!”
Rebecca felt horribly blindsided. It wasn’t like David acting this way came as a complete surprise, but in the past few days, she’d had no time to prepare for this conversation.
“We talked about this,” she said. It sounded lame to her.
“No, you talked. I can’t believe you’re doing this, after everything we’ve dreamed about, everything we’ve been through...I need you. Please, stay with me.” It was only worse when she realized that this wasn’t drunken talk. He really meant it. The guilt cut even deeper. The last time she saw David cry was when Maggie was born, and in a way it wasn’t that bad, because she was so out of it, it almost had seemed like a dream. There was no way of escape now.
“I can’t.”
“Because of the sex?” he said, a hint of anger simmering beneath the pain. “All these years you were just pretending to enjoy yourself? Why the sudden need for honesty then, when you lied to me all the time?”
“I didn’t. Please, believe me.”
“Then it was all good, and now it isn’t? You’re asking me to make sense?”
“I can’t make sense of it. It’s...I...” She was too close now. She had to take the fall down that cliff, too late to turn around.
“I love her.” That might have been the only thing that made sense in her life now, as everything else was falling apart spectacularly.
David didn’t yell or protest. Much to her relief, he just kept contemplating her words.
“You always said to have a family and a home were the most important things in life. She can’t give you that. No matter what you do or how unfair it might be, people will always frown on that kind of relationship.”
“Times are changing.” Rebecca was aware she was overestimating some people in Autumn Leaves, but she was also sure that not all of her friends would abandon her. Betty had, quite some time ago. Sometimes letting go with pain was the only way. Roz had sent an e-mail and asked how Callie was after she’d talked to her mother. People would calm down eventually.
“Not fast enough. Maybe it’s stupid of me to care, but I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“It’s not stupid. I appreciate it. I have thought about these things. David…I’m really sorry.”
David leaned back into the seat with a heartfelt sigh. “If only it was a guy, at least I could punch his lights out.”
“I’m so glad you’re not considering it.”
Inappropriately, she had to laugh, and he joined in. David leaned over to kiss her, and she let him, a gesture of good-bye. Rebecca understood something that moment. This was a place that was safe and familiar, all she’d ever wanted. Being with Callie was stepping into the unknown and still, she had to do it. That was telling her everything she needed to know.
In the kitchen, Rebecca filled the coffeemaker. David joined her after cleaning up, looking wistful.
“I’m sorry about the drama. I guess I didn’t have the courage to tell you, but it’s not like I can’t avoid it any longer. Mom told me what happened here.”
“Oh.” Rebecca didn’t quite follow. “When did you talk to her?”
“She called me last night. I tried to think of alternatives, I really tried, but if you insist on moving in with Callie, it will be better if the girls stay with me.”
“What?” Her voice sounded shrill in her ears. “Why? It’s just across the street, it’s not like—”
“Rebecca,” he interrupted her calmly. “I told you I’ll be working from the office in town next month. Neither of us will want to keep this house, and there’s a very nice apartment near where Mom lives...”
“Your Mom. Of course,” she said with more fear than venom. He couldn’t mean it. “I get it that you’re disappointed in me, and I can’t deny you have the right. If you’re looking for a way to make things even, this is a terrible way to do it.”
“That’s not what it’s about,” David defended himself. “Somebody broke into our house, with the intent to hurt our children.”
“Right, crazy Tim Beckett. He’s been arrested.”
“That’s not the point. Look, I can’t keep you from doing what you want to do, but I think I should have a say in what happens to our children. I will not have them mocked and harassed because their mother decided she should pursue an alternative lifestyle!”
“I thought we were bringing our children up to stand up against prejudice!”
“I’d rather protect them from it, if possible,” David said. “Shared custody is fine, but can’t you see? They need a break from all of this.”
“How would you know? You’ve been around for a couple of days a month for the past ten years!”
He pushed back his chair, shaking his head. “I’m really sorry. I wanted us to have a new start, but since you’re not interested, I’m now even more convinced I made the right decision. I told Mom to take Maggie with her for a few days, just until we can all move in.”
The mug slid from Rebecca’s fingers as she realized the dimension of decisions that were made without her.
“No.”
“Dina’s packing. Please, don’t try to make anyone feel guilty about this. You created it.”
“You can’t just take them away from me! Did you even ask them how they feel about it?”
“Their family’s been the joke of the town. How do you think they feel about getting away from it?”
“David,” she said intently. “You can’t do this!”
“I loved you,” he said. “I really did, but you’re giving me all the answers here. One of us has to put the kids first.”
“But I—”
Rebecca broke off as Dina appeared in the doorway, an awkward smile on her face.
“Mom, I hope it’s okay that we go room with Dad for a while. I guess you and Callie have things to sort out and I’d rather not be here when you start to move stuff.”
“You can stay. Nothing will be moved right away. You know this is your home, Dina!”
“I’m sorry.” Dina stepped forward to embrace her, an unusual gesture from her daughter that was no comfort for Rebecca under these circumstances. It felt too much like a good-bye. This was too much, too soon.
“I hope you don’t mind I packed a few things for Maggie too.”
“Hell, yes, I do mind.”
“Rebecca.” David sent her a warning glance.
“What? You can’t just do this from afar without telling me! These are my children too!”
“Still you’ve been too busy to take care of them lately, haven’t you? Threatening somebody with a gun? You could have hurt yourself or someone else!”
“Oh no, you’re not bringing that up now. You weren’t there. You didn’t hear what he said!”
“I don’t have to. This is not a good place for the girls to be right now. Dina, please wait in the car. I’ll be there in a minute.”
“No. Dina, no!” Rebecca had never understood how parents could let it happen, their children getting between them in a tug or war, that somebody could get this desperate. Until now.
“Sorry,” Dina whispered, her eyes bright. Then she turned and left.
“You knew,” Rebecca said, the sudden clarity painful and cutting. “You knew when you made Jenny call me, so everyone in town could have a laugh at my expense. While Laurie was packing up the girls’ things.”
“What difference does it make now? We’ll get the rest in the next few days. I suppose we’ll buy a new bed for Maggie.”
“I won’t accept this. I’m their mother!”
“If you care about them, you’ll give them some space now, and you’ll let them have some semblance of a family. Think about it.”
After he had left, Rebecca cleaned the shards off the floor. It was eerie how something was always breaking in this kitchen, she thought. “Think about it,” he’d said, but that was hard. Her head was aching so badly, like someone had kicked her. The colorful shards in her hand were blurring. If she wasn’t careful, she’d cut herself. Not a good idea when you were all alone in the house, no one to find her. No one to find me.
What was she thinking anyway? She didn’t want to expose her girls to another bloody scenario that would only confirm David’s theory of how all of a sudden she became a bad mother. She just needed to clear her head. Make the pain go away, somehow.
In the hallway, Rebecca picked up the phone, wondering if Laurie got them dinner and remembered to make Maggie the tea she liked so much. She just needed to check on that, right? 
The answering machine picked up, and Rebecca hung up again. She didn’t want to call Callie either. Seeing Rebecca right now would probably make her run, make her aware that she had other options than this needy, desperate woman who had clearly come to the end of the line.
Rebecca picked up her car keys and left the house, shivering in the cool night air.
She had needed a familiar, safe place to go to, the thick walls, the high vaulted ceiling, and the stained-glass windows. It was cold in here though. She lowered her head, her hands folded in prayer. By now, she was shaking, and Rebecca thought wryly that it wasn’t God’s punishment for her, but her own stupidity. She should have put on a coat. As far as punishment went…She didn’t know. Is that so? she asked in her mind, defiantly. I’m taking control of my life for once, and this is how you punish me for it?
This place that had once been a shelter seemed like a trap now. What can I do? She looked up at the sad-looking Jesus sculpture on the cross. Was He sad, or just tired? Rebecca could sympathize either way. I’m sorry. If you’re trying to tell me something, I don’t get it, but I promise to try harder.
“I love my girls. I love Callie. I can’t win.” Rebecca jumped when she heard the rustle of clothes behind her.
“What are you doing here?” Maria asked softly.
“Right.” Rebecca laughed. “That’s a very good question. What the hell am I doing here?” She didn’t even flinch at her own, not very church-appropriate language. “You heard?”
“Yeah.”
In the chill of the building, the tears burned hot on her face. “I don’t know what to do anymore. Maybe what happened is all my fault. Maybe it is wrong to feel this way in the first place.”
“No, it isn’t,” Maria said, her hand warm on Rebecca’s shoulder. “You two just didn’t have the best timing. David’s disappointed right now, so he listens to everything Laurie says. It’ll pass. What you and Callie have is worth fighting for.”
“Did she ever talk about me?”
Maria smiled. “She doesn’t have to. You know what? Actually, I’m a bit jealous of you. Not of all the horrible things that happened lately, but you doing what your heart tells you to. How many people have the guts to do that? I know I don’t.”
“Maria, that’s...”
“It’s true. I’m living a comfortable compromise. If God was punishing anyone, then it should be me for living a lie. I guess He cuts me some slack because I have a really beautiful voice.”
Despite herself, Rebecca had to laugh.
“Go home, Rebecca. Be with the person you love instead of freezing your ass off in here. You know you don’t have to be here to have this conversation.”
Rebecca leaned into the offered embrace gratefully, but it couldn’t entirely chase the cold away. “Thank you.”
“Always. You’re my best friend.” Maria winked. “The one who has the most exciting life too. Don’t give up yet. The girls will want to come back to you.”
The first snowflakes, early this year, were falling when Rebecca parked the car yet again, this time in front of an empty house. The unexpected talk with Maria had helped, but she still felt too tired to move. At the same time, she knew that she wouldn’t be able to find any sleep yet. On the porch steps, she sat down. It wasn’t even as cold as she had expected. Callie’s car wasn’t there. It wasn’t that easy to follow Maria’s advice, much as she would have liked to.
* * * *
“Thanks for bringing Maggie. Have a good afternoon, Ms. Bryan.”
Laurie Lowman had made it clear that Callie was not welcome to come inside. Maybe she was as anxiously waiting for David’s return as everyone was, if each of them for different reasons. Tomorrow. She couldn’t believe it. She supposed she should give Rebecca some time to sort everything out, so she should just get things ready on her end.
Too restless to make any preparations in the house, Callie took the car on a road leading out of town. She stopped for a coffee after half an hour, even though more caffeine was the last thing she needed.
Nerves. So much could still happen at this point. Maggie had seemed okay this morning, if still shaken, but that had really nothing to do with Callie and Rebecca’s plans. Dina would adjust, at least that’s what Callie hoped. Would David be ready to end things quietly?
Callie took some more time to drive around the country only to realize she had overestimated the daylight. She got lost. It took her a while to find a rather lonely gas station where she bought a bagel and more coffee for dinner before she went on her way. Being out of Autumn Leaves for the first time since she’d moved here felt scary and liberating at the same time. Still, she had a reason to go back. She felt safer knowing the men who tormented her had been caught. Now, she and Rebecca had a few years of time to figure out what to do once they were released. Callie didn’t want to think of that possibility now. There were other bridges to cross first. Finally, much later than planned, she pulled into the shelter of her carport. For a moment Callie thought that what she saw could be a hallucination.
“What happened? Why are you out here? You’re freezing!” Rebecca was sitting on the steps of her porch, snowflakes glistening in her black hair. It was Callie’s first clue that things hadn’t gone quite as hoped, but those answers would have to wait for now.
“Just a few minutes,” Rebecca mumbled, not making any sense. Her blouse and skirt were damp, her skin chilled.
“It’s snowing,” Callie pointed out. “Why don’t we go inside?”
The Lowmans’ house was dark, which bode for nothing good. “Let’s just get you some clothes, and you’ll come with me. We’ll figure out the rest tomorrow.” It starts now. The knowledge filled her with a mix of excitement and some worry for what might have happened to move things up the timeline like this.
“Okay.” Rebecca unlocked the door and let her inside, not explaining the feel of quiet and emptiness of the house. It was very different the night before. There was still coffee in the pot in the kitchen, and shards of a mug on the floor beside the counter. When they went upstairs, Callie got a glimpse into the girls’ rooms as doors were standing wide open. No one was sleeping in them. The realization hit her like a gut punch.
Rebecca stayed quiet as she packed some clothes, seemingly paying no attention to what she was actually putting into the suitcase.
“Whatever,” she said tiredly, shutting it. Her hands were shaking.
“You can always get the rest later,” Callie assured. “That will be enough for now. Is there anything else you want to bring?” Calm down. Don’t ramble.
Rebecca just shook her head.
“Okay, let’s go then. There’s a nice hot shower waiting for you, and there’s food. You haven’t eaten, right?” With the way the evening had developed, dinner was probably the last thing Rebecca thought about. Callie found that even with her anger, there was some guilty relief mixed in. She hated seeing Rebecca hurt like this. It might help with their start though if the kids weren’t around for the first few days, just until they had settled in. On the other hand, it didn’t seem like that was what David and his mother had intended.
“Come on. Let’s go home.”
While Rebecca was in the shower, Callie lit the fireplace before she went to prepare a quick dinner. Her thoughts kept flashing back to the first dinner they’d had together here, knowing neither of them would end up sleeping alone. Tonight was meant for comfort, Rebecca’s and hers, assuring herself that Rebecca was not going to change her mind over this latest crisis.
Rebecca’s hair was still damp from the shower when she came to the living room where the table was set, tomato soup and toasted bread, cheese and grapes, wine. The start into the new life was abrupt. It was time to smooth it a little. She still looked tired, Callie noted, but less devastated than before. The realization made her own worries ease up too.
“Looks great,” Rebecca said with a hesitant smile. “I think I haven’t eaten since...” She stopped herself, taking a deep breath. “Sorry for the drama. I guess you have an idea...”
“Yeah.”
She took Rebecca’s hands in hers, trying to convey some sort of confidence. “It doesn’t always have to be that way. They will want to come back. They love you.”
She guessed that no protest was a good sign.
* * * *
As they lay together in the soft moonlight, Callie said, “There’s something I need to tell you.”
Rebecca was close to falling asleep, and she was surprised she’d even made it there.
“You didn’t change your mind on wanting to be with a neurotic mom?” She tried to insert some sense of humor. Rebecca knew it would be a while before this fear between them would subside, before they stopped thinking that one of them wasn’t ready for the massive changes that had already begun.
“Don’t be silly.” Callie’s kiss was soft. “It’s about my name. It’s not Callie. Well, it is, but spelled differently, with a K. It says Kellie O’Brien on my passport.”
“Oh.” Rebecca didn’t quite know what to make out of the revelation. “Why did you change it?”
“I didn’t. My publisher told me to, and I almost forget until I talk to my mother or my brother.”
Rebecca mused over this for a moment, the smile on her face feeling strange but good. There wasn’t much to smile about today.
“I suppose I can love you with a K just as well.”
“I just want you to know I’m not keeping any secrets from you.”
There was some significance in that. For the first time, Rebecca could admit to herself that they’d probably rushed this relationship—and that she didn’t mind. She missed Maggie and Dina so badly already it was almost like a physical pain. She couldn’t let things stand like that. In her mind, she’d gone back in time and searched for moments where she could have handled things differently. Rebecca didn’t find many. She should have told David right away because, if she was honest, she’d known right away that her relationship with Callie was neither an experiment nor an affair. No secrets. Rebecca thought of the moment when the shards in her hand had tempted her, and then the pull, going to the right place, finding someone to listen.
“Thank you,” she said.
Late in the night, she woke reluctantly despite the pleasant sensation of the warm body next to her, the soft sounds of the water as she moved to snuggle closer. Not to mention the pitch darkness outside indicating it would be a few hours before she had to start the day. With awareness came thoughts of the challenges awaiting her outside, in the real world, regardless of what she had achieved on the inside. Rebecca was so hurt and confused that she was ready to assume David would want to separate her from the girls forever. Certainly that was not his intention. She had overreacted. The man she knew wasn’t capable of being that cruel. Rebecca believed they would come to an understanding, even if it took more painful negotiation. They would have to discuss finances, too, and the sale of the house.
She thought of Maria. If she wasn’t there at the right moment, Rebecca might be sleeping in a pew instead of this bed, beside her lover. With everything that happened, this thought still brought a warm surge of happiness. They would bring the kids here, and they would be together. To be out in the open felt less frightening and more liberating than she’d thought. Rebecca still wasn’t sure if loving one woman made her a lesbian. If that was the case, she might simply surrender.
What had Maria been doing in church at this time of night anyway? Maybe God really sent a guardian angel if you needed one. Like when Sonia and her dog were in the right place just at the right time. Somewhat ironic that Craig was in charge of this investigation when for years, Rebecca subconsciously took measures not to be alone with him in a room after the incident on the in-laws’ anniversary.
Callie is braver than that, she thought wistfully. She spoke up so another woman could find the courage to come forward about those rich teenagers from hell. I love you so much. 
She couldn’t have let her go. No reason, religion, or guilty conscience could do that now. Maybe she was indeed a lesbian. She would always be a mother. The two could go together. Other women did it before.
With that somewhat reassuring thought she fell back asleep, dreaming that she and Callie were about to get married in church. None of the scenery struck her as strange until the priest turning to them morphed into Craig wielding a bloody knife.
“You’re getting married to a slut!” he yelled at Callie.
“Mommy, where’s Pebbles?” she heard Maggie ask anxiously. When Rebecca spun around, she realized that she was all alone in the church, holding flowers in stained rubber gloves. The bells rang—a heavy and dramatic tone suddenly becoming the chirping of a cell phone. Rebecca woke with a start, her abrupt movement waking Callie in return.
“What time is it?” she asked, blinking sleepily.
“Just after five.” Rebecca reached for her phone, her heart still racing as the surreal images of the dream haunted her.
“Hello?”
Calm down. She wasn’t alone. The girls would come back to her.
“Rebecca. I need to talk to you.” Craig’s words were slightly slurred, and she figured that whatever he wanted to tell her, she wouldn’t like it.
“I thought Weller and Beckett pleaded guilty. What happened?” She wished she hadn’t said those names when she saw the fear flash on Callie’s face. Rebecca reached for her hand, holding it tightly.
“Jesus,” Craig said, “not everything is about you!”
“So why are you calling me at 5:00 a.m.? Even sluts need to sleep, you know.”
“It’s Maria.”
“What about Maria?” she asked, feeling very cold all of a sudden. “Craig!”
“She…There was an accident.” That’s when she realized he could hardly speak, and alcohol might not be the reason. Rebecca felt her own tears rising as she tried to brace herself for the unspeakable.
“She didn’t make it.”
“No.” It seemed like a good, sane reaction. She talked to Maria, and laughed with her just a few hours ago. Maria was the only one of her friends who thought without a doubt that Rebecca was right listening to what her feelings told her to do. Her beautiful, charming friend and sister-in-law.
“No. How could that happen?”
“Streets were slippery,” he said. “The snow...she took that curve too fast.”
“I’m so sorry.” The words came automatically before Rebecca was even fully capable of comprehending what he was telling her. It couldn’t be. She sat up to put her feet on the floor, needing something more stable than the yielding surface of the waterbed.
“I can’t forbid you to come to the funeral,” Craig said, his words pronounced a lot more clearly now. “Maria would want you there, but don’t come with your girlfriend. I don’t want a spectacle.”
Any sympathy Rebecca might have felt for him was gone in a heartbeat, leaving room for the familiar anger. That was better. Anger helped her ignore that since the moment she became aware of herself, of who she was, her life had crumbled around her. Even with his wife dead, he could only see himself. She simply shut the cell phone, ending the call.
Callie didn’t ask. She simply wrapped her arms around Rebecca from behind, holding on tight. She understood that something horrible happened. They stayed like this for a long time before Rebecca found the words to explain. No secrets.
“I’m so scared,” she said. There was more than one reason. She’d have to get through the next day, have to acknowledge that Craig wasn’t making a cruel joke. Maria was gone.
I’m so scared of losing you too.
“I know,” Callie simply said, with tears in her voice. In the short time she knew her, Maria had been a friend to Callie as well. Surprisingly, her words did more than any reassurances could have. Callie survived the stagnation that came with fear and moved on. Rebecca had been there before too. She knew she could do it. Just not right now.
* * * *
“Are you sure it’s okay to go?” Callie had asked twice already. Maybe more. Rebecca always gave her the same answer, but Callie felt bad leaving her to go to the choir meeting as Francine had asked. They wanted to do something special for Maria. How would that work, Callie wondered, when the thread that held them together was gone? Sure, they’d had some nice performances, but from what she’d understood quickly, Maria had always been the star. She was the one who should have done performances on real stages, but shared her talent with the people in town instead. Maybe she was happy. Maybe she had had bigger dreams than that.
“I’m sure. I’ll meet you for lunch later.” Rebecca had visits and calls on her own to make. To her brother-in-law. To her still-husband who had taken their kids from her in a desperate measure. Scared didn’t even begin to describe it. Would they ever be able to find peace in Autumn Leaves?
“Call me if you need anything?”
Rebecca smiled wearily. “You do the same?”
“I promise.”
Callie was already late, but she turned around to kiss Rebecca before she left. Tenderly, for the temporary good-bye, like couples did. Even in the deepest sadness, it was time to remind them that now, they were.
* * * *
The women of the choir were all deeply saddened. They also came up with a suggestion that Callie couldn’t possibly follow. Maria said before that she should have a solo, but there was no way it could happen at Maria’s funeral.
“I think you should do it. Maria would be so proud of you,” Francine said with tears in her eyes. Suddenly, all eyes were on Callie.
“No, I can’t,” she protested. “The people in town wouldn’t like it. I don’t want to cause a scene on a day like this.” Maria probably wouldn’t have cared, but Callie could just imagine what happened if the choir gave her a more exposed role for the funeral service. She might be good enough for the solo part. However, both she and Rebecca would be under observation. With the future of the family life still unclear, Callie didn’t want to take a risk. That, Maria would understand.
Callie shuddered. She still expected her to come through the door at any moment, take her place behind the piano. Why her? Callie had been to church more often in the past few weeks than she had in her entire life, and still she didn’t understand the whole deal. Her mother’s beliefs had always been somewhat eclectic, to say the least. Callie had an on-and-off communication with the Higher Power that might be God, but she still couldn’t grasp why things like this had to happen. She didn’t even realize she was crying again, not that it mattered, because pretty much everyone here was. Maria was loved by many.
“We are the ‘people in town’ too,” Francine said. “You know that there was this stupid petition to kick you out of the choir, but it didn’t come from any of us.”
“Thank you. I still think this should be done by someone who knew Maria better than I did.”
Francine sighed. “Maybe you have a point there. We kind of wanted it to be you. You know, Maria went against the rules a lot of the time.”
“So you want me to be the poster child for rebellion?” It was hard not to raise her voice. Callie reminded herself that everybody here was sad and mourning. “I want to live here too. I’ve had enough unwanted attention, if you remember.” There was awkward silence, as everyone in the room knew what she was talking about. The first time she came to practice after her brief hospital stay, her face still clearly bore the marks of the attack. “For Maria,” she pleaded. “Let it be someone else. I can’t do this.”
“Callie, don’t you think Maria would have liked—”
“No!” It was too claustrophobic in there. She needed to breathe.
* * * *
“Hey. How are you? How are the kids doing?” Anxiety made her ramble. Rebecca had flashed back on the last conversation she had with David, with Dina around, when Rebecca practically begged her to stay. The memory mortified her.
“They’re sad,” he said calmly. “No one can really believe it.”
“Can I talk to them? You didn’t make them go to school, did you?”
“Of course not.” There was no scorn in David’s voice. “Maggie’s here. Honey, it’s Mom.”
At the moment, it was impossible to acknowledge the red-hot anger she felt at having to ask to talk to her own daughter. However, without Callie by her side, of only for a few hours, she didn’t feel that strong and confident, just so very sad.
“Sweetie?”
“Mommy!” Maggie seemed happy to hear her voice, giving Rebecca a brief moment of hope that everything would be all right after all. Then her voice changed as she asked, “Did Dad tell you about Aunt Maria?”
“Yeah,” she breathed, not knowing what else to say. Maggie was old enough to understand about death, which was worse somehow. You couldn’t create nice smoke screens about heaven and eternal happiness. “I’m sorry.”
“When are we coming back?” Maggie asked.
Rebecca’s heart skipped a beat. “I hope soon, sweetie. I don’t know yet.”
“Okay.” Maggie sounded miserable. From the fact that her aunt had died, or that she and Rebecca were apart, it was hard to tell. Probably both. Rebecca didn’t want to let her go, but she knew she had to before anyone else would take the phone from her.
“Okay. I’m sorry, I need to talk to Daddy some more.”
“Are you coming to visit?”
“Sure I will. I promise.”
David said something to Maggie before she handed the phone back to him, then there was silence. Obviously he waited until she was out of earshot.
“Rebecca, I’m sorry, this is probably the worst possible moment, but I guess we need to keep things in motion. I imagine you’re busy, and the girls are just settling in, so I’d like to ask you to come visit after the funeral. There are too many things they have to deal with now. Give them some time.”
“Time for what? I don’t want them to think I don’t want to see them!”
“They’ll understand.”
They wouldn’t. Dina was distant already. Maggie...
“One more thing,” David said. “I don’t know what you’ve planned, if you wanted to...I don’t know, work more. There’s not going to be too much left from the house once everything’s paid for, and I gave Mom back her share. So it’s okay if you take what you like of the furniture. Just leave the rest.”
“Well...thanks.”
“Look, I don’t know how to do this any better than you do.”
“I know! It’s just…”
“I know, Rebecca,” he said softly. “I’m sorry. She was one of your best friends.”
In a way, Rebecca thought, she knew me better than you did.
* * * *
There was something bipolar about life in a small town, Callie reflected. Moods were shifting quickly and radically. People might have been suspecting before. Now that David had moved the girls out of town, they knew.
The girls in the choir might be kind and sympathetic, but they had just lost one of their own. There were many other folks for which the novelty of an out lesbian couple hadn’t worn off, on the contrary. Rebecca had told her about her conversation with David. She seemed too tired and dispirited to care about the looks that followed them. Callie was no longer the poor girl to whom almost bad things happened. Bad things happened all right, thank you very much. She was viewed with suspicion, and by proxy, Rebecca was too.
The girl at the cash register in the grocery store boldly continued reading the newspaper.
“Could you get this?” Rebecca asked. The girl didn’t even look up. Callie had a flash of panic as she thought of the funeral they both had to attend in a matter of days. “Hey. I didn’t grow a pair of horns, did I? If so, I still have the cash to pay for my groceries, so would you mind?”
“Rebecca,” Callie said softly, touching her arm briefly.
“No! I’m not just letting this slide. I’ve had some days from hell; somebody close to me died. I don’t care if you don’t want to talk to me. Just do your job! Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Rebecca said when there was no reaction, and withdrew a couple of bills from her wallet. “Keep the rest. For the friendly service.”
When they sat in the car, she asked, “Is it going to be like this from now on?”
How could Callie have told her? She planned to remain on the safe and mostly closeted side, finish her book, and get the hell out of town. Plans were altered.
“They will get used to it.”
“Really?” Rebecca gave her a doubtful look. “The woman in there, she’s young! How can she be like this?”
“Because she doesn’t know better? Maria did, you know. There are others too. We’re not completely alone.”
Rebecca’s silence spoke volumes, and considering the fact that she spent a big part of her life in this town, Callie probably had reason to be worried. What would be the better solution for them in the long run, stay or leave?
“It’s not always going to be like this,” she promised.
* * * *
It was Sheila, Francine’s sister, who sang Amazing Grace during the service. There was too little space in the church for all the mourners. Maria had had a big family, in blood and of the heart.
Even with all the people around her, Rebecca felt cold. She couldn’t stop shivering. David and Laurie sat next to Craig in another pew. They hadn’t brought the girls. Who was with them now, Rebecca wondered anxiously. Everybody had greeted her briefly and politely under the watchful eyes of their neighbors. She saw Roz and Sonia. The LaRue family. Betty was crying. She looked at Rebecca, but quickly glanced away.
Rebecca felt like crying too, surprised that she still had tears left. She made it nearly through the heartbreaking rendition, but when the choir joined Sheila, Rebecca’s control crumbled. She focused on Callie standing in the second row, directing all her attention on her as if there was no one else in the filled church.
“You do what your heart tells you to. How many people have the guts to do that?” Maria had asked.
In her heart, it was easy, her gratitude for having been gifted with a friend like Maria equaling the pain over having lost her. Knowing what those words meant. That’s why Rebecca didn’t want to see the looks she knew were directed at her, pity and disgust. It seemed like such a bad cliché to feel like the walls were closing in on her, like she was about to faint.
“...But now, I’m found. Was blind, but now I see.”
When their eyes met across the aisle, Betty’s were sad, longing. Maybe what Rebecca saw was simply a reflection of her own feelings as she remembered a time when their little circle was intact. A little harmless gossip at the breakfast table, mutual support, and sharing of recipes and babysitting each other’s kids. I wasn’t the one who threw it away. Betty looked so lost even with her husband and sons that Rebecca felt drawn to her. Maria’s death was slamming the fact home. Life was too short to hold grudges, and Rebecca still believed that if she looked inside herself, Betty didn’t hate Rebecca—or Callie.
As Rebecca made a couple of steps into her direction, Betty’s eyes widened. Another woman walked up to Betty though, taking her by the arm. Rebecca stood, wondering if she was really awake. The woman was Louise Beckett, her husband, Autumn Leaves’ mayor, with her. None of them had ever even called Callie or Rebecca to apologize, which gave a clear picture of where they stood regarding their son’s crimes.
“Rebecca! Do you have a minute?”
She turned slowly at the sound of Father Langdon’s voice. What did he expect her to say or do now? Wonderful service?
“I’m sorry about Maria,” he said.
“Thank you,” Rebecca acknowledged, waiting for the final blow to be delivered in front of the other churchgoers.
“There’s something I meant to tell you.”
Don’t come around here no more? “Sure.”
“I’d like to take some time in service, next Sunday or the one after that, to tell the community about the youth project. Have everyone who was involved tell a bit about what they did and why they chose to be a part of it. Would you do that?”
She was—baffled, to say the least. “Father...I’m not sure if that’s a good idea,” she said when she found her speech again. He couldn’t have possibly ignored the events of the past weeks.
“Why not? Your website was a big part of it.” He smiled gently. “Everybody has to adjust a little. If I have to be on Facebook to bring God to the people, then it’s worth it. I’m serious. People can more easily find us, and they’re using those offers. Just a few words would be fine.”
“I guess I can do that. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” he said.
Clearly, not everybody around here was sharing the sentiment.
What had they been thinking? The diner was packed with black-clad people. They should have just blended in, but Rebecca thought she should have known in advance that they wouldn’t. It was probably not a coincidence that they’d been sitting here for nearly forty-five minutes without anyone coming by to take their order. Maybe she was getting paranoid.
When a waitress passed them by another time without even glancing in their direction, Rebecca held out her hand to Callie. “Come on. We’ll get something on the way.”
“On the way to where?”
“We’re going on a little road trip.”
She wasn’t done yet with making waves.



Chapter Twelve
“Where are we going?” Callie asked once more. She was glad to have escaped the stifling atmosphere created by too many people wearing black. Worse, the looks and whispers had made her feel like being under a microscope.
“David said I shouldn’t see the girls before they’ve settled into the new apartment, that it would confuse them. I disagree.”
Callie held back her first, instinctive answer. As much as she wanted to protect Rebecca from another confrontation, she wouldn’t try to hold her back.
“Okay. We go see them. What comes after that?”
“Today? Nothing really. If I want to have a sensible conversation with David, it can only be done without Laurie around. Look, I’m not saying they have it bad there for now. I just need to be with them for awhile.”
“I understand.”
It was good. They were doing everything right now. If there was anything to learn from loss and tragedy, it was that one couldn’t wait too long to make a dream happen.
The girls were subdued, but genuinely happy to see Rebecca. Callie was happy too. She thought of Dina’s reaction as somewhat unpredictable, worrying what it would be.
“We wanted to come,” she said with a shrug. “Grandma thinks Maggie is too little.”
“I’m not little,” Maggie, holding on to Rebecca’s hand, protested.
“Sure you aren’t.” Dina smiled, then she looked up at her mother. “Honestly, Mom, it’s not too bad here. There’s a mall, and I’m closer to Anna.”
“So you’ll make it for a little while?”
Maggie frowned while Dina talked on, unfazed. Neither of them had gotten Rebecca’s emphasis on “a little while,” for different reasons. It seemed no big deal for Dina, but an eternity for Maggie.
“We’ll just get your rooms ready. It won’t take long, right, Callie?”
“Of course not,” she hurried to answer, having caught Dina’s thoughtful look. “If you want, you could come right now.”
Callie remembered the looks, in the church, the diner. David had a point wanting to protect his daughters, but if they weren’t confronted with what prejudice did, how would they stand up against it?
They’d stayed longer than they had intended to. Dina went to buy pastries from a nearby bakery while Maggie set the table. David and Laurie were probably staying at Craig’s for a little while longer. Callie felt herself relax. If the girls didn’t think it was strange for her to be around in their less than approving grandmother’s house, chances were, they’d be okay with her in a shared home just as well.
However, today was not the day for reunification, and she realized it would be hard to break that fact to both Rebecca and Maggie. Dina caught her observing.
“Maggie’s gonna cry,” she said with a sigh. They stood a few feet away in the hallway while Maggie showed Rebecca her new bed that was already purchased. “She had nightmares, you know.”
“I can imagine.”
“Yeah.” Dina’s look was startlingly serious. “I guess I never told you, but...Matt, he picked on every kid. Tim, he’s just creepy. I wanted to say I’m glad they finally got their asses thrown into jail.” That, Callie had to admit, was a precise definition.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Doesn’t mean what you did sucks any less.”
“Dina, you have to—”
“No,” Dina interrupted her harshly. “I don’t have to do anything. I mean don’t you get it, Mom, a lesbian? That’s a joke.”
Callie flinched, unsure what to say. The truth was, she just wanted Dina to stop, but she didn’t know how. Today, the past few days were just wearing at her. She didn’t have any good explanations at hand.
“Don’t talk about her like that,” she finally said.
“See, you don’t get it. I don’t have a problem with you. Well, other than that you have the hots for my mother. It’s not wrong being gay, but it’s not something you turn into, all of a sudden. Couldn’t you just leave her alone?”
For a moment, there was a tense silence between them. Callie, speechless, was still processing everything that was said while trying not to fall into the memory of her own nightmares. The sound of the lock in the front door was heard.
“Uh-oh,” Dina said very appropriately. “Have a nice day.”
* * * *
Rebecca honestly meant to be gone by the time Laurie and David returned. Maybe she fooled herself, wanting this confrontation. In any case, neither of them was happy to see her and Callie. She was ready for that. David looked resigned as he glanced around the group assembled in his mother’s dining room.
“Let’s have a word in private,” he said.
“Since it’s about the future of the girls, I think they should be here. I have no secrets from Callie.” She might be pushing her luck, but she meant every word of it.
“This is something between adults,” David insisted. Maggie held on tighter to Rebecca’s hand. “Callie—I’m sorry, but I don’t think you should be here.”
Callie gave her a look that said she’d go with what Rebecca decided, and that made it easier. There was no reason why they both had to face the unpleasant dispute that was about to come. If she could protect Callie and her girls from it, then that was the right choice.
“I’ll wait in the car,” Callie said.
Laurie smiled. “You girls could come with me.”
“No,” Dina interrupted her sharply. “I’ve got something to show Maggie. We’ll survive for a bit on our own.”
Rebecca wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or worried about Dina’s fierce reaction, as there was no question who would be blamed for it. Nevertheless, it was her and David alone in the room, for the first time since she practically begged him not to take the kids. Now what?
“Do you think that’s fair?” he asked.
“What do you mean? Laurie moving my children out of the house without telling me first or me wanting to see them? I’ve been there for them every day of their lives. You don’t take that from them, or me.”
“I thought we had an understanding. We said we’d sort everything out first. You could have called instead of driving all the way here.”
“Don’t worry, that was not a problem.”
“Rebecca, damn it! These girls have one hell of a lot to go through right now.”
“You think I don’t know?”
“Then why do you come here when I asked you to give us all more time? Why bring your girlfriend?”
Couldn’t he see that she was thinking about them all the time? If it wasn’t for the girls, she and Callie might have already left Autumn Leaves behind. It was their home all right, but lately, it became claustrophobic, especially since Maria’s death.
“After that time, you’ll be okay with them moving in with us? Right?” Even the moment she said it, Rebecca realized with trepidation that she doubted it.
David sighed. “From the new apartment, Dina can practically walk to her best friend’s house. Maggie—she needs some distance. I’m thinking of getting a counselor for her, because she’s having really bad nightmares.”
“That is not my fault.” Rebecca wiped her face angrily. At this moment, her tears wouldn’t help either of them, but his words were painful, a reminder that her child needed her, and she just wasn’t there. Couldn’t be there.
“I know it isn’t. Look, everybody’s making an effort for things to get back to some kind of normal. Dina and Maggie have been through enough. They need some stability, that’s why we’re moving into the apartment. They’ve seen it already, and they like it there. I want them to stay. I had hoped we could do this without a lawyer, but if we can’t...that’s what it’s gonna be. Maybe it will be good to have someone who can be objective.”
“I guess you’re right. We can’t do this on our own.” She kept her back straight even though what she really wanted was to curl up in a corner and cry. “I’d like to say good-bye to my children if that’s okay with you.”
Rebecca didn’t cry, not even when Dina hugged her and said, “Don’t stress it, Mom. We still love you and all.” She held on to Maggie a moment longer, then promised them both to come back as soon as possible. “I’ll call.”
Then, once again, she was the one to walk away.
* * * *
Callie drove on the way home. Beside her, Rebecca was silent, lost in thought.
“See what you’ve done? You can’t do anything right!” The memory of Nicole’s random accusations came unbidden and forcefully. Nothing of this was her fault, and yet she felt responsible. She hadn’t tried hard to convince Rebecca that the day of Maria’s funeral might not be the best moment to come for a visit. If the kids came to live with them, there would be some adjustment necessary, for all of them. What if they didn’t and this was just the beginning of a lengthy custody war? Callie suppressed a sigh. She wanted to be there for Rebecca, but it was hard when the ground beneath her own feet didn’t seem all that stable. She still woke up in the middle of the night terrified, with her heart racing.
There was no threat anymore, instead the gentle touch of a woman who had very literally picked up a gun in order to protect Callie and her daughters. A woman who gave up everything to be with her. A woman whose daughter hated her. Callie felt inadequate. She should have made more of an effort to make Dina see reason, and she should have confessed about that conversation to Rebecca. She just didn’t want to add to the burden.
Dina was hurt and scared right now. While her parents certainly weren’t homophobic bigots, no one told her that people came out at all ages. If Rebecca wasn’t willing to take that step, there would have been nothing Callie could have done.
When they came home, it was already dark outside. Rebecca announced she was going to take a nap before dinner. Callie wanted to join her, still pondering talking about Dina. She had the feeling though that Rebecca really needed some time alone. Then there was the fact that Callie had to catch up on work to do. She’d neglected her writing while Asha’s next call, and not for private reasons, was only a matter of time.
She made herself a tea, put a CD into the laptop’s drive and opened the file. Her characters had it quite a bit easier, she thought. Callie wanted it that way. For the most part in her life, books were a form of escapism, and that was what she wanted to give her readers. As the thought formed in her mind, effectively distracting her from this afternoon’s tribulations, Callie realized she couldn’t take it back. She could write it, always delete it later. It had to be out there.
It was about control. If she went there, she’d do it on her own terms. Still, her hands trembled over the keyboard as if refusing to cooperate, but then Callie began to write. For the first time since the assault, she found the mindset to let the story and its characters envelop her, the real world around her receding without the fear of yet another attack. Only this time, these characters had more severe obstacles to fight than the light, rather theoretical arguments Callie had made them deal with before. She wrote with tears in her eyes, but she didn’t stop. Those tears were for a friend who’d died too soon, a little girl who couldn’t sleep without nightmares, and last, for herself. We can’t let them win.
By the time she was finished, it was long past dinner time. Callie felt drained of energy, and hungry. She decided that after a shower, some food would be overdue.
The bedroom was still dark when she returned from the bathroom. Callie sat on the side of the bed. Rebecca didn’t even stir at the slight shifting, even when Callie lay down beside her. Just for a moment, she told herself, reconnect with reality and everything that was good in it. She should wake Rebecca before she’d fall asleep too, and neither of them would be able to find any sleep in the night. Callie reached out carefully, tracing her fingers down the length of Rebecca’s back. Dealing with Dina’s accusations could wait. They needed some time to themselves.
“Hey,” she whispered softly. “Want to come back to me?”
Slowly coming awake, Rebecca turned to her. “I’m sorry,” she said, still sounding sleepy. “You must be hungry. I slept way too long.”
“That’s okay. There’s something I want to show you.”
“In a minute?” Rebecca’s hand was warm on her cheek, her touch soft. Callie wanted to stay here forever.
“Sure.”
It was more than a few minutes they spent in each other’s embrace. Callie thought that as hard as the task she just fulfilled had been, she’d survived it. There was a reward on the other side.
She busied herself cooking while Rebecca read her work of the past few hours as Callie had asked her to. There was a comfortable silence between them. It felt good after the many questions, and the search for answers of the past days. Maybe they hadn’t found all of them yet, but they were here, together. Rebecca sat on the couch, the laptop on her knees, wearing her reading glasses. Closing the oven, Callie turned around to watch her, the shared quietude filling her with a sense of peace she once thought she’d lost forever. It wasn’t something she ever had with Nicole, and when that relationship ended, Callie had pretty much given up on it. She came to Autumn Leaves because she had things to run from, but when she did, it was really coming home.
When Rebecca had finished reading, she closed the laptop and took off her glasses, her expression a little sad when she joined Callie in the kitchen. “Thanks for the preview,” she said, pulling Callie close for a kiss. “It’s very good.”
“Really?” Technically, she knew it, but Callie was still nervous about her abrupt turn.
“It’s very...”
“Different,” Rebecca offered. “Not as light as the others, definitely. I imagine that was hard to write.”
“Yeah. It’s harder to keep it in here.” She tapped her temple with her fingers. “I know I need to move on. I got away. The other girl didn’t.”
There wasn’t much to argue with that, so Rebecca didn’t, just held her in a loose embrace.
“It’s not enough, but at least they’ll do time. I wish I could do more.”
“You’re here,” Callie reminded her. “As far as I’m concerned, that’s just
about everything.” Maybe it was a little too much revelation on a day like this, but she couldn’t help it.
“I know it’s not perfect yet, but it will be. I promise you.”
Rebecca leaned close to kiss her again, more intensely this time.
“This is,” she said. “All else, we’ll figure out. I know that—” She was interrupted by her growling stomach, making them both laugh. “Okay, first things first. Dinner comes before any more of the heavy subjects.”
After dinner, surprisingly, Rebecca suggested taking a look around the house and see if there were some things they could bring now. She claimed she took David seriously and take some of hers, give the rest away if he didn’t want it. Callie was somewhat skeptical about doing this right away. There were too many dramatic changes lately.
“Don’t look so scared,” Rebecca said. “We’re talking curtains, dishes and things like that which I happen to know you could use.”
She wasn’t taking the subject as lightly as she wanted to, Callie thought, but she couldn’t tell Rebecca no, not on a day like this. It was snowing, making her further question the wisdom of this idea, as they put on their coats just for the walk across the street.
It was cold inside the house, literally and otherwise. Rebecca opened cupboards and cabinets, taking notes of what to bring. In the end, she had to realize it couldn’t all be done this evening. Endings came with a lot of paperwork too.
“I never even thought...” she muttered. “Taxes. Insurance. Since I’m obviously the guilty party here, I guess I should start looking for a job too.”
“There’s time for that,” Callie hurried to say. “Money is not a problem right now.”
“Is there anything you want then?” Rebecca’s voice sounded slightly shaky. It could have been from the cold too. “A lamp, crystal candleholders? David said to go for it. After this afternoon, frankly, I intend to.”
“Maybe you should give yourself more time. Both of you.”
“We’ve had sixteen years to think that this was going to last forever, and see what happened. No. We’ve got to move on from this.”
Callie was just beginning to realize that Rebecca was not as familiar with cutting ties as she was pretty much her whole life. If things didn’t work out, Callie’s method of choice was to start over somewhere else. It wasn’t an option this time. Learning to stay was her lesson.
“Maybe you should think about getting a lawyer too. I could recommend someone.”
“Maybe.” They walked up the stairs to the upper level. Rebecca had finally decided she would simply get a few more clothes tonight, but then she turned around and opened the door to Maggie’s room. There were a few hangers still in the empty closet, games and books also gone from the shelves. One left behind: The Girl Who Lived in a Castle. There was a clear provocation in that. Rebecca was struggling with the way the room looked and what it meant.
“I’m so sorry. This is not just about me,” she said.
“It’s okay. We’re not keeping score.”
Rebecca just gave her a grateful smile. They walked into Dina’s room that looked equally empty. Callie suppressed a sigh. At least the girl didn’t seem so angry with Rebecca anymore now that she perceived Callie to be the guilty one. In the bedroom, Rebecca opened a drawer, taking out a photo album and sat down on the side of the bed.
“Come here.”
“I don’t know,” Callie said, hesitating. Even with her coat on, she was shivering. The house wasn’t heated, and the temperature didn’t seem that much different from the outside.
“Just a few minutes.” Rebecca had opened the album on her knees.
“We could take this home,” Callie offered. “It’s not like I don’t want to see. I really do.” It wouldn’t be easy, she assumed, for either of them to take a closer look at this history. At the moment, she just wanted to escape the coldness of this place.
“Let’s go home,” she said.
Rebecca hesitated for a moment longer, then she picked up the album and a couple of others, and followed Callie.
Back in her house, Callie had made some hot chocolate and put a generous amount of rum inside before she carried the mugs to the living room table. They sat close together, opening the book of the past once more. Callie wished she could have found a hint in there somewhere that Rebecca belonged with her in the first place rather than with the man in the pictures. Given the timeline, she couldn’t find any. All she could see were happy, smiling faces and the progression of Dina as a baby to a five-year-old, proudly holding her tiny baby sister. Happy parents, happy friends, all the time. Rebecca looked tired in some of them.
“Don’t look too closely,” she said, self-conscious. “Who the hell took a picture at that moment?”
“Don’t worry. You look pretty.”
The look Rebecca gave her spoke volumes. “Liar.”
“No, I’m not. Besides, I could have never done that.”
“What, have children? Let’s say it’s good that the first time, you have no idea what you’re in for.”
“Still, you had another one.” Callie snuggled closer, putting an arm around Rebecca’s waist. “You can admit that is brave.”
“Brave? I was terrified.”
“I can relate to being terrified,” Callie said. “We both got through it. We still made it this far.” She didn’t know why those words made her feel like crying again. “We did, right?”
“Yes, we did.” Rebecca’s hand in her hair, the slow soft touch, was as much a reassurance as her statement was. It would get easier someday. They just had to believe.
* * * *
As they sat in the attorney’s office for the first time, the initial meeting to draw the lines, Rebecca felt like she was watching a movie. It was unreal. Callie had made a few calls, a friend knowing another friend. Judith Sloane would, for now, simply keep her company and oversee what David and his lawyer, Lanvers, would suggest. Sloane was a spunky woman in her mid-thirties, experienced with family law. She wore stylish suits, her blonde hair in a short yet feminine cut. She was likeable enough, under the circumstances.
Rebecca thought this was much of a parody, and was that really all that was left of her family? She wanted the girls to come live with her. Other than that, she didn’t have that many wishes. However, Lanvers, David’s lawyer, had other ideas. He laid them out to Rebecca with an air of pity. David barely met her eyes, uncomfortable, but he didn’t argue.
“Right, I can see where you’re going with this,” Sloane said. “You’re saying that my client, who has been taking care of her daughters mostly by herself in the past years, suddenly isn’t fit to raise them?”
Rebecca cringed at the term “client.” That made it official. The rest of it left her with a dizzying mix of anger and fear. She didn’t even want to think about what it meant.
“Mister Lowman has the help of his mother, and can create a stable environment for the girls, which I think we all agree is the most important thing right now.”
“I am their mother! Callie and I can give them a stable environment all right. As Ms. Sloane has pointed out, I’ve been doing it in the past. That has not changed. David, tell me you don’t believe that!”
“Mrs. Lowman. Your significant other is a self-employed writer, I believe?”
“I don’t think her profession is the problem here,” Judith Sloane said. “Mister Lanvers, honestly, I don’t understand what the problem is. These girls have lived all their lives in Autumn Leaves. It’s their home. Frankly, they belong with their mother, and both she and Ms. Bryan are more than qualified to provide them with everything they need. There’s enough space and a double income. Not to mention they’re loved, and no one said Mister Lowman can’t visit them whenever.” In an impatient gesture, she brushed her short blonde hair away from her face. “If that’s not good enough, there’s only one reason left, and I really hope that’s not the case.”
“Stop it,” David snapped. “I am not a bigot, but you know what, Rebecca, whatever’s broken, you did it. You walked away from them once. Who says you’re not doing it again?”
Sloane’s next words seemed to fade out as Rebecca struggled to understand what was happening. Maybe she was really better off believing nothing was real at all.
* * * *
It probably hadn’t gone well. Callie could tell from the way Rebecca simply left her coat lying on the chair near the door, kissing her briefly to whisper, “Later, okay?” and then disappeared into the bathroom.
Callie brainstormed with herself, trying to pin down ideas for her next book with little success. Worrying about the outcome of Rebecca’s appointment was only partly responsible. There had been no response from Asha so far, not even a text message. No reason to break out the champagne yet. In the past few years, Asha had usually given her the go-ahead and then come back with edits which made Callie swear out loud in many late nights, but shaped the story to its best.
What happened at the lawyer’s office? Granted, she hadn’t gotten to know David Lowman well, and certainly he had a reason to be angry and disappointed. On the other hand, he should want what was best for his daughters. If Callie learned something on their impromptu visit, it was that being away from Rebecca wasn’t good for them.
The doorbell jolted her out of her thoughts, making her jump. Rebecca was still in the shower from the sounds of it, so Callie got up to open the door.
“You’re here, good.” Studying her, Asha Malik was so far into her personal space that Callie took a step backwards. Before she could even form the question, Asha added, “I had to come and talk to you in person. Honey, have you lost your mind?”
“Um...Okay. You didn’t like it.”
“Like has really nothing to do with it. You just can’t do that, blindside your readers like that. Hell, you blindsided me.”
“Sorry about that,” Callie said, distantly noting that the sound of the shower had stopped. “Seriously, we couldn’t discuss this over the phone?”
“Oh, yeah. You called me. I’m sorry, Cal, I was really busy. You know, this isn’t good. Seriously, you’re the one who always said we need stories of sane, healthy lesbian relationships out there. So why the drama?”
“What happened wasn’t their fault!” Callie was slightly disturbed about the vehemence of her words.
“No. You’re the writer. It’s yours.”
“Have you ever considered that things like that might happen for real?”
“Sure, Cal. They do happen, but not in your books, not in this series, that is. Your readers want to know what they’re in for if they pick up a story about Vanessa and Sabine. They don’t want a thriller. Write one, or write one angry feminist essay if you want to, but steer clear of these subjects here.”
The way Asha went to get herself a cup and some coffee as if she was invited irritated her. Callie was a heartbeat away from blurting out what she didn’t want her to know.
“You can’t tell me.”
“Maybe, but my boss who is technically also your boss, can. You want to take the risk?”
“I do. You straighten it out, as always.”
Asha sighed dramatically. “Okay, I’ll give that a try, but don’t expect too much. When are you going to pack up things and come back?”
“I won’t. Rebecca is moving in with me.” It felt good to say it out loud like that for the first time. Making it real. However, Asha didn’t share Callie’s assessment.
“Jesus, Cal, have you lost it completely?”
“Excuse me?”
“I told you to distract yourself a little, have a hot affair, not to become a co-mom. Callie, are you even in there? The woman’s married!”
Callie couldn’t make sense of Asha’s vehement reaction. They’d always known they weren’t in for the long run. Between now and that long time ago they’d been exclusive, both she and Asha had had other lovers.
“Not that it’s any of your business, but Rebecca has left her husband, so yes, when all is said and done, it will hopefully be possible for the girls to stay with us. What’s your problem, Asha?”
Asha looked chagrined. “You know, honey, I love you, but you’ve had some serious stuff happening lately. I guess this is where some counseling should be in order.”
“No shit,” Callie said sarcastically. “Can you still keep out of my private life?”
“Those straight girls, you can’t trust them. The moment you’re in for more than a little fun, they’re going to break your heart.”
“Well, I don’t intend to.” They both turned around at the sound of Rebecca’s voice. “Sorry to be dripping,” she said dryly. “I just thought I had something to say to this too.”
She was wearing nothing but a white towel, and Callie had to admit that not even the never-ending bad news could keep her from admiring the sight. Asha did too, and Callie slapped her arm lightly.
“Rebecca, it’s good to see you. Maybe you could use some of that good influence on her then and tell her to change the story.”
“Why would I?”
Asha sighed. “Now, when did you two decide to disappear into this joint delusion? Somebody needs to go sell these books. I’m telling you, Callie, there are some feminist readers who won’t like sexual violence as a plot device, and frankly, I’m with them.”
“What’s their problem?” Rebecca asked.
“Is real life what you want when you pick up a novel, let alone one of Callie’s?”
“I could find another publisher. I’ve had offers before,” Callie chimed in. She didn’t really mean it, and she certainly didn’t want to make a decision like that now, but she couldn’t help it.
Rolling her eyes, Asha got up. “All right. I’ll be sure to pass that on. I’m not so sure we will take a risk like that, but I’ll let you know.” She gave Rebecca a long lingering look. “You know what, I really hope you’ll make her happy. If you don’t, remember I know where you live.”
“She is something,” Rebecca remarked after the door had fallen shut behind Asha.
“She will come around,” Callie predicted. “How did it go?”
Rebecca’s posture changed slightly, so Callie got up to pull her close. Rebecca leaned into her embrace with a tired sigh. “I want to make you happy,” she said.
“You do.”
“Sloane, I think she’s good, but...I don’t know about David. I just don’t know him anymore.”
Callie just held on tighter, because there wasn’t much else she could do. She couldn’t promise he would magically change his mind, and what would happen then?
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, for the current predicament and other things. Rebecca wouldn’t be happy living without her children in the long run, but it was something they might have to consider. If Callie couldn’t bring herself to let her go, it wasn’t entirely for selfish reasons. They might still have a long way to go, but they would be in it together.
* * * *
Callie whimpered quietly in her sleep. Rebecca debated whether to wake her, but decided against it when brushing her hand softly seemed to ease Callie into more restful dreams. The snow falling heavily outside made it seem lighter, and impossible for her to fall asleep yet. After the small break of their restaurant visit, there was too much on her mind, once again. She missed Dina and Maggie. She missed Maria, the circle of her friends she once thought of as unbreakable. More than that. Callie’s struggle led her back to a time when she thought marrying into the Lowman family might have been a serious mistake.
There was talk in town that Bev Wilkins might replace Craig for mistakes being made in the investigation of the Beckett and Weller sons’ crimes on Halloween. The relief Rebecca felt about this prospect was too intense to be explained by the irritation he caused her lately. Reading the first draft of Callie’s novel had stirred up something, a memory, an understanding. Whatever lay ahead now, both she and Callie had survived worse. They just had to remember that.
“I need you too,” she whispered to her sleeping lover.
Beside her, Callie was now calm and relaxed. Finally finding that gratitude again she was missing lately, Rebecca closed her eyes too.
* * * *
She was awakened by the phone early in the morning. “Hey, Mom. I just wanted to check if you’re okay.” Dina used her cell phone to call Rebecca.
“I’m good. Thank you. I...I miss you girls.” She couldn’t help saying it, even though she was trying hard not to make it worse for either of them.
“We’ll come to visit soon,” Dina promised. “Tomorrow after school maybe? I’m not sure if Grandma’s gonna come too.”
“She’s welcome.” She can convince herself that we have a good home here. “I’d love to see you.”
After a long pause, Dina said with a sigh, “We miss you too, you know, but we can only be in one place, right? I’m sorry about what I said to you, but really, you and Dad don’t have to make it a drama. You’re not coming back, are you?” Rebecca’s struggle for an answer and the resulting silence obviously told her all she needed to know. “I guess if you’re not happy together, it’s better you aren’t.”
Rebecca wanted to say so much, that she was sorry about the way things had turned out, but she didn’t trust her voice. Besides, she didn’t have an alternative to offer. The only thing they could do now was wait out the storm and hopefully come out without bruises.
“Dad and I have been happy for a long time,” she said finally. “It’s just that…” How could she ever explain something to her fourteen-year-old daughter that she couldn’t even entirely explain to herself?
“I don’t understand it, Mom. How could you not know?”
There was a hint of anger left, but mostly confusion. Rebecca didn’t know how to answer to either, the weight of failure crushing.
“Okay,” Dina said quickly, seemingly done with the emotional moment. “We’ll see you then, and—oops.” In the background, there was the sound of barking, and Maggie’s chiding voice, “Shh, you’re supposed to be silent!”
“Um, Mom, you want to talk to Maggie for a moment?”
“Of course, in a minute. What was that?”
“What was what?”
“Dina.”
“Okay! I guess tomorrow you’ll meet Barney. He’s Dad and Susan’s idea of easing the separation anxiety.”
Rebecca closed her eyes for a moment, reining in annoyance with her yet husband. Above all, she felt relief that her child had not all of a sudden become a stranger to her—or an adult for that matter. Dina had probably no idea how much she had revealed in that one sentence.
David had obviously reverted to bribing which meant he was just as unsure how to handle the current situation as Rebecca was. She needed to catch him outside the lawyer’s office, she thought. There was still some hope that those sixteen years still meant something, at the very least, that they wouldn’t break out into a war of roses.
“Oh, right. Does it work?” she asked.
Dina made a noncommittal sound. “Well, somewhat. You’ll see him. He’s cute. You want Maggie now?”
“Sure, thank you. Wait. Dina?”
“Yeah?”
“Nothing. We’ll talk tomorrow, sweetie.”
Who was Susan? Rebecca assumed she’d find out soon. There was no time to obsess about the subject now. Callie went to town to talk to Asha about the book some more, and Rebecca needed the time to think about what she was going to say in church on behalf of Father Langdon’s project. She still wasn’t sure about the wisdom of including her in the presentation. The talk was maybe easing up slowly, but she still got the looks and the silent treatment every now and then, from people who thought the arrests of Tim Beckett and Matt Weller were personal insults against their families. Betty seemed to have become Louise Beckett’s best friend now.
Could she really step up and talk to them? It wouldn’t be easy, Rebecca knew, but she gave Father Langdon her promise. The date was approaching fast, so she’d better come up with something. If only she had any idea.
Callie returned from her meeting looking tired and dispirited, so Rebecca didn’t want to burden her with her own worries. She was sure that Father Langdon was aware of the talk in town. If he thought it was appropriate for her to still be part of the project, who was she to say it wasn’t?
They made it an early night. After the lights were turned off, Callie finally asked, “Do you think I should change it?”
Rebecca took her time to think about an answer. “I think your writing is at your best.” Which was the truth, but ultimately, Asha might have had a point when she advised Callie to keep her series within certain boundaries. There was something else to consider. She turned to Callie, brushing her fingers over red strands spilling across her pillow.
“You did great. Asha knows the business side best, but you must be comfortable with what’s out there, in print.”
Callie sighed. “That’s the problem, I don’t know anymore. There’s a lot worse out there, on the other hand…Maybe Asha is right. I don’t want to pass on the hurt to anybody. Therapeutic writing isn’t always the best.”
“Did it make you feel better writing this?” Rebecca asked softly.
After a moment, Callie nodded.
“Did you tell Asha why you did it?”
“No. I didn’t want her to change her mind out of sympathy—or pity.”
Rebecca didn’t think that would happen. For one, Asha would probably get angry, but she was enough of a businesswoman to separate the two.
“You think I should?”
“If you’re not comfortable yet, no.” To say it out loud, once, was important, and then draw your boundaries around you. Rebecca wondered if she had missed a step, all those years ago. There was nothing much she could do about that. There was, however, something she could do in the present.
“Can I hold you?”
Callie melted into her embrace without hesitation, and for a moment, Rebecca forgot about the possible complications of the upcoming visit, or her own sins of omission. She knew with a startling certainty that this was where she was supposed to be. How she found her way there might make her flawed, human. It didn’t mean she was a bad person, not even in the eyes of the God she still believed in. They had a right to be happy.
Callie leaned close to kiss her softly, her lips, her neck, and that’s when Rebecca sensed the shift in mood, the hands on her body meaning to excite rather than comfort. They did, so much. When Callie paused to sit up, it was only to pull her nightshirt over her head, slowly, giving Rebecca time to watch, and enjoy. She placed her hands on Callie’s hips, reveling in the skin to skin contact, the words came easily.
“You’re so beautiful,” she whispered. “Just where have you been…” All my life, Rebecca had wanted to say, but she stopped herself on time to remember the years that were between them. Callie’s smile was indulgent and affectionate at the same time.
“Yeah, right, make fun of my attempt to be romantic. There is an age joke somewhere in that.”
She had to chuckle about it though. Callie laughed too. Then she leaned forward, poised over Rebecca. “I’m here now, and I intend to make up for all the time we didn’t have.”
All possible time for past regrets just vanished with the pleasure of their intimacy. Rebecca remembered the first time Callie had touched her like that, making her ache for more in a way she didn’t think she had ever felt. Love, yes. Comfort in another person’s company, but nothing like this. She closed her eyes as Callie placec a string of kisses down her body, soft, teasing, shivers turning into fever heat, and then she had to open her eyes anyway. Callie looked up to smile at her, then she continued the intimate caress leaving Rebecca helpless to do anything but surrender.



Chapter Thirteen
They were both nervous about the family visit. Callie knew she would probably have to get used to those at some point. At the moment, she felt more comfortable making herself mostly invisible.
“You know that the girls will be with us over Christmas? You might pick them up on the twenty-seventh if you have the time.” Laurie’s tone sounded icy, and Callie sent a worried look to Rebecca whose face was unreadable. She wasn’t meaning to eavesdrop on the conversation between the two women, but Maggie had asked for an apple juice. Callie returned from the kitchen, stopping cold when she heard the word “Christmas”. It was a subject she hadn’t dared approach with Rebecca yet, but Laurie’s statement did not come as a surprise. Callie sighed to herself.
“You asked the girls about that?” Rebecca demanded.
“They’d like it that way.”
“Oh, sure.”
There was an awkward silence. Callie felt rather silly, but she didn’t dare move forward, or back.
“Listen, Laurie, I get it, we do it your way. I’ll celebrate Christmas with my daughters on the twenty-seventh. Fine. If there was anything else you always wanted to say, now’s the opportunity. I’m tired of pretending for harmony’s sake.”
There was another long stretch of silence, then Laurie said, “I know you’re not a horrible mother, Rebecca.”
Well, that was some backhanded compliment.
“What do you expect of me? You cheated on my son twice. Of course I’d take his side. There is no question.”
The same surprise that Callie felt showed on Rebecca’s face.
“What are you talking about?”
She probably should have gone inside and shown some support right now, but there was still something that held her back. Callie knew this hesitation was something she would have to overcome at some point if this was supposed to work out, her and Rebecca and their shared life in this small town.
“You and Craig? Don’t try to deny it. I saw you!”
“Right.” Rebecca laughed bitterly, but she sounded more on the verge of tears. “What you saw was your son acting like a creep on his parents’ anniversary. I never told David. I never told you, because at that time I stupidly thought I’d still have a chance at having you like me. I should have known you’d never believe me—just like he said.” Her voice broke, and Callie rushed into the room, unable to hold herself back any longer.
“Would you leave her alone now? This is my house, Mrs. Lowman, and I won’t let you…” She stopped cold when she saw the tears glistening in Laurie’s eyes too.
“I didn’t know,” Laurie said, her voice all of a sudden soft and apologetic. “I don’t approve of what you’re doing, but you’ve got to believe me—when I saw you kissing, I didn’t know.”
“Neither did I.” David was shocked. “Rebecca, why didn’t you tell me?”
The kitchen was crowded with too many people now, the girls following behind him. Callie hadn’t even heard the car. She could hardly grasp what she just heard. She wished, so much that it hurt, that she and Rebecca could just pack and move, to be anywhere but in this haunted town. It didn’t seem possible though.
“Oh, please,” Rebecca said, exasperation just a thin veil over the underlying emotion. “It’s too late now for pity. If we could all agree that Callie and I can have a decent Christmas with Dina and Maggie, I’m all good. I’m not going to have a nervous breakdown ten years after the fact.”
“Mom.” Dina’s quiet voice brought all adult conversation to an abrupt halt. “Maggie and I want to talk to you for a moment, okay? Everybody else, could you leave us alone? Please. You too,” she told Callie. “I’m sorry.”
Callie sent a helpless look to Rebecca who simply shrugged, but Dina’s expression was so earnest she relented. It was a lot to take in for all of them.
When the door fell closed, David said, “I’ll wait in the car.” There was a simmering anger in his voice telling Callie that the subject of his brother’s transgressions wasn’t done with yet.
Laurie followed him outside the house, leaving Callie with a puppy that looked up at her expectantly, wagging his tail. She scooped him up and went into the living room, anxious to hear what it was that Dina and Maggie had to say to Rebecca behind closed doors.
The girls came out ten minutes later. “Thank you,” Dina said. “You still want us to come by on the twenty-seventh?” It was probably all the peace offering she would get from the teenage girl.
“Of course,” Callie told her. “I want you two here. Of course, Barney is welcome too.” Dina smiled tiredly, and for a moment, it was really easy to see Rebecca there.
“Okay then. Things will be quieter, promised.” She then did something completely unexpected, stepped forward and hugged Callie hard. “We’ll be okay,” she said. Maybe it was meant to be a reassurance, but something in her tone made Callie even more scared than before. What had they said behind closed doors?
She was startled by Rebecca’s expression, her “Are you okay?” more of a rhetorical question.
“Sure.” Rebecca walked past her, into the living room. When Callie joined her, she was sitting on the couch, hugging a book to her chest, absentminded. Callie sat beside her and gently took the Bible from her.
“What’s going on? The dog wasn’t that bad,” she tried to joke, though the words nearly caught in her throat.
Rebecca wiped a hand across her face tiredly. “I’m sorry,” she said, all but jumping to her feet. “I’m so sorry.”
The tears in her voice spoke volumes. “Sorry about what?” Callie asked, her own vision blurring, but Rebecca had already jumped to her feet and left the room.
* * * *
She sat in the car, key in the ignition, but couldn’t bring herself to start. Her hands were just shaking too much. Rebecca knew she was scaring the hell out of Callie. She couldn’t help it. Fear had gotten the better of her, and she had no idea where to go from here. There was nowhere. When Callie opened the door on the passenger side, she finally caved and gave voice to what was haunting her. These fears had kept her company through all the moments of happiness, and through the pain.
“I don’t know if I can do this!” The torrent of tears Rebecca had kept at bay until now was breaking loose.
“Do what?” Callie’s voice was small, frightened. She went through a hell of her own. She didn’t deserve this. Maybe that was the whole point, the lesson to learn from all this for Rebecca. One of her best friends was dead. Her husband was building a home with a new lover and the girls. It seemed sudden, making her wonder how long he had known the woman. “I believe these things can happen, but they don’t mean anything. We’ll always have each other, and our family,” he told her not long ago. Everything had changed. Maybe Laurie right to say that the people close to Rebecca got hurt because she kept failing them.
“Please talk to me,” Callie urged.
“I’m not—” This was hard, so much harder than confessing to David. There was nothing more that Rebecca wanted than this new life with Callie. It looked like there were more obstacles to that plan than she thought. Maybe she was the obstacle.
“I’m not the partner you need. You deserve so much better.”
“You’re crazy.” Callie was crying now too. “Where is this coming from all of a sudden?”
“It’s not all of a sudden. I’ve been thinking about this all of the time.”
“I can’t lose you, Rebecca. I can’t lose you now.”
Rebecca looked at the key, once again realizing she had nowhere to go. “What if you need someone who’s more like you?”
“God forbid,” Callie said dryly. “What’s the matter with you?” Rebecca didn’t know whether she should laugh or cry. Both would certainly end in the latter.
“I mean someone who can really stand up for you.”
Callie gently took her hand, holding it in hers. It took her so long to answer that Rebecca feared she was going to agree, but then she spoke with confidence.
“I don’t think anybody has ever done for me what you did. I know it’s hard for you, too, but you need to know that you’re not on your own. Do you love me?”
Just the question made her cry harder, but there wasn’t a single doubt as to the answer.
“I love you,” Rebecca said. “I don’t want to be without you.”
Callie hesitated for a long moment, then she asked, “You want to share what the girls said?”
“They need time, both of them. I think it’s easier for Maggie. Dina…she will come around.”
The fingers around hers tightened. “Okay then,” Callie said. “Okay. Let’s go inside now. Tomorrow, we’re going to church.”
There didn’t seem to be a way to avoid that, but there was one more answer Rebecca needed.
“Do you think it’s silly of me to make such a big deal from it?” she asked. The violent chill was slowly leaving her as they sat by the fireplace, huddled under a blanket on the couch. She was still overwhelmed by just about everything, aware of how fragile her momentary composure was, but Callie’s presence gave her a reassuring sense of calm.
“No. This place and the community matter to you. I respect that. I understand you need to go. That we need to. We have just as much of a right to be there as any of them.”
Rebecca stared into the flickering flames thoughtfully. Truth be told, she was only beginning to catch up with all the ways her life had drastically changed. Once upon a time, she felt safe in her life, her surroundings, the home she and David had created for their family in the small-town comfort of Autumn Leaves. Nothing seemed safe anymore, and yet she knew it was impossible to go back. She might be scared, but she wouldn’t live a lie for anybody else’s sake.
“Maybe,” she said. “Well. I have to do that presentation in any case. Let’s hope no one throws things at me.” There was silence for a moment, but she felt Callie’s intent look on her. “If they do, what do you need them for? That’s not what religion is supposed to be about. If Father Langdon thought it was, then he would have called it off. He doesn’t have a problem with you being there. Maybe it would help if you talked to him. Help you.”
“I don’t need anybody’s permission,” Rebecca said, a little too sharply she realized when Callie flinched against her slightly. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I probably should talk to him.”
“Just think about it. In the meantime...I know it’s not Christmas yet, but there’s something I want to give you.”
“You don’t have to. I don’t even have your gift yet.” If there was a slight edge of panic to her words, Rebecca couldn’t help herself. The day had already brought too many surprises, not all of them pleasant.
“That’s fine.” Callie leaned forward to kiss her softly. “This year, I’ve got the best gift ever. I’ll be right back.”
The minute it took her to go to the bedroom and back gave Rebecca almost enough time to compose herself. She thought back to the moment in the kitchen with her children. Yes, she missed them so badly it hurt. She would never get used to being without them, but at least she had the certainty that they would not abandon her. David...She knew him. He wasn’t mean, and once the roller coaster had stopped, they would find common ground as how to handle the situation, the rest of their lives and those of the girls.
Callie came back to sit down next to her, handing her a colorfully wrapped envelope. Rebecca pulled her closer, for a proper “thank you,” their kiss deepening until she almost forgot about the gift. When she finally opened it and saw what was inside, Rebecca could only stare in surprise. That, she had not expected.
“It’s too much,” she said when she finally found her speech.
“No, it’s not,” Callie protested. “Look, I hope David will be okay to have the girls go with us. I want this for all of us, but if he says no, I think you and I should still go.”
“This is great. Thank you.” It sounded hesitant, and Rebecca was well aware of it. “Do you want to go back to New York?” she asked, finally giving voice to her real fear. Rebecca wasn’t quite sure anymore if she wanted to spend the rest of her life in Autumn Leaves like she once thought. On the other hand, she certainly wasn’t ready for the big city life far away from Maggie and Dina.
“Oh, Rebecca, no!” Callie took her hands in both of hers. “That’s not how I meant it. It’s just a vacation, because I really think we have earned it—as a family.”
“Thank you.” It sounded a lot more genuine without the fear. “I’m sorry about the drama. It’s wonderful. I can’t imagine David wanting to stand in the way for the girls, except someone has to take care of Barney.” She studied Callie’s relieved expression for a moment.
“There is more, though, isn’t there?”
“I ran away,” Callie said firmly. “Looking back, I’m glad I did, because that’s how I found you, but you also showed me that you have to take a stand at some point.”
“Isn’t that what you did long before me?”
Callie chuckled. “Maybe, but I’m writing lesbian fiction for a publisher who brings out GBLT literature. Not many repercussions to be expected there.”
“Right. They all happened here,” Rebecca said sadly. Laced with that sadness was still the anger, at the young men who thought their parents’ money bought them the right to be criminal assholes, at Betty who obviously still sided with Louise Beckett.
“We’ll still stand up to them. We’ll do it together.”
Those words lingered on her mind for a moment, until the truth of them sank in. They had a chance. They could make it.
“I love you,” she said. “You know that, right?”
“Yes,” Callie simply said. “I know.”
* * * *
“How long have you known that you are a lesbian?”
Callie nearly dropped the coffeepot. Of all the topics for a Sunday morning breakfast before church, this wasn’t one she expected. Across from her sat Rebecca, all gorgeous and dressed up for her presentation, asking this question in all seriousness. Admittedly, from the start of their relationship until now, there wasn’t much time to address these subjects.
“Early teens, I guess.” She shrugged. “You know that time when all your friends start talking about boys and you...just don’t get it. I don’t know, maybe we should talk about this some other time, since…”
She didn’t need to finish the thought. Rebecca would go in to talk to Father Langdon for a bit, and after that she’d have to tell the people in Autumn Leaves about her work. It wouldn’t be easy. There was the innuendo, then there was Maria’s death and Craig’s suspension, and the fact that the sons of two of the most well-known citizens were in jail. Come to think of it, Callie didn’t feel much like going, but she wouldn’t leave Rebecca alone with this. No matter what her own fears were.
“Yeah.” Rebecca sighed. “It’s because I’ve been thinking...I should have known something. Earlier, you know.”
“Does it matter?” Callie asked softly. “I know that you loved David, and your family.” There was no denying that.
“I don’t know. I just know that I’ve never felt like this. I’ve been stupid.”
“No!” Callie protested immediately, instinctively, even though she wasn’t quite sure what Rebecca was referring to.
“It’s true. All these questions, these ideas about keeping children out of politics, wondering if it was really just a misguided choice—I had no idea. I do now. I do know better.”
All of a sudden, it became clear to Callie why this subject made a lot of sense this morning. “It’s not stupid when you want to keep an open mind, when you are ready to learn. I suggest we don’t go deeper into this now, because I don’t want us to go to church with smeared makeup, you know?”
Rebecca laughed. “And here I thought lesbians wouldn’t wear any…”
When they got up from the table, Callie wrapped her arms around Rebecca tightly, feeling free and light from the laughter. “I love you too,” she whispered. “Now that you’re mine, I’m never letting you go.”
* * * *
She was going to church. In a place that was always a refuge, a shelter to her, Rebecca was about to talk to the people she’d known for a long time, about something she loved to do. What was she afraid of anyway? Sometimes, Rebecca wondered if things could have gone differently, had she been honest right away, right after that weekend. Callie wouldn’t have gone out by herself, running into those mean-spirited teenagers. Common sense told her she wasn’t the one to blame, but Rebecca was aware she would have to address this thought at some point, after she made it through this morning.
The church wasn’t very small, but it felt a bit claustrophobic when they walked down the aisle, looking for a place to sit. Predictably, there were looks and the murmurs. Maybe she was just paranoid and they weren’t all directed at her and Callie.
However, when Louise Beckett craned her neck to see, it couldn’t possibly be mistaken. Betty was sitting next to her. Roz was with her mother, on the other side of the aisle. Callie reached out to squeeze her hand gently, and Rebecca felt the smile on her face, easing the tightness in her chest. It felt right. It was right.
Father Langdon began with an introduction about how the church had extended services to troubled teenagers and explained how they wanted to have a low threshold for everyone who needed help. There was a social worker whom Rebecca didn’t know. Paul explained that he moved to Autumn Leaves recently with his wife and three kids. The psychologist was familiar to Callie, who knew him from choir.
“Lastly, I think we know it’s easiest to have our children come to church with us if we make it an ‘event’ on Facebook. God is there for us at all times, but sometimes, even the church will have to adjust to the time we live in. If you don’t want to call or come by yet, or you want to take a look at what we’re offering first, you can do so now with our website. Thanks to Mrs. Lowman.”
The murmurs grew a little in intensity when she stepped up next to him, but Rebecca chose to ignore them. Just this presentation, just a few minutes, she could do this.
“I’m very happy I had the chance to work on this project, because I think it’s very important. I have two children, of which one is a teenager. While I want them to know they can always come to me—with everything...” Her voice faltered just a little, and Rebecca resisted the impulse to roll her eyes at herself. Get your act together!
“We all know there can be times when children need to talk to someone outside of the family, for whatever reason.”
Betty snorted. Chip gave his mother a quick, angry sideways look.
“The internet is a medium that youth feel comfortable with, so it makes sense that they’d use it when they need help. The church offers a safe space here.”
“What do you know anyway?” The voice cut through the relative silence of her audience. “You abandoned your children!”
The accusation came from a young woman who worked for the town’s dentist. Rebecca hadn’t seen her in a while, and barely talked to her.
The quiet talking grew louder still, and for a moment, the feeling of claustrophobia came back full force. This was exactly what she was afraid of, and she felt her face burning from the slur.
“Please,” she said. “This is not the place.”
“I’d need therapy if I found out my mom’s a lesbian,” someone said—a teenage boy—he and his friend laughed. The family looked embarrassed but no one told him to be quiet. Betty’s unrelenting stare seemed to say: You asked for it.
She saw that Callie was about to get up, her stormy expression conveying a clear message. If she had wanted to leave right now, Callie would have come with her. Rebecca didn’t plan to. She took a deep breath and gave her lover what she hoped was a reassuring smile. Running away now would have been the easy way out. She straightened, gripping the microphone tighter.
“All right. Father Langdon asked me to come here to talk about my work, but there seems to be something else that is just as important. I’m sure you have many questions. I don’t claim to know all the answers, but I do have something to say, and all I’m asking of you is to listen for a few minutes.”
She turned to Father Langdon, and he nodded.
“I don’t know what you all heard,” Rebecca said. “I did not abandon my children. There’ve been a lot of changes in all our lives, and—”
“Oh, just stop it!” Louise Beckett shouted. “You threatened my son with a shotgun! Just as well that your husband took the kids.”
For a moment, there was a shocked silence. Rebecca had the startling impulse to go over to the mayor’s wife and slap her, in this place of all places. Her voice was rather calm when she spoke, even though inside she felt all raw. She knew some of her neighbors thought like that, but most of them wouldn’t say it to her face, all self-righteously, in a house of worship.
“I have a question for you too,” she said. “The God you believe in, really, does He tell you this? That it’s okay for children to be away from their mother, that it’s okay to judge other people’s lives? I cannot imagine that because the God I believe in is about love.”
Rebecca almost expected Father Langdon to tell her to leave now, but he didn’t, neither did anybody shout. “No one can take that away from me. My girls told me they’d love me no matter what. I might not have done everything right, but I found the love of a wonderful person. If some of you think that’s wrong, or sick, I guess I can live with that.” She was tempted to leave it at that, just turn around and go, but the thought that had come to her since she and Callie walked into the church, wouldn’t leave her alone.
“I know it’s not all of you, and that makes me hope, because there will come one day when two people who love each other will get married right here in this church, regardless of their gender. Thank you.”
“No, thank you, Mrs. Lowman.”
She turned on her heel, nearly stumbling on the step, to see that Charles LaRue junior had stood up.
“See, if everybody thinks what they are is so wrong, where were all the good people when I could have used help?”
“Chip!” Betty scolded, red-faced.
“No, Mom. I won’t shut up about this anymore. About those guys who are now in prison? I am glad. They made my life a living hell day after day. So, thanks, Mrs. Lowman, because you and Ms. Bryan were the only ones to have the guts to stand up to them.”
Roz stood up too. She quietly walked over to Rebecca and embraced her. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I hope we’re still friends.”
“You’re welcome. Yes, of course we still are.”
A little dizzy and confused by the unexpected support, Rebecca disengaged herself from the embrace and smiled at her friend.
“I haven’t been the best of friends to you,” Roz said regretfully.
Rebecca didn’t have much to argue, but on the other hand, she hadn’t approached any of them either, except for Maria. At the thought of her, she felt tears welling up again.
“We’ll talk. Soon. I promise.”
“Thank you.”
She finally found Callie, reaching out to take her hand. Her eyes were bright, but Callie smiled happily. “Come on. Let’s go home.”
Outside of the church, somebody called her name. Rebecca turned to see Betty hurrying after her.
“Rebecca! Can you...I don’t know how to say this. Do you please have a minute for me?”
Rebecca turned to Callie, who was watching the two of them attentively. She was wondering about all the words that were said during Betty’s visit, the details Callie hadn’t told her for a reason.
“I’m fine. If you want to...” Callie said.
“Not right now, Betty. Eventually...I think I will. Could you give me a little more time?”
Betty swallowed hard. “That’s all right,” she said.
There had been snowfall in the morning, but when they walked home, the clouds had moved away to make room for the sun and a crystal blue sky.
“I’m so proud of you,” Callie said. Rebecca remembered to the moment a few weeks ago, when she wanted to hold her hand so badly, but didn’t dare to. Now, as they walked along the snow-covered trees, she couldn’t understand what had hindered her. It really wasn’t that hard. She chuckled a little self-consciously.
“I guess I’m a little proud too. Sorry about the makeup though.”
Callie laughed, and Rebecca joined in.
She learned something important this morning. Whatever trials they’d been through and might still be there to come, they weren’t completely alone in it. A beautiful life waited for them.
* * * *
They spent Christmas Eve quietly, decorating the tree they’d bought last minute, sharing dreams and kisses in front of the fireplace after the service. There’d been some looks, but Callie thought it had felt different. Something happened the Sunday before that had made some people in Autumn Leaves wake up. The ones who didn’t, they didn’t need to care about. They put gifts under the tree for Dina and Maggie. Later that night, they made love, the intimacy bringing a feeling of quiet gratitude. There were so many ways out, so many times when either of them could have given up. Yet, they were still here, together.
As Rebecca slept beside her, Callie studied the ring on her finger once more. No one and nothing could possibly wipe the smile off her face right now.
* * * *
“Yes, Asha! I heard you!” Callie shook her head, laughing at the phone. She was just the tiniest bit nervous about the visit of the girls, David, Susan, and Barney, and Asha’s call was the perfect distraction. Dina was slowly coming around, but that didn’t mean the occasion would be completely without conflict.
“I hope so, honey. I’m happy for you and I’m happy you came to your senses about the drama, but once you’re back from New York, I want you to sit on your ass and finish that book. Can you do that for me?”
“Of course I can.”
“Listen to you,” Asha murmured, but she was amused.
“Yeah, listen to me.” In the end, Callie had changed the draft to a version that suited the series. She kept the alternate version, those pages she had written with a mix of despair and hope. It did her some good. When it came to her making a living and her sales, she trusted Asha after all.
“I’m on it. Merry Christmas, by the way.”
Callie hung up, listening to the sound of a car parking with excitement laced with trepidation. It was time to face the family.
* * * *
Rebecca hugged her children tightly before she greeted David and Susan. She had to smile. The new woman by her yet-husband’s side was a striking difference to Rebecca herself, small and blonde, quiet. Rebecca observed her interaction with the girls very carefully, and to her relief, Susan did not seem to try and be a replacement mother.
“David, I’ve got to ask you a favor.”
“Sure, but I think first the girls have something to say to you.”
Even with her newly found freedom of the heart, it was difficult not to let the first reaction be fear. Susan busied herself looking after Barney who was getting a little too interested in the tree. David smiled regretfully.
“I will admit it. I’ve been a bit of a dick lately.”
“David!” Rebecca protested, partly because of the swear word, partly because he was right. She couldn’t deny she made choices that hurt him, regardless of her right to love. It was both of their responsibilities now to make decisions which would not hurt their children.
He shrugged. “It’s true, and I’m sorry. I’m not sorry, however, about these two great girls. I don’t want to hurt either of them, and I never meant to say you’re a bad mother. You’ve been a wonderful mother to both of them, and so just see what you think. Maggie?”
“Mommy, is it okay if I come live with you and Callie?” Maggie asked.
Rebecca couldn’t speak. All she could do was step forward to hug her daughter so tightly that she was distantly wondering if Maggie could still breathe. Through a blurry veil she saw Callie smile, and Dina stepping forward to embrace both Maggie and Rebecca.
“Now, come on, stop crying, Mom. We weren’t talking bullshit when we said we love you. I hope it’s all right that I stay with Dad, because it’s working out great with school and friends. I’ll come to hang out with you every now and then, I promise.”
Susan said something to David quietly and then picked up Barney to take him outside for a walk.
“It’s all good,” Rebecca finally managed to say. “Thank you.”
* * * *
“Thank you,” Callie told David in the kitchen as they both had decided at the same time to give Rebecca and the girls a little space.
He sighed. “You know, I’m not doing this for you.”
“I do know. That still makes you one of the good guys, David.”
He laughed a little. “I don’t know about that. We talked about it a lot...It just seemed like the right thing to do.”
“Maybe it’s a good time then for the favor Rebecca mentioned. I want to take her—and the girls—to New York for a week if that’s okay with you.”
“Why wouldn’t it be? I suppose if I prevented them from that, it would be my daughters filing for divorce.”
“David...” There were so many things Callie felt she needed to say. Then again, she was never able to tell him she was sorry, because it would be a lie.
“Yeah, I know, one of the good guys. Let’s not pretend we’ll be best friends anytime soon, but for what it’s worth—I don’t hate you. I never have.”
Callie just nodded. “I’ve got to set the table. Could you bring the coffee?”
She went back into the living room to find Rebecca sitting on the couch with Maggie curled up beside her. Dina was just putting napkins on the table that was already perfectly set otherwise.
“Could we get to the presents already?” she asked, making everyone laugh.
As Callie caught Rebecca’s affectionate gaze on her, she couldn’t help feeling grateful to her Aunt Valerie who had, unknowingly, changed Callie’s fate when she gave this house to her. They held each other’s gaze for a moment longer, and when Rebecca smiled at her, Callie knew she’d understood what she hadn’t said out loud.
Welcome home.
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