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Legends of the Lost and Found is a song by Harry Chapin, his family owns the rights to the words & music. I have borrowed them in reverent awe, for a gentle man was he.

Pathetically, I want to write a long, self-defensive summary that explains this soul porno. Instead I will state only that this is a work of fiction. Similarities to folks living, dead or in limbo are purely intentional, unforgivable and 98.71435209% tongue in cheek. I worry not about offending with my PG rating, my contradictions of character, eternal optimism, or the fact people grow, change and laugh through times of insanity that haunts us all, if we allow it.




Have you heard of the Legends of the Lost and Found?
It tells of a world turnin’ upside down,
When all the kings have become the clowns,
The beggars are crowned.
Legends of the Lost and Found



…Rolling toward the future that makes pain the only crime…

E.T. Solomon stood behind her, just to the right, dressed for a funeral. This was as it should be. His tan trench coat flapped in the wind. She could hear it slapping against his slacks, appreciated the rainbow of spray from the hem in the lighting of the abandon strip mall. He wasn't tall, but he wasn't short either. Average was a good word for Mr. Solomon. Dark hair that dithered in counter point to his coat, eyes and skin that tended toward weathered, though he hadn't worked in the sun for years. His fingers were squared at the tips; large, but without the expressive movements she found alarming. 

The green compact pulled up, as arranged. She splashed off the curb. Water rushed into her slip on sneakers, adding wrinkles to her toes. Her denim jumper weighted each movement, making the trek from the curb to the vehicle nearly eternal. E.T. Solomon followed her to the lip of the curb, present only to hear, to be seen.

Mike used the power switch to lower the window. His dark eyes narrowed as if he could seal her into the pavement. Hiroshima: how best to deal with the ex-wife. The gray in his thinning hair had recently been colored away. Vanity, he used to mock her, appears at the strangest time. At the hearing he had done everything to appear downtrodden and worn. She'd shrugged when her attorney gaped over Mike's frayed suit coat, wrinkled shirt and scuffed shoes. The red rimming his eyes no doubt the result of forcing himself to remain awake for days, she'd seen him do it before. It was another move in the game to Mike, sacrifice toward eventual victory.

His fingers were drumming on the steering wheel, the tick around his left eye throbbed. Terror choked her. She drew back, then stepped forward - just one more step - when Mr. Solomon's smooth southern drawl echoed from the damp concrete.

"Afternoon Mr. Williams! Horrible weather isn't it!"

Mike shrugged, his black all weather coat snapped across his shoulders. 

"If we could get this moving along, sir, I'm squishing in my shoes." E.T. nudged the silent man. "I'm sure you have pressing things to do." 

"Can't keep an attorney, Susanna? Will this one drop you in the middle of the next so-called crisis?" Mike sneered each syllable of her name. He'd despised Susie, the name she preferred. Once, she'd found it endearing; now she knew it for the insult he'd meant. He stretched for the white envelope on the dashboard, repeatedly smacking the thin edge against the sill. Her feet wouldn't move. Mike would never hand anything to her, not without challenging the edge of her ability to stretch and bounce back, once more, twice if he could. 

"It's all here." He waved the envelope, chuckling when she flinched. "As agreed you little-"

"Uh, Mr. Williams, if you don't mind." Mr. Solomon hopped from the curb. "I'm a bit sensitive."

"Sensitive, right." Mike banged his pipe against the door. The ashes flared in the wind, dancing against her skirt, melting a hole in her canvas windbreaker. Withdrawing the envelope to his lap, he repacked his pipe, lit it and observed her through a dense cloud. Drawing and speaking at the same time, made a little spit dribble down the stem, sizzling as it reached the bowl. "You understand this is it? Not another penny. Not anything. No communication. No more harassment."

She nodded, waiting. 

"If you screw this up, I'll have those kids." His voice was soft; it was a trait they shared in common. The more agitated they became, the quieter. Their arguments had all been in hushed whispers and hisses. As if discussing the weather he showered threats. "Not even an hour's notice."

"You already tried that." Susie shrugged deeper into her jacket. "Fourteen charges - all dismissed. I jumped through the hoops, passed the state's-"

"Things change, follow-ups are done. As a concerned parent, I have a right to demand accountability. They will listen to me." Mike growled around his pipe. "You won't last a year. You'll be at my door; then we'll talk about what hoops you didn't pass through."

She tilted her head, her braid swinging left and blowing forward across her shoulder, around her neck and back across the other shoulder, like a noose. A gust of courage stirred her to struggle, even if it was futile. "And what will Janet say to that?"

"Leave her out of this." Mike clamped his jaw with enough force she could hear the stem crack. He'd have to stop on the way home. 

Watching the smoke rise over the vehicle, hovering in the damp, she wondered if Janet would be suspicious. Susie had never doubted his fidelity, until he tried to slaughter her with it in court. Claiming her single statement was the product of a twisted, jealous mind - overwhelmed by the fact he'd found someone else, was in fact already married. How piteous a failure that strategy had been for Mike. Susie's denial echoed long after the judge called them into his office, dismissing the farce of social workers and attorneys. E.T. Solomon and half of the Methodist Church had been witnesses to that humiliation, God help her.

"I believe that's what I'm agreeing to do." Susie flung her dripping braid back where it belonged. Six months, by now she should be beyond the hurt, would be, damn it.

"No. You are agreeing to leave me the hell alone. I'm agreeing to turn a blind eye to your terminal stupidity and trust the state to keep an eye on my children." Mike's voice raised and lowered, a cadence she knew by tone more than the actual words. 

He slapped the envelope against the doorway as he catalogued her flaws. The paper didn't really matter, it was only a copy; the official witness mattered, to Mike at least. No one else would care, thank God! She longed for blessed anonymity, to be ignored and left alone to raise her children, to rest in peace.

"I should never have taken the risk on you." Mike waved the envelope, hopefully near the end. She hadn't really been listening. "I said it at least a hundred times, trash is always trash. For sixteen years, you held me back, wasted my life. You want respect? Try and buy a cup of coffee with it, damn bitch."

Mike tossed the envelope into the wind. She'd been expecting it, darted forward to capture it between her hands. Slipping to her left knee on the pavement, her right one splashed down as she stuffed the envelope inside her jacket. It was more important than her dignity. Mike revved the engine and swerved to saturate her as he drove away. It was August, the rain was warm, what did she care. He was driving away - please God - far, far away.

"You're going to get run over praying in the middle of the road." Gentle hands tugged on her elbow, encouraging her back to her feet.

Susie glanced around the puddle-covered parking lot, pitted from neglect, "No one has used this lot in years but the truck and four-wheeler guys on Saturday night. It's Wednesday. Isn't it?"

"Last time I checked it was, all day." E.T. guided her under the awning so they could walk to his car tucked behind the dug out at the ball field behind the old super market. His shoes did squish as he walked. So did Susie's, it made her smile, the slurpy sound.

"I'll be just a minute." He sprinted across the soggy field, a blur diving behind the dug out like he was stealing home. 

Susie leaned against the rough bricks and rubbed her temples, relief was fading to exhaustion. Her head felt like it might explode - perhaps to satisfy Mike. The thought made her stand up straighter. 

"I wish them joy, Lord. Lots and lots of happiness to keep him very busy. Bless him with all he desires so he'll leave us the hell alone." Her prayer ended on a giggle. " Just get me through the next half hour and home. We'll worry about the rest then.

A gray sedan pulled to the curb. Susie ducked in. Southern gentleman was all well and good, but there was no reason to drown over an unenforceable piece of paper. She sat forward, trying to drip on the floor mat, not the seat. Taking the envelope from inside her jacket, shaking the water off, she held it in front of the vent, turning it back and forth to dry.

"What are you doing?" He eased through the stop sign with a total pause, smearing dripping curls from his eyes.

"Uh, drying it off." Susie bit her lip so her teeth wouldn't chatter. It wasn't working.

"Better dry you off, don't you think?" He chuckled, a warm sound that didn't overwhelm her.

"I'm - you'll have other papers in your files. They'll get wet." She shivered when he cranked the fan up another notch. The air was blessedly warm, but her skin was beneath sopped denim, might as well be a million miles between her flesh and warmth.

"I'll make sure it's dry before I lock it away." He promised, turning into the long drive leading to his office. Susie could see the hospital sign winking between the pine trees until he followed the curve, and then she saw only the trees and gray skies.

Parking beneath the carport, he shut off the car and stepped out in one movement. Susie envied him the energy. She felt like an alien exiting a space ship when he opened her door, held out his hand and waited. 

"Nearly there. Come on, we'll sign the copy, stamp it and it'll all be over." He shouldered the screen door aside as he walked up into the building, turning to hold it open for her. She sidled by, hearing Mrs. Carlton's cheerful greeting from the front office.

"Everything go all right?" The woman was a smidge beyond middle aged and ran the office on half days. 

She was dressed like she stepped from a fashion magazine for the understated. Not that she'd read such trash! Her highlighted hair was trimmed to rest just below her ears, enough bounce to be energetic, not so much she looked like she was trying to hold on to youth too long. Respectful amount of make-up and glasses framed with muted gold encouraged you to take her seriously. Her methodical manner exuded patience with both the slow-witted and obnoxious. All were equal in her sight.

"As expected, Mrs. C." E. T. shook his coat over a large trashcan, hooking it on a knob on the wooden tree. Susie reluctantly shrugged from her jacket, draping it as if she'd rather not be without it. 

He rubbed his hands together like it was the dead of winter, "Is there any coffee?"

"Absolutely. Black, Mrs. Williams?" Betty Carlton turned cups right side up on the counter in the small, blue trimmed kitchenette. It was so sterile Susie felt like she should stand on the back stoop to drink the coffee.

"Yes, all right. Thank you." Susie started opening the envelope. "Mr. Solomon, I should sign this now, with Mrs. Carlton present, shouldn't I?" 

"Not in here, come to the office.” He stepped out of his shoes, leaving them by the back door on a rubber mat. “Bring your stamps, Mrs. C." 

He handed Susie a china cup with the weakest excuse for coffee she'd ever seen. She followed him down the brief hallway. The wood floors squealed beneath her rubber-soled shoes, sounding much louder than Mrs. Carlton's sensible heels. The office had been a bedroom, when the cottage was a home. Shrubs and bushes were well tended all around the brick cottage, separating it from the large home further up the drive, giving an illusion of wilderness-like privacy. It was dark in the office, even though the blinds were open. When he snapped on the desk lamp, it still felt like a cave. He placed his large mug on a cork coaster and dug around in his top drawer for a pen. 

Susie snapped a tissue from the box on the bookshelf to the right of the door, put the envelope between her teeth so she could fold the tissue one handed. Stacking the tidy bundle and cup on the edge of his desk, she adjusted it backwards, just a bit, before perching on the edge of the well padded chair angled toward the desk. Her hands were shaking as she finished opening the envelope. All of her was shaking. Mrs. Carlton had once confessed to Susie that hot flashes meant she turned the air conditioner way down when she was alone. 

"That hormone medication is worthless, just let me worn you." Betty nodded emphatically and slapped green beans on Joe's foam plate while Susie juggled the baby and two other plates at a carry-in dinner at church.

When Susie held her hand out for the pen, E.T. Solomon was grinning. Like one of her boys who snuck into her chocolate chips, the ones she stashed way back in the freezer. They knew it was better to confess with a grin, than lie with a straight face.

"What?" She asked, glancing at the front of her jumper for coffee splatters. 

"Ambidextrous, aren't you?" He handed her the pen.

Susie felt her face warm, but laughed because she could imagine what she must look like all drippy and worrying with a flimsy tissue. "I can even do dishes and read a book while giving a spelling test. The term is multi-tasking. It might catch on someday."

"You should be on TV." He waved Mrs. Carlton into the office, but took the paper from Susie before she could sign it. Carrying it with him like a flag across a battlefield, he snapped on the bathroom light and muttered about freezing to death. Returning with a white towel, he dropped it on Susie's lap. He reached for the phone and hit a speed dial number, settled in his chair and smiled reassuringly at the women. "Won't take a minute."

Susie unwound the elastic band at the end of her braid, self consciously glancing at Mrs. Carlton's grin. Sighing, she fingered the braid to a single drippy rope, wrapped the towel around it, and tried to squeeze some of the moisture from it. Really, it was hopeless. It would be hours before it would dry and well, what did it matter? She'd just go back out in it....

Flicking the speaker on, he said, "Jimmy - Solomon. We got it, want to hear it?" 

"Naw, just check the third paragraph, it's the only one that might matter." James Wyatt's voice drawled from the speaker, making Susie shudder. She despised him, couldn't help it, but, he'd done what he could.

"It's as agreed. Word for word." He gulped his coffee like it was the nectar of God. "Should I send you a copy?" 

"Hell no. I'm not the attorney of record. This is nothing to do with me, just a friendly suggestion between gentlemen, that's all. Keep my name the hell out of it. Stupid bitch shoulda dropped him in a swamp like-"

E.T. Solomon snatched the phone from the cradle. Mrs. Carlton gasped, slapping the stamp tray on the bookshelf. Susie bit her lip to keep from laughing. James Wyatt's opinion of her was no secret. Mike had quoted it in court. 

James had withdrawn as her attorney of record the day he met Mike. A month before the hearing, he referred her to a woman attorney, wrote a letter of introduction to the Director of County Social Services and one to Mr. Solomon, then left for a fishing trip in Florida. He didn't catch a damn thing but a bad cold, according to gossip at Wednesday night Bible Study.

Mrs. Baker, attorney of record, had been in the middle of wedding plans for her third marriage, but she'd accepted Susie's five hundred dollars, refunded from Mr. Wyatt, and filed the proper paperwork. She appeared in court with Susie and dashed away immediately afterwards for the rehearsal dinner. Susie sent her a thank you note and included congratulations on her marriage. Mrs. Baker-Smythe responded with a bill for forty-seven dollars for photocopying. Susie paid it, in four installments, to the harassed secretary.

"She only sent you that bill so she could refuse to represent you when the ass hole takes you back to court." The bony woman hit Susie with brutal honesty, and a receipt. 

Susie shrugged and shifted the baby in her arms while glancing at the other children on the porch swing and sitting on the rail. "She can still refuse. No one expects her to do more than she did."

"True. But, she won't appreciate the gossip." 

"There won't be any." Susie slammed the door on her way out, more offended by accusations of gossiping than four-easy-payments for indifference. 

E.T. flung the phone down. "His momma must have dropped him on his head more than once. Let's get this done."

He smoothed the paper on a clipboard and handed it to Susie. She signed. Mr. Solomon signed. Mrs. Carlton signed and stamped it, three times, made two copies and stamped them. Folding them into envelopes even before E.T. could give her instructions.

"One to his attorney, one for Mrs. Williams and one for me. Drop that on your way to church all right?" 

"Glad to Mr. Solomon. Do you need anything else? I'm running a bit late-"

"No, we're good. Go on and sing like the angel you are. Remember, I'm leaving for Chicago tomorrow." He waved her away while gulping the last of his coffee.

Betty turned the air conditioning back up on her way out the door, groaning over how soggy the world was. "Be careful on your way out, Mrs. Williams. I hear the creek is flooding again."

"I will, Mrs. Carlton. Thank you!" Susie folded the towel in her lap, smoothing the edges and smiling. "You're lucky to have her."

"But she makes lousy coffee." E.T. grimaced. 

Susie stood up, dropping the damp towel in the chair because she didn't know what else to do with it. "I appreciate your help, Mr. Solomon. Thank you for everything."

He came around the desk as she was speaking. "You OK to drive?"

"Of course." Susie laughed. "Goodness, the hard part is over."

"Is it?" He pushed damp curls off his forehead, "I'd think it was just beginning."

"Trust me. It will be much easier now." She nodded, like Mrs. Carlton confiding the worthlessness of hormone replacement. He didn't move out of her way and she tried again, this time holding her hand out, "Thank you again, Mr. Solomon."

"God, you're cold as an ice cube." He touched her forehead with the back of his hand, like some doctor.

"I - I'm very sturdy - there's no need for concern." She inched by him, dragging her hand from his and squelching down the hallway. Not an elegant exit, but then, she wasn't elegant. When she reached for her jacket, his hand bunched it from her grasp.

"Call Shelly, I’ll bet you left over chili and cornbread everyone is fine." He smiled, but it wasn't really a suggestion.

"I - why?" Susie rubbed her forehead, longing for a gallon of decent coffee and at least four Tylenol.

"Call it a celebration lunch if you need a label." He steered her to the front room. Susie felt like she was standing on a cover of Southern Living magazine, a dust bunny in a glossy photo. Mrs. Carlton's office was on one side, a comfortable meeting area on the other. A maroon sofa and two armchairs, surrounding a large low coffee table, the inner wall a shelf of books. Two sets of French doors partitioned the space, again the illusion of privacy without the substance. "Use Mrs. C's phone, over there."

Too tired to argue and, if honest, so hungry that left over chili did sound like a celebration feast, she dialed her number. "Shelly?"

Her friend assured her all was well, play dough was all over the kitchen table, the baby had taken the bottle and her eldest son had sketched an incredible likeness of Hank The Cowdog. It was now stapled to the wall. "I just put the lasagna in the oven and we folded all the diapers. Jean showed me how to get Katie and Jenny to take a nap. Is there anything else I should know?"

Susie leaned her head on her hand, blinking away tears. Giggling in the background was so damn reassuring. "No. Look, I'm going to be later than I thought, is that OK?"

"Sure. You want me to wrestle them and save you a piece of lasagna?" Shelly cackled and Susie could hear her capturing someone running down the hallway, Katie escaping naptime no doubt.

"No, save it for Gary. He's still getting home tonight isn't he?" Susie strained to remember what day Shelly's husband was due home. 

"Called an hour ago, he's on his way from Birmingham as we speak. He said the roads are cruddy, you be careful coming home. I'll expect you when I see you - just make sure it's before bath time, huh? I'm not up to being drowned today."

Susie laughed, promised to be there well before then and hung up. Squinting at the clock on Mrs. C's desk, she realized it was only one in the afternoon. Dear God, it felt like midnight. She had tons of things to finish before then, none of them included time for a celebration bowl of chili. 

Jumping to her feet, intending to sneak away, she instead pounced on the four Tylenol lined up on the blotter. Wondering when he'd set them there, she shrugged and swallowed them with the water he'd left in a squatty Flintstones glass. Flintstones? Yep, Fred and Barney mowed around the jelly jar, barely missing Dino, while Wilma and Betty leaned on the rock wall, laundry in the background. Before Pebbles and Bam-Bam then, how long ago was that? She couldn't remember. 

The kitchenette seemed like a long journey, so she paused trying to focus on the titles on the bookshelf. As eclectic a collection of books as his drinking cups, there was no question about it. It felt good to smile.

"Squared away?" He popped his head through the door, damp suit gone, white shirtsleeves rolled up. She dropped the glass on the hardwood, it didn't break, but she felt like an idiot.

"Yes. Everyone - everything is fine." She waved the glass toward the shelf. "Whose the Rex Stout junkie, you or Mrs. Carlton?"

"Oh, that'd be me." He ambled away and she followed, listening to his apology with half an ear. "There wasn't enough chili, so I've got some spaghetti boiling. Mrs. Carlton must have dipped into my corn bread. Just plain old bread and butter, sorry about the let down."

"I'll probably recover." Susie leaned on the counter and watched him scoop coffee grounds into the filter, he raised an eyebrow and she nodded emphatically. He put in three more scoops before she turned away.

"So you like Archie and Nero?" He snapped the coffee maker on. "I'm a Saul Panzer fan myself."

"They're fun books." Susie stirred the spaghetti. "Saul is interesting, observant and gentle in his advice. Fred's fun, I bet his wife adores him, just like Archie says. I have a real soft spot for Fritz. Not only does he put up with all the egocentric genius, but he does so while whipping up fancy cooking. He's like Saul in that don't you think?"

Without realizing it, as she prattled on about characters in a series of mystery novels, she was searching his cabinets for plates; his drawers for silverware and had the table set before the pasta was done. 

He cleared his throat, "Are you going to cut it up for me too?"

Rolling her eyes, she backed from the bread and butter sandwiches. "I would have. Sorry."

They ate in silence. Susie felt odd without children to mind, answer or something spilled. The coffee made up for it. Perfectly sludge like; enough caffeine she'd get things accomplished before midnight actually arrived. 

Gazing out the window over the sink, she listened to the sound of the rain, finding comfort in the weeping skies. "This morning seems like a million years ago. I didn't think I'd ever get everything set up and out the door with my jumper on right side out. Shelly was running late because her dogs got out and then - Well, uh, it was hectic."

He smiled, amused by her embarrassment or enjoying it, she wasn't sure. "They're a lively bunch I hear."

Susie began stacking the dishes. His hand flashed out to push hers away. "I can do that. Just finish your coffee. The world won't end if dishes sit for half an hour."

"That's not what my momma said." Susie tried to smile, gave up and drank her coffee.

When he refilled her cup, she sighed. "Tell me, what does the E.T. stand for?"

His laughter was as comforting as the rain. "Would you believe extra terrestrial?"

"No." She leaned her elbows on the table, rested her chin on the back of her hands and whispered confidentially, "Gary won't tell us. Shelly says it's probably something hideous like Earnest Theodorus or Ekemiah Tormentia or-"

"Good God!" He shuddered. "My momma's rolling in her grave. It's Elijah Timothy. Simple, God-fearing, just too long to squeeze on a business card with Solomon."

"You like the flair, admit it." Susie grinned. "That's why your card says: Odd Job Man."

"With apologies to Harry Chapin. You win the bet I suppose?" He smiled, his entire face moved with it, crags and creases and cheeks that rippled when they rose. Brown eyes, warm as the coffee, seemed larger, or perhaps only rounder. When he laughed, the curls teased by the rain flopped about his ears and forehead, no longer getting in his eyes, but hiding his brows. Susie tried to remember if she'd ever looked at his face before. She wouldn't have forgotten his smile, she wasn't that dead, yet. Was she?

"A two pound bag of M&Ms has my name on it." Susie pushed her chair back, went to the sink and plugged it. Turning on the hot water, she commanded him. "Bring the dishes and I'll wash 'em up right quick, before I go."

As quietly as they ate, they cleaned up the kitchenette. Susie felt more awkward by the minute, glancing toward the clock on the coffee maker, shocked to discover it was only an hour since she spoke with Shelly. That couldn't be right, could it? Time was in some kind of warp or something.

"You can have more coffee, just ask." He nudged her with his shoulder. She dropped the damn Flintstones jelly jar again. This time it broke, in five large pieces. Squatting to gather the fragments in her skirt, she shook her head, over and over as tears dripped on the brightly painted bits.

Stumbling over her feet, she shook her skirt, tipping fragments into the trash. Gulping for control that was light years away, probably warping around with time, she tried to murmur an apology. When his arms curved around her shoulders, she sobbed out loud, a garbled apology that made him chuckle. He held her gently. Occasionally, his hand would rub along her back, or thread her damp hair from her soggy face, but otherwise, he just let her drain away.

She was stiff and awkward, quiet except for gasps now and then. Her hands balled in fists at her side, not holding him or reaching for comfort. When her fists scrubbed at her face, he stretched for the dishtowel. Mopping at her, he couldn't help laughing at her splotched face and running... everything. 

"It's just.... Breaks my heart to ruin heirloom beverage ware." She leaned her forehead against his damp shirt.

"Momma's rolling in her grave, for sure. That glass probably came over on the Mayflower." He milked the unimportant drama.

"I'll never live down the shame." She sniffed, "What'll I tell my children?" 

"It'll be our secret." He backed away, until the refrigerator got in his way. "You'll be forever in my debt."

She snatched the towel from his hand, flustering by him to the sink so she could splash cold water on her face. Leaning on the counter, gripping it with white knuckles she watched rain overflow from the gutter. "I can't call you Mr. Solomon since I've blown my nose on your dish towel and busted heirloom jelly jars. So." She inhaled deeply and turned around to face him across a tidy, if not sterile, kitchenette. "I am most grateful for today, Elijah. Most grateful."

He bowed slightly as she skirted around the table to shrug into her jacket. Her hands fished for her keys and the pack of cigarettes he damn well knew was there. Biting her lip, she knew she should just run like hell, but couldn't. 

"Look, all kidding aside, I do appreciate your help and...."

"Everything?" He approached her like a turtle, slowly, stopping when her keys jingled in her pocket because she flinched.

"I'm not normally so soggy, and certainly not such a pushover for good coffee and left overs." She fumbled with the latch behind her, then backed through the door, not turning till she reached the bottom step.

He followed her as far as the carport. Watching her climb into the aging blue van with three car seats and at least a dozen books, two dozen odd toys and spare shoes, tangled with twigs, leaves and enough sand from the playground to create a beach. He admired her ability to thank someone for simple compassion and navigate three steps backwards. After doing the dishes, of course. 

Cautiously, she backed into the turn around, trying to hide the fact she was juggling a cigarette and turning the radio down. He'd heard Carole King blaring out Jazzman when she'd pulled up earlier; it made him grin then and now. The damn woman was from Indiana, not the South, and yet she tried harder to be demurely Southern than any woman in the county. She failed because her reserve was genuine, not raising and obedience to rules; her stamina was born of willingness, if not genes broiled while battling foreign aggression. 

She winked the lights and gunned the van. She sure as hell drove like she was from Indiana. Thanking God the van was old; he went back inside and called Shelly Gardner.

"She just left. Seemed to be all right. Wasn't very pleasant." He sighed, twirling the pen between his thumb and forefinger. "If he shows up again, you'll let me know?"

"Sure will. Aunt Frances appreciates you helping out, said to remind you to call her when you go through Montgomery." Shelly dodged one toddler and grabbed the boy chasing everyone with his truck. Did it have to rain today? 

"Surely will. Say hey to Gary for me." He let Shelly go; supervising six children in a trailer out in the boonies had to be one hell of an adventure. The oldest was what? Twelve? The youngest was eight months old and still nursing according to Gary's Aunt Frances. 

Elijah flipped the desk lamp off and wandered to the front room, thumbing his way across his Nero Wolfe books. "Saul, you'd never have let the man drive away, but damned if she'd let anyone just kill him. Jimmy's right, shoulda dumped him in a swamp and been done with it."



*+*+*+*

…The beggars are crowned…

"Oh come on Susie, you haven't had a night off in three years." Shelly wheedled in her ear.

"I had Thursday night off." Susie grinned at Alex, her eldest son when he held up his grammar book, making gagging motions. He slapped it shut, and zipped his notebook closed, dancing around the room like an octopus with extra limbs, relieved to be done with schoolwork. It was noon, not the best hour of Susie's day. "Last week, I had two nights in a row-"

"I meant a night without children - a day without children. Not a night off from work." Shelly clicked her tongue. "Are you listening to me?"

"Yes." Susie sighed, restrained her frustration and gulped cold coffee as if it could refill her patience. "I've told you, I don't want a night off from children. I like being with my children. They like being with me. What about Lynn? She likes that sorta thing." 

Susie snapped another towel before folding it, catching the phone before it slid from her shoulder.

"Lynn's dating Jerry, sheesh, for a year now!" Shelly was surely rolling her eyes. "When's the last time you went to church?"

"Shelly, get someone else. You know lots of folks." Susie leaned her forehead against the doorframe, caressing the soft dark curls of her youngest child who was as ready for a nap as she was.

"Susie, come on, you owe him."

"For what? Blowing my nose on his towel?" Susie laughed and hefted Ellie to her hip, swaying to the sound of Disney tunes on the CD player, a sure sign it was naptime. Covering the mouth piece she asked her oldest daughter, "Jean, fetch me Ellie's dolphin, sweetie."

Jean, thirteen and Susie's oldest daughter, dived under the kitchen table and snagged the faded terry cloth dolphin Ellie slept with. Whispering, "Want me to put her to bed?"

Susie passed one sister to another, grateful. Now, to get rid of Shelly, then she could take a nap. "Shel, I'm heading to bed. Sorry, find someone else."

"But Susie!" Shelly wailed.

"Look, I've got to work tonight. Bye." She hung up, yawning.

"What was that all about?" Alex stirred the soup in the crock-pot, adding another spoon of garlic before she could stop him.

"That's enough." She gave him The Look and he smirked. Victorious over garlic and grammar was heady stuff. Kissing everyone, Susie stumbled her way through Lego's and Barbie's and a few assorted dolls toward her room. "Tidy the front room, all right gang? Someone's gonna-"

"Break open their skull and you'll stitch it with pink thread 'cause it's all you got. Yeah, all right." Alex hooted and followed her down the hall. "What did Mrs. Shelly want?"

"Oh, for me to go to a banquet. Mr. Solomon is presenting a certificate or plaque or something." Shelly flung herself on the bed; dragged the quilt over her head, "Get me up at five. And make the coffee strong."

Alex fished under the covers and tugged off his mother's sneakers. "Why did she ask you? Why didn't he?"

"Hmmm? He's out of town, won't get back until the day before." She flexed her toes before tucking her feet under the covers.

"So, it was a date?" Alex chuckled.

"What?" She sighed.

"She wanted to send you on a date?"

"Yeah, I guess so. Sheesh, Alex, let me get some snooze here. If I stayed awake for every one of Shelly's plans I'd never sleep."

"MOooom-Ma!" Jean's voice jerked Susie from the bed. She was on her feet and down the hall, mowing by Alex who wisely jumped out of her way before Jean finished her cry for help. "Ellie's puked all over her bed!"



*+*+*+*



Susie was stuck with Monday night because Donna, the gal who usually worked it, got the flu. With the dent in the budget from the two tons of laundry she'd done in the last week as the flu partied out at her place, Susie was thankful for the chance to make a bit of extra money. Utility companies didn't care about the flu or its impact on budgets. Halfway through the slow night, Karen went home, after hurling in the parking lot. Steve, the grill man, wondered if he should call in someone.

Susie stacked a tray of coffee cups and started drying silverware. "Who could you call? Far as I know everyone's sick, it's February, what do you expect? Call Sharon. See if she wants to call the morning gals. God knows I'm not going to." 

"Don't look at me!" Steve went to the back room to call the manager. 

When the wind blasted across the counter, Susie grabbed silverware and menus before glancing up. Her cheery greeting was forgotten. E.T. Solomon, Odd Job Man, was sliding into the corner booth, directly under the heat vent that didn't actually work, just blew air. Susie poured coffee for him and carried it over.

"Morning Mr. Solomon. How are you?" She arranged the table and stuffed her hands in her apron.

"Freezing, you?" He cradled the cup and winked.

Susie blushed clear to her navel. "It's February."

"It's also Monday. You still have a problem with what day of the week it is?" He looked tired as his wrinkled coat.

"Actually." Susie rocked on her ugly black sneakers, grinning triumphantly. "It's Tuesday now."

His laughter was as pleasant a sound as she claimed to have forgotten. "Damned if it ain't."

"Want something to eat?" She didn't bother getting her order pad out. As soon as he nodded, she went and dipped him a bowl of chili, toasted some bread and set a few onions on the side of the dish. Back before his coffee was half gone, she refilled that too. 

"I still say you should be on TV." He sprinkled onions in his chili like a precious offering. 

"I know." Susie laughed when he was startled by her easy agreement. "It's surely what I'm best at, cleaning and feeding. Eat up, Steve makes good chili."

"I can eat and talk to you at the same time can't I?" He smiled and Susie twisted the towel, then forced herself to fold it.

"You're here about that award thing?" Some of the pleasure in seeing him dimmed.

"Shelly left the bad news on my answering machine." Elijah tilted his head, "How come?"

"It's just not a good idea." Susie softened the blunt words with a polite, would your like more coffee with that, smile. "I do appreciate the thought. It's nice to be asked."

Elijah stirred his chili, allowing the raw onions to mingle a bit. "Nice doesn't get me yes though."

Susie leaned on the bench opposite him. "There's a gal I know, a sister of one of my home schooling friends. She's a student at the University, studying for her PhD. Her name is Nancy, and she looks like that woman on that old TV show about the radio station in Cincinnati. I bet she'd go with you." 

Susie looked at herself in the glass window. She looked just what she was. Thirty-eight, way beyond the cute stage, screeching by the handsome woman point, but too short and round to be taken seriously until the gray started in her hair. The striped blouse, black skirt and hokey apron across her waist, hanging low with junk and tips didn't help the reflection. Her hair was trying to escape the scarf; the daisy on the elastic band holding her braid drooped, woeful as she felt. 

"Nancy has a wonderful sense of humor, and short blond hair." Susie glared at her reflection, despising the self-pity she couldn't see, but knew was there, beneath the droopy daisy. "She wears the nicest clothes, real thin but not bony or anything, you know?"

Elijah leaned back in the booth, making it hiss from the hole some kid had carved with a steak knife. "Sheesh, it's not a fancy thing - just Sunday clothes."

Susie glared at him and went back to the silverware. Her jaw was clamped tight, stifling words she'd like to use. Steve, lanky and fair, came from the back, mopping his forehead with a towel, "Sharon was not a happy manager, let me tell ya!"

"Not at two in the morning." Susie grinned. "She coming in?"

"Of course." Steve yawned. "I'm gonna get a cup of coffee and have a smoke before I slice the veggies, yell if you need me."

Susie caught his yawn and waved her towel.

"What's up?" Elijah carried his coffee to the bar, sitting right in front of her. She peered into his cup from habit and fetched the pot.

"Flu. Everyone's got it." Susie shrugged. "They're dropping like flies. Poor Sharon must figure it's easier to just come in than try and wake anyone else up."

He swiveled on the stool to watch her clear away his mess and return to wash out the dishes and stack them in the crate she'd shove into the washer when it was full. Clearing his throat, he was halted from his attempt to persuade her to go with him, by a couple of nurses, stomping frozen feet and begging for coffee to go.

"That crap at the gas station tastes worse than the gas." One of them said.

"Phil needs extra creamer, he said." The other one mentioned the tech in the E.R.

Susie gathered their coffee and creamers. "I used to work there, nearly ate holes in my stomach."

They paid her, giggling their condolences, stomping out without once complaining about the weather. Steve owed her another nickel. The topic tonight was weather - he earned a nickel every time someone mentioned it, she earned one from him every time she could keep folks off the topic. Last Friday, it had been Mayor Brown. Sneaky of him to pick that after a big County Commission meeting, Saturday morning coffee time had gobbled four bucks from her apron. 

Elijah covered his mug when she came to refill it. "I'd like a peaceful companion who can stay awake through a dozen boring speeches and make pleasant conversation with the mature and dignified."

Susie choked on his backhanded compliment. "How do you know I can do that?"

"Mrs. Carlton." He grinned like he'd beaten the secret out of the woman. "Although she said you did cause quite a stir when retrieving your bloody son from the church playground, she said you caused it with dignity."

Hands on her hips, Susie opened her mouth to defend her honor, then saw the trap and cut her eyes at him. "Take Mrs. Betty. I'm sure she'd be delighted to go."

"I've done that, once. That's why she won't go." Elijah slouched, his mournful face resting on his palm. "Besides, you owe me."

Susie stuffed silverware in the buckets and shook her head. "For wanton destruction of a dishtowel?"

"Heirloom beverage ware." Elijah whispered the words like they were obscene.

"Geez Louise." Susie leaned on the cash register. "You really are desperate, aren't you?"

He nodded like a puppy. She wondered how many times he'd practiced that look on Mrs. Carlton before the woman hardened her heart. Tracing the keypad with her fingertip, Susie tried to think of a reason to agree. She couldn't think of one, not one. There were at least two dozen reasons to give E. T. Solomon a polite, but firm, no. She looked up, to do just that. He was standing right in front of her, smiling.

"Please." His hand covered hers, halting her fingers and brain.

"Where should I meet you and what time?" Susie sighed, ready to recant before the words were out.

"My office at four on Wednesday?" He patted her hand before she could open her mouth and darted out the door.

Susie went to clear his mug and wipe the counter, not surprised to find seven dollars on the counter. After a bowl of chili and a cup of coffee, there was a large enough tip to be respectful, not so much as to offend, the smarty pants.



*+*+*+*



A side window of the van was covered in duct tape. You couldn't miss the silver glow, even in the dark of February. The ice particles coating it made the tape look painted rather than strapped. Elijah leaned against his car, pointing at her van as she shouldered a denim backpack. Wrapping her sweater coat closer against the wind, she glanced back to check her lights were off, then figured out what he was looking at.

"Oh, the Wal-Mart incident. Mike found out about the article published in a magazine. He wasn't pleased by my exploitation of his children. He left magazines torn up inside the van and his opinion of my writing typed in bold caps on a note he super glued to the windshield. He had to bash out the window because I locked the van. It was an impressive video." Susie shrugged. "Don't worry, that was last year. Your car is safe, honest."

"Exploitation?" Elijah opened the door for her.

"It was about mothering many alone, I changed everyone's names, but well, it wasn't hard to figure out. Just a page, never occurred to me he'd see it." Susie laughed and patted his hand, poor man looked ready to fall out. "Really, it's safe. I quit submitting them. He hasn't been heard from since."

Elijah frowned down at her, his breath a cloud between them. "What did the - you said there was a video?" 

"Yeah, the wife of a guy I work with works at Wal-Mart, she gave me a copy. Was scary at the time, but, like I said, it's safe now." Susie tilted her head, challenging him. "If you'd rather call Mrs. C and take her, I'll understand."

Elijah slammed the door on her laughter.

They were halfway to the interstate before he said a word. "Did you even report it?"

Susie clenched her hands together in her lap. "So, where is this party? Not that I know anything about Birmingham, but I like to know the places I'm going."

She could hear his teeth grinding together, but all he said was, "At the University."

"Told you to take Nancy. She'd know folks." Susie's laughter was forced and she fumbled in the sweater pocket for her cigarettes. "Can I smoke?"

"Sure." He snapped open the ashtray, revealing his own butts. "I hope this weather doesn't get worse. They mentioned freezing rain up north, but nothing about Birmingham."

Susie rolled her window down a bit, allowing the smoke to escape and praying for something intelligent to occur to her. The only thing that did occur to her nearly caused him to drive off the road. "Do you have cat litter?"

"What?" Elijah looked at her like she'd asked if he'd just beamed back from Venus. Swerving back from the shoulder he didn’t curse her, though she expected it.

"Well, if it gets icy, it not only weights the back end of the car, but if you do slide off, you can use it to gain traction.” She rushed the explanation, grinning and blushing. “We used it all the time. My brother-in-law used to put concrete blocks in my sister's trunk, packed the bags around them. She's a nurse, works private duty out in the sticks. She never got stuck she couldn't get out." 

"Good God." He reached over and squeezed her hand. Laughter and ease surrounded him in a rush of something she didn't quite get.

"What? Oh, you already know that, right? Mrs. Betty said you travel all over." Susie stubbed out her cigarette. "I'm a wealth of practical trivia everyone already knows, sorry."

"No, no, it's news to me." He cruised onto the ramp, merging with the traffic. "I doubt Miss Southern Blond Peach would know either."

"Yes she does!" Susie defended maligned blond woman-hood. Two of her daughters were blond; it was her duty to stamp out prejudice.

"Because you told her?"

Susie squirmed, tossing his hand away. "So, who is getting the trophy or whatever?"

"A professor I've known for ages." The grin was still in his voice, but mellowed. She wasn't offended, much.

"What does he teach?" Susie snuggled into the seat, battling the desire to close her eyes.

"Alabama History." Elijah flipped the wipers on, glancing sideways at her. She squinted against the lights of a passing truck.

"I'm awake." She yawned.

"But for how long?" He changed lanes and shoved his Harry Chapin cassette in. 

"Until the speeches start." She promised.

*+*+*+*

They never heard speech one. Didn't dine on overcooked sirloin tips in mushroom sauce or mushy vegetables with a side of wilted lettuce and low fat dressing. Not one cup of weak, tepid coffee did they swill. The banquet was cancelled due to the winter storm, sleeting through Central and North Alabama. They pulled off the interstate, after a tense cell phone conversation and turned around. Five miles later, the futility of this was obvious. 

Her hand caught his elbow before he could open the door. "It's all right. Think of the great adventure story you can get out of not stopping for cat litter."

He patted her hand, grim faced and silent. Walking inside the cheap hotel to see about some rooms, he looked as if he were facing execution. Susie watched the sign flouncing in the sleet, nibbled her lip and fretted about the children. Shelly would check on them if it got bad. Alex would know to turn on the tap and watch the heat. Jean would let the little ones snuggle with her if they were scared. She'd have gone to work at ten, trusted everyone to do their part, this wasn't any different. Elijah slid back to the car as she chanted that for the eighth time.

"They're full," he backed out slowly. "A friend of mine has a place near here. He said we could use it."

After four wheeling across some unmarked county road for an hour, Susie was laughing hysterically at his muttered complaints and colorful expressions. Not a foul word did he use, but every hackneyed, stereotypical southern cliché was mentioned, twice

"I've been down here a hundred times! Good God, you'd think I could find one measly little-"

"Silver trailer?" Susie pointed at the object of his desire, nestled between a stand of pine and ice coated hickory.

He eased the car up to the log chain blocking what was probably considered a road, if you actually had four wheel drive. Staring as if he’d never seen the chain in his life, he sighed. "This just gets better and better."

"It's not far." Susie grabbed her bag and got out. Desperation for a bathroom was very motivating. "Don't close the door all the way, hang it. Then it won't freeze shut, and don't lock it, whatever you do!"

Elijah fished in the back for his briefcase with the charger for his cell phone. "I just hope the damn electricity is still on."

Susie was dancing from one foot to the other. "I hope there's a bathroom."

Hanging the door as she suggested, he hunched into his coat and lifted a leg across the chain, then another. Susie did the same; thankful he turned his back so she didn't flash herself at him. Shelly had loaned her pumps with three-inch heels, the sadist. They had never seen slippery red clay or sleet - never would again after hiking half a mile. She longed for her comfy, if ugly, work sneakers before stumbling over the first rut.

"Sunny, damn, South." Susie muttered, stamping her aching and frozen feet on the deck, hovering by the door with, please God, plumbing, just inches away.

"I heard that!" Elijah was shining his little key chain flashlight around, trying to remember where the trailer pole and breaker box was. "Found it, hang on. Ow!"

Susie was afraid to offer sympathy; her teeth were at risk of shattering if she unlocked her jaw. 

"Let there be light!" He snapped the breaker and sure enough the porch light came on. Vaulting over two ice covered steps made of boulders stacked for decoration, not stability, he slid to the door. "Now, to break and enter."

"No key?" Susie sighed.

"Nope. Got a screw driver in that bag?" He examined the door.

"Actually." Susie slid her backpack off her shoulder and rummaged around. "I do have one. To get my hood open since the latch broke. I've got a flat blade or a star blade."

"Flat please." He held out his frozen hand and she slapped it in his palm. "What is a star blade?"

"Jean's name for a Phillips screwdriver." Susie sighed, "Don't even ask what she calls pliers."

"I'm too afraid." He pried the door lock open and stepped back so she could enter.

There was a bathroom and it did work, after Elijah found the water cut off and turned it back on. It was clean, stocked with towels and, praise God, a dozen rolls of toilet paper swinging on a rope dangling from the ceiling. Bathroom was a polite phrase for a closet with a stool and shower so close together a tall person would have to stand in the shower in order to sit. 

Just beyond the facilities, was a red plaid curtain separating the living area from two sets of homemade bunk beds with sleeping bags rolled and bagged. Six bright red tote buckets were stacked and labeled with black marker. All the comforts of home even included a radio/TV with a video player on a stack of overturned five gallon buckets in the front room. These guys sure knew how to rough it.

The propane tank was full so there was heat and though the food was canned and boxed, at least there was coffee and a pot for the stove! A plaid sofa was wedged at one end of the trailer, a sturdy metal table with two chairs was shoved against the wall and the tile floor was stained from muddy boots and God only knew what else. Photos of fish on stringers, turkeys, and deer, all taken with proud camouflaged men hamming it up for their buddies, were tacked all over the walls. Susie noticed Elijah was in more than a few of them. 

When she called home, Alex told her it was raining, but the temp was still above freezing and for her not to worry. "I'll call Mrs. Shelly-"

"No!" Susie interrupted him, "Not unless you need anything, all right? This is just like any other night. If she calls, just say ... I got called in to work and I'll call her tomorrow. No need to have Shelly gossiping with Aunt Frances and half the state, OK?"

Alex laughed. "Yeah, OK. Don't worry. Think of this as a character building experience. Ha! I love getting to say that."

Susie smiled over his joy in handing back words she must have uttered a thousand times. Leaning against the cold metal door, welcoming those words and his good nature, she said, "Thanks for being such a groovy guy, huh?"

"It's 'cause of my groovy momma. Love ya, bye." Alex hung up and Susie stared at the cell phone trying to figure out how to shut it off.

"Here, this button." Elijah thumbed the phone, sliding it from her fingers. 

Susie mumbled her thanks and tugged her sodden sweater closer. "Thanks. I don't go any place but work, so it seems silly to have one of those. Everyone I know just calls me at home...."

Elijah dropped it in the charger he'd strung across the table and nodded.

"Uh, you said you found coffee?" Susie tucked her hands inside big pockets. 

"Have a seat in my fine establishment." Elijah dug in the tote box for the can opener. "Only idiots drink beer when they're hunting. Real men guzzle coffee."

"Should I be taking notes?" She slid the heels off but didn't want to put her feet on the cold floor, so rested them on the opposite chair. 

"Just some of my practical trivia." He lit the gas and set the pot on the eye. "There. And, here, madam, we have a matched set of mugs! Look, fish handles and everything."

Susie's smile softened her round face. She'd done some foofy thing with her hair so tendrils skittered around her neck, but after the hike, she'd untangled it and braided it as usual. No make up, he noticed, just some dangly earrings with tiny plastic beads in a lavender shade that matched the dress he'd barely glimpsed beneath the black sweater that hung to her knees. Her brown eyes were swimming, making her lashes damp. 

"Look, I'm sorry, really." Elijah set the mugs down and leaned his hands on the table. "If you want, we can try and make it back. I didn't think about gossip and kids."

"I said it was all right, and it is." She leaned forward on her arms. "It's just, other than working, I've never been away. They go to bed before I leave. I get them up in the morning. So, it's like I'm there, if we don't think about it. We've handled flu and stitches and countless little crisis. They're fine, and Shelly's ten minutes away if they need her. Trust me, I'm the wimp, not them."

He started to say something, changed his mind and nodded. She was grateful he didn't shovel platitudes. She leaned back into the stiff chair. "So, what's for eats?"

"I have no idea." He shoved from the table, pushed the tote bucket over and crouched down to see.

Susie snatched the bag of M&Ms. "Ha! Too fast for you!"

"Ah, come on, share." He whined.

"Only because you are so pathetic." She tore the package long ways, between the two mugs. "Now, what else ya got?"

They scrounged crackers and peanut butter, fruit cocktail and a can of sausages, in hot sauce, which Susie declined. There was a ton of snack foods, but they decided to dole it out rather than become cannibals and create shocking news specials across the country. 

It was warm in the little trailer by the time the coffee was done. Susie slid her sweater off to drape it over the sofa in front of the heat vent. Her dress was a nice shade, simple with silver threads creating glitters at the hem, just below her calves. He'd stripped off his tie before the coffee was done and his suit coat before opening the sausages. In the bunkroom he found her a pair of thick, clean socks and she'd slid 'em on faster than she'd grabbed the M&Ms.

Electricity lasted through preparations and a second cup of coffee. It winked twice and was gone. A battery operated lantern was dead, but there was a big box of candles so they weren't going to stub their toes. Unfortunately, without power, the fan on the heater didn't work. The kerosene heater was in the shed, but the tank was empty when he went to check. Someone had taken the portable generator, kindly promising to return it according to the note under a brick.

Elijah rooted around a closet in the bunkroom, looking for the 2-brick propane heater someone named Big Toby stashed there. "I love Big Toby."

"Good guy huh?" Susie called from the kitchen, making another pot of coffee; glad they'd filled pots with water before the power went out. Elijah had placed half dozen buckets out on the deck to catch the sleet, so they could flush. She helped him drain the water lines; glad they hadn’t filled the hot water tank. More water freezing on the ground they didn’t need. His key chain light had flickered out after that, so they decided everything else could wait until morning.

"Spare canisters of propane even!" He gloated. "And there's extra blankets, some clothes, we could survive the winter if need be."

"That's all right, I'll skip that adventure if you don't mind." Susie adjusted the flame beneath the pot, warming her hands at the same time.

"Here, the shirt is warm and clean. The sweatpants belong to Luke's daughter, so they should fit. Gotta be better than standing there freezing in your, uh..."

"Best dress?" Susie grinned and accepted the bundle of clothes. Pausing at the curtain she turned back around to watch him fiddle with the little heater. He looked over his shoulder when he felt her stare.

"What?"

She smiled. "I haven't been this well fed and entertained since ... well, I can't remember."

"You're just thankful you didn't have to listen to all the speeches." He waved her away with an oily rag.

"I am too much of a lady to suggest that might be a factor." She giggled as she flounced away, ruining the statement.

Elijah shook his head, gazing to the heavens, "Lord, help me get this damn thing connected, huh? Manly honor is on the line!"



*+*+*+*



It wasn't even eight thirty when she wrapped up in two crocheted afghans and a sleeping bag on the ugly old sofa and asked for a story.

"What exactly does an odd job man do?"

"Odd jobs." Elijah, slouched in a kitchen chair, had his feet pointed toward the heater, his arms crossed over his middle, comfortable despite the howling wind. "Do you really need all those covers?"

"I like blankets." Susie leaned against the back of the sofa, warm and drowsy. "Come on, tell me about what you do? Mrs. Betty makes it sound like you work for the CIA or something, all confidential and hush-hush."

"Do you really want to know, or are you just pouring coffee and asking so no one asks you first?" He tilted his head, a curl bobbed against his collar.

"Two points for attempt to change the subject, but I'm deducting three points for the mumbo-jumbo." Susie raised her head, "Yes, I really want to know."

"I'm so in the hole now, I doubt the truth will get me out." He dropped his feet and leaned his hands on his thighs. "Couldn't I just make stuff up?"

She shrugged, "Why not. I bet I can guess what's real and what's not."

Rocking to his feet, he stepped around the heater and sat at the other end of the sofa, dragging one of the blankets over his legs as he stretched them out beside her. "Scoot over, give a guy some room to impress you."

Susie inched closer to the back of the sofa and challenged him with squinty eyes. "Wake me if I fall asleep." 

"All right, only don't be frightened!" He mocked a Russian accent.

"Ability to quote Fiddler on the Roof earns you a quarter point." She smoothed the blanket, "Now, get on with it."

"I began life in a humble mansion in Alabama." He clasped his hands behind his head, as if recollecting it all quite fondly.

"First fib." Susie nudged him with her toe.

"I was born in Alabama. That counts as half a fib. Sheesh, you're tough." He complained.

"I'm a home schooler." Susie shrugged.

"Oh, yeah, I can see I'll have to attend to my details." 

"You were born in Alabama. When? Where? What season?" She closed her eyes, prepared to let him spew whatever fiction suited him. It didn't matter, not really. 

"I'm forty-five. Was born in the spring in the county hospital when it was still a clinic. Momma endured days of labor with stoic bravery. So I was an only child." He sighed. "I grew up, caused my parents much heart ache and frustration. I was not a well behaved child, in their version of this tale."

"But they loved you anyway." Susie smiled. She could hear that truth; didn't need to see it. When he didn't say anything, she opened her eyes. Startled by his smile, she closed them again. "Sorry for interrupting. Continue."

"I was the apple of their existence, the joy of their life, and spoiled as hell." He chuckled. "I wanted everything, yesterday - and got most of it. Fortunately, my grandfather came to us about the time my teenage years were becoming unbearably obnoxious and kicked some sense into my folks, who kicked some sense into me."

"Your grandma died and he was lonely."

"Yes. It's the way it was then."

"For some, yes. Go on, they were kicking sense into each other and you."

"Momma got sick the year I graduated from high school. Died a week after graduation. All I could remember was making her worry, not the times I made her laugh, you know? They may have kicked sense into me, but I still thought I was the center of the universe." He shifted his hands to his lap, adjusting the blanket. "Dad wanted me to go on off to college, as planned but ... it seemed stupid to go to school when I had no clue who the hell I was or wanted to be. So, I took jobs flipping burgers, bussing tables, picking peaches, construction. Just ... living, you know? Spent a summer doing roofing work, God, that's hot work. Grandy was sure I'd see the futility of low wage work and get my stubborn butt off to school. Dad knew better and threatened me every week with eviction."

Susie's smile faded. He could see her eyes working rapidly beneath her lids, her fingers prodding the holes in the blanket. But she was quiet, didn't say a word.

"Anyway, he made a deal with me. I take some business classes - accounting, stuff like that - and he'd quit hounding me and make Grandy stop. Was a sweet deal, since he was willing to pay, so I took classes. Learned about business from the other side, as opposed to the sweat and aching feet that is, and somehow, got the best education between the two. Dad was right proud, staked me when I opened a gas station and ate at my first restaurant."

"Not true." Susie whispered. "He was disappointed and you drove off in a huff."

"You've heard this story?" Elijah laughed and pinched her big toe. "That's cheating."

"Where'd you go?" She tucked her toes beneath the sofa cushion.

"Tennessee. I did open the gas station and restaurant, but dad was gone by then. He did stake me, but without consent as they say. I had a chain of truck stops from Gulf Shores to Indianapolis at one time. Waited tables in every one of them, did dishes and drove up and down the road keeping the books back when everything was on paper. I knew more trucker jokes than is healthy for any man." He snorted. "Want to hear a few?"

"I heard enough when I worked at the gas station, that's all right." She was the stillest person he'd ever seen. Even when she spoke, it was if she were barely breathing. "Fast forward through that part."

"What? Oh, all right." He shook his head and glanced at the wall. "Somewhere on that road I got married, made a woman miserable and got divorced all in three years. Efficient don't you think?"

"Please, don't tell me she wanted the not-so-humble mansion." Susie smiled.

"Naw, she wanted someone who could be at home longer than a day or two without his feet itching to do something. She wanted a regular schedule, a consistent life. I wasn't good at that. She found someone who was. It wasn't tragic, for either of us. Sheesh, she wouldn't even take a settlement. Didn't care about the house or the birdbath, just wanted to be regular folks. Barbara was a sweet gal. I miss her still." He waited for her to challenge the truth.

Susie opened one eye, "I bet she still misses you, but won't admit it."

"Probably." Elijah smirked. 

"So Virtuous Barbara found Regular Joe-"

"Mark."

"Regular Mark and busy E. T. Solomon, king of the road, not yet odd job man, did what?" Her eye closed once more.

"Sold out to a big corporation from Iowa, which was a subsidiary of some Japanese company, and made a bundle of bucks. He returned home, victorious-"

"But still clueless."

"Yeah, though I would have claimed to be experiencing a spiritual crisis or something snazzy." Elijah enjoyed her grin. "Jimmy was getting started, so I helped him out. Kept his books, made some interest. Grandy left me some land and I added to that. A friend from high school who'd gone to Chicago to seek his fortune needed some investment funds, so I flew up there and helped out. I learned a bit more and invested in more folks, only one of which has let me down and that's because he got cancer and died. Somehow or other, I've got fingers in more pies than I know what to do with. Everything from car washes to grocery stores to ultra sound equipment and, oh a coal mine in Kentucky and an organic farm in Kansas - hey, now this is true, I helped finance a search for treasure off the coast of Florida once! God, that was fun. No treasure but lots of fun. We did discover some fish scientist thought was extinct, but that was after a tropical storm did a number on us and we had no idea where in the ocean we were."

"So you became Indiana Jones with a Donald Trump portfolio?" Susie tilted her head away from the sofa. "A business typhoon huh?"

"Yeah. Disgusted?" Elijah was embarrassed. 

"Not even surprised." Susie patted his knee and swung her legs from behind him so she could sit up. Lighting a cigarette, choosing her words cautiously, she turned to smile at him. "Sounds like you dug yourself out of the hole of clueless, Mr. Solomon and carried a few with you. Not a disgusting way to walk."

He leaned forward, taking the cigarette from her and grinned around it when she lit another one. "Don't you like to share?"

"Not cigarettes!" She snapped.

He shrugged, "I like to do things until I get good at them and then; I want to do other things.... Momma said I was a restless spirit. Dad said I was too smart for my britches."

Susie stood up and twisted her neck side to side before hiking up her blankets and waddling to the coffee pot. Juggling a cup, blankets and a cigarette, she still managed to appear relaxed. "Or maybe, odd jobs is a nod to the fact you hear the drummer playing the march, but you'd rather tango."

Elijah laughed until he choked. Susie cradled her cup and leaned against the sink, enjoying her cigarette.

"What fortune cookie did you read that on?" He wiped his eyes.

"I wrote it. Well, re-wrote an anonymous proverb." She saluted some vague anonymous writer with her mug. "I have terminal optimism. It's a burden, but someone's gotta carry it."

"You do carry it well, I'll give you that." He stubbed out the stolen cigarette and stood up. "Help me move this table. I'll take the floor and you can have the sofa. The bunkroom is too small to put that heater in. Don't want to wake up dead in the morning."

"Oh, that's OK. I can sit here and read. I work nights remember? I don't need-"

"Pretend like it's a night off. You do sleep on your nights off don't you?" He put his hands on his hips.

"Usually, yes." Susie sighed, unwrapped from the warm layers and helped him rearrange the room. 

While he gathered the remaining sleeping bags, Susie called home again. Alex's good mood was long gone. The sleet was there, but not freezing anything, just making noise against the trailer. The little gals were convinced bobcats were trying to claw their way in. So, he showed them it was just sleet, now they wanted to sit up and wait for the snow they were sure was coming.

"Get out the Bugs Bunny video and do front room camp out. Promise to wake them for the snow. I know there won’t be any snow! But promise them. They'll be asleep before the third 'toon, trust me." Elijah could feel her pacing as he tunneled into a blue sweatshirt. He emptied his pockets and tried to dawdle so she could have privacy. 

Susie's sigh gusted with more force than the wind. "I know I promised. I'm sorry, Jean. But, we can do that when I'm off next week, OK? I'm sorry, sweetie, do you want me to say it again? All right, put her on. Yes Katie, whatcha need? Well, you can pray with me now, on the phone - all right, I'll start. Heavenly Father, thank you for this busy day, for the warm blankets and good food and fun toys and brothers and sisters and, yes, me too. Now, Lord, a word from Katie...." Elijah could see her shadow rubbing her eyes with the heel of her hand, spinning and walking back the way she came. "Katie, honey, this is getting to be an expensive prayer and the phone is going to croak. We can do part two tomorrow can't we? A-aaaaaaaaaaa-men. Now, get in the covers and no snoring! Love you too. Let me talk to Alex. All right, she's prayed and you've promised. You've got the cell number. If she's still up in an hour, call me back. I'll figure that out if you call back. Alex, please, I understand. So check your e-mail. It's not like I'm gonna be calling you! All right, yes you can for real, not just for mad. Night. Love you, too."

Elijah ducked to the bathroom as she dropped the phone in the powerless charger. She didn't dither or sigh, just balled up the blankets and headed for the sofa. By the time he hauled all his bedding to the floor, she appeared to be asleep, her back to him, nothing poking out but her nose. 

"Everything all right?" He scrunched into the sleeping bags.

"Uh huh. Night, odd job man." Susie's voice was thick, but he couldn't think of a damn thing to say to comfort her.

"Susie?" He leaned on his elbow.

"What?"

"Thanks for being so nice about all this. Bad speeches and fables of my life excluded." 

She flopped over to face him, grinning from the depths of the blankets. "It's been an interesting evening for sure, Mr. Solomon, fables included."

"No snoring." He flicked her nose then burrowed into the down bag.

"I don't snore." Susie yawned and rolled back over. "But, I should probably mention I sing in my sleep, off key."



*+*+*+* 
…As I’m peeling back the layers to the passions of my prayers…

On waves of July heat, Susie skidded through the sliding door of the county hospital. Elijah was hunched on the bench just inside the door. He didn't look up, but Susie caught sight of Larry and Lorain Carlton on the other side of the small waiting area, and went to them.

"How is she?" Susie hugged Lorain and shook Larry's hand.

"Not good. Doctor said - we're just waiting to say good bye, really." Larry turned away, gripping the windowsill. 

"Shelly called me. She's got a house full of grandkids, but if you need anything-" Susie rubbed Lorain’s back. No spring chicken herself, she was shaking like a leaf. "Where are Wayne and Michael?"

"They're on their way, Julia is on a flight, but I doubt she'll get here in time. God, we just had no warning, you know?" Lorain groped for Larry, who snuggled her close.

"Go see about Mr. Solomon." Larry nodded with his chin, "Poor guy is sure he worked her to death. I tried, but I don't think he heard a word and well, the doctor isn't going to let her see anyone but family. Might as well go on home."

"Whose getting Julia? Have you called Pastor Johnny?" She shoved coins into a machine and got an orange juice for Lorain. "Come on, drink this, it'll give you some energy."

As Lorain sipped the juice, four ladies from her prayer group and Pastor Johnny came through the door. Concern and perfume scattered newspapers on the bench next to Elijah. He didn't notice. Susie inched around the ladies of consolation, squeezing Pastor's hand when he snatched hers.

"Farthest out, but the first one here?" He teased her.

Susie rolled her eyes. "I was at Shelly and Gary's when Larry called. They have a houseful of little ones so I said I'd come. Go be preacher and leave me be."

The Pastor held her hand and attention. "You don’t have to leave."

"I'm going to discreetly send or take Mr. Solomon home." Susie nodded, squirming her hand from his. "I'll be praying."

"Nagging?"

"Always." 

She jumped out of the way of an elbow and got away from Pastor Johnny's teasing. Man never had a thing to say to her that wasn't bound to start her laughing or disagreeing. Now was not the time. Larry welcomed Pastor Johnny and the circle closed around the grieving. 

Susie crouched down in front of Elijah and whispered his name. He jumped, knocking his chin against her forehead.

He blinked, like she might be a mirage. "Susie?" 

"Shh, come on." Susie took his hand to lead him around the counter. "It's just me, Phil. Going to take a peek, nothing more, all right?"

"Just and then get gone." Phil, dark as burnt coal and twice as warm, had swallowed more coffee poured by her hand than any other tech in the hospital. 

He had a sweet wife and four kids; both of them always ready to volunteer for anything the Baptists needed. Wasn't odd to find him there on a Saturday afternoon, covering a shift for someone no doubt. He loved to tease Susie about how they’d catch up with her if only Yonetta would have twins. Yonetta usually elbowed him and told him to mind his manners, then she’d giggle and wreck it. Susie encouraged them to keep practicing; blushed and Phil sloshed his coffee, every time.

Betty Carlton was resting comfortably in the last cubicle. Doctor Leon glared when she opened the curtain, then sighed with relief when he saw who was with her.

"Thank God. Come on boy, she's asking for you."

Susie nudged Elijah between the shoulders, then stood guard outside the curtain waving the OK sign at Phil. When she heard Pastor Johnny wrapping up his prayer, she whispered through the curtain. "Family is on the way, Doctor. Is her lipstick tidy?"

"I got it." Hannah, a nurse for more years than less, dashed by with the basket of Mrs. Carlton's things for Phil to label and bag for the family, "Her hair is fixed too."

"She appreciated that, I'm sure." Susie smiled.

"It's amazing how much the little things matter." She folded Betty's blouse like it was a queen's robe, smoothing it so it would slide in the bag without balling up. "Bless her heart...."

Elijah blundered through the curtain and into Susie. Catching his elbow, she glanced across her shoulder at Phil, who shut off the alarm so she could steer Elijah through the side door. The sun was bright enough to blind them for a second, but she got the door closed before Larry and his sons came around the corner. 

Leaning against the building gasping for breath, Elijah raised his face to the sun. Tears rolled down his cheeks and darkened the buttonhole of his shirt. Susie lit a cigarette and slid it between his fingers. He smiled, tears and all, dragging on the filthy weed, holding the smoke inside until she thought he might bust. When he exhaled, Susie gulped air for herself.

"Thank you." He tilted his head on the rough bricks so he could squint at her.

"Come sit in the shade. There's a bench over here. You want something to drink? I could go get you a Coke or-"

"No, I'm good." He slouched on the bench. "Sheesh, did they send you to nursemaid me?"

"Larry said-"

"She just dropped on the floor!" Elijah threw his cigarette into the rocks scattered around a scraggily tree. "She stopped in to make sure I got a couple messages, said she was going to a picnic. I asked her if she was feeling all right because she was so flushed and sweaty. She complained about worthless hormone stuff, turned around to give me the messages and dropped. It happened so fast I didn't even catch her. I thought she was dead."

Susie gripped her knees, making her skirt bunch above her ankles, revealing paint splattered sneakers. Her quiet voice was like a caress across his stiff spine. "I worked in a nursing home when Mike was in school, folks would be running the halls one day, flat out the next. Sometimes there's nobody there. I think that's worse than someone there to pick you up. Larry and the family will be grateful you held her till help arrived. When they're thinking clearly, they'll tell you so."

"Already did." Elijah scrubbed at his face. "Damn woman, I didn't mean for her to work herself to death!"

"Hey." Susie nudged him with her shoulder. "Is this some of that center of the universe stuff? I want to be sure and take notes."

He felt her hand slide into his, and squeezed back so hard it hurt. Susie didn't draw away. Her gaze was calm as the air when he let go and stood up. 

"Where's your car?" She glanced toward the parking lot.

"I rode in the ambulance, it's still at the office." He rotated his neck and shoulders. "Can you give me a lift?"

He didn't mock her messy van, or mention the new window in the door. Susie didn't find a bit of comfort in that. "No air conditioning, sorry." 

"It's not far." Elijah rolled his window down and gazed back at the hospital. "It seems so wrong to leave her...."

"Her family is here. They need to be with her. You'd just feel worse sitting around, waiting. It won't be any easier getting the phone call, but at least you can be doing something instead of sitting underfoot." Susie rounded his drive like demons were on her tail.

"Doing what? Answering my messages? Paperwork?" Elijah sneered.

"Well, she thought some things important enough to stop by on a Saturday, so yeah." She jumped out of the van and went around to open his door, like he was an old man. "But, I was thinking more like calling Jimmy Wyatt who has her will. There is two tons of paperwork to handle, especially if she hangs on a while. Maybe making sure the newspaper knows what happened so they can run a nice bit about her for the family. You could call Gary, tell him you saw her and she was comfortable, probably better call Aunt Frances too - she and Mrs. Betty were good friends. She'll want to know. Prayer chain won't call long distance folks until Pastor Johnny gives the word whether she needs prayer or the family does."

"Good God." He held the door for her. "Should I make green beans too?"

Susie laughed and went to the coffee maker. "No. My Jean's doing that. Katie, Jenny and Shelly's granddaughter were snapping beans when I left. Shelly was peeling potatoes and Gary was digging in the freezer for hens. I'll do macaroni and cheese tonight. Alex will make cookies in the morning. There will be at least two dozen folks cooking and baking before the sun goes down."

"How do you know all this?" He stood in the middle of the kitchenette, arms hanging, confused by what he didn't know. His shirt was sticky, like he'd cut the grass at noon, and for a moment, he thought he might puke on the table. 

She shrugged. "Sit down, have you eaten anything today?"

"Look, I'm fine, you should go... boil and peel stuff." He dropped into the chair, waving his hand and Susie caught the salt shaker before it landed.

"After some coffee." Susie set the shaker on the counter.

"I - really, this is ridiculous." He started to stand up, but she put her hand on his shoulder. Intending to mouth off, he swallowed it when he met her gaze.

"Once upon a time." She thumbed a curl from his forehead. "You witnessed a bad day. Allow me to return a kindness, all right?"

"What a fable." He slid his palm into her hand, squeezing it as he carried it to his lips, kissing her rough knuckles, inhaling the stench of paint. It was probably the fumes that made his Rhett Butler imitation come out so badly. "I'd be most grateful for a decent cup of coffee, Miss Susie."

"Ham!" She twirled away and poured his coffee, her hand shaking so coffee splashed on the counter, but she didn't wipe it up. 

While he was staring sightlessly out the window, she went to the front room. Quickly, she tidied the papers that had snowed across the floor and bagged the packaging bits the EMTs had left behind. He was standing in between the rooms when she crawled out from under the desk.

Pushing hair from her face, she apologized. "I just thought you shouldn't have to-"

"Thank you." He held out his hand to help her to her feet, but she used the edge of the desk and straightened it as well. "You're very observant. Everything just like she kept it. Mrs. C is a creature of obsessive habit."

Susie stuffed her hands in her skirt pockets. "Come on, I'll make you something to eat."

"No, go on home. My brain is charged with caffeine." He shook his head. "I should make those phone calls and a few others. Someone ought to go get Julia at the airport."

Looking doubtful, as if he'd never cooked a meal that didn't come out of a plastic tote bucket, Susie nibbled her lip. "You're sure?"

"I'm sure." He stepped back so she'd come around the desk, then followed her back to the kitchen where she retrieved her keys from the counter.

"Look, I didn't mean to hurt your feelings or anything." Susie twisted the fourteen key chains her children had created to restrain two keys. "I can be pushy and-"

"You didn't hurt my feelings." He leaned against the refrigerator, smiling, then grinning. "You weren't pushy." 

"Good." Her relief was broad as her smile.

"Susie?" 

She spun back around, concerned, ready to offer help for the weary. 

"Is it just me?" 

She didn't pretend not to understand. The keys spilled across her fingers, brushing against each other like chimes on Easter Sunday morning. "No. It's better than it was, but men ... standing over me, things just feel odd at times and surprise me and I'm not - No."

He watched her freckles expand and darken. Her smile eventually surfaced not reaching her eyes, but easing her tension, if not his.

"I'm sorry." He set his cup on the table.

"So am I." Susie whispered. She drove off like she was part of a funeral procession.

Elijah closed the door and went to make phone calls at Mrs. C's desk. He could still smell Susie's orange spice cologne. The scent comforted him when Pastor Johnny called, asking if he'd be willing to give a dedication at the service.

"I'll do just about anything not to have to cook green beans or peel potatoes." 

"Oh, we got that covered, believe me, the tables will be groaning with food."

Elijah closed his eyes, wishing for a fable to make him laugh.



*+*+*+*



Because he was "offering words" as Pastor Johnny called the series of brief eulogies, Elijah was sitting up front, facing the church. He had a clear view of folks grieving and comforting each other. Scanning the crowd, he watched folks fidget; trying to find something to laugh over without being rude. He nodded at Gary, Shelly and several others, and then spotted Susie.

He’d never seen all of her children, just photos Mrs. C had showed him, pocket sized blurs of grins and ponytails and toothless pride from some event. Today, Susie was in the center of the group; all the girls dressed in denim jumpers and blue shirts, the boys in blue shirts and black pants. She kept a hand on the shoulder of her youngest, a little older than three now. Either side of the youngest, right in front of their momma, were two more girls. They were three peas in a pod, despite hair and eye colors of different shades. To her left stood one son, just above her elbow, resting his head against her. Her eldest daughter, a blond image of Susie was to her right and behind her, a tall young man, nodding at folks with perspective beyond his nearly fifteen years. 

They appeared to surround her, but it was she surrounding them. Her hands were touching, brushing, caressing as her head tilted to listen and smile. They were anchored in the back of the church, tucked into the corner beneath the balcony. Not a child fidgeted or stepped away. He wondered if she used superglue to keep them in place. It was the only smile he enjoyed all day. 

Elijah couldn't remember the service, or what trite phrases he managed to utter to Larry, his wife, brothers, sons or the family strung along the alter rail. All he remembered was listening for Susie's voice as she passed by, her words steady, laughter offered and prayers promised. Each of her children had a handshake or hug to offer, and they endured, "My how you've grown" with patience, if not enthusiasm. 

They filed up the aisle like they entered, without a word from Susie. Several folks stopped her; the train would pause without one crashing into another. It was like some secret signal traveled between them. She didn't linger with more than a hug or a few words before resuming progress. When they reached the Narthex, Susie picked up the youngest and two by two, with her eldest son leading the way, passed like shadows across the sidewalk.

They didn't attend the graveside internment, but then, they weren't family or members of the church. There was probably some unwritten green bean and potato rule he wouldn't know of, but Susie would. She and the children served at the dinner. They worked well together, accepting thanks by offering another helping; a little more sweet tea or removing used foam plates and plastic silverware without interrupting conversation.

"My feet are killing me. Have you seen Gary?" Shelly scooted her tiny self into the folding chair next to him with a sigh. 

"He went to get the portrait from the Sunday school class. The hanger wasn't right, they have to fix it." Elijah sipped at his iced tea. "I've never seen so much food."

"That's because you're usually out of town for these things." Shelly adjusted the strap on her sandal, using his elbow to steady herself. "Those are respectable, but not showy, tables."

"There are rules about that too?" Elijah rolled his eyes. "How come I don't know any of this stuff?"

"Get over it, darlin'. You aren't supposed to understand these mysteries, just indulge them." Shelly stole his cup and gulped the last of his tea, leaving a frosted pink smile behind. Her hair was short this year, shaved in the back and as frosted as her lips. A thin woman, ever moving, she wore skirts that reminded him why he'd enjoyed the 70s. Who knew those same women he'd wondered about would be able to prance around in their late-fifties as bold as when nudging almost eighteen.

"There are sacred funeral mysteries known only to women?" Elijah scoffed. She was still nuttier than the pecan pies.

"Yep." Shelly swirled the ice in the plastic cup, a splash of malice in her words. "Men carry the casket, comfort the women and sweat over stumbling on the rug. As boys, they resent being stuck inside scrubbing tables and carrying out trash. They hate how the women stop talking when they enter the sacred kitchen, and so, in time, they stop listening."

"Good God." Elijah laughed, fishing an ice cube out for Shelly and slapping it into her palm. "What did Gary not do this time?"

They both started when a cup full of ice was set in front of Shelly. A fresh glass of iced tea was offered to Elijah by one of Susie's daughters, Katie, or was it Jenny? Who was the one with dark hair?

"Momma said this is - has no sugar." The child barely glanced at Elijah, turning to Shelly with eager hope. "Where's Cassie?" 

"I'm sorry, Katie, she went home. But she'll be back in a few weeks. I don't get to keep the grandbabies, only you." She lunged for the little gal who sprinted away.

Elijah frowned at his iced tea. 

Shelly leaned on her hand, handing him another lesson in sacred mysteries. "I folded towels at her house once. Just two towels, that's all. When Gary had his back surgery, she went in and did laundry, cleaned the house and made dinner for us. Every towel was folded exactly like I do, even though she does it different. Every dish, fork and pot was exactly where it should be. It's eerie, but you get used to it."

"Not likely." Elijah gulped tea without gagging for the first time all day.

Shelly shrugged. "Suit yourself. There's Gary. Come by once in a while, huh."

If Gary weren't such a good friend, Elijah would cross the street to avoid Shelly Gardner!



*+*+*+*



He found the dirt road, after missing it three times - going both directions. Hanging to the left, as Gary had warned him, the bottom of his car still scraped against the rutted clay. Down shifting, he crawled up the hill, around the curve and took the fork, so he had to back up and slide beneath the low hanging branches, guessing where the damn road was. He was sure he could hear pinesap drilling through his paint. 

At the top of the hill, behind the vines and stand of trees was a brown trailer with a 'little pink playhouse' out front. He'd seen worse, but it sure wasn't much space for six growing children. The deck was plain treated wood, the trailer elderly and the honeysuckle wrapped around both, probably held it all together. Bauxite had rusted the clay, so that even the gravel was orange. There were toys beside a wading pool full of sand. 

All was tucked under the shade of trees at the end of their home with plastic dinosaurs peeking out at him. Marigolds were sprinkled under a window, logs from the woods used to edge the flower garden. She'd filled an old kitchen sink with English Ivy, trained it around a ladder so it moseyed up the end of the trailer, twining with blue and purple morning glories. It was a jungle, the woods cupping the tenderly cared for patch like the palm of God.

Susie was pinching clothes off a line strung from the trailer to a large Oak tree. In the sun of a late August evening, her face went from fear to shock when he got out of the car. The dog strained his tie out, sounding the alarm so feet came running to the deck. Six assorted sized children leaned on the rail of the deck, grinning and giggling. The youngest, hefted to the shoulders of the oldest boy, squealed with joy.

"Hush!" Susie commanded the dog, which sat, wagging his tail in the dust, like he might be Elijah's best friend - if snacks were involved. "How on earth did you find us? The electric guy made me tie a pink balloon at the bottom of the hill for a year before he remembered the road."

"Gary drew a map. I still got lost." Elijah leaned on his car door, waiting for some hint of consent. He could see by the way she gripped the t-shirt he was not a welcome intruder. "Shelly said I should just come up."

Susie snapped the t-shirt and folded it quickly, dropping it in the basket before stepping back to the next thing on the line. "Jean?"

"Yes ma'm?" Jean leaned over the rail of the deck, smiling at Elijah, probably because he looked so uncomfortable.

"Would you get Mr. Solomon a mug of coffee? No ice, no sugar, no spoon, one fourth water." Susie finished removing the clothes, folding and dropping as she spoke. "Alex, will you get some chairs? Ladies, aren't you tidying your room? Joe, are the dishes done?"

Children scattered, laughing and teasing each other as they filed through the door. Two chairs were un-stacked on the deck, a little table and coffee mugs with a couple paper towels folded over, were settled before she finished packing clothing into the basket. Alex took the basket, nodded at Elijah and closed the door, grinning at his mother. Elijah could hear the frogs in the ravine, the cicadas in the trees and the dog panting. He was exhausted observing, never mind trying to keep up.

Susie waited for him at the foot of the stairs. Her smile was gracious, if not warm. She was trying; he could see the energy it consumed, as if a heavy cover dimmed some light. Tilting her head, she waved at the stairs, "Have a cup of coffee?" 

He accepted the mug and chair, not surprised when she leaned against the rail, cradling her cup. Scared not to, he jumped in with both feet: "I need some help with a problem. Gary suggested I talk with you." 

"What could I help you with?" She plucked a gnat from her mug, indifferent to the dive bomber's demise.

"Gary said for the last year you've been doing computer work?" The coffee was strong enough to energize a sloth. "This is watered down?"

"I need a bit of oomph this time of day." Her smile was apologetic. "I can get you another-"

"No, this is fine. I'll mow the grass after this." He saluted her and swallowed the sludge.

"Are you having trouble with the computer?" Susie asked. "I helped Mrs. Betty upgrade it. If there's a problem I'll -"

"No, the computer is fine, well, no it's not, but it's the operator who is the problem." He raked his fingers through his hair. "I'm not illiterate. I use a laptop on the road, but the thing is I can't be in two places at once."

Susie nodded, then shook her head, pitying his inability to articulate, if not his illiteracy with a reserved smile.

"Gary said, well, actually Shelly told me you've been running around the county setting up computers and teaching people how to use them, upgrading systems and that sort of thing?" He sighed, feeling like an imbecile. Her elbows rested on the rail prepared to observe this for a year, or two.

"I also sell baby quilts online, junk at the flea market on Wednesday morning, I do research for harassed home schoolers, and keep the books for a gentlemen who runs a home inspection service." She tilted her head so her ponytail tangled with the honeysuckle. "On Tuesdays and Thursdays we clean houses. No one is starving or educationally neglected. I'm not living off the state or federal government. We get by and it's better, if not more profitable, than waiting tables ten hours a night."

He held up his hands, "I'm not here to condemn, I'm here to beg."

"Beg?" She laughed and the dog jumped up to see if snacks had arrived. Discovering they had not, he circled his favorite hole and found just the right spot to pass the time. His yawn revealed many teeth.

"The paperwork is piled up, the printer is jammed up and the fax blinked a secret error code at me until the blinker quit. It just sits there now, like a boat anchor with buttons. The computer won't open the spreadsheets and when it does, it won't save them unless I'm facing east in the morning with my big toe behind my ear. It might shock you to know I can't do that." He sighed. "Mrs. C left me a pair of cufflinks from her late husband, but no clue where the damn phone book is or what checking account goes to which business. The password box pops up every five minutes and I have no idea what she used. The IRS has sent me a letter with enough bullet points to be a suicide note and James Wyatt is in Bermuda, fishing, the son of a- Excuse me, the pig."

Susie contemplated her honeysuckle and, damn her; he heard the giggle. "You need some office help, is that what you're saying?"

"Yes." He gulped the coffee and regretted it. It burned all the way to his stomach, doing some evil acid dance.

"I'll be glad to help." She turned with a straight face, but it didn't last. Laughing, placing her mug on the rail, she tried to compose herself. "I - really - you should see your face."

"Enjoy your laugh. It's better than Shelly's cackle." He slouched into the plastic chair. "Can't we go inside, where I won't be consumed by mosquitoes? I'll grovel and promise whatever extortion you charge."

Susie's laughter was silenced faster than her children scattered to do as she asked. "Just tell me what time to be there in the morning. I'll bring my expertise directly to you."

"Don't you want to know what you're getting into?" He was confused by her agitation.

"I think you just gave me a pretty clear idea." She raised her eyebrows.

"I won't stare at the dishes in the sink or swear in front of the children, but really-"

Susie shook her head, plucked a bloom and shredded it. "Not even Pastor Johnny goes in the house, unless his wife is with him. If you need to launch into fine details, I'm glad to listen, but frankly, you look worn out. I have children to bathe and a schedule that looks like it will need to be re-arranged. How about we save the details for the morning?"

He rose so abruptly, the chair tipped. Stacking it on top of the others, he glared at her. "Look, I didn't come up here to screw with your orderly life. It was a stupid idea. Never mind."

"Just a minute, Mr. Solomon." Susie planted her body, hands on her hips between him and the stairs. Her Midwestern accent was sharp as the dog's teeth. "You're angry because I treat you with the same respect I offer a Pastor? What a squidgy little spirit you have. It's a tiny town in a small county, but it is our home. I don't choose to risk that. Now, do you want help or not?"

Elijah heard the door open behind him, figured a baseball bat or shotgun was about to terminate his need for help, until Susie glared across his shoulder. Then he just wanted to duck. 

"Excuse me, but I think I can cope without your assistance young man." She spoke softly; he barely heard her or the door close. Meeting his confusion with a milder version of that glare, she asked, "Well?"

"Are you sure you aren't from around here?" Elijah mocked.

Susie dropped her hands and took a step back, then another. "I'm a freak of nature from the frozen wasteland, which is beside the point." 

"Let me try this again." Elijah pleaded, extending his hands in surrender. "I'd appreciate it if you could stop by the office around eight tomorrow morning, Mrs. Susie. There's a business opportunity I'd like to discuss with you."

Susie nodded and returned to the honeysuckle corner, giving Elijah a free route to escape. He could feel eyes boring holes through him from the kitchen window, but he couldn't move. Watching her finger the leaves of the honeysuckle vines, gently removing the dead, he thought of a thousand smart remarks to tease her with and not a one to mend the fence. She was right to be cautious, people did gossip, and he knew, better than most, how far she'd go to keep her children from that. Maybe it was just better to leave the fence as it was....

"I'm not very good at saying no." She smiled across her shoulder, dusting her hands off on her skirt. "I tend to get all worked up over it."

He shook his head, grateful for her mercy. She could have let him squirm until the morning. "Thank you."

"Can we make it eight-thirty? I have to get things organized here before I can swoop in and dazzle you with my brilliance." She scooped up the coffee mugs and was through the door before his laughter joined the frog chorus. 

The dog raised his head, as Elijah crossed the rocky yard, not bothering to open both eyes since he was leaving.



*+*+*+*

…The angel with the devil eyes that knows about the beat…

Seven-thirty in the morning had become Elijah's favorite time of the day. He called the office from the road and checked in, delighting in Susie's frustration. The twinge of guilt he felt over dumping everything on her desk and flying off to Oklahoma had disappeared by the second morning's call. A week later, he was in Pennsylvania, choking on his coffee as she unraveled the mysteries of Betty Carlton's record keeping. Who knew what today would bring.

Part of him wished he could see her glaring at the mess, self-preservation was relieved he was states away. She was working from seven in the morning until noon at the office, taking work home so she could supervise school in the afternoon and working on the databases after children were in bed. As far as he knew, she'd stopped selling quilts, working the flea market and the other jobs on the side. When she posted her hourly timesheet for the first month, he'd felt like a slacker. She'd worked until after one in the morning for fourteen days straight. 

"Solomon's Salt Mine." She answered his call; her disgust rolled right off him. 

"Oh, that doesn't sound good." He settled into the pillows he'd arranged behind his back. He'd learned to have his laptop at the ready and his coffee finished. He didn't have time to replace another keyboard from spewing coffee.

"It's ... interesting. OK, I figured out all the passwords, finally. I paid the utilities so they cut the electricity back on, but the green, moldy thing at the back of your refrigerator is staying there until someone from the Air Force proves to me it is not alien life. I've contacted all forty-one members of Solomon's Hive and received oodles of conflicting advice along with condolences for you. I created a page for your membership to express those thoughtful words and e-mailed you the link." 

She gulped air, and shuffled papers. "Phone messages have been posted - the briefest summation that might make sense to you, but not me, is as follows: The Oregano Man needs fertilizer and Carl's Cars needs the envelope of titles I found in the file Okies Cars. At least, I think that's what she wrote. It might have been Ornerys Cows, who but God knows? The Farmer in the Dell has an upgrade in mind. I've posted his proposal to the group. Mad Dog needs an electrician, so The Oregano Man is sending his daughter. The Armchair is sending magazines to the Piercing Scream and The Slice of Life is bartering with The Farmer in the Dell for a better wholesale price now that the fertilizer is coming from Mother's Milk, not Carl's Cars which I thought were cows, but isn't. Who thinks up these names?"

"Uh... Mrs. C and I did most of them. Some were already-"

"Not even one Smith & Sons, Inc.?" She sighed.

"Smith & Sons is a concrete company in Texas-"

"Yes, but Poured Soul? Come on!" She huffed. 

"Folks remember it." Elijah grinned. 

"I supposed." She clacked a few keys and continued, "Gary has met with the IRS. You're squared away there. He left me with an itemized list to study that is seventy-eight pages, before footnotes. I need access to your checking account in Montgomery so I can shift funds to pay the Wired Babes, which is The Oregano Man's daughter's business - by the way, she and her partner want to join the Hive. Ye gods, I can't believe I got all that out without my brain exploding!"

"Is the fax working yet? I have three potential members to submit." Elijah ignored her complaining. It was rhetorical.

"It's been working since I put paper and ink in it." She snapped. 

"You could have told me." He leaned over and opened the documents to send her. There were only twelve.

"I was hoping to find the desk before I put anything else on it." He heard her gulping coffee. "Now, about the checking accounts. I figured out which divisions go with which accounts. I learned from Gary that it is not illegal to shift the funds, that is what the point of the Hive is, so I'm not going to jail for embezzlement. But, I need you to add me to the accounts or you're going to have to figure out how to post funds from the road and secure transactions. Gary says he can't do that because he was only contracted for quarterly taxes and year end stuff...I forget how he phrased it, sorry. Knew I should have written it down. According to the paperwork, Mrs. Betty and James Wyatt hold your power of attorney. But, James Wyatt is not returning my calls, I'm not sure if he's actually back from Bermuda yet. Shelly said he's married number six. He's going to have more ex-wives than I have children. What is it with attorney's anyway?"

"How much coffee have you had this morning?" Elijah interrupted, hoping she would laugh with him.

He could hear the blush as she sputtered and gasped like her old van. She'd reach up and adjust her braid while glaring, then laugh because she couldn't help it. He heard her exhale and inhale of patience returning. "I came in early to search for the titles. But I found them right off, which scares me. I had time for coffee. Am I going too fast for you?"

He sniffed at her challenge. "Are the faxes coming through?"

"Yes." She remained focused. "What do I do about the Babes and the bank?"

"Post the amounts and I'll take care of it before I meet with, oh you're going to love this one, ready?" He sat forward, eager as a puppy.

"No, I'll never be ready, but go ahead anyway, don't let my exploding brain concern you." She muttered, sorting faxed pages, he could hear the machine beeping.

"The Hammerhead Shark. He buys and recycles for parts. He's got everything from wiring to windows and a pathetic little web site. Weighs about three hundred pounds and is almost seven feet tall. Yesterday at lunch he took five trips to the buffet! Aren't you impressed that I noticed?" 

"Do you hear that?" She banged the phone against the desk, "That's the sound of my skull shattering into a million little pieces and destroying the database."

"That's OK. You backed it up yesterday." He retrieved his shoes. Tying them, he asked if there was anything else urgent.

"Just the checking stuff. Otherwise, I'm only six weeks behind. You have a very understanding Hive. It's a good thing. Why on earth didn't you find a Motherboard Mary or Genius Guru so Mrs. Betty would have help with all this?" He heard her sagging into the chair and did feel a twinge of remorse.

"I've tried, but they all fizzle out on us. The two we've had were so overworked by the Hive they couldn't run their own business. You're right though. I need to find us a traveling guru.... Work on that." He shrugged into his jacket. "You must know genius' out there, online, who like to travel around and see the country. Post an ad if you want. Screen us down to three and we'll present the idea."

"Sure. All right. Anything more specific than a genius that likes to travel around fiddling with computers?" Sarcasm was not her best tone.

"Let me think about it. Back burner that for ... hmm, it's Tuesday, save it for Friday morning."

"But, you're supposed to be back on Friday?" She was flipping through the calendar book; no doubt frantically eyeing the long list she had created to bury him.

"Plans changed, Tuesday next week is the soonest I'll be back. After I contract with The Shark, I'm off for Louisiana to meet with a used construction equipment guy. I'll save that one for another day, I don't think the desk can take anymore brains." He shut down his laptop. Silence from the phone made him pause as he packed up for the day. "You there?"

"No. I'm twelve miles away, shrouded. My children are preparing the pyre for my remains."

His laughter exploded as her brains had not, "And how are the children?"

She hung up, making his day.



*+*+*+*



"All I have to do is pick up that phone and Judge Cameron will have your children out of the house before you can blink." All six feet, four inches of James Wyatt was glaring across Elijah's desk at Susie. 

A vein was throbbing in his neck and his eyes were narrowed to slits. She doubted he could see through them, not that he ever really looked at anyone. Mr. Center of the Universe was a label better suited to the attorney than E. T. Solomon. He was dressed for the golf course, and looked ridiculous in loud pants and a pink shirt with his face all flushed like that. 

As she catalogued his flaws so she would not be intimidated, Susie flipped open a small phone book and handed him the receiver. "Judge Cameron is out at the Lake with Pastor Johnny and Annetta. Now make the call, bash me with the phone or sign the papers. It's Saturday, I have to get groceries and go to the post office and mail my water bill."

James Wyatt gripped the receiver, appeared to contemplate the pleasure of shoving it through her head, several times. "I am not going to let you have access to his money like this."

"Then alter the documents to suit you, make any changes you'd like. But I need access to the accounts to pay the bills, including yours." Susie crossed her arms as if she had all day to wait. 

A recording echoed from the earpiece, shattering the stalemate. James Wyatt dropped the phone and leaned on his hands, splayed across the desk instead of clutched around her throat. "You are making a big mistake, lady."

"Compared to others, this is a trifle, Mr. Wyatt." Susie shrugged.

"No doubt." His laughter was rusty. Snatching the fancy pen from the holder, he dropped to the chair, signed the papers and tossed them at her, one at a time. "Here. Don't think I won't demand to the penny accounting."

Susie captured and collated the pages as he signed. "Would you like a report by the week or the transaction? I can fax it to your office, hand deliver it or e-mail it, whichever you prefer."

He shoved back the chair. It hit the wall and rattled the clock on top of the file cabinet. The little cuckoo inside the tree house shuddered. "I'll let you know on Monday."

"Thank you for making the time to take care of this matter, Mr. Wyatt." Susie didn't manage a smile, but a nod was clipped at him before he walked around the desk. He stopped directly in front of her, a good foot taller and twice as wide, breathing in her face with minty-fresh breath. 

"I could still make that call." He hissed.

"Yes, you can." Susie gazed at the paperwork between them; the tops brushed the edge of his chest, fluttering as he inhaled. Quiet as a church whisper, she wondered, "But do you want to waste your Saturday on statements and paperwork?"

James gripped her braid, "You're right, it's not worth that."

"Thank you." Susie turned her head.

He released her hair, frowning at his hand like it had a mind of its own. Susie inched a pace back and the frown on James' face transformed to a grin, followed by relieved laughter. "So long as you understand that call is always an option."

"Nothing is as clear as that, Mr. Wyatt." Susie sighed.

"Jimmy! What the hell are you doing here? And where is the new bride?" Elijah charged into the office.

James Wyatt spun around, holding out his hand like he was greeting his long lost brother. "Looking for you stranger."

"What's up?" Elijah glanced between Susie and James.

"Just tending business for you." James slapped Elijah on the back, his gaze darting to Susie and back to Elijah.

"Susie?" Elijah tilted his head.

She passed the pages to Elijah with a steady hand. "Signatures for the checking accounts."

"Who are you planning to call Jimmy?" Elijah studied the pages, turning. His movement forced the larger man to back towards the door, or stand his ground. 

James took two steps back, his eyes narrowing, until Susie cleared her throat.

"The bank." Susie said, "Since you've returned, you can take care of that. Right?"

Elijah raised his eyebrows; they disappeared beneath the tamed curls. The vein in James' neck began dancing once more.

"They need you to counter sign. No big deal." James shrugged, nodding at Susie across Elijah's head. "Monday is soon enough."

"Good. I don't like big deals, much rather deal with things when they're just little troubles." Elijah tossed the pages on his desk. Steering James from the room, "Got time for coffee?" 

"No, I'm supposed to meet Eddie. When did you get in?" 

His voice drifted away. Susie's knees gave out, landing her in the padded chair behind her. Drawing breath when she heard the men outside lifting the hood of James' new car. Susie reached to straighten the documents, but it was too much effort. Leaning back, she watched the little cuckoo in the tree settle on her nest and commiserated. 

Her eyes closed, thoughts of the grocery store and post office a vague twinge. There was no way she was going to ask James Wyatt to move his new sporty baby so she could get her van out. She'd probably be overcome by insanity and mow him over, in front of a witness. They'd arrest her and toss her in jail and she would never get groceries, children would roast the dog or starve to death, better to just wait....


Elijah halted in the doorway of his office. Susie was asleep in the chair. Her knees curled against the arm, her forehead rested against them. She must not have been as upset as he thought. Backing from the room, he went to her desk and called her son to say they were going over some paperwork and she'd be a bit later than expected.

"OK, hey, will you ask her to add laundry soap to the list? The jug is empty. Oh and we need trash bags too, Joe forgot to check and used the last one. Thanks. Gotta go. Ellie's dived into the washing machine trying to get her dolphin and her hair is caught. Jenny's wet her pants laughing so hard. Bye!" Alex was laughing as hard as Jenny was wailing in the background. It sounded like these were frequent events. Elijah wasn't sure if that was funny or scary.

"Sure, no problem." Elijah spoke absently to the static. He was distracted by the desk, it was tidy, organized totally different from Mrs. C's years of rule. It disturbed him, made him feel stupid for being bothered by such a simple change. It wasn't like she rearranged the furniture or repainted the walls with blood red stripes, but it felt as if she had....

Shrugging aside the effect of pens on the left, and inbox on the right, Elijah went to examine the alleged alien life in the refrigerator.



*+*+*+*



Susie jolted awake, her neck stiff and her back muscles knotted. Groaning when she glanced at the clock. She'd lost an hour of a day that was hours in the hole before she got up. Elijah was at his desk, reading through his messages; trying to look like he wasn't smirking. She rubbed her face, praised God she hadn't drooled, before sitting up straight, as her mother told her was so important. 

"I thought you said Tuesday?" She said.

"Finished early. The Goat Guy wasn't interested as his wife was. I don't like to get in the middle of marital tug and push." He rubbed his eyes and yawned, holding up his hand to stop her from making a fast get-away. The woman could collect herself and breeze from the office faster than pollen salted the springtime. "Want to tell me what happened with Jimmy?"

Susie shook her head, "Not really. The signatures are on the documents, bills will get paid, and every thing is as it should be for today."

"Listen, James Wyatt can be a - well, fill in the blank." Elijah leaned on his elbows, laced his fingers and looked like he was ready to choke someone, anyone. "You do not have to put up with his shit, all right?"

"He's no different than truckers wanting to grope behind the gas station or drunks on Saturday night. I move pretty fast and so far, haven't destroyed anyone's ego or lost my virtue." Susie shrugged and leaned back; relieved he wasn't about to fire her for not being able to play nicely with others. "Mr. Wyatt doesn't dislike me personally, just what I remember and pretend like I don't. If you terminate his contract it'll make it worse. Let it be. It'll work out."

Elijah sighed, as disturbed by her acceptance as he had been by her manipulation of ink pens and inboxes. "Will you - You won't. Why am I even asking?"

Her laughter erased his dismay, replacing it with confusion.

"Your son said to add laundry soap and trash bags to the list." Elijah shuffled paperwork. 

Susie rocked to her feet. Running her thumb along the desk, she sighed. "You heard everything, didn't you?"

"I was about to dash in - armed with righteous indignation when you calmed the waters." Elijah propped his face on his fist, not sure if he appreciated his heroic moment that wasn't being usurped so ... effortlessly.

Her stillness eventually drew his gaze. The confusion on her face startled him more than Jimmy standing over her like some Saturday drunk. "What?"

"He'll get sick of the to the penny accounting in a month, pass me off to his secretary and life will go on." She bit her lip; restraining whatever else she didn't want to say,

"If he was mad enough, he'd make that call. He'd regret it later, but he wouldn't lift an eyebrow to undo it." Elijah warned her, leaning back into his chair. The rough anger exaggerated his drawl, irritating him further. “He and Judge Cameron run these here parts, as I explained to you once before.”

"I know." She tapped the desk with her fingers, a smile popping free. "So, I'll be my sweet, efficient self. Before you know it he'll dismiss me as another piece of office equipment Gary deducts from the quarterly taxes."

Elijah tapped the ink pen on the desk. "Just like that?"

"Yes, just like that." Susie challenged him to find a flaw in her logic. 

"Go get your laundry soap and trash bags. I'll see you on Monday." Elijah picked up his stack of messages and waved them at her.

Susie turned back, gripping the doorframe, an eager grin highlighting her freckles, even as her knuckles whitened with strain. "Six weeks. I'll bet you lunch anywhere you say, that in six weeks he'll be praising my work and wondering how you ever coped without me."

Elijah laughed, only because she wanted, needed him to. "If he doesn't throttle you first."

"Not going to happen!" She skipped from the room; allowing the screen door to slap against the frame, driving off like a bat out of hell with Meatloaf cranked up, praying for the end of time and rattling the windows for several miles. She dropped the water bill in the night deposit, being tardy cost her ten extra dollars, but at least the children didn’t have to roast the dog to survive….



*+*+*+*



When Jimmy uttered those prophesied words, Elijah scoured his brain to think of an alternative to the bet. Elijah knew she'd never go to lunch with him. Oh, she'd toss stuff in the mini crock-pot that had appeared in the kitchen and remind him to eat when he was in town. Once in a great while, she'd nibble a quick snack with him at the table as they went over some proposal or reviewed the needs of the Hive. She'd even bring him cookies when they baked. But, eat with him in public, no way. 

"I wait tables, I don't waste money at them." She'd once told him about some sweet, young idiot who'd asked her out, laughing till she had to wipe her eyes, "Poor boy liked to fell out when he realized his buddies hadn't mentioned, not only was I old enough to be his, uh, mature aunt, but I had six children, two still in diapers. You know... now that I think about it, wasn't very flattering, his puking like that!"

Flowers wouldn't do. She'd dismissed flowers from a grateful Hive member, passing them along to Shelly with a remark about receiving flowers only once before and it not being pleasant. Surprised to find him standing there, behind Shelly, she distracted his confusion with a stack of messages and hustled Shelly on her way. As he skimmed through the slips of paper, she'd returned and pointed out the latest crayon image tacked on the corkboard, fat petals, thick stems with dainty leaves; wild-thing flowers from one of her gals. Grinning at his squinty study of artwork, she'd spun around in her computer chair like a child. 

"Don't study it like some business to name! Sheesh, just enjoy them." She snatched the old coffee mug from her desk and flounced down the hallway in a huff, her flip-flops slapping. "That's the kind of flowers someone really means. Just bloody because!"

Fixing the oil leak in her van would gnaw her pride. He'd discovered she had enough of that for two or three spines to borrow if they were of a mind. Stubborn pride, the worst kind, she'd admitted. "It's a sinful stubbornness, Mr. Elijah, but it is what keeps me moving when I'm sure I can't, well, that and the Lord's laughing with me. Now, you need to talk with Carl about his cars, he's getting a bit middle-aged crazy here...."

He'd seen the cardboard she'd slide under the van each morning so she didn't stain his stupid driveway. When it was windy, she'd jiggle loose a brick from his walk and crawl under to set it on the thick cardboard. He'd watched this maneuver from between the blinds of his office too many times to count. When she caught him, she started parking in the front, beneath the old Cyprus where a drip wouldn't matter. That Cyprus had been there for three hundred years, she figured it could survive her van for a few months until she could save up for the seals and gaskets. Her obscure comment made less sense than bricks and cardboard. "We're fixing floors, can't do both."

She had a stack of home burnt CDs the radio station manager envied, but damned if he could spot anything she hadn't pirated off the net or borrowed from the library. Everything from Concert quality Classical to Chinese folk to rowdy country and when she got in the mood for Queen or Meatloaf, he hid in his office. "I like music. Children make me turn it down when the trailer shivers, they're a bit stodgy, and I do worry about that, but your office is made of bricks, Odd Job Man, it can take it. There are great acoustics with the glass - who'd have expected that? Did you know...."

In the end, divine intervention provided the solution at the Church Bizarre in mid-October. He'd arrived intending to gobble a half burnt hot dog, discreetly pass his check to Pastor Johnny and slip away. He was one of the last to leave, after helping to tidy and haul tables inside. Susie's laughter captured his attention from Johnny's thanks and he wasn't sure if he responded, but Johnny didn't say anything, so he must have. She was running her fingers around the rim of some thing; a wistful smile remained even after her laughter faded. It remained when she glanced back, crossing the parking lot in response to a call for help from Jean.

Making for the table, it was all he could do not to crow. Whipping out his wallet, he laid down five dollars and smuggled away the treasure, beneath the seat of his car like it was a bottle of booze or some weed. He visited with everyone, tried his hand at the fishpond and got a frog painted on the back of his hand by the Sunday School Superintendent. When the sun set, he joined in the hymn singing, sitting on a lawn chair next to Gary and Shelly, not wishing he were close enough to Susie's hoard to hear why they were giggling. They were on the edge of the group. Off to the side, in the shadows where they wouldn't crowd anyone but wouldn't have to squish to be as compact as others wanted.

Susie was relaxed. Sitting on a blanket in the grass, she bounced the youngest on her knees, swaying and singing with her as if the whole world was far away. When another child leaned across her shoulders, putting her hands on top of Susie's, the world expanded to seven folks, on a blanket, singing of God's glory and giggling over big brother's hamming it up. 

Several of the silver haired crowd smiled over them. Remembering their days of blankets and little hands, maybe missing them more than they thought they would. The young mothers and fathers and middle-aged folks rolled their eyes, not able to look away but not happy with what they observed. Uncomfortable with such a display, no restraint or decorum, rolling around like ... Elijah looked away, hearing the echo of Mike's garbage words even though no one would say them out loud. Methodist didn't wave hankies and amen between the chorus, not anymore. Susie did.

He'd seen enough of the frustration over her life being nothing more than right there, on the blanket with a few red juice stains. She should, ought, better get...the phrases were endless, the advice incomprehensible to Susie. It was a different world, one she tip-toed into when she was feeling courageous, but would fade from when reminded why she needed courage to do so. "It just isn't - I try, really I do, Shel. I'll never be - well, never mind. Sure, we can help at the Bizarre."

Elijah knew he shouldn't listen in on her phone conversations, but he'd never know anything otherwise! Susie remained on her blanket, rocking the youngest, cradling another one and directing the rest to help tidy the area. No one offered to help carry the children for her; it took two trips to the van to get everyone and thing loaded. Elijah knew better than to offer. Other than a brief hello in line for hot dogs, they'd not exchanged a word. "It's a tiny town in a small county." Didn't sting as it had, but the warning was not lost on him.

Susie arrived at work Monday morning to a desk with four Flintstones coffee mugs lined up like valiant soldiers. They were filled with M&Ms and a coupon for the local mechanic, entitling the bearer to 30% off, four times. On the back of one of the coupons, he'd scrawled. "Jimmy has no idea how I coped without you - Neither do I. E.T."

Her laughter made the cuckoo peek from her nest, announcing the time two minutes early.

When he called on Tuesday, she thanked him. "Heirloom beverage ware Mr. Solomon? What did you hock to afford such priceless antiques?"

"My momma always said: a man should cultivate an aura of mystery." He was delighted by the sound of her smile.

"They're the nicest cups I've ever seen. Coffee tastes better in them, you'll see." She promised.

"Not if it's your coffee!" He'd breathed, startling her to silence by his tone, if not his words. "Are you there?"

"What? Yes, just experiencing an M&M coma...." Her laughter was forced, but the hitch in her breath signaled the shuffle of papers and details he would rather ignore, just this once.

"The Goat Guy called again - not his wife. That's three times. Maybe you ought to give him the benefit of the doubt?"

What had he expected? Praise? For her to gloat and be smug, to tease him like she did folks at tables she waited on? Sighing over foolish travel weariness, he said, "Maybe...."



*+*+*+*

…The savage’s been ravaged by the visions of the smoke…

His mouth was dry and tasted like, uh tacos, yeah, he'd eaten a taco at the airport. What a mistake. Adjusting the pillow, he rolled to his side, stunned to smell coffee. He squeezed his eyes when the sun forked at him from the window. Squirming his arm from beneath the blanket so he could see his watch, he groaned when he focused on the fact it was nearly nine in the morning.

"Good God!" He threw off the blanket and rolled to his feet, disoriented enough to bark his shin on the table as he made for the bathroom.

"Morning sleeping beauty!" Susie called from the kitchen. "I'm going to the bank, you need anything?"

"No. I'm good." He groaned at his face in the mirror. Sleeping beauty was not a euphemism he could even toy with. Poking his head out the bathroom door, he hoped she hadn't left yet, "Get me some toothpaste will ya? I'm out!"

"OK. Be back in a bit. Machine is on." 

She was back before he'd finished his shower; the tube of toothpaste balanced precariously on the counter informed him of this. He was relieved she hadn't tossed it in and hit the toilet.

Feeling human once more, he went to his office to face the messages and reports piled up. "Donuts! All right!"

She'd left a mug of coffee and a plate of donuts on top of the pile. For this, he could forgive her the leaning stack of work she'd no doubt put there with a maniacal cackle. He could hear her on the phone, so he didn't shout his joy. Without wasting precious seconds; he sat down and vowed to thank her later, after the sugar buzz wore off.

It was actually after eleven before he dug out and the buzz had dwindled to a fizzle. Fourteen phone calls, sixty-seven critical e-mails and twelve assorted urgent files later to be exact, when he stretched from his chair and headed to the kitchen with his long empty mug. He could hear Gordon Lightfoot in Susie's player, must be a quiet day, or she was just being considerate. He hadn't heard her belting out any choruses, come to think of it.... 


Her back was to him, at the kitchen sink, filling the coffee pot with water. A plate with sandwiches and a bag of chips were on the table. He grinned, popping the bag before he said a word. She must have heard him coming down the hall because she didn't jump and screech like he'd hoped.

"I would have broken the pot." She laughed, filling the maker with water. "Gentle coffee, just for you."

He mumbled his thanks around turkey and cheddar on wheat. She slid by, darting to get the phone at her desk. Swallowing, Elijah called out, "Tell 'em I'm at lunch, on Mars!"

Damned if she didn't. "Yes, I'll be sure he gets the message on re-entry."

"I'll let that go." He cradled the potato chip bag in his elbow; his hands full of sandwiches as he followed her, "Only because of the donuts. So don't get- Good God what the hell happened to your face?"

The chip bag slid from his arm, showering with brittle crunches across the floor.

She waved her hand at him. "No, that wasn't Mr. Solomon, it's the ... Potato Chip Potentate. He's in from ... Bolivia touring America to improve relations between our countries. Yes, he does have fingers in every pie.... Of course I'll keep you updated."

She hung up and turned to face him, not meeting his gaze, but not hiding. 

Elijah stood in a puddle of chips, sandwiches mashed in his fists, dripping mayo. The glass didn't distort, but it did magnify. The left side of her face was scraped raw, as if someone had used her for sandpaper on brick. Her lower lip was split, a tiny scab and two little black threads twitched near the edge of her mouth. There were bruises on her throat, purple lines smeared against her fair skin. Her knuckles were scabbed, discolored and several fingers were swollen. Her hair was down, waving forward, but not concealing the damage, if that was her intention.

She bit her lip, winced and stood up. Reaching across her desk, she flipped the CD player off, the answering machine on and inched her way to his side of the glass. Quiet, but with a hint of that stubborn spine, she told him, "You're dripping."

He followed her gaze to his hands. All he could say was, "Good God." 

"It's not as bad as it looks." She whispered, bending to scoop up the potato chips.

"Stop that." He stomped his foot, dancing around in his socks for a place to fling the mangled sandwiches. Shaking them into the decorative trashcan beside the bookshelf, scraping the slop between his fingers while she tossed potato chips back in the bag, he said, "Leave it, for God's sake what happened."

"I fell off the back steps." She kept picking up potato crumbs, licking her thumb to get elusive ones.

"Susie, will you please just leave the damn mess." He gave up trying to scrape off the soggy bits and stomped to the bathroom to wash his hands. When he re-emerged, she was wiping the floor with a wet rag.

Crouching beside her, he snatched the rag and threw it at the front door. She rocked to her feet and retrieved the rag. Stepping around him, she grabbed the trashcan and went to the kitchen. As if to ward off evil spirits, she held a Flintstones mug out to him, with gentle coffee in it. Because she looked so hopeful, he took it, sloshed it on the table and yanked out a chair.

"Sit the hell down, before I fall down." He shoved hair from his forehead; grateful she did as he asked.

Lacing fingers that were no doubt itching to wipe up the coffee spill, she waited while he sat down and tried to compose himself. Just to ease the tension between her discolored fingers, he smeared the coffee away with the crumpled paper towel that had been beneath his sandwiches. 

"There, now will you tell me how you fell off the back steps? When? And why you didn't say anything?" He glared at her, not meaning it, well, ok he meant it, but ... damn. It hurt just to look at her.

She barely shrugged. "I'm a clutz. Last Thursday. I don't generally mention my stupidity during the morning messages. How was the trip?"

Elijah rubbed his forehead, then his temples and laughed when she opened a drawer to toss the Tylenol to him. Popping a couple with coffee, he capped the bottle and scored no points when he tossed it back at the drawer. It landed in the sink.

"You are a crappy liar and you know it." He shook his head, "Am I going to get sued?" 

Her hands unclenched, dropped to her lap and she worked hard to say something. Opened her mouth to try, but swallowed her words. Smiling in a lopsided imitation of encouragement, she pushed the drawer closed.

"No one is going to sue you. Relax." He heard the please, even though she didn't say it.

"I need a cigarette!" He rolled his eyes when she shifted and set her pack and lighter on the table, snagging the ashtray from the counter. 

"I can see the stitches." He inhaled the smoke, dropped the lighter in her hand and sat back, imitation relaxation. "So presumably you went to the E.R.?"

"Was an event, news crews from Birmingham and Oprah showed up - Officer Buddy held back the paparazzi with manly vigilance." She slid the kitchen door closed, opened the back door and lit her own cigarette after propping the screen door open. She hovered in the doorway, one foot on the top step, one in the kitchen. "I might get a movie deal out of it, if I play my cards right."

"Uh huh." He grinned, couldn't help it. "Who is going to play me?"

She shifted her shoulder, flinched when it brushed against the frame. More bruises? "I think... a young Peter Falk. He's the only one who could carry off your laugh and smile. Lord knows he has the hair for the part."

"Not Tom Selleck?" Elijah sighed dramatically, "I'm crushed."

"I know the name of a good counselor." She flicked her ashes like a diva.

"Susie-" he started to get up, but she stiffened and waved him back.

"Don't. Just don't." She pitched her cigarette outside. "I'm fine. It's over. By Thanksgiving, I'll be my plain, sweet self."

"Will you?" He smashed his cigarette in the ashtray.

"Yes." She released the stop on the screen door and tugged it closed, the stubborn insistence in her tone as much demand as promise.

Elijah gazed at Barney Rubble bowling on his mug. "Are you telling me Mike Williams had nothing to do with this?"

He heard her swallow. Knew she wouldn't lie, but she'd never give him an answer that would satisfy. "I'm not telling you any thing."

He surged to his feet. "Did you get a souvenir video this time?"

If it had been a movie, she would have slapped him as he deserved. Instead she laughed while shoving her cigarettes into the denim backpack. It was brittle that laugh, grinding into him like potato chip crumbs beneath his feet. 

"I didn't need a video, Mr. Solomon. My stupidity is permanently etched into my mind. Like on Hiroshima, images forged into concrete, for all eternity. Now, if you'll excuse me, it's time for me to go."

He blocked her escape by stepping left. "Please. Just.... Wait a minute...." 

Elijah touched her face, tracing the scabs and bruising. She was still. He couldn't even feel her breath when he lifted her hair and looked at her neck, shifted the collar of her t-shirt to see the bandage across her shoulder. Her jaw muscles clenched, when his thumb nudged her ribs, feeling for the edge of the strapping, but that was the only sign she was even aware of him. Her gaze was locked on the coat tree, seeing nothing or everything or perhaps images flashed into concrete.

He dropped his hand away. "I'm sorry, genuinely sorry. I have no right to - I didn't mean to be a jerk, sometimes it just over comes my better nature."

Gulping air, she paced backwards, slightly, but discernibly. "We're all clutzy now and then."

"What did Shelly say?" He doubted she was as easy to push aside as he was being.

"That I should sue you." Susie bit her lip, covered her mouth and laughed, closer to her same ole self than he believed years of Thanksgiving could bring.

He backed out of her way, bowing her toward the door in defeat.

Susie hesitated, shifting the backpack between hands, gazing at the floor she whispered. "It's not what you think."

"What do I think?" He grabbed Barney Rubble and poured the coffee in the sink, fishing the Tylenol out of the oily fluid.

She leaned against the counter, not releasing the backpack. She was trying, so hard, to reassure him he nearly threw the glass mug across the room at her. Didn't the woman ever just get pissed off and yell back?

"Five years ago, a wise person told me when dealing with a medieval, good-ole-boy system, you had to let it work for you, not against you. Follow the unwritten rules more attentively than those chiseled above the judge's desk for show. Otherwise the drawbridge would splatter me like a bug leaving nothing but a stain for my children. No judge could enforce fair and decent. I could swim against the current, bash my brains out on the rocks, or I could find a way to get on with my life, peacefully." She exhaled, raised her hand toward him, then dropped it. "It was good advice then, Elijah. It's good advice now."

"This is different." Elijah slammed his palms on the counter; glad he'd set Barney aside.

"No. It's not." She shifted on her feet. "You want it to be - but - it's not. I just forgot the chiseled rules and turned my back."

"Here?" He closed his eyes, no longer sure he even wanted to know what happened, and damn sure she knew that. Her relieved sigh was worse than a shout of triumph, a reflection of her expectations.

"No." She shouldered the backpack. "Alex teased me about dashing about like I had two right feet. Jean begged me to buy a back door mat so I wouldn't fall again. Shelly wants to sue. All is well."

He gripped the sink, "Then where?"

"I do have a life that includes things other than here and there." She mocked.

Across his shoulder, he gave her a disbelieving eyebrow. 

"Not gonna happen." She blessed him with a smile. "Now, promise me you'll let it go. No phone calls to Officer Buddy or James Wyatt or Shelly. I've calmed the lake, please don't muddy it all up with wasted nobility."

He turned around, crossed his arms over his chest and shuffled his sock feet. "You missed the part where I grill Phil at the E.R."

Her shoulders drooped for a second, the backpack sliding back to her hands. She straightened with determination. "Just ... can't we just ... let it go. Please?"

"If he'll do it once, he'll do it again, Susie." He tried to be reasonable, to point out the flaw in the logic of ignoring insanity. "As I recall, you told me he didn't get physical." 

"See, right or wrong, it's what I didn't know or do or prepare: me, I, mine, my failure in the third person. 'You didn't.' I got it then, I get it now." Bitter laughter scraped his spine. "It's resolved. He got to throw me in a dumpster. Trust me, he's satisfied." 

"For now." Elijah was afraid to move a muscle. She looked more fragile than the potato chips and he felt as crumbled.

Defiantly, she met his gaze, the backpack quivering in her hands. Her whisper rattled Barney in the sink. "That wise person also told me the best I could hope for was more time to raise children. That if I fussed over every little thing then when, if, the big stuff comes, no one will listen. Eating your own words is difficult, but there's ketchup in the refrigerator and I'll spoon it to you if need be."

"I didn't mean for you to flail me with it later. I just - at the time everyone else was making promises, lies you said you couldn't believe. You asked me to tell you the truth." He shifted his hands behind him, support for his tired spirit.

"You did the right thing. I was grateful then. I'm grateful now." She closed her eyes, holding frustrated tears back.

"Not enough to tell me the truth." He charged, wincing at the bitterness.

"What truth - I've told you-” The shock of realization blanched her flesh so the bruising glared at him. “You want details? Is that it?" 

Elijah tried to swallow, failed; sucked in a miniscule trickle of oxygen, sure it was tainted with toxic fumes of revulsion. 

"Fine, take your pound of flesh." She flung the backpack on the table. "Sit down, Mr. Center of the Universe. Fill up on the minute, gory details of my stupidity. When I'm done tell me that you will ever look at me again and not remember. Promise me you'll forget it, or ever smile at me with exasperated respect instead of this pity mixed up with disgust and anger that I can't stand!"

His hand pulled the chair out, but he couldn't make himself sit down. When her hand covered his to push the chair back, he didn't resist. Grabbing the backpack, she swung it over her shoulder and left. 

He wasn't sure if he heard "bless you" or just wanted to....



*+*+*+*



Shelly showed up on his doorstep Thanksgiving Day. On her hip, a box of left over food seasoned with contempt for his unwillingness to come out and socialize with decent folks on a holiday.

"You had at least six invitations and here you sit with your feet on the deck rail, watching the fish, eating a peanut butter sandwich. It's un-American that you aren't bloated and suffering like the rest of us!" She sneered as she popped food in the microwave. "Wouldn't even go hunting with Gary and the guys. Solomon the wise, you are so pathetic."

Elijah kissed her cheek. "Nice dress, green suits you."

She shoved him away and rooted around his kitchen, slapping cutlery on the antique mahogany table while muttering about men. In a frenzy of irritation, she whipped him up a decent meal. Pushing him into a chair before sitting down with him, opening a beer she found in the back of his refrigerator and claimed for her troubles. Tossing an envelope on the table, she laughed at his raised eyebrows.

"From Susie's children. Thanksgiving cards. They're hiding out too, but they always do that for Thanksgiving. She says it's a tradition for them to lock the door, turn off the phone and forget the rest of the world for four glorious days of gorging." Shelly sipped from the can, her eyes raking across his face like talons. "It is not your tradition, so what gives?"

"Do people give in to your bullying from habit or the sheer size of your balls?" He grinned before taking a bite of mashed potatoes.

"Both." She slapped the table. "So you might as well spill your guts to Auntie Shelly so I can wave my magic, meddling wand."

Elijah rolled his eyes and wiped his mouth, savoring the flavor of turkey despite Shelly's haranguing. "Don't you have other lives to meddle with on this day of gratitude?"

"I do, but yours is the most wretched at the moment. I'll deal with those naked, hungry and homeless folks tomorrow. Woeful and pitiful first is what I always say." She saluted his choked struggle for air with the beer can before swigging another gulp.

"Good God. Warn me before you get so tenderhearted next time!" He gulped his soda, washing down whatever was stuck in his craw.

"Even if you'd been here, wouldn't have done any good." Shelly set the can on the table, her voice gentling as if speaking to the grandbabies. "I was here. She called me from the E.R. at six, asked me to go sit with the kids, said she'd had a little accident and didn't want them to worry. Didn't think anything about it, till she got home. She could have dived off those steps three or four times and looked better. They sent her home in scrubs, so I don't know what the hell happened to her clothes."

"Shelly, I don't think-" Elijah started to get up, but she gripped his forearm, nails gouging through his sleeve.

"Just shut up. I'm breaking a hundred rules here. I only meddle when it doesn't matter, this matters." She let go of him when he nodded. "Buddy said she drove herself in. She wouldn't even sit down until Hannah left the room. Doc didn't write a thing down, bastard. Only charged her for the stitches and x-rays though other things were missing in the inventory. Hannah is as tightlipped as Susie, the -"

"Shelly." Elijah patted her hand.

"Phil called Buddy because it was obvious to him she'd been beat up. But when Buddy got there, she was laughing about falling off the steps. James Wyatt showed up because dumb ass Buddy thought Jimmy would scare the truth out of her. All it did was make her sign herself out against medical advice. She went to work on Friday, same as always. I went to your office, but when I tried to-"

"Bully her." Elijah toyed with his pumpkin pie.

"She had me out the door before I knew what happened." Shelly shrugged. "And now you know everything that I know. Which is, diddly. She went to church that Sunday, sat down front with her children and made forty jokes about being clumsy. Was seen by every blessed body in town, fine and dandy. Not a hint of gossip will waft north to that man, where ever the hell he hides with that fat cow of his."

"That's not a cow, that's his wife." Susie stood in the kitchen doorway; a box of food on her hip and a bitter glare for the two of them huddled over re-warmed gratitude. "I see great minds think alike. Shoulda known better than to break with tradition."

"Susie!" Shelly jumped to her feet, teetering into the chair, barely catching herself when the box was shoved into her hands.

"Don't mind me, resume your scab picking." She swung around and sprinted through the A-frame, making it to her van before Elijah could stop her. He jumped in front, planted his hands on the hood and grinned. She backed up the hill like Satan and turned around at the top, spewing gravel. He had to duck to miss being pelted.

Shelly patted his shoulder as she headed to his car, "Sure wouldn't want to be in your shoes, boy."

"Thanks." He waved at her as she sedately crept up the hill in Gary's old truck, eating Susie's dust the whole way.

He tried to call her, but the phone just rang all weekend. Unplugged. On Monday, he went in at seven, holding his breath over every little noise until her van pulled up. Sitting at the kitchen table, striving for a cross between repentance and dejection, Elijah clutched the Fred Flintstone mug between his hands. 

"It's like this." She shrugged from her sweater coat, rolling her eyes at his pitiable expression. "You and Shelly meant well. I apologize for driving off like -"

"The demon's seed!" Repentance and dejection didn't last long.

"Fine, like the demon's seed." She hung up her sweater and poured coffee into the Wilma mug. "I should have chewed you out. Got it over with instead of making you both squirm - like the worms you are - all weekend. So, in view of your suffering and manly endurance of said suffering, we will now, and forever more, move on with life."

She waltzed from the kitchen with a polite nod, flipping the answering machine off and the CD player on. Queen questioning the existence of real life over fantasy was her final word.

Elijah decided it was wiser to accept rather than enduring the rest of his life in the same misery as the last three days. Worms on the sidewalk in July burned less than the shame that scorched him.

"And I didn't do anything but give a shit." He told Fred.

"Life's not fair, Mr. Solomon, didn't anyone ever tell you that?" Susie snickered from her desk.

"Thanks for the update, Miz headline-news." He shouted back.

"Your welcome." She began singing harmony and Elijah drew the first easy breath his chest had known in what felt like forever.



*+*+*+*



Spring was early. February, and the trees already sported buds. Sixty-eight Hive members now had a traveling computer guru contracted and they were the proud owners of a motor home loaded with parts, cables and brilliance in the form of a retired Air Force Sergeant who tinkered more than a bit. His wife, Laura, loved the idea, called it the longest honeymoon she never had. The fact they got to stop and visit the grandkids from coast to coast might have had something to do with it, according to Sergeant Bob. He stayed in touch via cell phone, rolling from crisis to crisis with the sunniest disposition. 

Elijah told Susie she deserved a fat raise for finding the Sainted Sergeant. She suggested he try and give up his alliteration addiction. He bought a new, used car instead. She was impressed by the route he took, weeks of studying e-bay and assorted websites to narrow it down to the perfect vehicle, then he gets one for Carl's Cars and drove it home. 

"How was I supposed to get Carl to come in at my price without the dithering over what I could find on the web." Elijah boasted. "Plus, he's now got Sainted Sergeant Bob building him a web site. Never thought I'd get that man into the twenty-first century, plus, he might overcome his middle aged crazy predilection for red sports cars and trucks with tires taller than he is."

Susie conceded the point of gentlemanly manipulation. "It's a nice car and you did get a good deal."

"Plus - look." He nudged her to the interior, leaned over and pushed a button so a CD drawer popped out. "Built in CD player. Aren't you jealous?"

"I would be if I drove farther than seven minutes in any direction." She laughed and opened the glove box. "Oh dear God! A manual! Now, this I covet. See, it shows you how to put oil in and where the brake fluid should go. I didn't know any of that. You have no idea the hours it took me to find the power steering thingie, just to check it."

Elijah gaped at her caressing the pages of his owner's manual. "You are the goofiest woman I know."

She glanced up at him with surprise, "Are you just figuring that out?"

He squatted down between her and the door, grinning so that she leaned back into the car like he might sprout fangs and a tail. "I'll let you read my owner's manual if you'll take a ride with me."

Laughter breezed across his forehead, "For real?"

"For real. Go flip on the answering machine, grab the mail and let's ride!" He went to drop the hood as she darted inside.

She was back, his cell phone and a stack of mail on her lap - with the faux leather bound, zippered owner's manual - before he got behind the wheel. "Shouldn't you contact Mission Control first?"

"Mission Control is for amateur's." He sneered.

They dropped off the mail, the deposit, put gas in the new baby and drove through for a frozen coke. Susie did Vanna White point and grin at each stop because he dared her. Mrs. Wendy at the bank was as impressed with the owner's manual as Susie had been. In recognition of her wisdom, she got a ride to the Wal-Mart and back. Mr. Pete at the garage wasn't impressed with the manual but he pronounced the vehicle sound and worthy of attention. 

"Can't say brown has much show to it." He spit tobacco juice on the sloped concrete, waving at Officer Buddy. "Folks take what they can get, I suppose."

"Now, Pete, that brown matches Mrs. Susie's hair, look and see if it doesn't." He whispered. Watching Susie show off the owner's manual to Pete's oldest grand-daughter, letting her zip it open and closed at least a dozen times while bouncing the child on her hip, the sun highlighted her ponytail and made the car pale.

"Damned if it don't." Pete spit once more, grinning like a boy. "Give me that baby, you're gonna spoil her rotten with all that zippering."

"She may never see another owner's manual as fine as this, Pete." She handed the toddler to him, smacking his shoulder with the precious book. "And how come you never told me about these?"

"That van didn't need no manual - just needed to be set to pasture, woman." He stalked off, the argument older than the child in his arms.

"Ha! What do you know?" She shouted after him.

"Let it go, Susie. Pete's never going to admit a vehicle needs anything but him or a salvage title." Elijah held the door open for her.

She grinned; cradling the manual like it was God's Word when he closed the door. "Still." She said when he got in. "He liked your car and said it was safe. So he might yet be redeemable."

"Don't hold your breath." Elijah shook his head and headed toward the interstate.

She lowered the window down and stuck her head out as they took the ramp - scaring the hell out of him when she sat on the door and slapped the roof. When she dropped back in, every freckle was at attention, the scar at the corner of her mouth winked at him. 

"Oh don't be such a stick in the mud!" She smacked his arm, then tried to unknot her ponytail with her fingers. "You're worse than my children."

"Most folks wear a seat belt when going sixty miles an hour, they don't do a lap dance on the door." He tried to steel his face to serious complaining, but one glance at her and it flew out the window with her ponytail.

"Seat belts are for amateurs." She tossed her head and leaned just her ponytail out, so he wouldn't have a stroke. 

When he tucked the car under the carport, she sighed, caressed the owner's manual one last time before locking it away in his glove box. Waiting for him to unlock the door, she suggested they ought to bring the manual inside so it wouldn't get cold.

"God is a jealous God. Better not risk getting smote, girl." He tugged her up the stairs as she pretended to consider the sacred. "Come on, it's one o'clock, your kids are going to freak out if you don't call them."

"I called them at the Wal-Mart while you fetched Mrs. Wendy's cases of paper. But, you're right, better get home. Too much excitement for one day isn't good for an old gal like me." She hopped around him to file the receipts and check messages once more before leaving. 

He was washing out the coffee mugs when she grabbed her backpack, wished him a good afternoon and bounced down the stairs like one of her children. Her ratty ponytail flapping around like it was alive the last he saw of her before she gunned her old van, not even bothering to turn the radio down. 



*+*+*+* 
…So I become the reacher, more the pilgrim than the preacher…

"Melinda called." Susie's smirk made his ear itch.

He knew this day would come. He'd hoped to be dead or, in a coma when it did. Mrs. Carlton had tormented him without mercy. He'd stopped giving the business card to any woman under sixty. More than one potential date had suspected him of having a wife and kiddies, and when they discovered Mrs. Carlton, the torment from both sides was unrelenting - like they conspired in a feminine frenzy to create maximum agony.

Switching the phone to the other side, he said, "Hmm, did she need something?"

"No. Just asked me tell you she called." 

"Thanks. Have you spoken to the Electric Babes this week? I saw they'd posted a request for assessment for a third partner, but they didn't confirm the deadline."

"They're waiting to hear back from their accountant who was in labor the last time I spoke with the head Babe. She has a lovely voice."

"The head Babe or the laboring accountant?" He rolled his eyes. 

"I really want to be witty and persecute you over this, but it's no fun when you sound so pathetic." Susie sighed.

"I'm just tired, you can hit me with it tomorrow when I get back." Pathetic had never worked on Mrs. C, maybe there was hope for a discreet love life.

"I'll try and think of really obnoxious comments between now and then." She laughed. Elijah felt blood flowing to his extremities once more. "Anyway, other than the laboring accountant and the Babes, it's been a quiet few days, which is good because I might just get caught up before you bring more work. This could be a first since I got here!"

"Well, don't get comfy, there are ... thirty-seven pages for the mining group alone." He yawned.

"When's your flight?" He could hear her adjusting the CD player; Chinese stuff again, must be a phone call day. She listened to that when she had to spend hours chasing, tracking and listening.

"Five hours." He stuffed folders in his case and glanced around the room.

"Go back to bed, take a nap for a couple hours." Susie kicked the file drawer closed.

"It's tempting, but I've got phone calls to make." 

"Make them from the airport. You have to sit around so long and you've got the lay over - there's nothing urgent unless it's in your pocket." 

"Are you cutting up my bread and butter again?" He grumbled, pulling the phone list up.

She gasped. "Would I do such a thing?"

"Not you!" He sighed, the call list didn't look as urgent as he'd thought, maybe he would take a nap, but damned if he'd admit it. "Let me go so I can get to work."

"Yes sir." 

Shoveling the rest of his things in the case, taking one last glance around the room, he kicked his shoes off, adjusted the blinds and was asleep before Susie's smile faded from his ears....


The shrill of the cell phone yanked Elijah from the middle of nowhere. "Yeah?"

"You need to go catch your plane now." Susie whispered and hung up.

"Good God!" He groaned.



*+*+*+*



The front door opening without warning nearly murdered the fax machine. Susie was returning to her desk with a cup of coffee when the woman walked in. 

"Hello?" Her drawl was cultured, warm as the day. "Anyone- I'm sorry."

Susie used tissues to wipe off the fax as quickly as possible. "Usually it's the UPS guy coming in the door and I hear his truck before I see it. Don't worry. How can I help you? Are you looking for the missing road? That's the only other people I see."

"Actually, I was looking for 'Lijah." She closed the door behind her but didn't come farther than the tile entryway.

"You're in the right place, but he's not. Come on in." Susie tossed the dripping tissue away and waved the woman to follow her to the kitchen. "You must be Melinda. Would you like some coffee? He's just running late. When he called from the airport yesterday he was feeling rough. Sit down, please. Do you need cream or sugar?"

Melinda was a beautiful woman, not gorgeous, but beautiful. She was a bit taller than Susie, modeling a pants suit of navy blue with a cream silk blouse. Contacts made her eyes as dark as her suit, but they smiled with lashes tickling her thinned brows. Her hair was tempered with frosted highlights, a creamy golden color, like honey that had been warmed, tucked high on the side with sedate combs. Her hands were smooth, cool to touch as she accepted the one nice china cup and saucer Susie kept stashed for company like James Wyatt's secretary or Shelly when she stopped by to complain about Gary's irritating habit of the month.

"I've got donuts?" Susie offered but Melinda shuddered.

"Stinks don't it?" Susie commiserated. "He can eat half a dozen, I have half of one and gain five pounds."

"It doesn't seem fair." Melinda sipped her coffee standing by the table.

"Did you drive from Atlanta?" Susie dried her hands. "The caller ID showed an Atlanta area code and you've got Georgia plates."

"I thought maybe I looked rumpled." The woman set her saucer on the table, grinning. "I just got in."

"It's a pretty drive I hear." Susie opened the refrigerator and grabbed a couple apples and a container of yogurt. "Here, a snack for real women. I hate to eat when I drive, makes me sleepy. Bathroom's across the hall if you want."

"Thank you!" Melinda melted away.

When Melinda returned, a plate with apple slices, raisins, nuts and yogurt in a pretty dip bowl was on the table with some ice water. Susie was on the phone reassuring someone she'd have Mr. Solomon call back as soon as he arrived.

"He should be here in the next couple hours." Susie rolled her eyes at Melinda and waved her to sit down. "Yes, that's right. I've got it. You have a great day too!"

"Hours?" Melinda savored the sweet apple.

"Oh he'll be here sooner than that, but he'll need time to gobble donuts and complain about airport food." Susie winked.

"Maybe I should go check in at the hotel and come back later...." Melinda sighed.

"Gosh, he'll think I chased you off!" Susie frowned.

Melinda wiped her fingertips on a napkin, "He doesn't know I'm here, or that I'm coming."

Susie grinned, gobbling up the romance, "A surprise visit huh?"

"You are not at all like you sound on the phone or what I expected." Melinda popped some nuts in her mouth, as if she were trying to choke words rehearsed across the state.

"You expected Loni Anderson and find Mother Hubbard." Susie crossed to the coat tree and dug in her backpack. Snapping open her wallet, she tugged a photo out, handing it to Melinda. "They're all mine. All six. It's perfectly all right to tell me how beautiful they are when the shock wears off."

Melinda closed her mouth, opened it, closed it and flushed with a glow the peaches of Georgia surely envied. "But... they are. Beautiful I mean. He said you aren't married."

"I'm divorced." Susie tucked the photo away. "Does he say how wonderful an office assistant I am, because if he does, I plan to nag him for a raise! He never tells me."

"Actually." Melinda sighed, "It's because he doesn't talk about you - Oh, that didn't come out right."

Susie patted her shoulder, "It's fine. I work hard to be office equipment. I'd be disappointed if he described me otherwise."

Melinda laughed, a smooth sound, like a breeze across the grass. "You make me want to call my secretary and tell her I appreciate her."

Susie looked heavenward and raised her hands as if offering a blessing. "Then my work here is done." 

"I've got more work, so don't get comfy gal." Elijah shouldered his way through the screen door, jerking to a halt when Melinda stood up. "Good God."

"Mind your manners." Susie hissed, sliding the kitchen door closed behind her.

She turned the CD player up, sorted the messages he would eventually come to claim, and took a call from Jean about a toilet paper crisis. Two more database additions were dealt with before Elijah poked his head around the glass. The pile of file folders under his arm made her groan.

"I've only got seven messages, that hardly seems a fair trade!" She spun around to take the folders and hand him the slips.

"Life is not fair, didn't you know?" He laughed.

"News to me." She sifted through the folders, "Oh come on, The Sage of Sagacity? This is going to kill someone when they cut themselves trying to say it, never mind reading it on a business card. What does it have to do with a - oh stocks, retirement investments...got it."

Elijah glared at her, so he wouldn't cackle. "Think how groovy it will look on a business card."

"Eye cuts, a new phenomena afflicting the entire Midwest, that's what you'll be admitting to in court." She slapped the folder closed and turned back to the database.

"You're not going to say a word are you?" He hitched his leg over the end of her desk.

"I just did." She glared at his leg. 

"No. I mean about Melinda." He fanned the messages and stacked them, twice.

Susie saved the spreadsheet she was comparing and shrugged. "You worried about your personal files mixing with business?" 

"No, just, surprised." Elijah considered her, as surprised by her smile as her lack of promised persecution. "I thought it might ... bother you, Melinda I mean."

"I didn't think you were celibate out there in the world." Susie labeled the new files. "Lord knows Mrs. Betty and Shelly made you sound like Casanova. But, as I told them then, and you now, gossip is a vile disease I don’t want. Not even when it's face to face with the subject of gossip... well, you know what I mean."

"I do." Elijah grinned, strangely enough he did understand.

Susie stopped what she was doing, rested her chin on her hand and tried to be delicate. "Look, you don't get many chances for ... intimate fellowship in this life. Don't let it pass you by just cause you're scare of being laughed at. She seems really nice and interested enough to check you out. Just don't think I'm commuting to Atlanta."

Elijah shuddered, "Me either."

"Good." Susie sorted the folders by date, "When do you need these posted?"

"That's it?" Elijah was back to restacking his messages.

"If you want romantic counsel, you'll have to talk to Shelly - or James Wyatt." Susie swiveled back to the computer.

"Shelly! Shit!"

"Now wait a minute-"

"No, calm down." He waved the messages. "I'm supposed to go to dinner with Gary and Shelly tonight."

Susie rolled her eyes, "So take Melinda. Shelly doesn't scratch and belch. Shelly's nice. Melinda's nice. It should be a nice evening. Now, go dither and make your calls someplace else. I've got a ton of work to do."

Elijah snorted. "You are so supportive."

"I cut sandwiches, clean up spills, and wake folks up so they don't miss their flight. I don't do romance, obviously. Now scoot." She waved file folders at him.

"Maybe you ought to take your own advice - about not being scared." Elijah leaned against the glass.

"I'm not scared." Susie put her hands on her hips, glowering at him, wrecking it with a giggle.

"Then you're just don't like being laughed at?" Elijah nodded as if everything in life now made sense.

"As if." She rolled her eyes. 

"Then why don't you have a non-celibate life?" He wiggled his eyebrows.

"I have so many blessings now, it wouldn't be fair to grab more." Susie nodded emphatically.

"Liar!" Elijah waved his messages and headed for his office, quickly.

She shouted down the hall. "And see if you get donuts next time you get in late!"

"I'm sorry - truly. You're woman of virtue, sainted in fact, why the choir of angels are putting out a hit record in your honor, next week."

The phone rang, saving his life.



*+*+*+*



He knew he'd find her at the playground. She and the children went to the playground after church on Sunday, not one of the two restaurants in town or the McDonald's out on the interstate. They carried sandwiches, cookies and juice and had the playground to themselves for hours. Up North, she'd once told him, they spent every Sunday afternoon at the playground. No one was too rich, too old, too young or too poor to enjoy a playground. It was tradition if it was over fifty degrees and not a downpour. Here, she'd sighed, the playgrounds were barren most of Sunday. It was the only time he'd heard her say a good word about life in the Frozen Wasteland, except that tomatoes were juicier and sweeter, but he took exception to that fable....

Children were digging in the sand; the youngest was gobbling a cookie covered in sand. Jean helped fill buckets, commanding Joe which type of leaves and sticks to get for flags. Susie was swinging. Her hair out of the ponytail, her green denim skirt tucked around her, swinging back and forth like she was younger than her oldest child.

"Oh dear." She laughed, but didn't stop. "I'm busted gang!"

"We tried to warn ya!" Alex smirked, glancing up from his book. He was lounging beneath a shade tree, guarding the snacks. "Ellie, you're gross, come here and get a wipe."

Ellie dashed across the playground, tried to smooch him, but he was wise in the ways of little sisters. He tossed the wet towel across her face and hands while she complained. She was tidy and back in the thick of castle building before Elijah crossed the sand to the swings.

"What brings you here this fine day?" She asked, back and forth, her legs and body swaying with a rhythm only ten year olds can truly master.

"I followed the trail of cookie crumbs." He leaned against the chain link fence, enjoying the view of determined pleasure. 

"Trust me, there are no crumbs left by my children." She leaned back, her hair dragging through the sand. 

"Chasing away demons?" His head tilted so he didn't get seasick.

Susie kept swinging, as if her soul depended on the movement. "Does it show?" 

"Just a little." Elijah couldn't smile, but he tried. 

"Tell me, Odd Job Man, how do you strengthen a tender shoot with a sledgehammer?" 

"You don't." He glanced at her old sneakers, off to the side. Bare foot, swinging like a child because she wanted peace, not pain to flow over her. 

"A lot you know." She mocked the clouds, trailed back and forth, her knuckles white around the log chain, arms stretched so tight it had to hurt. "How can you be so sure when every one else believes the opposite? I'll tell you. You can't. But, you can't let go until you're less afraid of falling than paying the cost of hanging on."

"That wasn't me - I did not say that. Ha!" Elijah hiked his jeans and propped his heal in the chain link behind. "Someone else gets to eat those words." 

"I said that." Susie sat up, her eyes glazed with terror and sorrow and something Elijah didn't recognize.

He watched her renew her height with more furious pumping and swaying. Alex rose to his feet and the girls stopped what they were doing, looked like they were holding their breath. Before Elijah could grasp her intent, Susie launched off the swing, across his head, landing on her feet in the grass on the other side of the fence. Her landing was more than adequate. Her skirt didn't even fly up. Joe came running with a cookie.

"Wow!" 

"You promised!" Jenny wailed. "You promised not to do that no more!"

"I know." Susie fingered hair from her face. "Come and let me say I'm sorry."

"Sorry isn't good enough. You promised." Jenny stomped her foot in the sand, her blond ponytail drooping from the force of her fear.

"Sorry is always good enough, young lady." Susie thanked Joe for the cookie, "You are not tall enough yet, so don't even think about it!"

"I won't. I don't break my promises." Joe swatted her behind.

Susie chased him, tackled him and tickled him until he begged for mercy. They settled out of court with a cookie. Jenny had inched closer, intent on getting in her swat. But Susie captured her, whispering in her ear, hugging her tight, until Jenny was nodding and hugging her back. Elijah felt his heart slow as Jean and Katie inched closer to the fence, Ellie trailing behind.

"We only get the one momma." Katie explained. "If she gets broke, we're in deep doo-doo."

He nodded, biting the inside of his mouth to keep from mentioning how Susie liked to hang out of car windows. Less said the better, his momma used to say. Now, she was a wise person!

Jean shook her head. "She doesn't usually, I mean, she's a good momma, that's why we - really it was just a bad morning."

"I know." Elijah smiled, commiserating with the battle to articulate. "Sometimes we all have to jump over trouble, just, not from a swing, huh?"

The gals laughed, including Ellie who patted Elijah's knee with gritty, sticky fingers.

Joe sprinted back in the fence, "I got to practice!"

"Just the swinging part!" Susie called, setting Jenny on her feet so she could go back to her castles in the sand. Alex was right behind her, but Susie shooed him away. "Not now, go give your brother a push to start. I'll give myself the lecture later, all right?"

"Make sure you huff and roll your eyes when you do it!" Alex grinned as he strolled by, tapping the top of her head with his paperback.

"I'll try." She sat to put her sneakers back on, peering at the girls from under her hair. "I'm sorry. OK? I am really sorry I scared you. I will not do it again, no matter what."

The four three gals stared at her with somber gazes.

"It is one broken promise. One. I cut you slack; you can cut me some this one time. All right?" Susie tied her shoes.

"She did say sorry." Katie reminded the gaggle.

Jean grinned and wandered off with Katie and Ellie to consult with Jenny who was still glancing at Susie like she might rocket to the moon any moment.

"They're tough." Elijah grinned at the pow-wow over by the castle.

"They're stingy with forgiveness!" Susie complained, pasting woe and sorrow all over her face.

She was buried in arms and kisses before she got a decent sniffle out. 

"All right, drama's over. Go play or the sun will be gone." She waved them away, dashing with Ellie to the bathroom. To Elijah she called, "There's tea over there, somewhere, help yourself. I doubt there's any food left, but they all hate tea."

He laughed and went to see if there was indeed anything left. Half an apple, three pretzels, salt licked off, and what looked like the corner crust of a peanut butter sandwich was barely enough for the squirrel hovering so pitiful on the branch above his head. "Sorry bud, looks like we missed lunch."

He watched Alex settle on the bench in the shade on the other side of the playground. When Susie returned he nodded at the young man and said, "I didn't mean to chase him off."

"Oh don't worry about that. Sunday afternoon at the playground is Alex's peace hours. He can stick his face in a book and ignore everything but Joe needing to go to the bathroom. He doesn't want to be talked at, or talk to anyone." Susie poured tea in a small plastic cup. "Everyone worries my children won't know how to socialize when really, what they crave is twenty minutes alone."

Elijah nodded, "Makes sense."

"One on one time is thin on the ground everywhere, home and in the world." Susie leaned against the trunk and swirled the tea in her cup, watching the mini-tornado as if it would spring an answer for her that she'd like better. "Have you come about the, by now, famous red shoe sermon?"

"I am sorry." Elijah examined the saltless pretzels as if a rare artifact.

"Why? You've got nothing to be sorry about - unless you wrote Pastor Johnny's sermon or made me a woosie?" She nudged his knee with her toe.

"Good God." Elijah looked stunned, "Are you? A woosie I mean? No one tells me any thing!"

"Oh, it could have been worse." Susie's eyes darted around, as if someone might overhear her confession. "Pastor could have put the owner's manual for your car on the pulpit and preached on the sins of covetous longing." 

Elijah found the energy to laugh, as Susie's gaze begged him to, but it was thin. When Shelly told him about the VBS incident and the red shoes, she shook her head over Elijah's naiveté like he was a refugee from Mars. All kinds of fuss over one little gal mocking red shoes Katie was wearing to VBS. Saying they were not fit for the trash. Hurt by the teacher telling her not to cry over the truth, Katie had thrown the shoes out the window saying she’d rather wear nothing then. Bare foot child ended up in a corner because she wouldn't go get the shoes. Word spread through vacation bible school faster than wildfires across California, thus over heard by Susie.

Shelly sighed. "See, it would have just been a small thing if she hadn't marched 'em all out of the building like they were leaving Sodom and Gomorrah - not a look back. She was the one who walked out, why would they apologize to her?" 

"Because truth hurts when shoved down your throat with a shovel?" Elijah had suggested.

"Everyone knows she's over protective, they're just trying to toughen those children up. Not a one would intentionally hurt them. Susie's too - without a husband, it's just beyond one woman to properly tend that many. Hell, with a husband it's probably not possible. Katie's defiance is just one example. And, for all of Susie's reliance on God and Faith, it's a bit too primitive to be practical for this world." Shelly repeated what women comforted each other with. "We've been as helpful as Susie will allow. This wasn't about the shoes. This was about Susie wanting folks to treat her children like they're as special to them as to her."

"Tell me, Shel. Does Susie treat other folks' children different than the way she treats her own?" Elijah opened his car door.

"She's just made that way, it's easy for her." Shelly laughed. "That woman would have sixteen children if God blessed her."

"What makes you think it's easy for her to see the child, not the gossiping mother?" Elijah cranked his engine and shifted it into gear. 

Shelly slapped the hood like she wished it were Elijah's head. 

Susie nudged his knee, once more, smiling at his wandering thoughts, rippling across his face. "I don't really believe I'm destined for hell. Do you?" 

"Can I get back to you on that?" He was relieved when she stuck her tongue out at him.

"So what are you doing here?" She waved at Jean to give Ellie a push. "Aching for sand in your socks?"

"I thought you might like to know you're becoming the poster child for a split that might rival the Carpet Crisis of 1988." Elijah stood up and dusted off his bottom. 

Susie shook her head, tossing out the remains of her tea. "No, I'm not. We've withdrawn from everything, including my turn in the Nursery. We'll practice our faith a bit more before mingling with the body."

Elijah glanced up at her, "Are you sure it's not better to stand your ground? Speak up, gently, and-"

Susie smiled as if he really were as naïve as Shelly thought. "I'm not willing to be the poster child for divisiveness. Scripture is pretty clear on that."

"What the hell did you do wrong?" He was still confused as he'd been earlier. Johnny preached, waving red shoes around during the sermon. Using those shoes as tangible images of deceptions worn by those who looked for wounds, or worse, creating them. Johnny tossed them over his shoulder, nicking the choir director's ear, when making his final point. With a hoarse tremble in his voice, staring directly at Susie, he pleaded for repentance from those who would strap those shoes on and dance. 

She'd remained still as the balcony pillars, not even rising for the Benediction.... She and the children left by the side door, Jean holding a tissue balled in her fist. Alex so red faced his white dress shirt looked pink around the collar a he draped his tie over his shoulder, like a defiant snake.

Susie shrugged, "It may shock you, Mr. Solomon, but I have a wee bit of difficulty conforming to the beat of the drummer. And while it is admirable for a man to tango through life, for a forty year old woman to do so, is not."

Elijah shook his head. "Good God. That's not - surely no one has said anything so asinine to you?"

"Not unless you count the gossip in the bathroom." Susie laughed and elbowed his shoulder. "Don't take it so hard. They aren't going to burn a cross on the office lawn or anything. The relief will be sweet as incense through the sanctuary. In six months, I guarantee you; folks will have fond memories of us. This will be a bump, not a crisis, in the carpet."

"Like Jimmy?" Elijah's smile felt stiff as the branches the dumb squirrel was jumping about on, still hoping for a few crumbs.

"Easier than Jimmy." Susie whispered. "These are good folks. I'm just ... difficult. So, I won't be difficult. They'll be good folks. Life goes on. I'm afraid I used up my entire stand and demand respect during the - there just isn't energy to waste on what you can't have unless you are willing to have a heart lobotomy to get it. Children and the Hive gobbles it all now."

"Well don't think I'm taking you up on that bet. Number one, I can't afford heirloom beverage ware again. Number two, I'm praying folks don't just let you slip away." Elijah lit a cigarette. He was pretty sure he was wasting less breath smoking than persuading. 

Good folks only had so much patience. Susie was difficult, somber, quiet, prickly, too gentle, too tough, too bound in walking faith that was generations out of date - the list he'd overheard was long and one contradiction after another depending on the point of view.

"I'm not going anywhere. I just won't be offending anyone." Susie knelt to gather the scattered plastic cups and shoes and socks knotted in a rope on the blanket. "I can't believe anyone sent you to persuade me otherwise, so what brings you here, you never answered me."

"Oh, I'm just a natural born gossip. Couldn't miss my chance to - yeah, all right, Shelly's irked. I told her I'd come see if you were all right. She was soothing feathers, reminding folks Johnny has two years to retirement and the younger folks in the congregation are their children, have a right to shape the future, etc. You're a hit with the old folks; they have more righteous indignation combined than any TV preacher ever thought of mobilizing. Gary was on standby to call the EMTs if things got out of hand. Most of their children wore hand me down shoes, but their grandchildren and great grandchildren have either forgotten or don't know that...." He watched Joe gain a record height and the gals jumping up and down encouraging him. Poor kid looked ready to hurl. 

Susie rocked back on her heels, gazing at Joe. "I'll miss her...."

"Shelly? The woman hasn't left the county except to see the grandbabies in ... ten years." Elijah was relieved when Joe announced it was too hot to swing so near the sun and slowed down. His sisters had already moved out of range, just in case he hadn't backed off soon enough.

Susie sighed. "Folks don't walk on the wild side when there are five generations binding you to a way of hoping in eternity. She was trying, in her way, to help me integrate. I sure let her down...."

Elijah crouched beside her. "You can't believe that. I mean, Shelly makes my jaw hurt, but she's not like that."

Susie patted his shoulder. "I can't believe you're worrying about this. We've gone to church off and on for nearly five years. Most folks know me as, 'that woman with all those children.' Most couldn't tell you my name or even two of theirs."

"Shelly knows." Elijah gripped her hand and rubbed her chilled knuckles.

"She can't risk the divided spirit. And she shouldn't. Her entire family is there, her life. She better not." Susie slid her hand away, tying the trash bag and folding things into the blanket. "It'll be OK. You'll see."

Elijah stretched up, "Tell me, when will it be something worth fussing over?"

Susie glanced at the six children gathering up their buckets, trash and patting the last stone into the sand castles. 

"I'm praying never." She looped her ponytail before hefting the trash and blanket over her shoulder, sauntering by the trashcan toward he van. "Wouldn't that be nice? The fuss done, the rest of life a blessing of character building without anyone hurt?"

"Sounds like a heavenly fable, Susie." Elijah slid the van door open for her, then backed out of the way of the grubby hoard straggling across the sand.

"I know." She put Ellie's seat belt on and smudged a bit of sand from her cheek. "But God has a groovy sense of humor. Hope is a word he not only promises, he delivers, even to the woosie-fied."

Elijah chuckled, then waved at the wild things drooping in the van, heading home to wash away the grief and joy of the Sabbath.



*+*+*+*



Elijah wandered from his office, confused by the quiet. It was only eleven, where was Susie? Laughter answered that. Sitting at the picnic table with Melinda, sorting file folders and smoking a cigarette. Since he'd quit, she smoked outside, had even bought a picnic table so she could take five in comfort. 

"Why not a chair or bench?" He'd gazed at the bright orange - safety orange - paint and slapped his sunglasses back on. She'd got it for next to nothing from the park department when they switched to green tables.

"Oh, a bench would have to have a birdbath and a path and probably a potted vine. A chair would have to be hauled in and out. But a picnic table just ... waits." Susie had slapped his shoulder when he'd smirked. "Get over it. I like the color, don't you?"

He'd beat a hasty retreat from that question, irritated by her laughter and charge of being, "Big Chicken!"

The table had disgusted Melinda; until he told her it was Susie's. From that moment, Melinda had loved it. Perversely, Elijah was more irritated by this than Susie's implication that he was a coward when it came to orange. Susie made some cushions to go on the benches and a grotesque butt jar with fish cavorting around the squatty green pottery. Damned if Melinda didn’t exclaim over those like they were works of art. Both of them enjoyed the hideous print and ugly fish as if some kind of cosmic statement, Elijah just tried not to look at the objects de art….

"So what did you do?" Susie flopped on the bench, leaned her elbow on the folders, hanging on Melinda's story as if she were her favorite Midwestern radio show, not to be missed.

"I grabbed him by the ear and marched him to the guard in the hallway like I was Sister Margaret! Poor guy thought I was going to snap his ear clean off. But he was so shocked Marty, the security guard, got the shank and poof. All was well." Melinda leaned closer, "I got him in a halfway house with time served. He's running his own lawn care service now - best gardener ever, but he still covers his ears when he sees me!"

"How on earth - I'd have fallen out!" Susie shook her head. "You are an amazing woman, Melinda. Sheesh."

"And you are so good for my ego." Melinda sipped her coffee, "I love to come see you. If the Hive ever lets you go, come to me."

Susie shuddered, "In Atlanta? No thanks. I don't think I could live in a city ever again. Certainly not with the children."

Elijah winced at the back door. The Atlanta disagreement was a sore spot with Melinda. No Doubt Susie was about to get an earful, he moved to interrupt them, but when he heard Melinda's giggle, he paused.

"What is it about this place?" She asked, not challenging like yesterday when they'd stood on his deck glaring at each other, but just curious, gentle, even a bit interested.

"Oh, it's no place, really." Susie shrugged. "For me, though, it's like a glimpse of heaven. I can afford to live here, raise my children and be odd, so long as I don't make waves, well, folks leave ya be."

"How did you end up here?" Melinda caught a folder before it flapped open. Her hands were quick, competent. She’d never fall off steps….

"My - Mike lost his job and was ... depressed. We were going to loose the house and I was pregnant with Jenny. Mike, well, he went a bit nuts and decided he'd take us to the homeless shelter in South Bend, come back, sell everything he could, and then come for us. We'd start over, he said, somewhere new. I sent an e-mail to a group of friends, asking for prayer. I think I admitted I didn’t think he’d ever come for us and I didn’t want my child born in a homeless shelter just to be taken away…. One of them e-mailed me back and offered us a place to stay here, until we could get on our feet. So, I had the worlds biggest yard sale, scrounged every nickel I could find on the sidewalk, begged my momma for money to rent a fourteen foot moving truck and we headed off on an adventure." Susie spoke without recrimination, choosing her words as careful as if she did when speaking of good folks at church when in line at the grocery store. 

"And was it?" Melinda tossed hair from her eyes.

"What? An adventure? Dear God, yes. It was minus forty when we left Indiana, it was fifty-three when we crossed the Alabama state line. I got out, kissed the highway and swore to God I'd stay here until he put a burning bush before me or called me home." Susie stubbed out her cigarette. “I hate the cold.”

"And uh, what about Mike?" 

"He had different adventures in mind." Shrugging as she gathered folders, Susie stepped out of the bench. It seemed on the tip of her tongue to give a flip answer, but something changed her mind. "Lord knows, Melinda, I thought I was doing it right. I studied depression and … other things. I tried to be the things he wanted, even when they changed every day, even when they hurt, you know? But, he never smiled at me once we crossed that border. He would smile once in a while, but not at me. It was like when he looked at me, all he saw was the rearview mirror. It ate at him until the man I knew was gobbled away. This stranger that despised me moved in to that hole inside him. Fortunately, he found someone else - now he's happy. I'm content. So, don't look for me in Atlanta unless you have an in with God, or burning bushes in your pocket."

"You make everything sound so temperate. As if you just walk through it all, folders or diapers in your hand, scrubbing the table in between, loading up a truck in winter - pregnant, and kissing the interstate.... Where do you find that?" Melinda sounded like Susie talking about the owner's manual of his car. Which disturbed Elijah, that comparison....

"It's not me that's for sure." Susie laughed. "Some of it wasn't that easy. Some days, I know I was a horrible bitch, and some days, I went to hang diapers just so I could cry. Mostly, I was too tired to fuss. I just nagged the Lord for more energy, kept moving and hoped for the adventurous attitude to soak in enough to become habit. And then, it had and life was a bit better, each day. When the bad days come now, I cling to the adventure and remember that it will pass, just like the rest."

"That wouldn't work in my life." Melinda sighed.

"Why?" Susie shook her head, "I'm sorry. I didn't mean-"

"Don't worry." Melinda patted her hand. "It's just that the adventure doesn't end in what I do."

"But what about your gardener guy? Wasn't that an adventure that did end well? Aren't there others?" Susie brushed her fingers across Melinda's hair, as if she were Jean, worried about doing the right thing.

"Damn few, but some, yeah." 

"There you go.' Susie patted her shoulder. 

Melinda giggled once more. "If he doesn't give you that raise, I will!"

"You're just tired. Go sit and stare at the fish, ponder the dust bunnies under your refrigerator and how clouds poof the same way. You'll feel better." Susie squeezed Melinda's shoulders and turned to head in with her pile of paperwork. "Hi Elijah! Look who got here early. Take her out to stare at the fish, she's weary."

Elijah held the door for Susie as she jumped up the steps. Not about to tell her that Melinda had been out to see the fish for the last two days. He thought Melinda had left after their last argument this morning. She stood, uncertain, by the picnic table, trying to regain her smile.

"I just couldn't leave things so...." She whispered, her lips wobbling.

Elijah swallowed the recriminations. "I tried to call your cell five times."

Melinda waved at her car, the one with the damn Georgia plates. "I left it in the car."

"Admit it." Elijah stuffed his hands in his pockets, "You just came to see Susie one last time."

"I wasn't kidding about custody. I should get to keep her, not you." Melinda inched closer to him.

He glared, "I'll see you in court. And don't think Jimmy is going to let her go without a fight - he doesn't want to do the paperwork, ever."

"I am sorry. For being so - I only meant half of what I said. You really are a nice guy." Melinda sighed.

"I meant everything I said. You can't give ultimatums even if you are the most gorgeous woman in Georgia who will haunt me forever." He tickled her chin. "And I will miss you."

"I - I didn't have the guts to say good bye to Susie." Melinda caught his hand and squeezed it. "Promise that you'll be as kind about me as she is over that bastard huh?"

"That's not hard to promise." He tossed his arms around her and she sniffed.

Without another word, she ducked away and got in her car. Driving away like she might have tainted blood, from Indiana.

Elijah sighed, turned to the door and stumbled on the pavement. Susie stood framed by the screen door, tears draining down her face, silent sobs gasping from her body. When he moved toward her, his frown drawing low, she backed from view, slamming the bathroom door before he reached the top step. He puttered around the kitchen for a bit glancing at the doorway every few seconds until she was there.

"I hate movies that make me cry." Susie sighed. Pale but dry-eyed, she crossed the room and put her arms around him. 

Elijah was surprised, not only that she did so, but also, the awkward moment expected, didn't happen. Turning in her arms, he chuckled into her hair.

"Aren't I the one who is supposed to be sobbing?" He could hear her sniff.

She nodded.

"Aw come on. She just wanted to try and convince me to give up custody of you one last time. We had it all hashed out last night." Elijah grimaced.

Susie pulled away, confusion creasing her forehead. "She - you knew - she."

"Don't think that hard, it'll crack open your brain." Elijah kissed the creases on her forehead. Grinning when they grew deeper.

"But ... why?" Susie pushed on his chest, enough to see his face, but not enough to put distance between them.

"Commuting wasn't an option." Elijah shrugged, his forefinger twirling in her ponytail. 

"But you could run the Hive from any ole place." Susie shook her head. "She's a wonderful woman, you - didn't you love her?"

Elijah shook his head, his voice repentant but honest. "Not enough to move. Not enough to become Mr. Attorney-at-law. She's bound for the legislature. I'm just not ... Odd Job Man would not be much of an asset."

"It would be a wonderful asset, you understand the needs of so many." Susie leaned her forehead on her hands, on his chest. Elijah's breath caught when her fingers splayed wide.

"Do I?" He cleared his throat. "If you'd rather go with her...."

Susie's head snapped up and she rolled her eyes before drawing away to pour coffee. "You don't get to dump me on her as some consolation prize, buddy. You're stuck with me."

"Good, now maybe we can get some work done." He accepted the Barney Rubble mug.

"Sorry. End of my day, time to go be wonder momma." Susie grabbed her backpack and made a big deal of fishing out her keys as he sputtered and moaned. 

Pausing at the door latch, Susie asked his reflection in the glass pane, "You all right?"

He nodded, then grinned. "In six months, she'll have fond memories of me, I bet ya."

"No bet." Susie traced his face with her key. "She already does, and you didn't even have to swallow your pride."

"I'll be glad to give you a few pointers, for next time." He saluted her with the mug.

Susie glanced across her shoulder, "Remember, I'm hoping there are no more next times."

She bounced through the door. Elijah followed her to the steps. His smile directed at her, but inside the corner of his heart he didn't even know existed, he realized Melinda had been correct in her frustrated ranting last night. There were reasons other than roots and tradition that held him in this tiny town.

Shrugging aside the thirty seconds of panic that nearly destroyed heirloom beverage ware, he went inside and tried to imagine a fable where those reasons didn't create wounds that would make the red shoes sermon seem like praise. 

If Susie had heard his depraved cackle, she might have loaded up the children and pointed the van toward Atlanta. 



*+*+*+*
…You remove the masks and faces and you see the shadowed places…

"Oh come on Shel, it's a stretch of truth, not an out an out lie." Elijah, the phone pressed to his ear, was wheedling. He hated it but the cause was worthy.

"But I haven't talked to her in ... forever." Shelly wasn't above a little whining if she thought it would win her concessions.

"Ten months and don't BS me, you know exactly how long." Elijah huffed, extra topping for good measure. 

"She's never going to leave those kids with me for a whole weekend." Shelly sighed, no doubt fluttering about her kitchen in that hideous green mumu. He could hear the morning news in the background. Gary was probably singing in the shower, annoying her.

"Yes she will, if you do it right." He knew she was hooked. She was objecting, but her mind was already working it out. No doubt she was also plotting compensation for mental anguish. 

"And what about Alex? He's too old to come to a sleep over and if she's not there how does he get to work? That kid works just about round the clock most weekends. She'll never let him drive that old van...." Shelly flipped off the TV, ready for serious negotiations, without distractions.

"Well, tell her that Gary needs help with hacking the kudzu or step mending. He'll use Alex and haul him back and forth just to get out of the house during the sleep over torture." Elijah rolled his eyes.

"Which is why Gary isn't going to go with you, huh?" Shelly giggled.

"Yeah." He sipped his coffee, glanced at the clock and wondered how long Shelly was going to drag this out. 

"OK, so I call her, mention the sleep over and mass quantities of pizza to entice Joe. I grovel for Jean to come help me with all the partying since all; emphasis on all four, of my grandchildren will be here. I moan and whine about keeping Gary from underfoot and beg for Alex's help. What is she going to do? I'll tell you, she'll offer to help too." Shelly slapped her Formica. "There goes your devious plan. If I say no, she'll think I'm spying on the well being of her children like the last woman that invited her little gals for a sleep over and gave them math quizzes and psych tests."

"Which they passed." Elijah snorted. It still made the hair on the back of his neck stand up to remember that fiasco. Once again, though, Susie, children around her skirt, walked away without a word. He wondered sometimes if she would explode from all she never said.

"I don't think Susie cared much about that, considering she shredded the results on the woman's front lawn." Shelly sighed. “Of course, Jimmy Wyatt’s little visit concerning the legalities of testing emotional, academic or physical well being without parental consent certainly settled the matter. Though who sent him is still a mystery… supposedly.”

"So, don't say no. Accept her offer, I'll worm my charm on you to get her out of it." Elijah suggested. Ignoring Shelly’s all knowing, ear to the ground, ferret out every detail of everyone’s life, prodding. Friendly suggestions between gentlemen were none of her business.

"Are you sure this is just a way to get her a van? Why can't you just go get it and give it to her?" Shelly groaned. "Never mind. It'll take you the whole trip to convince her to accept it. Dumb question. Are you going to use Alex's going off to school next year to chisel at her? The long trip back and forth and all that?"

Elijah sighed. Did she think he was an idiot? "I have a stack of index cards. I've been practicing." 

"And that's it? No romantic interlude along the way?" Shelly sighed. "Never mind. You wouldn't know a good thing if it kicked you in the ass."

"So, you'll do it?" Elijah forced his voice to remain as relaxed as his body was not.

"Yeah, I'll get my sister to come, but I won't tell Susie until you do your worm thing." Shelly turned her TV back on. "Now let me go so I can convince her that I have no hidden math or psychological agenda...."

They were the most unlikely conspirators in the history of the state. But, when retiring the van, Big Blue, held together by duct tape, foam sealant, metal coat hangers and pinesap, even Shelly and Elijah could set aside hostilities. 

Despite Shelly’s dismissal, Elijah hoped, one way or another, this trip would clear the air, not just bring back a van that would safely navigate the roads. Damned if the last ten months had a centimeters movement between them. Susie took subtle hints like rain off a duck. Requests to go to dinner or see a show were laughed away, or shrugged aside for yard work and laundry. Either she really didn't get it, or she found him as repulsive as Jimmy, and damned if that didn't choke him. 

He went to the kitchenette to make Susie strength coffee. A little bribery couldn't hurt....

"And please, Lord,” he mentioned in prayer over coffee grounds, “Don't let her dump my lifeless body in the Mississippi River." 



*+*+*+*



Susie's bemused face was a sight he didn't feel guilty enjoying. Tracing the rim of the Betty Rubble mug, rubbing her forehead and frowning at him was pretty much what he'd expected.

"But, I promised Shelly I'd help with her granddaughter's tenth birthday party this weekend. A big sleep over and a house full of giggling gals and two in diapers! I can't not go. Can't someone else-"

"Who isn't working on a Friday? We need to haul out of here around eight." Elijah grabbed the phone, "I'll call Shelly. All right?"

He didn't give her time to agree or analyze. If she looked too closely, commandeering her for second driver duty was a plan as full of holes as Swiss cheese. Shelly hadn't been expecting his call until tomorrow, but when Susie arrived so happily out of balance, he couldn't pass up the opportunity to swing part two into action. She'd never be this hazy again. Well, she hopefully would, but not like this....

"Shel? Hi - it's Solomon the wise. I got a pickle and need your vinegar." He laughed.

"What are you doing?" Shelly demanded. "You're going to blow it."

"That's not it. I need Susie to be a back up driver. Carl's got me a new zippy little car for running back and forth, but I need to get it this weekend. He's generous with the discount, but not the time. She says she's supposed to help with this partying you all are doing this weekend, won't break her promise but...."

"Is she sitting there with her mouth hanging open? I am." Shelly said.

"Well what about your sister with the new grandbaby coming – yeah that one. Exactly, you could teach her to change diapers... OK. Jean can teach her. Whatever. You got the perfect way to finagle her help." Elijah nodded at Susie as if it were almost settled.

Susie shook her head and wandered to her office. Elijah frowned. He didn't think his acting was that bad. 

"I'm hanging up now. Good luck." Shelly purred and followed through on her threat.

Elijah glared at the phone and thumbed it off. "Hey, where'd you go?"

Susie was logging on while listening to messages. "If you plan to leave at eight tomorrow, I better get stuff done now."

"Great, then you'll do it?" He rocked on his heels, his grin so delighted he was sure she'd get sunburn from the heat of his anticipation.

"You and Shelly went to a great deal of trouble." Susie entered her password without glancing at him, "There's only one thing you didn't think of."

"What?" Elijah felt a cloud pass over.

"Jean only knows how to do cloth diapers." She bit her lip to keep from laughing.

"That's still more than Shelly knows." He felt the clouds clearing.

Susie swiveled in her chair, rested her hands in her lap and considered him, as if he might carry deadly pestilence in his shirt pocket. "Promise me the children will be fine. No games that aren't birthday related? They really want to go. Even Jean is looking forward to doing something different."

"Promise." He held up his right hand.

She nodded, still not quite convinced. "And this car, is it red? Are we looking at middle aged crazy thing here?"

"It's respectable silver. I swear." He tried to look affronted, but he could see it wasn't working.

"With regular tires? Not those big monster truck ones like Carl put on that Ford?" She reached for her message pad and pen.

"You are so suspicious!" Elijah gaped, clutched his heart and wobbled around the little space. "I never knew."

"There has to be a reason Shelly won't let Gary go on a road trip with you and is willing to endure her sister and all six of my children for three days and two nights." Susie shrugged, writing down the messages, before resetting the machine.

Elijah jumped on her incorrect guess with vigor. "Shelly seems to think the combination of me, road trip and Carl will be too much for him. Visions of their respectable Buick becoming a Corvette haunted her for all of five minutes before she suggested you."

"All right, then I want at least one night in a snazzy hotel with one of those big tubs that do the bubbling thing and I get to drive first." She handed him the messages. "And-"

"There's more? Sheesh woman!" Elijah rolled his eyes, trying not to dance around the room and give it all away.

"And, I get to keep the owner's manual." She raised her eyebrows.

"Deal.” He slapped the message slips against his thigh. “Though how I'm supposed to trade a car in without a manual...."

"Ask Pete, he's an expert on how to sell vehicles without them." Susie swirled back to the computer. Elijah escaped to his office, hiding out for the rest of the morning so she wouldn't ask any questions.

Susie tapped on his office door just before noon. "You can come out now, I'm heading home. I'll be here at seven thirty. Let me make the coffee for the thermos, all right?"

"I'm wounded." He gasped and choked around another stupid grin.

"Uh huh. See you in the morning." Susie slapped his door.

"And I wasn't hiding." Elijah muttered. "I was busy. Can't just haul off on a road trip for three days without some preparation."

"You do it all the time." Susie’s voice faded as she walked away. "This must be one hell of a deal."



*+*+*+*



"Hey Sleeping Beauty, wake up." Susie nudged Elijah. "A little detour."

"Where are we?" He rubbed his face, sat up straight and tried to focus. "A playground? Sheesh, are you going to hit every playground between here and Oklahoma City? You've called them three times in five hours. Jean's right, you're loosing it honey."

"Just this one." She gazed at the cloudy day, swings barely moving in the breeze. 

He reached across the seat for a bottle of soda, twisted it open and tried to jump start his brain. "Kamper Park. Where is that?"

"Hattiesburg... Mississippi. I veered a bit off the planned route." Her eyes seemed to be searching for something.

He looked at the gated playground, a large gazebo for events behind it, further on, a zoo, and a sign that must have been put up sometime in the 50's or 60's. A little black train was parked beneath an awning with a large sign announcing the price of rides and times of operation. 

"Home of the University of Southern Mississippi. Hospitable town." He swallowed. "Are we going to just look at it?" 

"I don't know. It's so much bigger now." Her hand toyed with the keys, as if she wanted to restart the car, but couldn't make herself do it. "When I was a child, this was my concept of heaven...it was the happiest place on the planet."

"Dancing and singing mice?" Elijah teased.

"They had a dancing elephant, trust me, you haven't seen dancing until you see an elephant grooving to Elvis." She slowly drew the keys from the ignition, dropped them into her palm and opened her door. "Come on, for some idiotic reason, I want to show you the happiest place on the planet. I promise to be quick about it. All right?"

Shrugging off his seat belt, he opened his door, "Who wouldn't want to see the happiest place?"

"The playground isn't in the same place and the swings face a different direction, but I learned to pump my legs here...to jump over my sisters head and a fence. Boy did I scrape my knees learning that. Kicked her in the head a couple times too, but we don’t speak of that." She held out her hand. He rested his hand in her palm, walking with her beyond the sandy playground toward the zoo. She laced her fingers through his, as if she were afraid the memories might sweep her away and wanted an anchor.

He paid the man in the zoo office, to Susie's embarrassment. "I'll pay it back."

"Shush." He waved her forward.

Because it was misting, the zoo seemed deserted, except for a group of kids and a zoo guide. They all wore t-shirts labeled with a local church's motto about feeding the hopes of mankind with love. Susie repeated the phrase twice. They looked at every animal, every cage, read signs and petted what was allowed. She avoided the inside exhibits and newer buildings, constatnly orienting herself aginst memory. At a bridge with a stream running beneath it and ducks squawking, she asked for a quarter for food from a vending machine. He had two, gave her both. She didn't throw it wildly, but aimed it in dribbles at the fowl. Her smile was miles of time away.

It wasn't a rundown zoo. It was the stuff of big city brochures. There was a nostalgic peace, he could almost grasp a child's vision of heaven being an endless day at the zoo and playground, cooling off beneath the shade with the monkeys or dashing wildly after sisters.

"See that over there?" She pointed across the ostrich pen, beyond, to a small white gazebo. Lattice around it, concrete base, and wide stairs with pillars no longer supporting a roof. "I danced there. When I was ten. A big family was having a reunion and we spent the day playing with some of the kids. There was a band - a real band, not DJs or records. They played everything and this grandpa man asked me to dance."

"Wowing the old folks even then?" Elijah nudged her shoulder.

Susie dusted her hands off and backed from the railing so the ducks weren't teased by her presence. "I was an ugly child, knees always scraped open, hair ratted and face dirty. I bit my nails until they bled. My momma didn't think I'd ever learn to walk across the floor without falling. No, he was just kind. It was the nicest thing that had ever happened to me. The band was playing The Tennessee Waltz…."

"Come on,” she skipped back the way they’d come. “One more stop."

He followed, disturbed by her change in pace. No longer gently ambling down memory lane, or embracing new features of an old friend, she was confronting. Though her legs were short, he stretched to keep up, nearly running her down when she stopped. Turning toward the gazebo, facing the back of the lion caves, she tilted her head and saw other things.

"Miss Hattie was the elephant. I don't know if she really danced, but it sure seemed like it. The original, or the one I knew first, drowned. I thought I would die.... How could something so large, so graceful, fall to her knees and refuse to get up?" Susie winked at him. "I really was a rotten kid. No one would tell me how she died, so I went to the library and looked it up. Didn't sit for a good two days for sneaking off. But, there was another Miss Hattie, and she danced, for years. I pretended it was the same and in a way, it was. I came and went, grew and changed, couldn't expect a dancing elephant to always be here."

"This where she was?" Elijah whispered, so close he could feel her breathing.

"It's funny. I can't remember to pick up toilet paper without writing it down, but I know exactly where an elephant danced thirty years ago." Susie leaned on his shoulder, watching Miss Hattie prance and dip, hearing Elvis croon. "Maybe her dancing is what wore her out, so she couldn't get back up."

"Doubt that." Elijah rubbed his cheek against the crown of her head.

"Me too." Susie giggled. "OK, tour over. Back on the road, we've got to make up time."

He caught her elbow, confused by the transformation of mood. "Why'd you come here so much as a kid? On the way to the beach or something?"

Susie laughed like he'd asked if she were really an elephant. "My momma's parents lived here. She was raised here."

"Lives here now? You said she takes care of your grandmother." Elijah blinked, confused.

"Yes." Susie shrugged from his hand and headed for the car.

"Don't you want to stop and-"

"No." Susie balanced on the curb, her arms out, waving as she progressed. 

"But why not?" Elijah stepped in front of her, blocking her.

Shoving hair out of her face, he glimpsed the rat haired, skinned kneed child that felt less graceful than a dancing elephant. Was she afraid, now, that she might not get up, would drown if she didn’t keep moving? 

Her sigh was exasperated. "Because she won't want me to.”

"There's time." Elijah tucked hair behind her ear. "Maybe the best time to visit is without all the fuss?"

Susie's face softened, her smile as gentle as the mist. "If I don’t, you’ll think I’m some terrible creature. Come on, we can walk."

"What?" Elijah laughed when she skirted around him.

"It's only four blocks. Stretch your legs before the long drive." She grinned across her shoulder, pausing at the car to drag out her backpack and lock the vehicle.

"Four blocks and you weren't going to stop?" Elijah was stunned. Members of his family would skin him alive, slowly, for being within two hours and not stopping.

She lit a cigarette and waved the smoke away. "In my family, it's best to stay out of range and keep moving."

"You're scaring me." Elijah walked beside her, the brick lined road not surprising him. It was obviously a historical district. It was cool in the mist but not chilly. Her hair, loose because she couldn't drive with a ponytail prodding at her, was waving across her back, fanning around her and brushing his elbow as they strolled. It smelled like oranges and cloves.

"Don't worry. She won't cast the evil eye on you or anything. This is Mississippi, not Louisiana." Susie hooked her arm through his and turned a corner. "The only magic here is for elephants, only voodoo is for swinging."



*+*+*+*



It was a modest house on a corner; with a wooden louvered door painted so white it blinded you even on a dingy day. Susie rang the bell in position to be seen through the peephole.

"Susanna? Dear Lord, darlin' what are you doing here?" Her mother's voice as she unlocked the bolts and unhooked the screen door, was smooth as Susie's was rough toned. She sounded like the voices Elijah had known his whole life, enough warmth to assure you there were no monsters in the dark; enough censure to make you check your fly, just in case.

The resemblance was there, but the differences were more obvious. The older woman was a good four inches taller, bone thin, not a round feature to be seen. Angles and joints were razor sharp, visible through the print dress and above conservative heels. Her hair was lighter than Susie's, a few silver ones, but styled gently to her shoulders. Light eyes and lashes, an explanation for the golden haired and blue-eyed children Susie bore.

"I came home for lunch." She was apologizing for holding a napkin in her hand as she waved Susie and Elijah in, leaning out and glancing around. "Where are the children?"

"At home." Susie stood in the middle of the living room. A sofa and love seat along the walls like a doctor's office. No coffee table, but a rocking recliner on the wall leading to the dining room in an "L" shape. "We're on the way to Oklahoma City and made a detour."

Her mother frowned, hugged Susie while assessing Elijah and asked if they were hungry.

"I'm E.T. Solomon." Elijah held out his hand, "Your daughter works with me."

"Oh. I'm Marian Beecher. It's a pleasure to meet you." Her clasp of his hand was secretary perfect. Not too long, not too brief, and clearly in charge of the universe. Turning to Susie, she used both hands to shove hair off her daughter's shoulder and tried to gather it. Susie stepped back. 

"I thought you were waiting tables or something?" Marian observed Susie tuck her hair into her blouse with a relieved sigh. "What happened?"

"She does amazing things with computers and runs my business so I can drum up more business." Elijah smiled, trying to ease tension that was thicker than an elephants hide.

"I see...." Marion clearly didn't. "Well come in, come in. Bathroom is down the hall if you want to freshen up, Mr. Solomon. Would you like some coffee Susie?"

"That would be nice, momma. Thanks." Susie followed Marian to the kitchen.

Elijah, recognizing a dismissal when he heard one, slunk off to the bathroom to freshen up. Not a tissue in the basket, the curtain pleated with an even, probably exact, spacing. The bar soap was sitting on its side so it would drain off water and not melt or leave a gooey scum. He could smell the Lysol, despite the new fresh scent. Grandmothers in the South must have all subscribed to the same journal of spic and span.

Peeking at the three bedrooms, he wasn't surprised to find them as impersonal as hotel rooms. He knew Marian did an endless round about between work and the nursing home. Probably returned to the house to do laundry, sleep and nibble a quick meal. Houses got lonely quickly.

"Did he take the children, is that why you're here? You know I can’t get involved in something like that." Marian's question made Elijah stumble over the floor heater's grate. "Dear God, you aren't homeless again are you?"

"No, momma. He hasn't taken them. We're still living on the hill. I own the trailer and the land will be paid off in two years if the creek don't rise. They're at a friend's house for a big birthday sleep over." Susie's voice was weary. 

Marian didn't sound like she believed her. "Did the state take them? Are you carrying on with that man? You know how it is down here. You can't-"

"I'm not carrying on with anyone." Susie vigorously stirred her coffee. "The state has no reason to take my children. They're fine. I just stopped on the way to see you is all."

"Without a car?" Marian scoffed.

"It's at Kamper Park. We needed to stretch our legs." Susie laughed. "I didn't think-"

"Do you ever?" Marian patted her shoulder sympathetically. "What kind of trouble are you in that you need to abandon your children and go to Oklahoma?"

"I didn’t abandon my children; they’re at their friends having a big slumber party. Mr. Solomon needs to pick up a car. He has to be back by Monday to catch a plane on Tuesday. We're driving round trip real quick." Susie followed her mother to the dining room and Elijah inched further along the hallway. 

Marian gathered her half eaten salad and trotted back to the kitchen, scraping the food into a trashcan. "I've got to get back to work. I can't - I've only got the one key."

"It's all right. I didn’t expect you to miss work." Susie took the plate and utensils and shoved up her sleeves, washing the dishes while Marian replaced her lipstick using a small mirror by the back door.

"I've tried to call several times, you know, but no one answers." Marian capped the tube and dropped it into her clutch bag.

"Have you?" Susie dried her hands. 

"Yes, see, here." Marian held out a small green phone and address book.

"That's Mike's old cell number, momma. How'd you get that?"

"He called once or twice, worried about you, the children that they were eating and had I heard from you. But, this number here, this is the one I keep calling." Marian shoved the book at her.

"You have my number at work, you’ve called me twice from there." Susie laughed and kissed Marian's cheek. "You don't have to call. It's all right. We're all right."

"Of course you are." Marian snapped the book closed and stuffed it in her bag. "I raised you to be all right."

"Yes, you did." Susie reached up and fingered Marian's fine bangs back in place. “I like your new hair cut, it looks smart without hoopla.”

"I - I have to get back to work. That child who runs the switchboard at lunch time wets her drawers if she has to take her break five minutes late." Marian adjusted the dish towel across the hanger, moved the fork in the dish rack so it was facing toward the room and the handle of Susie's coffee cup so it lined up with the slots in the bottom. 

"Its still nice to get to see you, even a few minutes is still nice, isn’t it?" Susie trailed Marian to the front room, snapping the light off on her way. 

Marian smiled at Elijah who held the door for Susie, but moved out of Marian's way so she could button up the bolts. 

“How’s Grandma?” Susie dropped her backpack on the lawn chair beside the steps.

"Can't remember my name half the time and the other half she's giving orders to everyone as if they were me. She still weighs about two tons, no matter what diet they put her on. It flops all over the place, that blubber." Marian shuddered like she was discussing the most offensive thing in her world. 

"You go on." Susie circled her arms around Marian, giving her a squeeze without rumpling her dress or mussing her make up. "We're just going to walk around a bit more. It's a long drive."

"I'll give you a ride to the Park. It's only a minute out of my way." Marian frowned, suspicious once more, that there was no car.

"Thank you, but no." Susie drew away, stalwart resolution holding out against The Look Elijah had seen once or twice on her daughter's face. How Susie resisted was beyond him. Were women born knowing how to do that?

"All right. It was nice to meet you Mr., uh, Solomon." Marian shook his hand. Backing out of the drive, Marian waved as if she were royalty, off on a tour of a jungle twisted by pestilence, disease and smelly dust. No wonder the natives were restless….

"Smile.” Susie elbowed him, “And for God's sake, wave like a gentleman."

He did, but it wasn't easy.



*+*+*+*



They'd walked back to the car in the drizzle. She tossed the keys to him and settled into the passenger seat, watching the park fade in the side mirror with an expression he couldn't read. Not regret, but not peace, it was like the memory would be overwhelmed if she didn't watch it fade. With a few directions, she had them back on the interstate. Quiet for so long he thought she was asleep, he jumped when she spoke.

"My father died the year Alex was born. Cirrhosis of the liver killed him even though they listed heart failure as the cause of death." Susie watched him drive, her gaze focused on him, not the memory. She had more invested in a heavenly playground than this fact of life. "Momma called me at nine at night. Mike and I drove down in the morning because she wanted to be alone. He couldn't believe there was no visitation, no viewing, no funeral or service. We sat around, had lunch and went over paperwork. Dad had a box of index cards with momma’s entire year planned out, directions, instructions, he even told her when to date. It was hilarious. Well, to us it was.”

Susie tucked damp hair behind her ear, “We tried to find memories to recall that didn’t feel like glass in our stomachs. My sisters went to the movies but I knew Mike would never go for that. When she passed out, I tucked her in bed. My sisters and I went outside in the yard and did ring around the rosy, sang 'ding dong the witch is dead' like some pagan ritual. My brother-in laws laughed it off, but Mike was appalled.... If momma had been sober, she'd have chased us with a switch. He might have been difficult to live with, according to her, but she loved him, damn it. ‘Loved him, damn it’ was a phrase I once thought of cross stitching on a pillow." 

After a few minutes, Susie whispered. "Mike was certain she smothered him to end his misery and hers."

"She'd never willingly end misery." Elijah said.

"No, she wouldn't." Susie wriggled, restless as a toddler beneath the seatbelt. "By seven tonight she'll be through eighteen ounces of Early Times, which is 80 proof bourbon whiskey. By eight, she'll be half way through her second and cursing my existence. If she hadn't got pregnant with me, she'd never have married that damn Yankee, never have ended up with nothing, back where she started with an elephant mother and ‘yes sir’ ‘no sir’ that twit at the switchboard life. At eight-thirty, she'll scrub her face, moisturize her skin and go to bed. She'll get up at six a.m. and listen to the morning news on the radio, wash a load of laundry, hose out all the trash cans, damp mop the kitchen floor and be at work at five to eight. Momma doesn't like her routine disturbed. If she thinks of me at all, tangibly I mean, not the vague spawn of that man she loved, damn it, it will be because I tilted the salad plate toward the back, not the front."

Her smile, when he glanced at her, was amused. 

Elijah brushed his knuckle across the freckles daring him to apologize. He grinned and noted for the record, "I loved the dancing elephant." 

“So did I.” She closed her eyes and slept.



*+*+*+* 
…And I’ll pour myself around you like the sunshine drowns the field…

The nap across Mississippi restored her energy, as he discovered when he woke her for dinner in Arkansas. They ate at a burger joint, threatening each other with droopy pickles before filling up the coffee thermos at the gas station.

"You want coffee to keep you awake, look for the local gas station, their coffee is stoutest." Susie stopped him from pulling into the well lit, credit cards at the pump, right off the highway station. Pointing out the little two pump steel pre-fab building just down the road. The one with the wooden sign supported by galvanized pipe cemented into the ground, painted bright orange. This was so the Saturday boys running the roads and meeting up in the parking lot didn't wreck their trucks, or the sign.

"You do love your sludge." Elijah obliged her, filling his cooler with more ice, water and soda.

"True. But, if you're going to make a bold journey across several states, you gotta take a few risks so you have good stories to exaggerate when ya get back." 

She flitted off to use the bathroom, chatted with the woman behind the counter for a while and bought a bag of popcorn from a kettle maker. By the time he returned from his personal pit stop, she was leaning against the hood, two braids hanging over her shoulders and an elderly gentleman hanging on her laughter. He was filling his classic vehicle. Susie had thought it was an old pickup truck, asked him how old it was.

"How come you don't teach her appreciation for fine vehicles?" The man winked at Elijah. Crags so deep in his face, he could nest eggs.

"She's just learned how to spit on worms, can't rush these things." Elijah snickered.

The man tipped his green cap and strolled away.

Susie crossed her arms and glared at him, "I'll have you know I learned how to bait and spit before I was seven years old."

"Would you rather listen to three hours of vehicle appreciation?" Elijah leaned on the passenger door.

"It's the principle of the thing." Susie huffed, but she got in. 

He couldn't have asked for a better opening. Fastening his seat belt as they launched back to the interstate in the twilight, he began his campaign. "You know, you can take principles too far. Sometimes, there are situations where what looks wrong is the rightist thing in the world."

"Name two." She shot back with a laugh. "Take your time, we've got days."

"Your response to Mike Williams is one I can think of right off the bat." Elijah choked on the righteous indignation.

"Don't strain for the second one." Susie consoled him by patting his knee.

He was never sure what was in the coffee, but he suspected it was higher octane than premium gas. While he was trying to prepare the way for her to accept the new van, she was campaigning to wear his brain cells to the last thought. They moved from his initial observation to ethics, philosophy, and religion versus faith. She knew Scripture without having to look it up, though twice she made him look in her pocket Bible just to be sure she wasn't misquoting. 

Historical perspective and the use of alternative fuels wore him down further. By the time the moon rose, he was panting for some of the coffee. She shifted to education, not just children, but global and lifelong access to knowledge so instead of retraining as markets came and went, adults could update without waiting for the whims of the market starving their families or feeling like failures. State and Federal entitlements offended her only slightly more than charity. The enforcement of poverty to qualify for assistance kept folks poor; backed them into the corner of lying whereas giving a man or woman a fishing pole, showing them how to fish, and discounting the bait for a few years might actually make a difference.

"We do it in third world countries all the time. Teach folks how to assess their assets, work together and create a market. Here, we throw dollars at folks and despise them for taking it." Susie sighed and rolled her shoulders.

"Not every poor family has six children to work as a team." Elijah laughed.

"Isn't that the complaint? All those uneducated women, squirting out all those children? Clearly, you are misinformed, they do have a built in team, just no one wants to believe a child has value until they're eighteen so we sit on 'em when we could encourage them to not only contribute but to prepare themselves in tangible ways. And the thought of a woman, worse a young mother, guiding a mini-team is enough to choke a dancing elephant." Susie laughed. 

"You're never going to create a bunch of basket weaving, arts and crafts selling marketers in Chicago, honey, let alone Birmingham." Elijah scoffed.

"Maybe not. But maybe there are other skills. Maybe instead of focusing on what they can't do, can't have and don't got - it would be better to look around the rubble and build on what they do have. Look at The Shark, imagine if he had, twenty young folks scouting around, legally, to haul off, haul in, catalog and repair.... In a year he'd need twenty more."

"Good God, have you told him about this?" Elijah waved at the rest stop ahead and Susie nodded.

"I might have mentioned it...." She sighed. 

"So that's why he's got Jimmy doing research for him on the legality of vocational training through a partnership with the high school. Sheesh. Is that why the Farmer in the Dell is putting his ads in the Saint Louis newspapers?" 

"You should read your message board more often. I just mentioned fishing poles and untapped sources of labor. Sainted Sergeant is the one with the inner city experience and global perspective, not me. His wife has her Master's in Sociology. She yammers on that board while he's driving. Folks who have blessings and built their business with a team effort just naturally want to share. You set the ball rolling, odd job man. I don't know why you're laughing at me." She eased into the parking slot and glared at him.

"I'm not laughing at you, just enjoying the expanded vision." Elijah grinned.

She stuck her tongue out at him, unsnapped her belt and got out of the car, stiff as a board. "Oh my aching toe nails."

"Yeah, uh huh...toe nails." Elijah stretched. "I can tell you it's not my toe nails that feel glued to that seat."

"Please, Mr. Solomon, let's be mindful of propriety." She nodded toward the building. "I'm going to freshen my ponytail. Be right back."

"Wait for an old man, will you." He groaned, only partially exaggerating his aches and pains.



*+*+*+*



Stopping at a decent hotel out side of Fort Smith for the night and rising early, they rolled into Oklahoma City at nine in the morning to meet Carl. He looked exactly like his web page photo. Rail thin, bean pole tall, thick blond hair inching toward silver and so pink about the cheeks, he appeared to be permanently blushing. 

Carl’s Cars was housed in a concrete block building painted neon blue with purple trimmed windows and a silver racing stripe detailed all the way around. On the back of the building was a painting of a curvaceous blond in a bikini. Carl admitted the image was based on his wife; she was right proud to grace the blocks at forty-six. You had to ask to go in the fence and see her, no one under seventeen allowed the sign announced. According to Carl, he sealed more deals beneath that woman than he could count. The colors were nauseating at first glance. Carl rubbed his hands together, sharing the gold mine secrets: True, folks came to gawk and take photos but that's how they became customers of the future. And now the web pages were bringing in more folks!

"About thirty-nine percent of the gawkers come by when they're in the market for a car, or they mention it to someone and they come in after hearing what a gregarious guy I am - honest as the day is a dollar short. I'm shooting for forty-five percent next year." Carl's modesty was also legendary.

"Mrs. Susie, you are just like I imagined you. I wish Julie were here this morning, but she's got Yoga on Saturday and not even to sell a gold studded eighteen wheeler would she miss that. Maybe you two will come out to lunch? Good! She was so excited about you coming." Carl chatted as he showed them through to his office. 

No tile and glass dealership, it was more like a fine library. Transportation history books lined the shelves of two walls and one of the sofas was a plush bench from a nineteen-thirties sleeper compartment on a train. The other was the back three seat bench from a Greyhound bus. In the center of the room, a model T engine rested on a marble pedestal. 

“Mr. Solomon?” Carl waved Susie to a leather chair in front of his desk. “You want to get started?”

“You got the goodies?” Elijah eased around the desk and took two small packages from the deep lower drawer. Both were wrapped with fancy paper and ribbon, placed in Susie’s lap before she could blink.

“Happy birthday, Mrs. Susie.” Carl grinned – just like on the web page photo.

Susie gazed at Elijah, confused. “I – I don’t understand? It’s not my birthday.” 

“It was or will be, this is just a symbolic birthday. Go with it.” Elijah winked.

“This is real nice of you, Mr. Carl.” Susie fretted with the ribbons on the larger package, obviously a book.

“These are from me. Carl’s and the Hive’s are last.” Elijah corrected.

Susie gulped a shuddering breath and opened the book. It was an owner’s manual, in a faux leather zippered case. When she opened it, her eyes couldn’t focus on the images before her. Her laughter bubbled out in a rush of relief. “Oh you! This is groovy. Thank you.”

“I knew it was what you most wanted.” Elijah smirked, moving out of range of her swat. “Open the other one.”

She did and was not surprised to find a key chain with two keys. Giggling, she asked. “OK, how come you get the car and I get the keys?”

“Come and see.” Carl shoved Elijah out of the way and offered his elbow to Susie. She rolled her eyes, but stood up to walk with him out the side door.

“Oh Dear God.” She breathed, stumbling over the smooth asphalt. A respectable silver van was parked there. Not brand new, but certainly in the same century as the one they lived in. She wheeled on Elijah, swaying as if dizzy, her mouth opened to fuss, but Carl interrupted her.

“Compliments of The Hive. Sainted Sergeant Bob told us about that van you drive. So we decided this was the best birthday goodie for you. I know women prefer chocolate and jewelry, but this seemed more practical….” Carl trailed off as Susie sobbed on Elijah’s blue t-shirt. He frowned at Elijah and hissed, “I told you we should have got the chocolate too.”

“No, no!” Susie scrubbed at her face, dropping the keys, grateful for something to do, retrieved them without falling on her face. “It’s the most practically wonderful present any woman could want! I’m just…. Wow!”

“Want to drive it?” Elijah brushed damp from his chest. 

“Are you kidding?” She danced around the front end, darted back and hugged bony Carl, then took three times to get the key in the lock to open the door. Elijah grinned when she flipped the lock and opened his door. 

She started to get in, then stopped.

“What?” Elijah frowned.

“What about your car? The new one?” She glanced around.

“Uh, well… there isn’t one. Carl’s oldest son is going to drive my baby back after doing some work on her.” Elijah flushed.

“Oh.” She nibbled at her lower lip. “I reserve the right to be really mad later if I want, all right?”

“Fair enough.” Elijah stretched into the van with a sigh, “Come on and take me for a ride. I promise not to sit on the window.”

“I don’t!” She placed the manual in the glove box, one last caress, then, got in, started her up and reached to crank up the radio at the same time Elijah did. 

“Look, a CD player!” He did a Vanna White wave.

“Strap in, I’m by-passing Mission Control.” She laughed, waved at Carl and took off like a rocket for the moon.

Elijah sang with the radio and held on, not sure a V-6 was a good plan, something with peddles might have been better….



*+*+*+*



Lunch with Carl and Julie was humor with fresh veggies and fruit grilled and painted with a delicate marinade. Julie was exactly like her image on the blocks, but the sultry smile was all for Carl. When laughing with Elijah or Susie, she was charmed tranquility. Neither of them was remotely shy and didn’t allow Susie to fade into the background as they reminisced with Elijah, filling her on details. Julie hauled Susie to her wall of fame, photos of her three sons and one granddaughter.

“You just know we were pleading for that granddaughter.” Julie confided, coveting Susie’s four daughters. “We wanted a houseful but my body wouldn’t behave.”

Despite the pleasant company and the fact it was barely two in the afternoon, Susie started nodding in her iced tea. Elijah suggested they needed to roll on to the hotel and get some sleep. 

“We got you a great suite, Jacuzzi like you said, a little kitchenette that’s stocked with munchies and some DVDs. Elijah said you like old comedies? Oh good! And, believe it or not, we found Tremors. God that movie was a hoot!” Julie jumped up and came from the hallway with a hand drawn map in her hand. “All you need to do is check in. I scanned the bill and uploaded it this morning. The Sergeant would be so proud of me!”

They got sidetracked on the lawn with Sergeant Bob tales. Julie had to fill them in on how sweet Laura was, not snooty like most genius women are, you know? Just as easy to talk to as the woman at the Yoga Class and as grandbaby crazy as Julie. Carl had to give an account of the whopper the Sergeant caught. Susie felt wilted to her bones by the time Elijah backed from the drive. 

“You all right?’’ He turned down the radio.

“Just tired. I haven’t felt this good since Ellie was born.” She reached out and he caught her hand, welcoming the squeeze she gave him before sighing. “What a nice birthday….”

She was gone before the intersection. His smile was brighter than the stoplight.



*+*+*+*



He attempted to wake her after he’d checked in, parked and carried their overnight bags in. Stumbling to the elevator, she worried about forgetting things.

“It’s all in the room.” He steered her by the shoulders to the suite. “Here we are, don’t slide down the wall, I’ve got to use this card and a code to get in.”

“I’m just a little sleepy.” She mumbled, her eyes not even opening. “I’ve got to call the children.”

“Again?” He laughed, messing up the code and trying again. “They’re going to tell you to quit worrying, again.”

“S’my duty to annoy them.” She grinned, tripping into the room with half an eye opened. “Oh look, a sofa.”

She landed face first on it, curled to her side toward the back and adjusted the pillow with a sigh. Elijah sat on the coffee table and shook her shoulder, “There are beds you know, for sleeping.”

“Hmm, fine, make the coffee strong okay?” She burrowed into the sofa, kicking her sneakers off and wriggling her socked feet. “Ah. If Sharon calls, tell her I can’t come in early…. I’m so tired.”

“No problem.” Elijah chuckled and closed the blinds. He went to one of the two bedrooms and snagged the blanket off the bed, covered her up and went to his bedroom to call the kids. Shelly wouldn’t let him talk to them.

“Sheesh, they’re playing Twister in the basement. Everyone is tangled up; it would take me half an hour just to figure out which ones are hers! They’re fine. They’ll be fine. Did you get the van yet? Has she ripped off your jewels with a laser look?” Shelly was eager to know.

“You are brutal and sadistic.” Elijah dug in his bag for a clean t-shirt and shorts. The cool air in the room made him as drowsy as Susie. He wanted a shower before he passed out. “But yes, she loved the van and that’s all the commentary you’ll get out of me!”

Susie was sitting up, half awake when he strolled through toward the bathroom. “Are they all right?”

“They’re fine. Playing Twister in the basement and gorging on Pizza.” Elijah watched her slide back to the pillow and draw the blanket over her head.

“S’good.”

He rolled his eyes and went to take a shower. Maybe she’d wake up before time to leave and actually be coherent, but he wasn’t too sure.



*+*+*+*



It was dark when Elijah came too, disoriented by the unfamiliar smell of … Chinese food? He shuffled to the door and blinked in the light from a desk lamp. Susie’s laughter mocked him and he remembered where he was.

“We missed dinner, but there is a Take Out place that delivers. I’ve got us a feast. How come we’re in the same room?” She took a bite, sitting on the floor in an ankle length dark green t-shirt gown. Her hair was piled on the top of her head, sort of, and the ends were damp and curling. Obviously she’d found the Jacuzzi.

“What?” He flopped into one of the chairs facing the coffee table, scratched at his face and tried to figure out why she was grinning at him.

“How come we’re in the same room? Last night there were two rooms. Did the van destroy the budget?” She poured him some tea and handed him a cup and saucer. 

“Uh, the suites come with the private spa, otherwise you have to go down to the pool.” He yawned and gulped. “I promised, or you made the deal, or something like that….”

“Oh, yeah. Well, let me tell you, it is a religious experience.” Susie leaned against the sofa. “I mean, I’d heard about them, but they were all understatements. Are you all right?”

“I will be when I wake up. What time is it?” He squinted at the digital clock above the big screen TV on black and glass shelving. Very modern but the size of the numbers was too small to focus on when his eyes felt like dried leaves.

“It’s a bit after ten our time. Relax, you won’t turn into a pumpkin for at least another hour.” She laughed when he swayed to his feet muttering about no respect for the elderly.

Spooning more rice into her bowl, she told him. “Go lounge in that bubbly tub, you won’t feel elderly, trust me. They’ve even got scented salts that smell like the ocean. The one labeled pine forest smells like a rotting Christmas tree. The citrus is divinely inspired. Do you want coffee instead of tea?”

He felt nauseous as she bobbed to her feet. He couldn’t watch her skip to the counter near the door, where a coffee maker was waiting; a refrigerator was beneath the counter, a small sink and glassware on a fancy silver tray. “Yes. Coffee. Definitely coffee.”

“Don’t be bashful. Speak right up if you want coffee.” She giggled when he slammed the bathroom door.



*+*+*+*



"How can you say that?" Susie was indignant, "Obviously Burt is the classic anti-hero, neglected and overlooked by modern critics worshipping at the altar of eye candy and special effects."

"Only because he's wacko." Elijah rolled his eyes. 

"He's misunderstood." Susie challenged. "They see his survivalist focus, totally miss his despair when there's no one to survive for. Admit it, you just have no romance in your soul!"

"Me?" Elijah scoffed. "That man only romances his weapons. He'd dejected cause she took his cannon!"

"Well, I agree, it appears that way...." Susie leaned her head against the sofa, her toes peaking from beneath her gown, a bowl of chips between them as well as a fundamental disagreement about the characterization of Burt in the Tremors movies. "But, he responds to every plea for help - from friends and annoying acquaintances alike."

"Only so he can blow up graboids and shriekers. You're thinking like a woman, but I guess you can't help it." He crushed the cola can on the coffee table as if this proved his point.

"Yeah, yeah, yeah." Susie scoffed. "You just wanted more orange slobbery goo, that's all."

"Damn right!" He scratched his belly. "It's all about the goo, honey, the explosions, the mastery of the soil and the dark secrets lurking beneath, ready to grab your sheep and munch your station wagon!"

"They didn't munch the station wagon, only the folks in it." She protested.

"The worm carried it down to his world. Obviously saving it for a later snack." Elijah waved aside silly things like biological details and digestion.

"Oh I give up." She tossed the remote to him. 

"I thought I was doing well." He flung his feet on the coffee table, flicking the pancaked soda can across the room with his toe.

Susie shook her head as if where one of her children.

Elijah closed his eyes, the sound on the television was turned down, but if he strained he could just hear Earl and Val telling Burt to get out of the basement. His lips twitched when Susie moved the chip bowl and snapped off the desk lamp behind them. When she knee walked the sofa, he felt a frown begin, but before it could creak low, she was cupping his face and -

"Hell's bells!" He gasped for air, gripped her shoulders and pushed her away. "What is that, your grabboid imitation?"

By the flash of rounds from Burt and Heather's weapons, defending their rec room from a giant worm with intent to chomp, he could see Susie's smile. "I just thought I'd ... master the dark secrets lurking beneath. That's what this is all about isn't it? The trip, the van, the good company and bubbling tub - you and Shelly planning and scheming together for the first time in recorded history?”

Elijah would have jerked to his feet, allowed righteous indignation to fling a few choice words as if they were cartridges from an elephant gun, if he hadn't seen the confusion haunting her smile. She didn't flinch from his shock, but it cost her more than the van and fancy suite combined cost him.

"Yes, but I thought we might actually sit within five feet of each other first - without you running off to do dishes or upload files." His generous sigh made her wince. Her hands, resting on his shoulders, curled at the tips, then stretched out. "Then I thought we might, you know, hug without one of us crying or someone dying.... I'd hoped to work up to a few test run kisses - if you were agreeable. You go and jump the canyon of maybe; grabboiding tonsils - You could give a man a stroke!"

She sat on her feet, facing him instead of looming over him, not quite leaning on his hands with her shoulders, thigh touching thigh just as close, but without the intent to ... well, best to pause there, Elijah decided.

"A man who can squish soda cans like that?" Her laughter was breathless, as if she'd run across the desert from monsters. "I don't think so." 

"I didn't - the van isn't some trick, Susie. I swear. The trip, OK, I admit it, I wanted to spend time with you where you couldn’t dash away to the next thing. The bubbling tub was your idea. Shelly believes I'm a dumb ass, so she has no clue about ... dark secrets." 

Elijah was not quite ready to stop holding her at a distance. He did wonder if anyone had ever exploded from conflict of interest in a luxury suite while giant worms gobbled up a town called Perfection that clearly wasn't. It might just be a record Burt would appreciate.

Susie ran her thumb across his cheek, then her forefinger from her other hand traced his jaw, all the way to his chin. The flat of her hand settled across his neck, while the fingers of her left hand tickled his curls. Elijah reveled in the warmth of her dancing fingers, thought he might remember to breathe, about the time they got back home.... The tremors running through her, along her arms clear to her shoulders before diving down her spine didn't help, not any. The sweat trickling from beneath her hair dribbled on his left hand, forced air into his lungs.

"Stop, please, darlin' there is - don't do this." He let go of her shoulders, catching her hands, using them to draw her, foreheads resting gently together. "It's all right. There's time."

"I may never be this brave again." Her whisper would not have risked their lives if, indeed subterranean monsters hunted by sound.

"Good God." He shook his head. "You don't have to be brave enough for me. I smashed a can - that's the extent of my heroics. It was recycled aluminum for Pete's sake."

Her breath tickled his heart, rolled down his belly and he sat up straighter, shifted them so her back was to him, their arms resting across her stomach, his on top, just brushing the soft t-shirt, but not invading. Her knees bent, protectively, automatically, even when she tried to stretch them away, she couldn't unclench. He rested his chin on her head and sighed cool breath across the waves of heat.

"Did you think we'd just do it here by the TV light, not even shucking off our clothes, like desperate teenagers?" He teased.

"I really hadn't thought that far ahead." She sighed, tried to relax her spine. "I don't know what I thought."

He held on when she would have squirmed away. "Relax. You aren't any more embarrassed than I am. We'll survive this, don't you think?"

"Probably." She shrugged, restlessly forcing her legs to straighten out. "Don't know how many times I've prayed for God to smote me quick after doing some dumb thing. But no, there I stand, stupid confirmed."

"Good God." Elijah hugged her, not backing off when she jerked, but easing his cheek across her hair, whispering, "Shh. This is the non-smoting section."

Susie shuddered. Her fingers were fisted and she forced them open, rested them across his forearms. They stayed curled together, quietly, until she relaxed. Elijah was considering turning himself into the loony bin. Damn woman smelled good, felt good and was more than willing ... and he says, "stop" because he wanted more? How the hell much more was there?

Her thumb traced the tense muscle on the underside of his arm. Elijah's left knee clenched tighter. He had to fling his leg on the table and adjust positions. She shifted in his arms, so he cradled her back against the arm of the sofa, grinning when she winked at him.

"I'm not feeling any less embarrassed. You?" 

"Uh, no.” Elijah swallowed, liked to choke to death on air, when her laughter jumped the circuit from her spine to his thighs. “Definitely not less." 

"All right." She gulped for air, stealing his no doubt, "We're closer than five feet, neither of us is crying and no one died, now what?"

"Damned if I know." Elijah sighed. "I think my brain seized up from that kiss. Which, by the way, if you're interested, was ... amazing."

"Really?" She traced his lower lip, her smile a kinder mirror than the stupid grin he was sure was on his face.

He kissed the pad of her thumb and she fluttered away, then back, her fingers following lines into his hair, trailing around his ear, back to his lips. 

"Really." Elijah breathed into her palm.

"What?" She tilted her head, springing the clip on top of her head, so waves of hair spilled across his lap. Elijah forgot about breathing. Who needed oxygen?

"Hmm?" He fingered her hair, examining it by the glow of exploding grabboids.

Susie frowned, trying to remember what she'd been about to say. Elijah smoothed her forehead with his thumb. 

"Maybe we should just try it again, to be sure." She whispered.

"What?" He leaned his cheek into her palm, enjoying the feel of her fingers resting just below his ear.... 

"The amazing kissing thing." She giggled, urging him closer as she rose to meet him.

He forgot what they were maybe going to try….


She curled against his chest, warm, boneless and oxygen deprived. Elijah caressed her back, remembering why air was vital – so you could kiss more, that's why! Her giggle tightened a band across his chest, until she turned her face to his chest and inhaled so deeply he thought his heart might get sucked out.

"Embarrassed?" She kissed the heart slamming into her cheek, just a brush of her lips but he jolted like she was hooking up battery cables to jump start an engine already running.

"Uh, I will be soon if you don't cut that out." He cleared his throat, relieved and irritated when she drew away to settle beside him, her feet almost reached the coffee table. With his toes, he pulled her side closer.

"That wasn't so bad, huh?" She laced her fingers through his, raked hair from her face and sighed. 

"You should come with a warning label!" Elijah tugged his hand from hers to loop it along the back of the sofa and around her shoulders. Her hand landed on his thigh, just below the hem of his shorts and remained there, still as stone though he longed for it to move.

"You say the nicest things." She whispered and crossed her arms over her middle. Not quite the move Elijah had in mind, but probably wiser. 

"That's me, all around nice guy." Elijah kissed her forehead and got to his feet. Flipping off the television he ejected the DVD and slid it back in the sleeve. He cleared the coffee table, even wiped it down and poured them each a glass of juice, placing coasters where the snacks had been.

"Now whose jumping up to do the dishes and file folders?" She teased when he sat on the coffee table, across from, not next to her. Their knees almost touched when she sat forward.

He took her hand, smiling when she stiffened like a baseball bat was headed her way. "Just catching my breath."

Her eyes widened, rounded and he watched doubt nibble just enough to force a smile that stretched muscles but didn't warm. "Are you supposed to talk seduction to death?" 

His laughter didn't ease her tension, but it helped him to let go of the uncomfortable fascination with the rise and fall of her chest. Nudging the juice into her hands, he snatched his and saluted her confusion.

"My intent was not to seduce, only to approach." Elijah winked. "It may surprise you, but I'm not quite the Casanova Mrs. C claimed. Slow and easy works much better for me."

"I didn't think you were." Susie settled the frosted glass back in the coaster. She didn't smile, but it was there, in her eyes, that self-deprecating grin for good folks she'd disturbed. Sitting up straight, she adjusted her clothing and started to rock to her feet. 

"Don't go." Elijah said. "And please, don’t launch into some ‘let's just screw’ speech. I’m ragged enough here.”

Susie searched his face, gauging the balance of teasing and longing. "Why?"

He traced the thin scar at the side of her mouth, where the threads had mocked his concern. 

"This has nothing to do with that, Elijah. Nothing." She turned away. "Not a thing."

"Doesn't it?" He encouraged her face around with his fingers. "It's why you grabboided me isn't it? So even if it cut and scraped, it was, thank God, over?"

Susie frowned. "I, no. No. We were laughing; it felt good. The grabboiding thing just sort of... happened."

Her arm waved outward, knocking her juice over, splashing on the carpet just a few inches from his toes. When she would have jumped to clean it, he captured her arm and held her still with his gaze. 

"Leave it." 

"But-"

"Tell me what to do to make it less terrifying, just sitting close, not the kissing thing." His thumb followed the throb of her vein half way up her arm, then back to her wrist. "Just... talk to me."

"There’s nothing you need to do. I understand the mechanics." She sighed, defeated by his earnest desire. "But the gentlemanly politeness of physical contact, that’s…."

Elijah leaned closer, to see and hear. "Better to just jump in, get it over with so you can roll away and thank God it didn't hurt as bad as you thought it would?"

Susie glared; nodded once when she couldn't find a word of denial. 

"And you thought I'd what? Grab a grope, get in the van and ride?" 

"I already said I didn't think." Her leg shot out, preventing his escape. Eyes thick with tears she confessed. "But if I had, I'd have ...thought you'd be ... disgusted. I'd be embarrassed, you'd understand and that would be that. Boundaries re-established without anyone hurt. Limits I understand. I didn't expect all this, studying on the issue, approaching slow and easy, canyons of maybe crap."

Elijah reached for her hand. It took time to wriggle his fingers into her death grip. "Susie? Come on, look at me."

Her eyes were squeezed close, breath rattled her chest like a runner who'd never mastered pacing. She shook her head, hair flowing around her shoulders like tears wouldn't.

"I - I think Burt was genuinely impressed by Val and Earl." She whispered, "He learned it's not enough to know your enemy or be better armed, stronger in mind or resolve. You have to be able to reach the edge of the cliff. Then, at just the right minute, be fast enough to get the hell out of the way so you don't fly to your death on the rocks below." 

He heard her swallow when he levered himself to sit next to her. Her heart was pounding making her arms and legs tremble when he tugged her close, rubbing his hand along her back, resting his own against the corner of the sofa, he scrounged for one word, just one word. Her giggle startled his smile to the surface, a victory over his regret. God, did she ever not laugh if you gave her enough time? 

"I'm never fast enough to get the hell out of the way, or wise enough to head for the edge of the cliff." She shrugged. "I know my enemy, but I'm unable to arm adequately, so ... I keep moving, knowing eventually the grabboids will gobble me. Some days, I hate that it's taken so long for the damn thing to find me." 

She twisted to grin at him, tracing his smile with their hands still joined. "Other days, I am almost willing to believe I could be a conqueror of grabboids and anything else that tries to gobble me up. I’m not sure which terrifies me more – clear enough?"

“Clear as mud.” Elijah shared his smile with her. Tasting her lips, embracing the willingness to believe, as more than enough victory for one day.



*+*+*+*



The newborn sun woke him. Her back to his front, on her bed, legs tangled. A blanket, no two, was bunched around them. Clothing mostly where it should be, her hair tangled in his fingers and around his neck, like a silk ribbon parted by a sharp blade. She held his arm, between her breasts, her cheek rested on his hand, which was numb.

She'd led him to her bed, ready to confront tenderness, but Elijah wasn't. Instead, he'd curled up behind her, pleaded a headache, and asked if they could save the passion for a later date. If she hadn't sighed with such relief, he might have inched closer to conquering fears, but he'd been serious about slow and easy. He wasn't one to grab and go. Even with Melinda, the most aggressive woman he'd known, he took forever to get comfortable with the energy of desire. Of course, in Melinda's case, that happened a while after the actual intimacy....

He nearly flew off the bed when she kissed his palm. 

"Hey! Kiss this one, it's actually awake." He waved his hand in her face.

She did, then rolled over toward the edge so he could retrieve his numb arm and she could untangle. With a gasp, she rolled off the bed, landing on the floor with most of the blankets and a pillow following her. Elijah squirmed to the edge, squinted at her.

"Dead on the rocks?" He watched her claw free of the blankets.

"I don't think so. Let me get back to you." She got to her feet, rubbing her bottom as she limped toward the bathroom. "I may need to soak in the bubbles for a few hours though."

"Like I'm too blind to see through that?" Elijah yawned.

"Make some decent coffee and quit whining, huh?" She kicked the door shut on his stuttering shock.

"Are you always this cheerful in the morning?" He complained.

"This is a good day." The water in the shower drowned out whatever else she defended herself with….


He came out of the bathroom; relieved she was still there. She leaned against the counter, watching the coffeemaker drip. Cupping his hands around his mouth, he said, "I'm sneaking up on you, planning to steal a hug and kiss. Will you please put the hot coffee down?"

She glanced over her shoulder, "I put down coffee for no man."

Sauntering to stand before her, hands on either side, he leaned as close as he dared. "Not even a recycled aluminum can crusher?"

"You're going to make me spill it." She set the cup down.

"Now, I am going to-"

"Shut up. Kiss me." She laced her fingers around his waist and met him halfway, giggling into his sigh. 

Inching toward her ear, his lips whispered, "You aren't supposed to laugh, it's considered bad for a man's ego."

Her gasp for air, when his lips brushed the column of her neck, sent a shiver down his spine. "I think your ego can take it."

She guided his lips back to hers, reminded him how amazing a grabboid kiss could be. His damn knees nearly gave out! Her cheek rested on his shoulder as they melded just a bit closer than two can legally be in some countries.

"We're pretty good at this." She sighed.

"Should go on tour." He felt the same current zapping her that was making it nigh on impossible to stand. 

Pushing against his chest, her hands curling into his shoulders, she licked her lips and then grinned like a demon. "Maybe we should practice that a bit more in various surroundings?"

"Uh... maybe." He frowned as she dipped beneath his arm, tugged his elbow and danced him toward her room.

He dug in his heels at the door. "I - Susie... there's flirting with temptation and then there's flinging kerosene on the BBQ."

She kissed him again, Good God, until his back was to the frame and his legs were shaking like an earthquake rocked his soul. Drawing away, her eyes, barely ringed with chocolate color, challenged those legs to walk through the door. Her words, gently whispered against his collar, pleaded in a way uniquely her own.

"Gotta match?"

"Matches are for amateurs."



*+*+*+* 
…And in that golden softness we will yield…

Laughter only made it more exciting, nourishing starved roots neither was aware of until the rain came. She was unhappy with stretch marks and old scars and droopy parts. He was enchanted by each of them. He worried he’d rush, overwhelm, or worse, hurt her; and then struggled to keep up and remember he was separate, not beyond hurt either. Gently, they found their way, without either getting gobbled or bashed on the rocks. 

With exhaustion washing over him, and blankets tucked around, he asked the dumbest question in the universe. “Did you remember to call your kids?”

She rubbed her cheek against the coarse hairs on his chest. “Uh huh. Called while you were in the shower. Every one is fine. Even Joe, who is bloated on pizza and probably won’t want it for a week.”

His sigh caressed her shoulder, just before his hand relaxed there. “Doubt that.”

“Aren’t you supposed to tell me how glorious all this was? Instead you ask about my children. If I wasn’t so exhausted, I’d be a little miffed with you.” She kissed his heart, the steady rhythm finally returning.

“I’m saving all that for the trip back. Will keep us alert….” He yawned.

“Oh. Good idea.” Her lashes tangled with his chest hairs and lost….


It was a little after noon when he woke up, alone. Rubbing his watering eyes as the sun sliced through the blinds, he hunted for his shorts, found them on the floor and stepped into them. If she were in that tub they’d never get out of there, the thought tickled a grin as he stalked toward the bathroom. It was empty. In fact the suite was empty. Confusion drove him toward the coffeepot.

“Good God.” He sidled around the broken cup to where Susie was sitting in the corner, wedged between the counter and the mini-refrigerator; her knees clutched tightly, her forehead resting there. She was shaking so hard he could hear the glass bottles in the refrigerator rattling together. “Susie?”

Her head snapped up and she groaned, “Oh dear God, go away.”

“Are you hurt?”

“No. I’m fine. Go away.” She hid her face once more. “It’ll stop in a minute.”

She was in her gown, so it wasn’t cold. There weren’t coffee stains on her, so it wasn’t a burn. Damned if he was going to go away. Prying her hands from her legs, he hauled her to her feet, guided her around the broken cup and trudged her to the sofa. Dropping her there, he went back for some juice and held her hands around it, telling her to shut up and drink it when she tried to push it away.

“It’s not that, it’s just … oh where is the smote or a grabboid when you need it!” Her wail was unexpected. She gulped the juice, shoved the bottle at him and curled into a ball on the sofa. “Can’t you go change your oil or something? Maybe wash out your socks until I’m sane again.”

“Is that likely to happen soon?” He poked her shoulder. “I’ve only got three pairs of socks with me.”

“Go – Oh hell, I’ll go.” She jumped up and made to sprint for the bathroom, but he snagged her around the waist and flopped them back on the sofa.

“Hey, time out.” Elijah laughed, trying to restrain her urgency for escape without either of them getting hurt.

Susie was trying to peel his fingers from her middle, muttering and writhing like a toddler determined to have five more minutes before bedtime. “I got up. You were sleeping. You’re just so cute when you’re sleeping, damn it. And I came out here, to get coffee – how many fingers do you have? All basking in the afterglow, strong coffee and happy … and then just – are you using extra hands, I know I moved this hand! Started shaking and dropped the cup and it felt like….” 

She quit struggling, sagged into him with a sigh. He brushed her hair from her face so he could see it. 

“It just couldn’t be – happy and nice always gets broken?” 

“Something like that.” She slid off his lap; her legs draped across his, flopped back onto the sofa and covered her face with her hands. “I’m being an idiot, so please, just go wash your socks until it’s over.”

Elijah grinned, combing his fingers through her hair. “Feeling overwhelmed by my manly prowess stirring you unsuspected depths of passion isn’t being an idiot.” 

She peeked through her fingers, then dropped her hands to her middle with eyes wide. Her cackle of laughter was not surprising, or flattering. “What?”

“Sure, happens all the time. It’s probably some chemical reaction in the dark secret portion of your brain. Maybe they’ll do a study on it someday, but until then, we’ll just have to muddle through.” He shoved her legs off of his and ambled to the kitchenette. “Did you see a broom or dustpan? Well never mind, they’re big pieces I can just wipe it up.”

His hands were shaking. It had nothing to do with overwhelmed, only with seeing terror on her face, and the shame that made her want to hide it. Why couldn’t he have waked up first? Throwing the cup in the trash, he used a wet rag to make sure the pieces were swept away. 

Afraid to take her fears too seriously, scared not to. If she felt ashamed or embarrassed, she’d run five hundred miles, probably to Melinda in Atlanta and he’d never get so much as a Christmas card. If she felt dismissed, she’d never tell him anything. But, if it were just another fact of life, a humorous moment with grabboids trying to bite your ass … she’d keep trying, or at least not give up. Maybe. Shit! What the hell did he know? He threw the rag in the stainless steel sink, glaring at his distorted reflection in the mirrored tiles. 

“Manly prowess huh?” She'd crossed her ankles, propped on the arm of the sofa. Still stretched out, but no longer shaking like her teeth might break off.

“It’s a great phrase. I heard it on the National Geographic Channel.” He turned around, poured some, by now, sludge and leaned on the counter. 

The tears trailing into her hair didn’t make her grin less delighted. Her fingers laced across her stomach, were relaxed though her thumbs twirled in an aimless circle. “I like it. Overwhelmed by manly prowess…. It has certain bravado about it – a swagger even. Like I’m brave enough to meet the challenge.”

He rolled his eyes when she smirked at him, those damn tears still running in waterfalls across her face. Stretching her toes back and forth, in unison with her twirling thumbs, her forehead wrinkled. “Does the juice restore the natural balance or was that just to keep me busy?”

“Both.” He gulped the coffee; beyond sure he’d need it.

“We should get more on the way back, don’t you think?” She sat up, wiping her face so she could examine the label. “Must be a cheap generic version of it at Wal-Mart or the Dollar Store.”

“Definitely.” He couldn’t find his smile.

Susie carried the bottle to the counter, placing it next to the coffee maker, covering his hand with her own. “I don’t want to be an idiot my whole life.”

“I think it can only get better and if it doesn’t, we’ll buy plastic cups that bounce when you drop them. Save the heirloom beverage ware for those rare days you aren’t overwhelmed with prowess and passion.” He kissed her, gently, so gently; he thought he might fly apart standing in a kitchen with a sliver of cheap china in his foot.

Her grin peeked from freckles blazing across her pale face – warming him, as coffee never could. “If you weren’t so smug I wouldn’t believe this fable. But, since you are - and it was on the National Geographic Channel - I guess I’ll just have to take your word for it and endure.”

“Character building experience.” He cleared his throat. “Go grab a very quick shower, we’ve got to get a move on.”

Susie frowned, but he kissed her again, and she danced across the room, unaware that his manly prowess was a bit more eager to stir passion than anticipated. 

Good God. Couldn't know the meaning of the word shame, until you stood in your drawers, afraid to move for fear your weaponry might misfire.



*+*+*+*



She drove first. He snored. They switched about three hours later when her sludge and adrenalin wore off. It was a boring stretch of road; he glanced across the van frequently. For all her peaceful mannerisms and ability to be still, Susie was seldom immobile. Her energy, even if it was but laughter in her eyes, is what drew his attention and much of the fascination that held it. Not surprising - hell, after the morning, what could be surprising? - he found the relaxation draped across the seat as compelling. 

“Did I grow warts?” She wondered, startling him with a grin.

“Not so’s you’d notice.” He forced his gaze back to the road.

“Then I must be drooling. Yuck.” She scrubbed at her face and laughed. “Nope. No slobbering goo. Thank you Lord, for small mercies.”

“No warts or drool.” Elijah patted her hand. “I just like looking at you now and then.”

“Ha.” She dug around for the thermos and poured the last of the sludge. “Have my-”

“Not yet. But the phone is charged, go ahead.” He waved at the cell phone, winking at her. “It’s a good thing I upgraded my plan.”

Susie cradled the phone, frowning for a second before shrugging and dialing. The call was not brief. Joe had a stomach ache. Alex picked up an extra shift and so wouldn’t be home until late. Jean hadn’t thought diaper changing was as complicated as Shelly and Marybeth seemed to make it. Jenny believed Twister was the best game in the world. Why hadn't anyone ever explained to Katie how house alarms worked? How was she supposed to know the back porch door would set it off? She just wanted to see the puppies, so it was five in the morning? What was the problem with that? Ellie was too cheerful in the morning and babies liked that. Mrs. Shelly didn't. Mrs. Marybeth thought she must be hyperactive and needed drugs, or maybe Marybeth was the one who needed drugs.... 

After consulting with Jean, Susie agreed they should probably go on home after dinner, instead of waiting until one or two in the morning when she got back. Alex would be home by ten and this way, everyone could sleep in their own beds and get a good nights sleep. Jean sounded so relieved, Susie was concerned the visit hadn’t gone well, but her daughter denied that.

“It’s just…. Mrs. Shelly whipped everyone up into this party frenzy.” Jean whispered, though she was outside and not in danger of being overheard, “Cassie is so overwhelmed she’s acting like a brat – and that’s not what she’s really like. She smacked Katie over blue kool-aid. I thought Mrs. Shelly was going to have a stroke. Even Katie said she was just tired, but Mrs. Shelly made her sit time out and well, she fell asleep, then fell off the chair and - I just forget how much easier we do things. All this fuss is exhausting.”

Susie laughed. “We’ve had our share of days like that, don’t be so hard on Mrs. Shelly.”

“Every time I made a suggestion to slow things down or save something for later, Mrs. Shelly acted like I was trying to stamp out fun.” Jean sighed.

“Shelly only gets to spoil grandbabies now and then; we live together all the time. It makes a difference, trying to shove everything into a few days. Trust me. Let me talk to her, I’ll get you sprung without hurting her feelings and don’t fret.”

Shelly was so relieved, Susie barely had to phrase her request before it was granted. “I love your children, but dear God, I’m not as young as I used to be. I’ll have Gary take ‘em home and make sure all is well. When he gets Alex, I’ll have him go in and make sure they’re not nervous or waiting up. He can stay if they are. All right?”

“By ten, chances are everyone will be asleep. Don’t wake ‘em up. If Jean is nervous or Alex is concerned – they’ll call you.” Susie ended the call laughing at Shelly’s longing for a soak in the tub and silence.

Thoughtfully, Susie stared into her sludge, the evening sun making her squint. Her sigh was drawn out, but she smiled when Elijah glanced at her. 

“Is it that bad?” He took the mug from her and sipped a little of the lukewarm coffee.

“No. Everything is fine.” Susie swallowed the last of the coffee when he handed the mug back. “You can stop when ever you’re ready.”

“I’m good for a while longer. Why don’t you get some more sleep?” He suggested.

“Hmm.” She leaned back and did.



*+*+*+*



They stopped for dinner at the same burger joint, but the gas station was closed on Sunday, so they went to the other one. The coffee was old. Susie jumped on the pot like it was all she desired. Elijah wanted to stretch his legs. They decided to walk a bit. There was crispness in the evening air that certainly helped wake a tired body up.

“A bit of circulation is nice.” Susie wriggled her arms like they were spaghetti.

Elijah caught her hand, but continued to walk. “You all right?”

She rested her head on his shoulder, squeezed his hand and nodded. 

“Did we discuss every topic in the world on the way to Okalahoma?” He turned to face her, “Is that why you’re so quiet?”

She smiled, but it didn’t last. “I’m just not sure what to say.”

“We could sneak in an amazing kiss while you think about it.” He whispered, shaking their joined hands, hoping for agreement or at least a laugh.

“Could we?” Her sigh mocked his hesitancy.

Without concern for the motorist passing, they eased and increased tension without a great deal of fuss. Cool air swirled around them, and then the lights from a local sheriff’s car swirled next to them.

“You might want to get off the side of the road folks.” The officer politely suggested from inside the car.

Elijah grinned, “We’re restoring our circulation.”

Susie stepped away from Elijah and waved both hands at the officer. 

“Circulation… hadn’t heard that one before.” He shifted his vehicle back into gear and drove off with a smirk.

“Everyone’s a critic.” Elijah sighed, looped his arm around her shoulder and they walked back to the van, giggling like her children after too much kool-aid.

She stopped him from getting in the passenger seat. Tucking her hand against his cheek, tickling his ear with her thumb. “It was amazing, regardless of the sheriff’s opinion.”

He kissed her palm, grinning. “Your opinion and mine is all that matters.”

She smiled, but didn’t affirm his statement. When she would have walked around the van, he blocked her path. “Susie?”

Gazing at the sheriff’s car, sitting on the exit ramp behind a sign for the gas station, Susie smiled, “I don’t take counsel from the law, but there are other opinions that matter, Elijah.”

“Not about kissing.” He frowned.

“Even about kissing.” She darted around him, climbed in and scooted the seat forward. Putting the key in the ignition, Susie dropped her hand, leaned back, and rubbed her hands across her skirt as if they were too slippery to drive. She turned to smile at him, “Even about amazing kisses.”

Elijah yanked his seatbelt across his chest, for something to do. It took him three tries to shove the latch in place. “Do I wonder for the rest of the trip if you were just … paying for the van?”

“No.” She waited for him to look at her. “It was joy and fun and exciting, definitely amazing … but not payment.”

“Then?”

Susie shrugged, “Now you don’t have to wonder.”

Elijah frowned, frustrated by her stilted response.

“When I don’t know, I don’t pretend like I have answers.” She turned the van over and backed out, waving at the sheriff as they drove by.

“Are you scared?” Elijah wondered as she merged.

“I don’t know.” She laughed. “I mean, I do, but it’s stupid.”

“Well, that explains everything.” Elijah joined her laughter. 

“Good.” Susie sighed. 

He patted her leg, smiling when she glared at him. “There’s hours to go, no rush.”

“Couldn’t we solve the worlds problems and leave my confusion unexplored?” The grin returned to her voice and her hands quit gripping the steering wheel so that Elijah worried it might snap in two.

“We could, but it might not be as much fun.” 

“Just be quiet and enjoy the ride for awhile, all right.” Susie rubbed her forehead. 

“Are you planning to dump my lifeless body in the Mississippi River?” Elijah settled back in the comfortable seat.

“God no!” Susie glanced at him, back at the road and her eyes remained wide and confused.

“Then I’ll wait.” He yawned.



*+*+*+*



No sheriff showed up when they were necking at the rest stop in Mississippi, but a truck full of fishermen honked at them and hung out of the windows. 

“No respect.” Elijah pouted, but it was difficult with the goofy grin on his face. He hopped onto a picnic table, going for forlorn since pouting didn’t work. “Maybe we should try amazing kisses in the van, instead of in the shadows?”

Susie rolled her eyes. “Maybe we should act our age.”

“No, that’s a lousy plan.” He sighed when she sat behind him, leaned her back against his. “We’re not that old… are we?”

“I’m not, but you’re nudging up there.” She giggled when he tried to shoulder her away.

“Come on. We’re supposed to be walking around – circulation is important for old folks.” He scooted off the table. 

Her yawn was grabboid wide. 

“How do you do that?” He elbowed her as they walked once more around the rest stop.

“Years of practice. I can sleep leaning against a wall and fold diapers with no eyes opened.” She elbowed him back. “I was taking power naps back before they had a label.”

“Still think you should be on TV.” His arm slid around her shoulder and she rested her head, the next yawn a contented sigh.

“My turn to drive. You can grow warts and drool.” He was most impressed by her ability to walk in her sleep.

“I don’t snore.” She stumbled off the curb.

“That’s true.” 

“You’re just trying to get more amazing kisses in my new van.” She weaved into the passenger seat.

“My ulterior motives are that obvious huh?” He leaned in, hooking the seatbelt when she gave up.

Susie cupped his face, and planted enough joy in his heart to make it to the state line. Resting her head back on the seat, a smile that Mona Lisa might rate a twelve, she considered, “Hmm, maybe it’s my ulterior motives we should worry about….”

“I’m not worried.” He slammed the door and danced around the van.

She was asleep before he backed out.



*+*+*+*



“It’s just … you like being king of the road, odd job man, free to go and roam and do new things. It wasn’t Atlanta or Mr. Attorney-at-Law it was the Regular Mark, Virtuous Barbara thing you didn’t want to be twisted in.” Susie was relaxed. Not at all concerned with expressing her thoughts because he was asleep.

“The thing I like best about mothering is it’s never the same hour for three in a row. Children are constantly growing, changing, needing and sharing new things. I like working for the Hive for the same reason. I understand the distaste of same ole, same ole. But, I can’t roam. I can’t not be … Regular or, yuck, Virtuous and keep the best part of my life….” She sighed, rubbed her eyes and decided neither of those explanations would make sense.

“Are you trying to dump me gently?” Elijah shifted in the seat.

Susie barely kept them out of the ditch. “Don’t do that!”

“Are you?” He straightened, gripping the armrest like she might drive them into the ditch on purpose.

“No.” She groaned. “I just can’t see you sitting on my floor with UNO as the highlight of your day and I can’t see me doing anything else. And frankly, how to squeeze amazing stuff into your life that is seldom here, or my life that is always there, is bordering on the impossible.”

“Gee, were you at least going to wake me for the internment?” He laughed.

“I thought maybe a commemorative water bottle or souvenir t-shirt would do?” Her freckles were shining, even in the darkness.

“We could always get married.” He twisted to watch the shock blanch the freckles.

“No, we couldn’t.” Ooh, tight-lipped anger was a unique expression on Susie’s face.

“Why not?”

“I’m already married.”

“No, you’re not.” Elijah rolled his eyes.

“A civil divorce does not dissolve a marriage, Elijah. His remarrying doesn’t make ours a ‘never happened’ marriage. We stood before God. We stood before the State. God hasn’t rained a divorce decree on me.” Susie sighed. “Go ahead. There are four hundred modern counter arguments. It took me four years and two children to believe a divorce wouldn’t end up with my soul roasting in hell, or a bolt of lightning following me around. Part of me is still concerned if I think about it longer than it takes to make a pot of coffee. Fortunately, I’m not motivated by heavenly hopes, or discouraged by threats of hell. Only the evidence of life lived here that is miraculous and touched with divine fingers seems to reach me.”

Elijah reached across and squeezed her hand. “How you can find hope for troubled kids in recycled parts is – believe it or not – one of the attractive things about you, but believing in none for yourself is nuts, honey.”

Susie grinned at him, quickly returning her gaze to the road. “Really? You think I’m attractive?”

“Good God! Really.” Restlessly, he looked around for his bottle of soda. “All right, putting the whole marriage thing aside for the moment. Are you worried God’s gonna smote us for this interlude?”

Susie sighed. “Don’t tease.”

“I’m not.” Elijah huffed about, no soda bottle to be found and his mouth was dry as dust. “Not much anyway.”

“No. I should be. It occurred to me somewhere in eastern Oklahoma, but … no.” Susie tugged his soda from the pouch behind his seat. “It was rolling under my feet.”

He guzzled the soda. Wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and smacked his lips. “Why not?” 

She giggled, passed him a tissue from her pocket that he tossed over his shoulder with a snort of indifference. 

“I really don’t know.” She said. “But, other than my children, no one has ever been just so … nice to me. Blessings don’t come that aren’t meant to be appreciated.”

“Wow, you stretch that elastic tight don’t you?” He choked on his soda.

“It shows?” Freckles were blinking at him again.

“Only cause you’re swinging off the edge of the cliff and giggling. My how it echoes.” His finger brushed the blinking freckles with a reverence that made her swerve onto the shoulder and back between the lines.

“Uh, you better not do that while I’m driving.” Susie cleared her throat. “Is there any coffee left?”

“Ha! You don’t need more caffeine.” He dug out the thermos anyway.

Elijah poured her coffee and enjoyed watching her savor it. He finished his soda and put the bottle in the trash. Susie handed the travel mug back to him and reached for a cigarette.

“How about, we just let things happen?” Elijah smiled as she lowered the window and shooed smoke away. “If moments appear, we enjoy them. If not, we accept it. I’m too elderly to chase without embarrassing myself. You’re too fast to ever catch if you’ve a mind to run. You know, ‘Let’s take it slowly, if we make it holy, maybe it will last’….”

The tension in his voice made Susie close her eyes briefly. Checking her mirrors, she pulled off onto the shoulder, turned on the flashers and got out. He watched her, in the rearview mirror, lean against the back hatch and finish her cigarette. When she stomped it, he got out, left his door open so they didn’t lock. He propped his elbow on the taillight, winking bright and dim, announcing them. She bit her lip, chewing her smile, but didn’t open her eyes or move for several minutes. When she turned to him, he recoiled from the energy of her grin.

“You aren’t going to grabboid my tonsils again are you? This is Mississippi, they throw away the key for stuff like that.” Elijah stepped closer.

“I might.” She whispered. “But we should probably get moving.”

“All right.” Elijah frowned. “Is it my turn to drive?”

“No.” She was already getting in.

“Nuts. Yep. Definitely. Nuts.” He muttered, but got in. “Whose nuttier?”

They were another five miles down the road, almost to the state line when they changed positions. He stopped her at the back of the van, sneaking a kiss by the taillight glow. 

“Tell me?” He grinned, massaging her neck when she gulped for air. “What was that all about?”

“What?” Her forehead was resting on his chest, her indignation but a squeak. “It wasn’t me chasing tonsils that time-”

“No, the pause by the side of the road.” Elijah tried to steady his hands on her shoulders, to keep them from traveling farther than they’d come.

“Sometimes, you just need to stop and kiss the dirt, Elijah.” She caressed his cheek, sauntered by him and got in the van.

He looked at the shoulder of the exit ramp, trash, foam cups, a busted bungee cord, and an old stove in the ditch. “What?”

She was fastening her seatbelt and settling in for a nap. “Mark a moment. Consider the wonder of His hand. Smell the roses… whatever label works.”

“And what moment were you marking?” Elijah adjusted the seat, checked the mirrors and shifted in to gear.

“The moment you became Solomon the Wise.” She sighed, her eyes bright as the headlights of the eighteen-wheeler that expressed the belief he should have his half of the overpass by laying on the horn.

Elijah missed the truck, the sign, the opossum, but not her grin. 

“Good God!” 



*+*+*+*

Have you heard of the Legends of the Lost and Found?
It tells of a world turnin’ upside down,
When all the kings have become the clowns,
The beggars are crowned.
The Legends of the Lost and Found.
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