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Comfort and Joy by Karin Kallmaker


Home from Afghanistan to surprise her mother, Milla Zajac doesn't expect more than the best apple pie in the world, the bliss of unrationed hot showers, and a quiet, peaceful hometown Christmas. She's not counting on futures or meeting anyone special. At a chance first meeting on Christmas Eve, soldier Milla and pastor Tyna discover plenty of differences - and unexpected possibilities.


“The dialogue, particularly in conversations between Milla and Tyna, works so well, capturing the first blush of attraction.” - The Lesbian Review


“The growing attraction and feelings the women experience are delicately delineated with a fine touch…” - Dear Author


“A delightful, gentle tale of an unexpected connection…” - The Lesbian Reading Room
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Sweet holiday sapphic romance standalone novella. 15,000 words.
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"Ultimately the bond of all companionship, whether in marriage or in friendship, is conversation." 
– Oscar Wilde














CHAPTER ONE






ONE THING MILLA APPRECIATED about cemeteries was that people left you alone. She pulled off her gloves to enjoy the cool whisper of the powder fine snow against her fingertips. Skiers called it champagne — so soft and light that falling in it was almost fun. 


Gracie had liked skiing, though she’d only gone once.


There was a funeral underway not far from where she squatted next to Gracie’s headstone. That was tough, a funeral on Christmas Eve. Two people had walked past her on their way to the service, but given her a wide berth. She thought it was probably out of respect for the setting. Realistically, it might also be that they were disquieted by her desert Army fatigues. They weren’t what folks were used to seeing in snow-covered Ohio.


Gracie and she had officially parted ways when Milla had decided to enlist. Gracie couldn’t stand the thought of a “military thug” for a girlfriend. That a four-year enlistment was the only way Milla would ever see a college education hadn’t mattered to Gracie. For her part, Milla couldn’t stand the thought of a drug addict for a girlfriend, and Gracie’s using had gone from once in a while at parties to almost every day. Though they each thought their own reason was the better one, it still added up to “It’s over.”


Two years more of living in the pipe, flying without wings and — if gossip were to be believed — selling love to pay the dealer had wasted Gracie to nothing. The last photograph of her posted on her Facebook page had been taken about three months before the news of her death. It had shown an unsmiling Gracie as powdery and crumbling as the snow Milla was sifting through her fingers. 


The blare of a horn and the sound of screeching tires brought her head up. There were no noises of impact or further alarm so she forced herself to relax. Through the trees and iron fencing she could see the streetlights on the busy boulevard wrapped in candy cane stripes.


It was hard to believe she was home. Youngstown, Ohio, wasn’t a big city but it wasn’t a small town either, so it tried to be both. It succeeded about as well as anything did when you couldn’t make up your mind. 


Bagram air space had been jammed up with dignitaries arriving to visit troops for the holidays, and she’d nearly missed her connecting flight out. Thankfully, she’d slept like a baby for five hours and managed to wake up for the double-time race to make the transport from Andrews to Letterkenny Army Depot. She spared a kind thought for the glorified bus drivers who’d held the flight so that she and five others grunts would be on the ground in Pennsylvania in the wee morning hours of Christmas Eve.


It had been a short, rough flight in gusting winter winds, but nothing like a chopper ride in a sand storm. She’d been met at Letterkenny by Judy, her buddy Brent’s mom, who had brought hot coffee and an Egg McMuffin at four o’clock in the morning. Real eggs, even fast food, had tasted like heaven. Her stomach, still on Afghanistan time, had been super pleased about every bite. 


Judy was the source of Brent’s big brown eyes and funky high-pitched laugh. The oversized feet and hands must come from his dad. She’d happily driven Milla on up to Youngstown, listening for the hours of the drive to every last detail Milla could think to share about her son, especially how he spent nearly all of his time safe inside the base at Bagram — it was mostly true. Signal Corps sometimes went out in the field to troubleshoot broken equipment, but it was usually not in anything like combat conditions.


It wasn’t as if Milla was going to tell Judy that her son was in danger every day. It was all relative, and Judy didn’t need to worry more than she already did. Yes, ma’am, she’d solemnly sworn, he wore his St. George medal every day, ma’am.


Milla had told her about Brent’s mishap with a steak knife while trying to prove he could juggle. Judy had been delighted to learn he’d just taken in a stray kitten that the unit had named Boogah and thanked Milla over and over for the drive, as if Milla was the one spending gas money and hours and hours on Christmas Eve driving a stranger to Ohio and herself all the way back to Harrisburg. Judy’d be late getting her Christmas Eve dinner in the oven, but she’d driven away all smiles and calling out, “Merry Christmas and God bless!”


She and Brent had been buddies since basic training — taken to each other on sight. They’d not told each other the obvious until the day Don’t-Ask-Don’t-Tell had been repealed and even then, it was with a shrug. Their whole unit knew she and Brent were queer and nobody fucking cared. Guns weren’t loaded with rainbow bullets and respect was earned when equipment worked ahead of schedule and kept on working no matter what other people did to it, end of story.


She realized her hands had clenched in the snow, leaving harsh breaks in the blanket of white perfection. She brushed away the indentations and told herself to call her brother. He would pick her up at the Denny’s where Judy had dropped her off. It was just a couple of blocks, a few minutes for her to get back there. He was hiding her at his place until the service at St. Christine’s tonight. Everyone was in on it but the parents — she was one of three soldiers home for the holidays. All the moms were going to win a “door prize.”


Tonight she’d go to bed with a stomach full of the best fucking apple pie on the planet, covered by the roses-and-angels quilt her grandmother had made for a ten-year-old Milla. That other world of sand and misery would be far away and she didn’t have to go back for four whole weeks. Maybe not even then, given the last conversation she’d had with her staff sergeant.


The dull thuds of slamming car doors brought her to her feet. The funeral was over — hadn’t been a long one and no one seemed to be in tears. The priest wasn’t lingering beyond a few handshakes and the half-dozen mourners were likewise walking quickly to their cars. Most folks probably had other places to be on Christmas Eve, and had likely already had their fill of the bitter winter.


She was loving the feel of the cold wind blowing past her ears and her cheeks getting red and the tip of her nose going a little numb. Bagram was a sweat box for most of the year, and the only reason anyone zipped their jackets was due to dust, not cold.


She pulled the damp air into her lungs and sinuses — good as a drug after months and months where two inches of rain passed for normal. Being alive to feel the cold and the damp and the tickle of light snow against her eyelashes, it had to be a better sensation than anything Gracie had felt after snorting or shooting up. Where had Gracie been trying to go? Sure there were lots of places nicer than Youngstown, but there were real shitholes in the world.


Maybe you had to see places like Shibar and Day Mirdad — rampant hunger and women dressed in bags — to appreciate broken streets and dirty sidewalks and the drunk on the corner cussing you out for not having spare change. Maybe if Gracie had appreciated the miracle of indoor plumbing the way Milla now did, she wouldn’t have used the pipe to get to someplace else.


She hadn’t understood Gracie then. She didn’t understand her now. When she’d heard that Gracie had overdosed on a coke-heroin cocktail she’d been sad, but not surprised. Gracie hadn’t wanted to be saved and hadn’t wanted Milla’s love. Still, there was a sore spot inside when she thought about Gracie. She had so many other sore places, big ones, compared to it, but the closer to home she’d gotten, the more this one had hurt. When Judy’s route to the Denny’s had passed the cemetery it had seemed like she ought to pay her respects.


The quiet but close crunch of footsteps behind her made her turn around. For a moment, in a flash of sunlight, it seemed as if the white-robed figure was floating over the snowy ground toward her. She blinked the image away and the solid form of a woman emerged, one who was definitely leaving footprints in the snow. The robes were indeed white, but the sturdy, practical wool coat draped over her shoulders and heavy snow boots made her solid and real.


She stopped a few feet from where Milla stood. “I don’t mean to intrude, but are you okay?”


If the woman was past thirty it wasn’t by much. She can’t have been ordained long, Milla thought. Dark hair had been mostly pushed up into a knit cap similar to the ones Milla had worn every winter of her life, though she’d have never chosen bright red. She shivered slightly, aware that a world away a bright red cap was asking to be a sniper target. 


“I’m fine. Just paying my respects.”


“Home to visit family?”


Milla nodded, wondering if the pastor thought she might be a vet with no place to go. “Surprising my mom later. She thinks I’m home a week from now.”


A smile broke across the narrow face, lighting up the gray eyes. “How nice! You’re getting somewhere warm soon, though?”


In the last few minutes the snowflakes had gotten bigger and heavier. The champagne powder would be gone in a couple of hours and the pristine white roads would turn to slush. She looked down at Gracie’s grave. She wondered if Gracie’s mom ever visited — she’d tossed Gracie out of her life on two counts: drugs and being gay. What had seemed a gentle, purifying cover of snow now seemed unfeeling and sterile. No holly or ivy, no pine boughs. “My brother is picking me up in a while. He wraps up his last work shift soon.”


“I was going to get something hot — cocoa or coffee. Care to join me?”


For a moment she was annoyed at becoming some pastor’s rescue project but she was feeling the cold through her boots now. Her station gloves were worthless against the cold. She remembered where she was in time to hold back the casual “Fuck yeah” she’d have said to Brent. “I’d like that. Thank you. But one last thing I want to do.”


She set her patrol cap on the duffel at her feet, turned her back to Gracie’s grave and let herself fall into the soft, welcoming snow. Powder puffed up past her ears and settled on her face.


The pastor laughed. After Milla completed several prone jumping jacks, she helped her get up again.


“Very nice,” she said, surveying the snow angel.


Feeling a little foolish, Milla dusted snow off her short cropped hair and pulled her cap on again. “It won’t last, but Gracie would have liked it.”


“I am sorry for your loss.”


“A friend.” She hefted her duffel onto one shoulder and settled the weight across her back. “We were close before I enlisted.”


They walked toward the nearest gate out of the cemetery. “How long ago was that?”


“Two years and then some. I haven’t seen her since, and she was going places I couldn’t follow.” Just outside the gate was the Highland Presbyterian Church, a small building Milla had never had reason to notice before. “Is that one yours?”


“Yes. Small but mighty in the Lord,” she said with a smile. “It’s the unofficial church that goes with the cemetery, so when I see a service and have the time I like to step out and say a prayer as well. I’ve only been the pastor for four months, so we’ve yet to see if I’ll be a success.”


Noting that the Christmas Eve sermon was to be Love Thy Neighbor — Is that So Hard? Milla asked, “You’re Celestyna Gorski?”


“Sorry, that was rude of me.” Celestyna held out her hand as they walked. “Pleased to meet you…?”


“Milla.” She brushed her fingertip over the nametape on her ACU jacket before shaking hands. “Zajac, Specialist, United States Army Signal Corps. Your parents were thinking ahead with a name like Celestyna?”
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