

  

    

      

    







  




  Once the hot tide of passion began to simmer down to a warm, liquid glow, Marcel filled her hands with Naomi’s dark curly hair and kissed her.




  “Tell me again why we bother putting on pajamas,” Marcel said with an exhausted, sleepy voice.




  Naomi kissed her sweetly on the lips before rolling over beside her.




  “Because coaxing you out of your clothes is some of the only exercise I get all day.”




  Marcel chuckled and put her arm around her spoon-fashion. Her nipples felt good pressing against Naomi’s back.




  “So will you go on vacation with me?” Naomi whispered sleepily into the darkness.




  “After what just happened I’d go anywhere with you.”
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  Chapter One




  




  “I never thought I’d hate the sight of a Hamburger Helper box,” Cricket whispered to Marcel as she took a few things out of the refrigerator to make a salad.




  “It’s not as traumatic for me now that I’m older,” Marcel whispered back, “but I know what you mean.”




  “What are you two talking about over there?” Roslin asked. She set the box on the kitchen counter and reached for a measuring cup in the cabinet.




  “We’re discussing the condition of some of these vegetables,” Marcel said, holding up a tomato for closer inspection.




  “I’d prefer there not be anything questionable in the salad if we can help it,” Roslin said. “Will Naomi be joining us?”




  “She’s hosting the gay and lesbian teachers’ meeting this evening,” Marcel said. “After dinner I’ll be going to her place to spend the night.”




  Marcel could see the relief and a silent “thank you” in Cricket’s eyes. Neither of them liked the Hamburger Helper dinners that Roslin insisted on preparing after a streak of bad luck on a gambling trip. No one ever knew what to say to her the first night back if there weren’t any winnings to talk about. Over the years Roslin’s daughter, Marcel, had handled scores of evenings like this. Cricket, Roslin’s lover, had mentioned several times that having her there for Hamburger Helper night made things much better for everyone. The three of them had been through a lot together over the last few years with Marcel retiring from the army and getting her antique shop up and running. Lately they had all settled into a quiet routine that involved food and friends.




  Roslin Robicheaux had spent the last forty-five years of her life as a professional gambler. She was good at it and had made a nice living for her and Marcel. Cricket and Marcel had been best friends since the seventh grade, so the Hamburger Helper meals weren’t new to either of them. Roslin always made the concoction each time she returned from an unsuccessful business trip. No one dared ask her how much she had lost while she was away. That particular information was never revealed, but now that they would have to endure a meal that came out of a box, it was obvious that things hadn’t gone well with the cards. Marcel had explained to Cricket once that this was her mother’s way of reminding herself how bad things could get when the cards weren’t dealt her way. It didn’t matter what they had in the freezer or the pantry when Roslin returned after a bad run of cards. Her first meal home from a losing streak had to be Hamburger Helper. Once they got this meal over with, things would be back to normal again in a day or two.




  “What else do we have to go with this?” Roslin asked. She opened the pantry door and tied an apron around her waist that had “Life is too short to drink cheap wine” printed on the front of it.




  Cricket washed her hands in the sink and dried them off on a paper towel, leaving Marcel in charge of the salad. She slipped up behind Roslin and put her arms around her. “I missed you,” Cricket said.




  Roslin leaned back against her and tilted her head so Cricket could kiss her neck.




  “I missed you, too. So what goes good with Hamburger Helper?”




  Marcel knew Cricket was refraining from saying what she thought at that particular moment since in her opinion there wasn’t anything that could save this meal. Going along with Roslin’s desire to fix a simple economical dinner seemed like a good idea to both of them at the time. Giving Roslin a hug, Cricket said, “We could pretend it’s filet mignon and nuke some baked potatoes in the microwave or something.”




  Roslin nuzzled Cricket’s hair and then nibbled on her ear. “Can you call them baked potatoes if they’re nuked?”




  “Sure you can,” Cricket said. She kissed her lover and gave Roslin’s butt a slow rub. “Nuked potatoes don’t sound as appetizing as baked potatoes, but it’s sure a lot faster.”




  Marcel cleared her throat loudly on the other side of the kitchen to remind them that she was still in the area. “We’ll never get dinner ready if you two don’t cut that out.”




  “Who invited her?” Cricket asked as she kissed Roslin’s neck again.




  “You did,” Roslin and Marcel said at the same time.




  “Oh, yeah,” came the reply above their laughter. “That’s right. I guess I did.”




  




  




  It always surprised them when they ended up enjoying a Hamburger Helper meal. It didn’t seem right that something coming out of a box and looking totally unappealing at first sight could actually taste so good. Marcel reasoned that another positive thing about having such a meal was being with her mother again. Each time she went away for a gambling tournament, any type of homecoming was an event to celebrate whether Roslin had won or lost on the road. At least now they were all together again.




  The other interesting thing for Marcel was seeing how her mother slowly transformed into her old self again once they had finished the meal. It was evident that for Roslin the hamburger preparation was nothing more than a ritual and some sort of bizarre punishment for coming home without much more than the original bankroll she had started with. Roslin was a superstitious woman and insisted on keeping up with her routine. In her eyes, luck was extremely temperamental and any deviation from the norm could only be viewed as tempting fate.




  Marcel poured the last of the wine into her mother’s glass and offered to clear the table and do the dishes before she left.




  “You don’t need to do that,” her mother said.




  Cricket laughed. “Sure she does! It’ll give us more time to be alone.”




  Marcel looked briefly over her shoulder and said, “You two go into the living room and finish your wine. I’ll take care of the dishes and be out of here in no time.”




  The three of them shared the six bedroom, four bath house that Roslin had acquired several years ago in a local high stakes poker game. The house was nestled in one of the oldest and most prestigious neighborhoods in San Antonio. There was plenty of room for everyone and they all respected each other’s privacy. Naomi Shapiro, Marcel’s lover, had her own home on the other side of town, but Marcel and Naomi spent nearly every evening together at either one place or the other. Naomi had chosen not to move in with Marcel since it didn’t seem like a good idea for her and Cricket to have the same address being as they taught at the same school. While at work Naomi and Cricket went to great lengths to give the impression that teaching was the only thing they had in common. Keeping their personal lives under wraps was working well for them so far. All four women got along and were good friends. Even though Naomi didn’t officially live there, she was considered an intricate member of the household.




  The 1919 Tudor mansion sitting on two acres of prime real estate near Trinity University was one of the many assets Roslin had acquired over the years through gambling. This was her home and it was paid for. Everything else she owned was used to sustain her lifestyle and keep her gambling bankroll where she needed it to be in order to stay competitive in the world of poker. The house and surrounding property she owned in Key West had been lost, won again, and exchanged for so many other pieces of real estate or expensive jewelry that it was known throughout Roslin’s gambling circle of friends as the Florida Shuffle. Occasionally, instead of money, she would come home with a new piece of property from somewhere around the world to add to her collection. Along with the Key West real estate, she owned condos in Las Vegas, Manhattan, Honolulu and Berchesgaden, Germany. The Tuscan villa, the beach house in Tahiti and the condo in Vancouver were holdings she seldom visited and had very little emotional investment in owning, so they were used more often to settle gambling debts when she needed something extra to negotiate with. Since she had acquired them that way in the first place, it seemed fitting to continue using those holdings for the same purpose if the cards weren’t kind to her.




  Marcel unloaded the dishwasher, put away the clean dishes and then filled it up again. On her way out of the kitchen she made plenty of noise in the dining room by pushing all the chairs in against the table, making sure her mother and Cricket knew she was still in the house. She disliked catching them engaged in some form of intimacy. After all, Roslin was her mother.




  “Okay, you two,” Marcel called from the foyer as she collected her overnight bag and car keys. “I’m leaving now. I’ll call you tomorrow, Mom.”




  “Come and give your mother a hug,” Roslin said.




  Marcel set everything down again and went to the living room where she found her mother and Cricket sitting next to each other on the sofa holding hands. She leaned over and gave her mother a hug.




  “Will I see Naomi tomorrow?” Roslin asked.




  “I’m sure you will.”




  “Enjoy your evening, baby.”




  “See you both tomorrow,” Marcel said. On her way back to the foyer she felt such a huge sense of relief to be leaving. She was no longer the one who had to help see her mother through a patch of bad luck. That had become Cricket’s responsibility now. There was no guilt associated with leaving for the night, and Marcel was just glad to know that her mother had someone who loved her and would be there to nurture her back from the complicated highs and lows of a gambling loss. It certainly made Marcel’s life less complicated having Cricket there.




  Chapter Two




  




  Marcel parked in the driveway behind Naomi’s car and saw Juanito’s truck in front of the house. That meant there were still a few stragglers left from the meeting. Opening the front door, she set her overnight bag down near the potted fern by the bay window. Marcel could hear Reba’s laughter in the kitchen.




  “There you are,” Naomi said. She took Marcel into her arms and kissed her sweetly on the lips. “Steak or hamburger tonight?”




  “Hamburger,” Marcel said.




  “Oh, I’m sorry, darling. How’s she doing?”




  Marcel shrugged. “Mom’s okay. Not saying much yet. I’m sure Cricket will get it out of her and tell me more tomorrow.”




  They went into the kitchen holding hands and found Reba and Juanito, two retired gay teachers, putting away leftover snacks from the meeting.




  “Marcel!” Juanito said. “Good to see you!”




  “How was the meeting?” Marcel asked.




  “Two new people came,” Reba said. “That’s always encouraging.”




  “Are they keepers?” Marcel asked. That was usually the first question she asked after a new gay or lesbian teacher came to a meeting. As with any organization, some members of the group were more trouble than they were worth, while others joined for the right reasons.




  Juanito nodded. “So far so good. Two more lesbians. One a P.E. teacher. Imagine that. A lesbian gym teacher.”




  After the chuckles died down, Reba said, “He’s just waiting for the perfect male Home Economics teacher to stroll into one of these meetings.”




  Juanito laughed. “Oh, puleeze. Where are the gay male coaches? Or the handsome Driver’s Ed instructors who would admire my parallel parking skills?”




  They sat down on stools at the breakfast bar. Reba and Juanito were on one side and Marcel and Naomi were across from them.




  “I almost failed Driver’s Ed in high school because the Sex Education class always had the car,” Marcel said. She reached over and took a handful of peanuts from a dish on the counter. Naomi leaned against her in a rare fit of giggles.




  “I ran over a scarecrow in my mom’s garden once trying to stop my father’s old pickup,” Reba said. “I had nightmares about fleeing scarecrows for months after that. We didn’t have anything like Driver’s Ed when I was younger. That’s what older relatives were for.”




  “Or Sex Ed either, for that matter,” Juanito added. “If we had depended on parents for that kind of info back then, we would’ve been in really bad shape.”




  “I think kids tend to learn about sex from each other,” Reba surmised. “I know I would’ve been horrified if either of my parents had tried to discuss such a thing with me.”




  “Same here,” Naomi said. “All I ever got from my parents was ‘you’ll find a nice Jewish boy some day’.” Her exaggerated New York accent made them all laugh.




  “I guess I was lucky,” Marcel said. “My mother was very informative and helpful when I had questions about anything— including sex. I felt comfortable asking her all sorts of things.”




  “But you don’t have an average parent,” Naomi said.




  “Oh, don’t I know it.” She moved the dish of peanuts closer to Juanito. “How many male teachers are in the group now?”




  “Three,” he said with a frown.




  “We’ll get more gay male teachers in this group,” Naomi said. “I promise we’ll step up the recruiting efforts.”




  “He just hates being the only one who can open a pickle jar once everyone gets here,” Reba said, teasing him.




  “Eventually there will come a time when I won’t be able to get one of those jars open,” Juanito said, “and it would be nice to be able to hand it over to another guy instead of the closest lesbian P. E. teacher.”




  




  




  Marcel and Naomi walked out to the truck with Reba and Juanito where they continued chatting for another twenty minutes. Finally, they waved and Reba and Juanito drove off. Marcel and Naomi went back in the house and began winding down for the evening.




  “Those two are something else,” Naomi said. “They’ve been very helpful whenever the group needs something done.”




  “Reba’s a big help at the shop, too,” Marcel said. “Carmen loves having her there.”




  Carmen Morales was Marcel’s business partner at the Antique Villa. They specialized in selling and restoring antique furniture. Carmen and Reba were lovers who shared a home with Juanito. The three of them were avid yard sale, garage sale and estate sale fanatics. Reba, Carmen and Juanito had so many things in common that it was rumored their neighbors kept wondering if perhaps Juanito had started his own harem.




  “So the meeting went well?” Marcel asked as she locked the front door.




  “We had about fifteen people including the two new ones,” Naomi said. “We’re working on outreach and helping the all-gay high school in Dallas. We’ve raised some money, and it’s a cause we all support.”




  They stopped in the hallway just outside Naomi’s bedroom door. Marcel put her arms around Naomi’s neck and kissed her.




  “I’m very proud of you,” Marcel said. Naomi’s passion for teaching was reflected in everything she did. It was one of many things she loved about her. Marcel had held that sort of devotion and commitment for the military once. She knew how wonderful it was to enjoy one’s work.




  “Thank you, my love,” Naomi said. “I’m proud of you, too.”




  Marcel looked forward to their quiet evenings alone at Naomi’s house. The pace was slower and the atmosphere was more conducive to intimacy and relaxation. When Naomi stayed over at Marcel’s place, there was always a bit of a slumber party feeling in the air. Roslin liked to stay up late and talk over a few glasses of wine. That was the way she and Cricket preferred to unwind and reconnect in the evenings, whereas Marcel and Naomi usually liked talking over dinner and watching television or reading. Sometimes it was just nice to be alone. Marcel assumed her mother and Cricket felt the same way about the evenings Marcel spent with Naomi at her house.




  While Naomi took a quick shower, Marcel unpacked her overnight bag and switched the TV on to watch the Nine O’clock News. Since Naomi had come into her life five years ago, Marcel no longer had to go through unusual sleeping rituals before going to bed. Having spent the majority of her adult life suffering from insomnia, it was a relief to be back in the Land of Zzzzz’s as her mother called it.




  After they had been together several months, Naomi wanted Marcel to go with her to pick out a new mattress. They went from store to store trying them out until they found one that was just right.




  “I feel like Goldilocks,” Naomi said as she wiggled around to get comfortable on the display bed. “They’re either too hard or too soft, but this one’s just right. How’s it feel to you?”




  “All this bed-hopping is wearing me out,” Marcel said, “so they’re all starting to feel pretty good.”




  “I like it.”




  “Me, too.”




  “I’ll take this one,” Naomi told the salesman. She reached over and gave Marcel’s arm a pat. “You stay right here and nap while I take care of all the paperwork.”




  Marcel looked at the bed now and smiled. They had made many good memories on that mattress!




  The bathroom door opened and Naomi came out wearing new pajamas. She smelled delightfully of soap and Passion perfume. Marcel reached for her small bag of toiletries before heading for the bathroom.




  “Will I need pajamas?” she asked with a wink.




  Naomi smiled. “Yes, you will. I like taking them off of you.”




  “Oh, my. Hold that thought and I’ll be right back.”




  Marcel loved Naomi’s playfulness and overall good nature. Their lives were filled with laughter, and they enjoyed many of the same things. They were in love and felt fortunate to have found each other at this stage in their lives. In addition, the living arrangements suited them nicely. Marcel liked having her space, and Naomi’s need for the same was just one more thing to love about her.




  Marcel was in and out of the shower quickly and felt refreshed and rejuvenated as she patted herself dry. The ends of her hair were damp as she ran a brush through it and slipped on her pajamas.




  “The weatherman says possible thunderstorms tonight,” Naomi said. She was sitting up in bed with two pillows propped behind her. The mere mention of thunderstorms brought a sense of anticipation and excitement to the air. South Texas had been in a drought for several months, so any sign of rain was a huge bit of breaking news.




  “They’re showing the Doppler radar now,” Naomi said. She turned up the volume on the TV. “Wow. Looks like the Hill Country is getting hammered.”




  “With our luck, it’ll go right around us,” Marcel said. Sleeping to the sound of rain on the roof was something to look forward to.




  Naomi turned off the TV and the lamp on her side of the bed. The bathroom door was open and the soft glow of a nightlight near the vanity gave the room a romantic Thomas Kincade feeling. Marcel took off her slippers and got into bed. The clean sheets felt soft and inviting.




  “Was your mom depressed or just subdued at dinner tonight?” Naomi asked.




  “More distracted than anything else,” Marcel said. She fit easily into Naomi’s arms and took in the sweet, clean scent of her. “She asked about you.”




  “I’m sure Cricket will help get her back on track again.”




  “I was thinking about that earlier,” Marcel said. It felt wonderful to be in Naomi’s arms. “Whoever thought I’d be happy that my best friend was sleeping with my mother?”




  Naomi chuckled and kissed Marcel’s brow.




  “But it was such a relief to have Cricket there to deal with all of this tonight,” Marcel said. “You should’ve seen Cricket on the way to the airport to pick Mom up. You would think she’d been gone for a year instead of a week.” Marcel sighed. “Whatever initial reservations I had about those two being together are gone each time I see that side of Cricket.”




  Naomi gave her a warm hug. “To love someone as long as Cricket’s loved your mother and then to finally have those feelings returned . . . well . . . it’s a remarkable thing. Cricket’s very lucky. They’re both lucky.”




  Marcel kissed Naomi’s cheek. “So, Ms. Shapiro,” she whispered. “Are you feeling particularly lucky tonight?”




  “Every minute I’m with you I feel lucky,” Naomi said.




  Marcel slipped her hand under Naomi’s pajama top and slowly caressed a nipple. “There’s a big difference between feeling lucky and getting lucky, you know.”




  Naomi’s light laughter was the response Marcel was looking for. They undressed each other and took their slow, sweet time making love. Marcel adored this woman and everything Naomi had brought into her life. She couldn’t remember ever being happier and for Marcel, that meant more than anything else.




  Chapter Three




  




  The thunderstorm woke them up a little after two, but Marcel turned over and snuggled closer to Naomi before falling back to sleep again. When the alarm went off hours later, they both got up right away. Marcel made them a quick breakfast of coffee and toasted bagels with cream cheese. They watched a local morning news program on TV while Naomi nibbled at her breakfast and got ready for work.




  “Wet streets will make traffic a nightmare,” Naomi said. “I should probably leave a little earlier.”




  “Are we interested in dinner with Cricket and my mom this evening?”




  “Sure,” Naomi said as she put a stack of papers in her briefcase. “I’ll come by the shop after work. We can fine-tune our plans then.”




  Marcel poured the rest of Naomi’s coffee in the travel mug she took with her every morning. With a quick kiss at the front door, Naomi was off to work. As Marcel stood on the porch in a robe and slippers, she breathed in the fresh, earthy scent of a spring morning after a rain. The grass and trees were as appreciative of nature’s cleansing as Marcel was.




  She tidied things up, made the bed and took a shower. While her hair dried, Marcel finished her coffee and watched another news program on TV. The Antique Villa didn’t open until nine, so her mornings were a leisurely launch into each new day. Even though she had a business that consumed a good portion of her time, Marcel still thought of herself as retired. Having left a satisfying but exhausting twenty-year army career behind, she was finally doing things she really liked to do. Being around antique furniture, shopping for old pieces, finding something truly exquisite and giving it to Carmen for her to nurture back to life had never seemed like work to her. It was more like a hobby—a fairly lucrative hobby at that. Marcel reasoned that as soon as the Antique Villa and everything that was involved with its operation started to feel like work, then it would be time to give it all up. But for now she was satisfied to be semi-retired and somewhat of an expert in fine old furniture.




  She pulled on a pair of tan cotton slacks and a brown tunic sweater made of soft cotton flake yarns. She ran a brush through her hair and checked her reflection in the bathroom mirror. The gray in her hair was getting more noticeable, but she wasn’t willing to do anything about it yet. Time to go, she thought and locked up Naomi’s house before driving home to see how her mother was doing. She hoped the Hamburger Helper meal and a night alone with her lover had put Roslin in a better frame of mind.




  




  




  Marcel turned into the winding driveway and parked in front of the house. She got her overnight bag out of the backseat and followed the sidewalk to the front porch. She pushed open the huge, ornately carved wooden door. The house was quiet.




  “Hello. Anyone home?”




  “In the kitchen,” Roslin called.




  Marcel set her bag down in the laundry room on her way to the kitchen where she found her mother dressed in a robe drinking coffee and reading the newspaper.




  “Have you had breakfast?” Roslin asked.




  “I did. How are you today?”




  “Well, let me just say this. That little friend of yours is something else.”




  Marcel always laughed when her mother referred to Cricket as “that little friend of yours.” Roslin only said it when they were alone and Cricket couldn’t hear them.




  “You mean my stepmother?” Marcel asked.




  “Oh, lord, don’t call her that!”




  Marcel could tell that her mother was feeling better. Whatever financial losses she had incurred while she was gone were neatly tucked away in the past. At least they had gotten over that disappointing hump already.




  “Are you going to work today?” Roslin asked. “You look very nice this morning.”




  “Thanks. That’s my next stop. I thought I’d drop by and see how you were doing before I headed over to the shop.”




  “How about I bring lunch for you and Carmen later?”




  “That’ll be great.” Marcel leaned over to give her a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you then.”




  




  




  At eight forty-five, Marcel parked in her usual spot in front of the Antique Villa. The marigolds she had planted along the sidewalk were full of color and life after the rain. Carmen hadn’t arrived yet. Since moving in with Reba and Juanito, she wasn’t as close to work as she used to be. Before the big move, Carmen had always been the first one to arrive each morning.




  Marcel got out of her car and picked up a wet gum wrapper on the sidewalk before unlocking the front door. She loved the way the shop smelled when she first came in. The mixture of lemon oil and lavender never failed to make her smile. She kept lavender sachets in all the drawers to help alleviate some of that musty, antique furniture smell. To Marcel, the shop had a quaint museum scent to it, which was just the ambiance she was looking for. Old furniture didn’t need to smell old to be authentic, but she imagined that a certain amount of mustiness was also good for business.




  She put her keys in a desk drawer in her office and switched on the coffee pot. The front door jingled open and Carmen called out a cheery, “Good morning!”




  Marcel stuck her head out the office door. “Good morning.”




  “Steak or hamburger last night?”




  Marcel frowned. “Hamburger.”




  “Ah. Sorry to hear that. How is she?”




  “I saw her briefly a few minutes ago and she was fine. Cricket did her usual magic last night.”




  Carmen wore a dark green pocket tee, starched jeans and brown work boots. Her short black hair had streaks of silver that helped give away her age. She and Marcel had served in the Army together. Marcel retired with the rank of colonel after twenty years, while Carmen had stayed in for thirty with the rank of command sergeant major. Their experiences as lesbians in the military helped seal a friendship that would last them a lifetime.




  “I hope we sell something big today,” Carmen said. “I have other pieces finished in the back that we don’t have room for out here.”




  Marcel looked around the showroom and had to agree. There wasn’t much space left to bring anything else up front. They needed room where customers could walk around and shop. Neither of them wanted the space to be cluttered.




  “I’ll do my best to sell it all,” Marcel promised.




  Carmen’s laughter filled the showroom. “You say that every morning.”




  “The coffee’s not ready yet. I’ll bring you some when it is.”




  Carmen nodded. “I guess that’s my cue to get to work.”




  




  




  At ten thirty, Cricket called. She was between classes. Marcel could hear kids chattering in the background as if Cricket were standing in a busy hallway.




  “I just talked to your mom,” Cricket said. “She mentioned you dropped by the house this morning. How was she when you saw her?”




  “She was fine. Even offered to bring us lunch today. Why?”




  “Remember how weird she always gets around tax time?” Cricket asked.




  It was still March. They had a few more weeks to go before the tax crunch would be upon them.




  “Yeah,” Marcel answered hesitantly. “I remember.”




  “Well, something tax-related happened on this last trip. She started to tell me about it then clammed up. So our goal this week—notice I said our goal?”




  “Yes. I heard that.”




  “Our goal this week is to get that info out of her.”




  “If she doesn’t want to talk about it,” Marcel said, “you won’t get anything out of her.”




  “I know, but sometimes she tells you things she won’t tell me.”




  “That’s true.”




  “And it really pisses me off when that happens,” Cricket said. “I’m her lover. She should be telling me everything.”




  “Have you been reading those cheesy romance novels again?”




  “I’m serious, Marcel! We shouldn’t be keeping secrets from each other. I’ve told her enough stuff about me to fill the Smithsonian. It gets me all whacked out when she doesn’t do the same.”




  “It’s not fair to blame my mother for you being whacked out, as you call it. You’ve been whacked out ever since I’ve known you.”




  “Why do I bother with either of you?”




  “Why?” Marcel repeated. “Because you adore the Robicheaux women. We’re irresistible, and if we make you all whacked out, then so be it.”




  There was silence on the other end of the phone. Finally, Cricket said, “Oh, you think you’re so smart.” Then she began to laugh. “But you’re right, and you know how much I hate that, too.”




  “What? Me being right?” Marcel teased.




  “Yes. You being right. Hey, I have to go. Just remember what I said. She’s stewing over something to do with taxes. See what you can get out of her.”




  Marcel closed her cell phone and shook her head. Being stuck in the middle of communication problems between them wasn’t where Marcel wanted to be, but if her mother was experiencing the usual upcoming April 15 income tax anxiety, perhaps there was something she could do to help.




  




  




  Marcel went to fix Ralph, the mailman, some coffee as soon as she saw his truck pull into the parking lot. The Antique Villa was one of his daily bathroom stops. He was a cousin of Carmen’s and used his daily unofficial break to catch up on family gossip when they all had time to chat.




  “Wasn’t that rain great last night?” Ralph asked. The door jingled closed behind him.




  “It certainly was,” Marcel said. She stuck her head in the workshop to let Carmen know he was there.




  “That first clap of thunder brought four shaking dogs on my bed,” he said. “My wife and I didn’t get much sleep after that.”




  Carmen came in from the back with protective eyewear perched on top of her head and traces of sawdust in her hair. Marcel shuffled through the mail while the cousins talked about an older relative who had just purchased a motorcycle.




  “He wants to ride it to Atlanta!” Ralph said incredulously. “I asked him if he meant Atlanta Street or the real Atlanta.”




  Marcel chuckled at hearing their hearty laughter. “How old is he?” she asked.




  “Eighty-three,” Carmen said. “Still in great shape, too.”




  “He’s going for his license today,” Ralph added.




  “Well, good for him,” Marcel said. “I’m sure it’s great having something like that to plan for and look forward to.”




  “I’ll tell you what he can look forward to,” Ralph said. He poked a finger up and began to count. “Broken bones. Getting lost. Bugs in his teeth—”




  “He can just take his teeth out, wipe ’em off with one hand and pop ’em back in and keep on riding,” Carmen said. As she ran a hand through her hair, she found the safety goggles perched on top of her head. “Well, damn. I’ve been looking for these.”




  Marcel opened an envelope containing the electric bill.




  “When I’m his age,” Ralph said, “all I wanna worry about is getting up every morning.”




  “That’s it?” Marcel asked. “Waking up to see if you’re still with us?”




  “At eighty-three I imagine that’ll be a major accomplishment on its own,” he said.




  “This motorcycle might just be what he needs to keep him going ten or twenty more years,” Marcel reminded them.




  Ralph held up his fingers again. “Broken bones. Getting lost. Bugs in his teeth—”




  “All I know is,” Carmen said, “when he’s out riding that thing, someone better call and tell me where he’s going so I’m not anywhere near that particular part of town.”




  Ralph and Carmen enjoyed another laugh together.




  “You two should be proud of him for having enough energy to do something he wants to do. None of us are going to live forever. We should all be making the most of whatever time we have left here. I admire this man for what he’s doing.”




  Ralph sipped his coffee. “You’re probably right, but a motorcycle? At eighty-three? Why not take up canasta or gardening?”




  “Maybe he won’t pass the test,” Carmen said hopefully.




  “As stubborn as he is, he’ll keep taking it until he passes,” Ralph said. “Or ride without a license. Some of his kids and grandkids think it’s great.”




  “So do I,” Marcel added.




  “My cousin Laverne even rides with him sometimes,” Carmen said. “She went with him to buy his bike.”




  “Laverne?” Marcel repeated. “Our tax attorney Laverne?”




  “That’s the one!” Carmen said.




  “Wow. She rides a motorcycle?”




  “She’s got one that’s bigger than some battleships I’ve seen,” Carmen said. “When those two get together that’s all they talk about now.”




  “Maybe he won’t pass the test,” Ralph said.




  Marcel opened another envelope and slowly took out the water bill. “When he passes this test—”




  “Did you hear that?” Carmen asked her cousin. “She said when he passes the test. Not if he passes the test. Ay carrumba.”




  “He’ll pass it,” Ralph said.




  “When he passes the test,” Marcel continued, “someone should throw him a little party and wish him well.”




  Carmen and Ralph looked at her for a moment to see if she was serious. Finally, Carmen grunted and mumbled, “Ay carrumba,” again under her breath.




  Chapter Four




  




  Several hours later the door jingled open and Marcel looked up from the check she was writing. Her mother had arrived with lunch for them as promised.




  “How’s business today?” Roslin asked. She set two large white paper bags down on the counter. Marcel got a brief whiff of something nice and oniony.




  “We sold a small table and a bookcase already,” Marcel said. “So far so good.”




  “What are you doing?”




  “Paying bills.” Marcel finished writing the check for the shop’s electric bill and stuck it in the envelope.
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