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Disclaimer
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It was one of those times when I'd rather be anywhere else. I was out for a walk, escaping my hotel, and about thirty feet from me was possibly the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen. 

Her obviously long hair was pulled up and arranged just so with kind of a French twist in the very back. I think it was a French twist. I don’t know. It was beautiful, whatever it was. Well, elegant, actually. She was elegant in a way that would justify a lexicographer using her photo to define the word. 

Below the French twist her neck was supple, smooth, the skin fair, same as on her jawline, her petal-like right ear. Striking. That’s the right word. The slightest scent of Jasmine filtered over to me.

She was standing at the railing of a bridge. I thought maybe she was enjoying the view of the city, though it struck me that she was a bit overdressed for such a leisurely activity. The wind teased the bottom of her beautiful, flowing evening gown. Even though she was turned away from me I though she must be a real looker. Might be a very welcome diversion from all the mind games I’ve been playing with myself the last couple days.

I would stop alongside the railing, a few feet away from her. I would be appropriately awed by the same generic postcard view one might see of any city from any bridge on any evening. Then I would turn my head in her direction, casually, as if expecting a broader view and discovering her instead. I'd smile and nod, then avert my gaze as if in apology for having invaded her space. 

I would hope she'd say something, anything, to break the ice. If she didn't, I'd have to come up with something myself. I’d say something quiet and mysterious, a generic greeting that could double as a coded phrase. She was, after all, the Natasha to my Boris. She would smile and nervously utter the other half of the coded phrase, thereby consummating our pre-relations relationship. Sliding my hand along the rail, I'd move closer and— 

I frowned. Something about her demeanor.... Finally my brain slashed through my budding fantasy. She meant to jump. Oh man! 

As I said, it was one of those times when I'd rather be anywhere else. But I wasn’t anywhere else. I was here, now. I stopped short of the railing. “Excuse me, Miss, but... are you okay?”
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I'd flown into town the day before to speak at a writers' conference. I'd present two sessions on writing fiction, and I would deliver the keynote address on at the formal get together on Saturday evening. My head was throbbing when I got off the plane. I thought I might skip the initial meet and greet dinner and just rest in my room. Headaches are not a good mix with hungry wannabe writers. 

My shepherd had picked me up at the airport. When she spoke, she dragged each syllable through a distinctive southern drawl, yet still somehow managed to run together two of every three words. She introduced herself, her hand a little like limp cool spaghetti. "Hi, I’m Jamie, and I’m just such a huge admirer of your work, Mr. Stanbrough. Ya'll want some coffee ‘fore we leave the airport?"

"Oh, no thanks, I’m fi—"

"'Course it's only a few miles to the motel—" 

I always get a little cranky when I have a headache. Now my head was not only throbbing, but also incredulous. My god, she actually said mo-tay-ul. I looked at her and smiled. Can you say chim-pay-un-zay? “That’s nice.” I allowed her to think the smile was from my pleasure at having made her acquaintance.

Her eyes went round and she put her hand to her mouth, grinning and forcing a blush to her cheeks. "Oh listen to me! Motel!”

Throb. Again with mo-tay-ul. God, if you’re up there, make it stop. 

“One'a them Freud slips, that's all that was. 'Course I meant it's only a few miles to the hotel....” 

Throb. Yep, them there Freuds can be slippery all right. Ho-tay-ul?

“...you know, where the conference is. Motel just brings up all kinds'a connotations, doesn'it?" She slapped the air lightly with one hand. "I'm just so bad!” 

Throb. Bay-ud. Yep, very bay-ud. You have no idea.

“Well, if you don't want any coffee, we might as well go. Oh—you got any luggage?"

I hefted my duffel. Throb throb throb. "Just my carry-on."

"Oh, I like a man who knows how to travel light!" She flashed another grin.

Throb. Lat? What the hell is lat? I shook my head lightly. Okay, now I’m just bein’ a prick. Stop it.

We exited the airport, leaving behind the stuffy, elevator-music air and the scent of thousands of soles of shoes that had recently crossed asphalt sprinkled with sand. As we settled into her Lexus hybrid, she locked the doors. It was an ominous sound.

After she paid the parking fee and the attendant had raised the bar, she merged onto Airport Road. I imagined her saying, “Ain’t are city planners just the wittiest? I mean, namin’ th’road to th’airport Airport Road?” but she didn’t. That was all me, my headache, my severely messed-up attitude. Still, could this woman possibly be married? Could any man put up with that voice 24/7? I stole a glance at her left hand (hay-und). No ring. That made me feel pretty smug, pretty righteous. 

All the while she was innocently alternating between peering into her rear-view mirror and glancing at me. She was grinning—Throb... like a slack-jawed moron—the whole time. "You know, I'm just the luckiest woman at the entire conference since I was assigned to pick you up." She eased into a stage whisper, put her right hand near her mouth and leaned toward me. "Actually, I volunteered. I might've even badgered Margie a bit.” She patted the air. “Oh, you don't know Margie yet. She's the woman who arranges for us shepherds." She frowned slightly. "Ain't that funny that they call us shepherds? That'd make you a sheep. I don't know that I'd like that myself." 
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