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      When you’ve been screwed by an ex, it’s hard to trust again.

      It takes a red-tailed hawk named Rudy and a sexy falconer named Pam to teach a broken woman how to respect herself and love again.

      A spicy-sweet lesbian love story by a legendary erotica heavy-hitter.

      “Andrea Dale's ‘In Flight’ has metaphorical power.” (Seattle Gay News)
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      I met Pam at the hawk rehabilitation center. She was a member of the staff; I was volunteering in the gift shop to help pay off a rash of parking tickets that weren’t really mine, but had been racked up by my now-very-ex girlfriend, Jennifer, on my car.

      I was still dealing with a lot of anger towards Jennifer. It wasn’t always conscious, but it was constant; at any moment, I could stop and feel the acidic burn in my chest. She’d fucked me over good, in just about every way imaginable. She’d stiffed me on the rent, made off with the widescreen TV and DVD player we’d bought together, and left me without enough money to pay the damn parking tickets. She’d buggered off before I’d found out about the tickets, and I’d had no way to prove they weren’t mine.

      The only time I wasn’t seething was when I was with the birds.

      I’d been learning about each one—the golden eagle, the Harris hawk, the peregrine falcon, the kestrel. There were the various owls, too, snowy and barn and screech. I’d been given the preliminary tour, which involved tidbits of information like “don’t open the cages ever” and “don’t stick your fingers near the birds” and “for the love of all that’s holy, don’t feed them.” In my spare time, I been snatching a read of a few pages of books in the gift shop. I knew how delicate their digestive balance was, in captivity; just a few ounces in either direction would mess them up.

      All the birds were here permanently; they’d never be released into the wild. They’d been injured beyond repair, or had been bred in captivity and never known the free skies.

      And yet, they were all so serene, so peaceful. So in control, in a way I couldn’t imagine ever feeling again. Even caged, they were alert and proud, their eyes glittering with a strange intelligence. They saw everything, even if they didn’t react with more than a flick of their heads or a rustle of their wings.

      Pam’s dark eyes also seemed to never miss a thing, and she moved with a similar slow grace. But she had a quick, friendly smile and a soft laugh. She was lean and rugged, and smelled of the sunscreen she faithfully coated herself with several times a day. She kept her brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, and I couldn’t quite tell if the streaks of gold were from the sun or an expensive salon. I suspected the former. Her hands were long-fingered, her nails short because she worked with birds and ropes and thick leather gloves.

      I suppose I went out there after my shift that Saturday as much to see her as to stroll among the cages and admire the birds.

      When she asked me to help out because one of the handlers had come down with the flu and she was short-staffed, I suppose I agreed for the same reasons.

      Despite Jennifer’s betrayal, I was also glad for the excuse to spend some quality time with Pam. The thought of a relationship made my stomach hurt, but I could still enjoy Pam’s sleek legs encased in worn, fitted jeans or khaki shorts, her firm breasts high and round beneath her green tank top and long-sleeved, unbuttoned cotton shirt.

      She showed me how to tied a kind of knot, using one hand to loop the rope around, because with your other hand, you were always holding the end of the rope near where it was attached to the bird’s ankle.

      I deftly mimicked her movements.

      “Wow!” she said, and I could hear the admiration in her voice. “I’ve never seen anyone pick that up so fast. Well done!”

      I’d been practicing at home with a length of twine. I didn’t tell her that, though. I wanted her praise, any way I could get it.

      The tasks were simple, repetitive. Get hold of the bird. Move the bird to an empty cage. Rake out the bird’s cage, clean the water dish and refill it, then move the bird back. Pam took the cages on one side; I handled the ones across from her.

      Rudy, a red-tailed hawk, put up a fuss when I picked him up, spreading his four-foot wingspan, the bells on his jesses jingling like an ice cream truck gone mad. I set him on the thick leather glove that covered my left hand and arm to my elbow, and he calmed down a little. Not completely, though: he continued to ruffle his wing feathers and glance around sharply, readjusting the way his sharp talons dug into the scarred leather.

      “Keep your elbow a little lower than your wrist.” Pam had moved up next to me so quietly I hadn’t heard her hiking boots crunch on the gravel  walkway. “They want to be on the highest spot possible, and if you drop your wrist, he’ll try to climb up your arm.”

      Her soft laugh fluttered the hair along my neck. “I once had a golden eagle try to sit on my head,” she said. “I learned fast after that.”

      She made a low, crooning noise at Rudy. He looked at her, contemplated whatever she’d apparently said, and settled down a bit more.

      “He likes you,” I said.

      “He doesn’t like anybody,” she said. “It’s not in their nature. For them, it’s all about respect. Ever read those fantasy novels about the kids who had magical kestrel familiars?”

      I admitted that I had, only willing to do so because she obviously knew about them, too.

      “We get slews of kids come through, wanting to make friends with the birds, and they’re so disappointed.” Pam shook her head. “As much as we often want them to, they’re never going to like us. They’re not like cats or dogs or even horses; there’s no devotion. The best you can do—and believe me, it’s not a minor thing—is be someone they can respect. There’s a level of trust they’ll give you, but only if you earn it.”

      Respect. I looked at the hawk on my wrist. He looked back at me, dark eyes expressionless. Jennifer hadn’t shown me any respect, and I didn’t know if I was worthy of it. I’d been taken in by her lies, blinded by her sweet talk. She’d probably mocked me, laughing, as she’d walked out the door with the shattered remains of my life.

      “I’m not very good with trust,” I said.

      Pam cocked her head, the action reminiscent of Hecate, the horned owl. “You and Rudy seem to be finding a comfortable balance, though.”

      “I trust him not to eat my eyeballs out of my head,” I admitted, and was rewarded with one of her delicious gentle laughs.

      “Well, that’s a start, then,” she said. “C’mon, let’s get this finished up, and then we’ll go grab a beer.”
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      I hadn’t been around long enough to know Pam’s sexual proclivities, and despite my enjoyment of watching her (okay, and smelling her, even if that makes me sound like a creepy stalker) I assumed she was straight. I wasn’t looking for a relationship, anyway, and why get my hopes dashed even if I was?

      We went to a local bar that night, a quiet one that had more in common with an English pub than a sports bar or redneck dive. My pale ale was frosty cold, and fizzed a little when I worked the slice of lime down the narrow neck into the beer.

      “I know you’re doing community service hours for us,” Pam said. She looked down, then back up at me. “You don’t have to tell me about why, but if you’re okay with it, I have to admit I’m curious.”

      “The short answer is, unpaid parking tickets,” I said. “The longer answer involves an ex, her unrequested use of my car, and her flagrant disregard for slips of paper tucked under the wiper.”

      Pam rolled her eyes. “And I thought not replacing the toilet paper was bad. I’m sorry you got screwed. You didn’t deserve it.”

      I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Dunno. Maybe I did.”

      She paused in the act of taking a swig, revealing the long, slender line of her throat. “What do you mean?”

      “I shouldn’t have trusted her. I did, and she took advantage of that.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for what she did.”

      For a moment I couldn’t figure out how to respond, because Pam had put her hand over mine. “Maybe I’m a bad judge of character,” I said finally.

      “And maybe your ex was a manipulative shithead.”

      I blinked, startled by her bluntness, and also by the realization that she hadn’t really reacted to the fact that my ex was a woman. “She was, but I didn’t see it, and that’s my fault.”

      Pam’s hand, warm on mine, squeezed just a little. “There are people who’ll take advantage of us, yes. But that can’t stop us from loving again.” Before I could say anything, she forged on. “Take Rudy, for example. We rescued him from a house where he’d been ignored, underfed, and crammed in a tiny cage. But he’s okay now. He’s learned to trust again.”

      I wanted to say, “But he’s a bird,” but I didn’t. Instead, I said, “Food for thought,” and changed the subject to the Green Day song that was playing.

      She accepted that I’d closed off, and I appreciated that. Still, I felt a painful twinge at the end of the evening when we parted, and she said, “By the way, I’ll make sure the time you helped me out today gets logged into your total hours.”

      I hadn’t worked overtime to pay off my debts, but I didn’t have the courage to tell her the real reasons.
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