

        

            

        

    


Lynn’s kiss began slow but surged when a warm hand slipped beneath her knit shirt and began to trace the nipple of her bare breast. “We’d better take this inside.”


They stumbled toward the house, both reluctant to release the other. They managed to lock doors and shut off lights as they went. Discarded clothes marked their progress to the bedroom. In a frantic tangle of arms and legs, they fell across the old bed that had been Lynn’s childhood bed. Before that it had belonged to her grandparents. There were times when Lynn felt as though she would explode from the passion Crissy generated within her. She had never been in a relationship where the physical needs remained so intense, but then again, she had never loved anyone the way she loved Crissy.


Her lips closed around a swollen nipple and a soft sigh filled her ears. She couldn’t be certain if the whisper of delight was Crissy’s or her own. When Crissy’s hand pushed between Lynn’s thighs, the loud sounds of pleasure that followed were definitely Lynn’s. 


“My God.” Lynn sighed, raising Crissy’s damp hand to her lips. “You should insure these hands.”


“Umm,” Crissy chuckled as Lynn rolled over on top of her and kissed her deeply. “And you should insure those lips.”


“Maybe we should examine their skill level in more detail before we decide,” she said as her body inched its way down.


“I agree completely.”


All thoughts of sleep were soon forgotten.
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Chapter One




Lynn Strickland secured her hold on the two bags and took a deep breath. She tried to pretend the air was filled with the sweet fragrance of fresh flowers and newly mowed grass rather than the acrid exhaust from the nearby freeway. As she pulled open the door, she braced herself for the cloying scent that she had come to associate with the slow decline into death.


After nearly ten years of coming to the Morning Sunrise nursing home every Saturday, she still couldn’t get used to the smell. The building was old and the furniture had long since lost any veneer of newness that it might have once held. The heavy undercurrent of industrial cleaner gave testimony to someone’s attempt at cleaning. Again, she tried to pinpoint and identify the exact cause of the slightly sweet, yet musty odor. Was it the smell of lost youth and unfulfilled dreams, or the stench of dejection and hopelessness? Morning Sunrise was nothing like those exclusive retirement centers she saw advertised on television, where members spent their time playing golf on a lush eighteen-hole course or splashing gaily in sparkling, heated pools. Here, privacy was almost nonexistent. Most of the sixty or so residents spent their days in front of a television that projected a picture with a ghastly greenish tint. A few lucky ones would be in their rooms chatting with visitors, while a dozen or so of the more socially minded would congregate in the recreation room to play cards. Some of the ones who were still physically able could occasionally be found pacing around the shoebox-size outdoor area in the back. Unfortunately, the vast majority of the populace was confined to their rooms, either due to medical problems or their own personal reasons.


Lynn seldom missed a Saturday. While it was physically impossible for her to sit with everyone, she truly believed that her time there made a difference to the few she did see.


Her first visit had come about as a high school class project. She could no longer remember exactly what the assignment had been, but it dealt with interviewing people who’d lived during World War II. She quickly discovered that she enjoyed talking to the residents. At the nursing home her differences, which seemed so prominent at school, weren’t an issue. No one seemed to notice or care that she never wore makeup, or that her hair was much shorter than other teenaged girls. These people accepted her for who she was, and in turn gave her back as much as she gave them.


Over the years, she had built a deep and lasting friendship with many of these men and women. A few had been moved to other facilities and sadly some had died. When the first death happened, it had been so painful that she’d almost stopped going. Then a member of the staff had pointed out how much the residents looked forward to her visits. It still hurt to lose one, but now she couldn’t imagine not going. The weekly trips had become as important to her as they were to the people she visited. 


Her heart clenched as it always did when she spotted Mrs. Harmon sitting on one of the couches in the entryway. Lynn had learned from the staff that even during her more lucid times, the woman sat there the entire day waiting for relatives who never came. In fact, it was a family that was no longer living. Her husband, Herman Harmon, had died twenty ears ago and their only son, Allen, had been killed in Vietnam. Mrs. Harmon had been placed in Morning Sunrise after she had been found wandering the street, nearly dead with pneumonia.


“Good morning, Mrs. Harmon,” Lynn called out cheerfully. She approached slowly to see if this would be one of the days when she would be recognized. It was always a guessing game, given the poor woman’s patchwork memory.


“Hello, Lynn.”


Relieved that this was one of her better days, Lynn sat down on the couch and reached into one of the bags. “Would you like an orange?” She held up the bright orange fruit. She often brought oranges, not for any source of nutritional value, but rather for their warm color and wonderful smell. They always seemed to cheer people up.


The older woman’s deeply lined face lit up with a brilliant smile at the offer of the small gift. It was smiles like these that prompted Lynn to always bring some little something along on her visits. It was never much, because in truth she couldn’t afford a great deal. No matter how small the gift was the gratitude in their eyes never wavered.


“I’m waiting for my son, Allen,” Mrs. Harmon said as she held the orange to her nose and inhaled deeply. “He’s going to come to see me and bring me a bouquet of daisies. When he was a little boy he would pick daisies from the field behind the house and bring them to me.” She turned the orange slowly in her hands. “You should wait with me and meet him. He’s cute and single.” She smiled again.


“Now, Mrs. Harmon, you know I’m too old for him. I’m almost twenty-five.”


“Are you still a lesbian?” 


Lynn blinked at the sudden change of direction. She was never sure how much Mrs. Harmon would remember from visit to visit. “Yes, ma’am, I’m not likely to be changing that.” 


Mrs. Harmon continued to sniff the orange. “You just haven’t met the right man yet. You wait until you meet my Allen. He could charm bees into giving up their honey.”


“This bee won’t be giving up her honey anytime soon,” Lynn said. Her reply was met with a healthy swat on the knee.


“Listen to how you young girls talk now. When I was your age we didn’t go around talking like that.”


“No. When you were my age you were sneaking off with some handsome boy,” Lynn teased back.


With a hand dusted with age spots Mrs. Harmon fussed with her sparse hair. “Well, there was a time when I could still turn a boy’s head.”


“You still can.” Lynn leaned closer. “I saw Mr. Benavidez checking you out the other day.” When the older woman smiled, Lynn continued. “Heck, if I wasn’t already taken, maybe I’d even try to convert you.” She quickly kissed her paper-thin cheek and was instantly rewarded with a shriek of mock indignation and another sound slap on the knee.


“Don’t you have other people to go bother?” She pushed at Lynn’s shoulder. “What would Allen think if he walked in and saw that?” Bright pink circles warmed her cheeks and her eyes sparkled as she shook her finger at Lynn. “I’m not that kind of woman.”


“You just haven’t met the right woman yet,” Lynn teased as she grabbed her two bags and jumped up before the old woman could swat her again. “I’ll stop by on my way out. Maybe Allen will be here by then.” With a quick wave she hurried down the hallway.


Lynn stopped several times to pass out oranges and talk to various residents. She took time to write letters for a couple of people before she went to check on Mr. Greenberg.


“How’s it going today, Mr. G?” The light pleasant scent of pipe tobacco hovered around him. She had commented on it once right after she started visiting him and learned that it was a custom blend that he special-ordered from a local shop. Due to its high price tag he used it sparingly. “I brought some oranges. Would you like one?” She glanced over quickly to see if the other occupant to the room, Mr. Cook, was there, and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw he wasn’t. She had tried to like the man, but he was mean through and through. In the four years or so that she had been visiting Mr. Greenberg, she had never heard Mr. Cook say a civil word about anything or anyone.


Simon Greenberg nodded and eagerly reached for the fruit. After giving it a test sniff, he tucked it away in a nearby drawer. “I have to hide everything or someone will steal it.”


Lynn glanced at the laptop that was still sitting on the table exactly where she had left it the previous weekend. Obviously theft wasn’t a problem. Or perhaps the thief simply wasn’t into electronics. “Have you mastered that laptop?” she asked as she placed the now nearly empty bag of fruit on the end of his bed along with the second bag that contained cookies that she had brought for her friend Beulah Mae.


The short, balding man made a rude sputtering noise as he waved her over to the table where the computer sat. “Who can make any sense of these contraptions? I tell David to call on the telephone.” Again he made the noise. “He works in that fancy bank. Surely he can afford to call me once a week. Why should I have to bother with this thing?”


David Greenberg had purchased the laptop for his father, hoping they could communicate more frequently through e-mail, but unfortunately Mr. Greenberg hadn’t shown much interest in adopting the new technology. She picked up the laptop and took a seat on the straight-backed chair by the window. She suspected his reluctance to do so was because he enjoyed her reading the e-mails to him.


“Let’s see what David has to say.” She pressed the power switch. As soon as the system was up and running she moved the chair around so he could see the screen. “Watch what I’m doing, so you can check it yourself. Then you can read David’s e-mail every day, and when I visit next Saturday we’ll have more time to talk.” 


He pulled his chair slightly closer but continued to stare at the machine as if he expected it to come to life and attack them. “There are too many buttons to push, and besides, what do I know about typing? I’m not a secretary.”


After she had gone through and read each of David’s messages, she typed in the elder man’s reply. 


“That wasn’t too painful, was it?” she asked as she set the laptop on a small table. She spied a deck of playing cards lying on the table and an idea came to her. “I’m going to leave this on so you can practice.” She scrolled through screens until she found the games menu and opened Solitaire. “I think you’ll enjoy this, since you like to play cards.”


“I have real cards that I can put in my pocket and take anywhere I want to go. Why should I want to play on that thing?”


Lynn knew that he suffered with arthritis in his hands. “Well, one reason is that when you’re playing electronic solitaire you don’t have to shuffle and your rows never get messed up.” She chose the option to begin a new game and showed him how to play. “The bad thing is, you can’t cheat,” she said with a sigh when she lost the game.


“I never cheat,” he insisted.


“Then you’re a better person than I am.” She stood. “I know you can do this.”


“I’m too old to be learning about all these new fads.” He leaned forward in his chair. “Pedro Garza’s daughter mailed him some kind of pod or some such to listen to music.”


“An iPod,” Lynn said as she stretched the kinks from her back.


He made the sputtering noise again. “Whatever. She says it’s better because it’s portable. I told him, ‘If you want portable music get a transistor radio,’ but nobody listens to me anymore.”


“Does he enjoy the iPod?” 


Mr. Greenberg shrugged. “Who can tell? We can’t hear anything on it. We pushed all the buttons but couldn’t get the thing to play. It was probably made in Japan.”


Lynn smiled. “He has to use the earbuds.”


“Ear bugs!”


“Buds. Earbuds.” She tried to remember what her mother called them. “Earphones,” she clarified. “They allow him to listen to his music without disturbing others.”


He threw out his hands in frustration. “Why? Who’s it going to disturb? We’re all half deaf anyway.” He pointed and tilted his head knowingly. “You watch what I’m telling you. Those things are going to make everyone deaf. It’s not healthy to go poking things in your ears.”


Lynn started to speak, but he was on a roll.


“I know what I’m talking about. I worked in that engine plant for thirty years. All that noise.” He pointed to his ear. “That’s why I can’t hear so good.”


Lynn patted his shoulder. “You take care and I’ll see you next week.”


He tried to stand. It took him a couple of practice starts to push himself upright. As discreetly as possible she stood ready to catch him in case he started to topple. She’d learned early on that the majority of the residents were very proud people and didn’t welcome unsolicited assistance. As soon as he was securely on his feet, she moved toward the door. Leaving was usually the hardest part of her visits. The residents were so starved for company that some of them tended to cling. She would have liked to spend more time with each of them, but she simply didn’t have that luxury. In addition to working two jobs, she also had to keep the house together. She tried to do everything herself so that Crissy, who was working and going to college, would have more time to study. Her two indulgences were Wednesday night softball and her Saturdays at the nursing home. Crissy had one more semester before she graduated from the University of Texas at San Antonio. Hopefully, she would be able to find a teaching position quickly and their lives would start to settle down. Both of their tempers had been running too high recently.


“Do you have to leave so soon?” he asked.


“Sorry, but I promised Beulah Mae I’d help her fill out some important forms. I’ll try to get here a little earlier next week so we’ll have more time.” She felt guilty about the promise because she knew she wouldn’t be able to make it any earlier. She picked up the bags from the foot of his bed. “You practice playing solitaire and try to answer some of David’s e-mails. I know you’ll be able to do it if you set your mind to it.”


He patted her arm and nodded. “Maybe you’re right, but I still don’t see what’s wrong with him picking up the telephone and calling.” He sighed. “I want to talk to him, not some plastic box.”


She waved a final good-bye and rushed out.






Chapter Two 




Beulah Mae Williams was standing by the window staring out at the narrow strip of lush green grass dotted with wildflowers. A closer inspection would have revealed the tiny oasis was nothing more than the easement for an exit ramp from the interstate. The greatest advantage to the room was that it had been converted from a storage room and was too small for two people.


“You’ve got one of the best rooms in the place,” Lynn said as she stepped inside the open doorway.


Beulah Mae slowly turned and gazed at her with eyes that seemed to hold the knowledge of the world. As always, Lynn was momentarily startled by the intensity of the look. She had been visiting Beulah Mae since she had entered Morning Sunrise a little over two years ago. During that time they had grown to be close friends.


“I’ll trade my great view for that pretty girlfriend of yours,” Beulah Mae teased.


Crissy had jokingly accused Lynn of worshiping Beulah Mae, and maybe to some extent she did, because she had never known anyone like her. It seemed as though Beulah Mae had seen and done it all. She had told Lynn stories about how she had posed as a man to secure a job on more than one occasion, and lived with more women than Lynn could keep track of. She’d traveled to places and done things most folks would only read or dream about. She was an old-school butch who, as she so often said, “walked the walk and talked the talk.”


Lynn studied Beulah Mae’s deeply lined ebony face and smiled as she placed the bag with its few remaining oranges on a small table by the bed. She handed the one with the cookies to her. “I’m not going to tell Crissy you made that offer. She might tell me to take you up on it. Every time she comes over here with me she spends a week talking about you.”


“I’ve always had a way with the ladies.” She ran a thumb around the waistband of her tailored men’s slacks and hitched them up before smoothing the front of her black-with-white trim dress shirt. The sleeves had been neatly rolled up to mid-forearm length. Despite the slight stoop of age, she still stood a good three inches taller than Lynn’s own five-foot-six-inch frame. There was a breadth to her shoulders that hinted of the strength she had once possessed. “I know how to treat a woman and make her feel like the lady she is.” Beulah Mae dug into the cookies. 


“I’ll bet you did,” Lynn said.


“Did?” Beulah Mae scowled at her. “I can still make a woman quiver with pleasure and cry out for her maker.” She winked. “If you don’t believe me you can ask that pretty little nurse, Janelle.” She bit into the cookie with a wide smile. Whether the smile was generated by her enjoyment of the cookie or memories of the young nurse was hard to say.


Lynn thought about the cute, young, blond nurse and couldn’t conceal her surprise, which simply made Beulah Mae chuckle harder.


“I don’t think you’re supposed to be having sex with the staff,” Lynn replied without thinking.


“Well, who else would I be having sex with?” Beulah Mae leaned toward her. “It certainly couldn’t be any of these old women who live here. Their hearts couldn’t stand the excitement.” Again she winked. “When I make love to a woman, she knows she’s had the best.” She shook her head sadly. “Sometimes I feel guilty. I’m afraid I’ve ruined their lives.”


Lynn rolled her eyes. She knew where this was leading.


“Yeah,” Beulah Mae lamented. “After a few hours with me, the poor things will never again be satisfied. They’ll spend the rest of their lives searching in vain for what I gave them.” She polished off the remainder of the cookie and set the bag aside. 


“Spare me,” Lynn begged.


“If you’d listen to me, I could pass all my wisdom on to you. ’Course, it wouldn’t be the same. You’d never be able to truly achieve my level of expertise, you being a white girl and all.” Her wicked laughter danced around the room.


Lynn had heard it all before and waved it off. “Crissy loves me just the way I am. That’s enough for me. You’ll have to find some other Doña Juanita to pass your skills on to.”


Beulah Mae sighed. “You young people today. All you ever think about is settling down.” She shook her head thoughtfully. “I don’t see how anyone could spend decades with only one woman. There are too many beautiful angels out there waiting for someone to love them.”


“I like married life and can’t wait until Crissy is out of school and everything settles down into a nice comfortable routine.” She bit her tongue. She always tried to project her home life as being perfect. As if saying so would make it real. And it wasn’t as though they were having any real problems. Their difficulties could all be fixed with more time together and fewer financial problems. She turned her attention back to Beulah Mae.


“I don’t understand that. What about seeing the world? Young folks’ idea of seeing the world is taking one of those Olivia Cruises I keep reading about. In my day, cruising was a whole different ballgame.”


Lynn caught the look of sadness that flashed across Beulah Mae’s face. She quickly changed the subject. “Do you still have those forms you needed help with?”


“No. I changed my mind about that, but I do need your help,” Beulah Mae said as she opened her closet door and pulled a metal file box from the back. With a key that she kept on a chain around her neck she opened the cheap metal box and removed a thick manila envelope. I need you to keep this for me. I don’t feel comfortable having it here anymore.”


Lynn frowned. “What’s in it?”


“It’s something I don’t want the staff seeing or knowing anything about. I want you to keep it for me for a while until I can make other arrangements for it.” She handed the envelope to Lynn. “Put it inside your shirt of something, so no one will see you with it.”


Lynn hefted the rather heavy envelope. “What is this?”


“It’s some personal stuff of mine that I’d rather not have anyone here know about.”


Lynn stared at the envelope. “I don’t feel comfortable taking this.”


Beulah Mae frowned. “I thought we were friends. I’ve already told you it’s nothing illegal. Everything that’s in there was come by honestly and it all belongs to me.” She shook her head again. “In my day, when a friend asked for a favor you did it. You didn’t stand around agonizing over every little detail. Will you keep it for me or not?”


To appease her, Lynn unfastened a button on her shirt that was tucked neatly into her jeans and slipped the envelope inside. The bundle made an obvious bulge under her shirt. “This isn’t going to work.”


Beulah Mae grumbled something unintelligible under her breath before reaching over and pulling Lynn’s shirt partially out. “It will if you don’t tuck your shirt in so tight,” she scolded. With surprisingly deft fingers she soon had a loose fold in the shirt that almost completely hid the bulge of the envelope.


“That’s good enough to get you out of here without any trouble,” she said as she stepped back to admire her handiwork.


Lynn glanced down at her shirt. “You seemed to have had some experience at hiding things.”


“That comes from carrying a piece for so many years.”


“A piece of what?” Lynn asked without thinking. Almost as quickly as the words were out she realized what Beulah Mae had meant. “You carried a gun!”


Beulah Mae locked the box and placed it back in the closet. “The world I lived in was very different from the one you know.”


“You mean the Klan?”


The older woman practically snorted. “The Klan was the least of my worries. I was more concerned about jealous husbands and crazy girlfriends.” She rushed on before Lynn could ask more questions. “I’d also like for you to mail a letter.” She stepped over to a small dresser. On top of it sat a phone and a small stack of crossword puzzle books. She opened a drawer and removed a white business-size envelope from beneath a stack of neatly folded men’s undershirts. Before handing the envelope to Lynn, she removed a money clip from her pocket and peeled off a crisp five-dollar bill. “This will cover the postage and a little something extra for your trouble.” She had extracted the five quickly, but Lynn was still able to see that the next bill in the small fold was a single.


Lynn hesitantly took it from her. She didn’t mind mailing the letter, but Beulah Mae had access to full mail service here at the home. Why hadn’t she dropped it in the outgoing mail? She considered asking, but after the lecture she’d just received on friendship she decided it was easier to take the letter without questioning her. She was dying to look at the address on the envelope but thought it would be rude. Instead, she carefully slipped it into her hip pocket. She tried to hand the money back. “Here, keep your money. I’ve got stamps at home.”


Beulah Mae pushed Lynn’s hand away before she turned, made her way back to the window and sat in one of the two chairs that faced the window.


Knowing from previous encounters that it was useless to argue with Beulah Mae, Lynn tucked the bill into her pocket and took the other seat by the window. “If you like, I’ll stop by the bakery next Saturday and bring you some of those little cinnamon rolls that you love so much,” she said. Beulah Mae’s love of sweets was practically legendary.


Lynn still wasn’t comfortable taking the money. Since this was a state facility, all the residents had to liquidate the bulk of their assets before being admitted. Most seemed to make do with whatever the state provided. In Beulah Mae’s case, Lynn suspected pride kept the older woman from admitting she was financially strapped.


Beulah Mae reached back into her pocket. “In that case let me give you some more money.”


“This is enough.”


Beulah Mae scoffed. “You know, the wolf isn’t knocking at my door.”


Lynn wasn’t sure what she meant, but she interpreted it to mean that money wasn’t an issue. Before she could argue more, Beulah Mae suddenly changed the subject.


“My birthday is next month. I’ll be eighty-five.”


“That’s great. Why don’t you get a pass and Crissy and I will have you over to the house for a special dinner?”


“No, thanks. I don’t want to put you out none.”


“It’s no trouble. Crissy would love to see you again.” She waited for Beulah Mae’s quick volley. Instead, the older woman suddenly seemed nervous. Lynn leaned forward. “Hey. You okay?”


“I’m fine.” Beulah Mae replied vaguely.


“Are you upset about this birthday?”


“Why would I be upset? Birthdays aren’t exactly a new experience for me.” She drummed her fingers on the chair arm.


They sat in silence as Lynn tried to puzzle out what was wrong with her friend. It wasn’t like her to be so nervous.


“You know,” Beulah Mae began after a long moment. “I always thought I’d go back home.” She looked out the window.


“Where’s home?”


“Williamstown.” She hesitated a moment before adding, “Colorado.”


“Where’s that at? I’ve never heard of it.”


Beulah Mae chuckled. “Not surprising. The place is so small it’s not even on a map.”


“Was it named after your family?”


Beulah Mae leaned back in her chair. “Not exactly. It’s more like I’m named after it.”


Lynn frowned. “What do you mean?”


“I ran away from home when I was fifteen.” Beulah Mae suddenly looked older as she slid a hand lined with age over the arm of the chair. “Since then I’ve occasionally used other names.”


Lynn tried to hide her surprise at the new information and wondered if she would ever truly know this woman. She doubted it. Beulah Mae seemed to like to play her cards close to her chest. Lynn looked at her as if seeing her for the first time.


Her closely cropped hair was completely gray. Ebony eyes only slightly dimmed with age reflected a depth that sometimes frightened Lynn. Their intense gaze missed little and revealed even less. Her handsomely lined face portrayed a strong sense of strength and determination. But her most intriguing feature was the impression that she was patiently waiting for something. Lynn couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was. It wasn’t the sad sense of resignation that many of the other residents exhibited. It was something deeper, something that only Beulah Mae knew.


Lynn had never really thought of Beulah Mae as being elderly. In her mind she was like a piece of well-seasoned mahogany that merely toughened and improved with age.


“What did you mean when you said you were named after the town?”


Beulah Mae continued to gaze out the window. “I was born Beulah Mae Johnson. After I went out on my own I would sometimes use Williams. I guess it sort of stuck with me over the years.”


“I swear you never cease to amaze me. She started to lean forward until the envelope beneath her shirt poked her ribs. “Didn’t you have to fill out paperwork when you were admitted?” She straightened back up. “I mean, how did you get in here using an assumed name?”


“Like I said, I’ve used Williams off and on for years. So I had a history with the name, a background, if you will.”


“But how?” Lynn persisted.


“You are a persistent little cuss, aren’t you?”


Lynn was beginning to think her question wasn’t going to be answered, but after a moment, Beulah Mae gave in.


“I ran away in nineteen thirty-seven. In those days creating a new identity wasn’t such a big deal.” She quickly warmed to her subject. “There were no computers to store things and paperwork was always getting lost or misplaced. Folks were more apt to take you at face value then. If you were honest, did a full day’s work and treated people right, they didn’t care so much about your background.” She paused. “Of course, that could have partially been due to the fact that I worked blue-collar jobs and ran with others like myself—people who weren’t always eager to discuss their past.”


Lynn couldn’t imagine. She’d been required to show two forms of identification when she was hired at the car wash. “Why did you run away?”


Beulah Mae smiled slightly before answering. “From as far back as I can remember I was different from the other girls. Where I came from ‘different’ wasn’t looked upon very kindly.”


Lynn held her questions and waited for her to continue. Her restraint was soon rewarded.


“My father was a sharecropper.” Beulah Mae reached for the cookie bag.


Lynn was about to comment that she hadn’t known there was sharecropping in Colorado when Beulah Mae started in on her story again.


“Every Sunday morning, come hell or high water, Papa would put on his good suit and preside over the little congregation of the Mount Gideon Colored Church of Williamstown.” Beulah Mae idly tapped her fingers on the chair arm. “That’s what we were called back then—colored.” She grew silent for a moment as she appeared to be considering her next statement. “Seems like somebody has always had a name for me—colored, Negro, African-American, bull dagger, dyke, muff-diver, and a lot more that’s too ugly to repeat.” She looked up at Lynn. “Ignorance always breeds such nastiness. Have you ever noticed that?”


Lynn nodded. She had endured her share of name-calling, but she suspected her experiences were a drop in the bucket compared to what Beulah Mae had been forced to endure.


“I was the third of ten children. Mama and Papa never had anything but kids and a hard row to hoe. I was the oldest girl. By the time I turned thirteen I was almost as big and as strong as my two older brothers. My size didn’t stop some of the men from noticing me. I managed to avoid them by being careful and never putting myself into a situation I couldn’t get out of fast. There were a couple of close calls but thank God, I was strong enough to wallop them a good one and get away. When I turned fifteen, I realized it would only be a matter of time before Papa started thinking about getting me married off.” She smiled. “I knew I was different somehow. Back then it wasn’t like it is now where you see gay people walking around holding hands and raising kids. There was no television to tell me what I was feeling was normal. I didn’t have a name for what I was, but I knew I couldn’t live with a man. There was plenty of work for men around home, and none at all for decent women, except maybe taking in laundry from the white folks over at Cedar Hill. I remember thinking I didn’t have a way out.” She paused. “That all changed one hot Sunday morning. I’ll never forget it. It was August eighth, nineteen thirty-seven. We were all in church and by some lucky miracle I’d managed to snag a seat by a window. It was so hot that it didn’t make much difference where you sat. It was still miserable. The window just gave me some hope of a stray breeze. I can still see Papa standing at the pulpit wearing his one good black suit and preaching about the dangers of greed and gluttony.” She glanced at Lynn. “No matter how hot it got, he’d never take that jacket off. He was a tall man and wide through the shoulders, with a deep penetrating voice that made the walls of that old church rattle when he got warmed up.”


Lynn could almost feel the stifling heat as Beulah Mae continued on with her story.


“As I said, on this particular Sunday I was sitting by the window. I had a perfect view of the road that ran through town. It was the only road, I might add. As I sat there trying to figure out how gluttony could exist in a town where there wasn’t even enough to go around, I saw this enormous shiny black car roll into town. It was the biggest, shiniest thing I’d even seen in my life. At first, I thought it must be an angel coming to take us all to heaven in that beautiful chariot. When it finally stopped two houses down from the church, an angel of a whole other kind stepped out.” She chuckled again. “And so help me God, at that very moment, after only one look at that woman, everything in my life suddenly became crystal clear. I knew that I wanted her and I knew exactly what I wanted to do to her.” She fell silent.


“Well, did you?” Lynn asked when she could no longer stand the suspense.


Beulah Mae nodded. “Girl, just remembering the things that I learned in the backseat of that shiny car still makes me squirm.” A look of sadness crossed her face. “I was just a kid who thought she was head-over-heels in love. To make matter worse, Rachel wasn’t exactly what you’d call discreet. My brother Billy Wayne caught us making out down behind the house. He tried to drag me away from her, but I got loose from him and ran. I knew Papa would kill me when he found out. Rachel was scared too and decided it might be time for her to move on. When she drove out of Williamstown, I was hiding beneath a blanket in the backseat and I never looked back.”


“So you never went back to see your family?” Lynn asked, amazed. After her own father had left, it had been just her and her mother. There was no extended family other than a distant cousin who had been living in a commune near Seattle the last time anyone had heard from him.


Beulah Mae hesitated a moment. “No. I always meant to, but I was too scared, I guess. I knew Papa would never forgive me.”


Lynn detected a heavy sadness in Beulah Mae. She tried to steer the conversation back to something more pleasant. “What do you want for your birthday?”


Beulah Mae looked her square in the eye. “I want to go home.”


Surprised, Lynn nodded. “I see. Do you still have family living there?”


Beulah Mae shrugged. “I don’t know. I lost track of everyone. That’s one of the things I want to find out.”


Lynn wondered if Beulah Mae could afford the trip. She never seemed to be without money, but Morning Sunrise wasn’t the sort of place where people with money chose to live. She didn’t know how to ask without appearing nosy or rude.


“I’m going to need some help,” Beulah Mae said at last.


Lynn cringed. Money was an issue. As much as she liked Beulah Mae, she didn’t have the financial means to help her. It took everything she and Crissy had to keep Crissy in school and to pay the household bills. “I wish I could help,” she began, but Beulah Mae cut her off.


“I don’t need money,” Beulah Mae assured her. “I have enough of that. I need your help.”


“With what?”


“Getting out of here,” she said in a lowered voice as she leaned forward.


“Can’t you request a pass?” She and Crissy had invited Beulah Mae to dinner a couple of times and it hadn’t been a big deal for her to get permission to leave for a few hours.


Beulah Mae began to fidget with the crease in her slacks. “I may need more than a pass. I’m not sure I want to come back here.”


Lynn tried to hide her surprise and disappointment. She had really grown fond of Beulah Mae. “You won’t need my help with checking out. The staff will assist you with that.”


“Well”—she cleared her throat—“it might not be quite that simple. You see, I didn’t exactly sign myself in.”


“What do you mean? I though you came here of your own free will.”


Beulah Mae’s fidgeting increased as she glanced nervously around the room. “It was more like they made me come here.”


Lynn didn’t know what to say. “Oh, I thought you said you moved in here on your own—”


“I did say that,” Beulah Mae interrupted, “but I lied. The truth is, I forgot and left a burner on under a pot of beans and my apartment caught on fire. It wasn’t that big of a deal. I had it put out before the fire department got there, but the police were called, and that nosy old neighbor told them that it wasn’t the first time it had happened.”


“Was it?” Lynn asked.


Beulah Mae looked guilty. “Well, not exactly. But that old goat only told them because he didn’t like the idea of having a black bull dyke living next door.” She shook her head and began to mumble. “It wasn’t like he had anything else to worry about from me. I mean, I wasn’t interested in his wife, and I only slept with his daughter twice. How was I supposed to know she’d up and leave her crazy husband?”


“You slept with his daughter!”


Beulah Mae seemed taken aback by Lynn’s outburst. “It wasn’t a big deal. She was well over twenty-one and willing.” She shook her head. “Whew, was she ever willing. I thought I was going to have to move to get that woman away from my front door.”


Lynn held up her hand. It was easy to see where this was headed. “That’s enough information about the daughter. How did you get here?”


Beulah Mae’s eyes blazed. “I told you. That old goat complained. He told the cops they had to do something with me, or I’d burn the whole complex down someday. That’s when some highbrow white woman who acted like she’d had a corncob stuffed up her butt showed up saying she was from adult protective services, and the next thing I know I’m stuck here with a bunch of old geezers.”


Lynn stared at her in amazement. She had believed the original story that Beulah Mae told her about her checking herself in here. It had never occurred to her to ask why Beulah Mae had decided to do so.


“Look, I really need your help. I’ve got to get back home.”


Lynn rubbed her chin to give herself time to think. She had no clue what would need to be done to get her released or if it were even possible. “I guess I could do some research and find out what you would have to do to get out of here, but I suspect that if a judge put you in here then it’ll take a judge to get you out. If so, that’s probably going to take some time.”


Beulah Mae shook her head. “I don’t have time for you to be doing research. Once those bureaucrats get involved, it could take weeks or even months.” She looked at Lynn. “Besides, I’m about to turn eighty-five. Do you think any of them will go out on a limb and say I’m capable of living alone?”


“So what can you do?”


Beulah Mae leaned in until she was inches from Lynn’s face. “I want you to help me bust out of here.”






Chapter Three




Certain that she had somehow misunderstood Beulah Mae,


Lynn could only stare. “What did you say?” “You heard me.” “You want me to help you break out of here,” she said in amazement.


“It’s the only way,” Beulah Mae said. “If I wait for some bureaucrat to decide I’m capable of taking care of myself, it’ll take too long.”


“What’s the rush?” “I’m eighty-five. How much longer do you think I have?” A wave of concern shot through Lynn. “Are you sick?” “No, but I’m not exactly a spring chicken either.” “Eighty-five isn’t so old anymore. People are living longer


now than ever before.” “Would you listen to yourself?” Beulah Mae leaned back in her chair. “You still don’t get it. If I start making a fuss about getting out of here, they might start watching me closer.” She looked into Lynn’s eyes. “You know as well as I do that I can take care of myself.”


Lynn’s first instinct was to agree, but she made herself stop. She tried to look at her friend in an objective way, as a caseworker might see her. Physically, Beulah Mae could get around well enough. It took her longer than a younger person, but that was to be expected. Whenever she came to their house for dinner, she managed fine. She admitted to being on medication for her blood pressure, but that was probably true of a large portion of the city’s population. She was too vain to wear her glasses, which at times caused her problems with her sight. When she’d finally break down and put them on, she could still see well enough to read and work on the crossword puzzles she seemed to enjoy.


As for her mental capacity, she never seemed disoriented or overly forgetful. Although there were times when she would repeat a story that she had told the previous weekend, but Lynn knew plenty of much younger people who were guilty of story repetition, herself included. She realized Beulah Mae was still waiting for her answer. “Yeah, I think you could make it on your own.”
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