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		Chapter 1


It was late June, the kind of warm summer evening when hopeless romantics make bad choices about beautiful women. The twilight was all watery, yellow-blue brightness, and Portland glowed with the promise of warm pavement and cool moonlight. It was, as it turned out, a dangerous mix for Tate Grafton, who stood at the till of Out in Portland Coffee trying to make out what her boss had done to the change drawer.
         

“How is it possible,” she called without looking up, “that you are eight dollars over, but it’s all in nickels?”

Just then, the wind chime on the door tinkled. It was because of that evening light that came from nowhere and everywhere at the same time and filled the city with a sense of possibility that Tate did not say, “Sorry, we’re closed.”

The woman who had just walked in wore her hair pulled back in a low ponytail and had the kind of sleek magazine blondness that Tate was required, as a feminist, to say she did not like. And she did not like it in magazines. But in real life, and in the dangerous twilight that filtered through the front window, the woman was very pretty. She did not carry anything. No laptop. No purse. Not even a wallet and cell phone clutched in one hand. Nor did she have room in the pockets of her tight jeans for more than a credit card. Tate noticed.

The woman stood in the doorway surveying the coffee shop, from the exposed pipes, to the performance space, to the mural of Gertrude Stein. Right down to the cracked linoleum floor. Then she strode up to the counter and asked for a skinny, tall latte with Sweet’N Low.

“I’ll, um…” Tate ran her hand through her hair, as if to push it off her face, although the clippers had already done that for her. “I’ll have to warm up the machines. It’ll be a minute.”

“I’ll just take what’s in the airpot,” the woman said, still surveying the shop.

Tate filled a paper cup and squeezed a biodegradable corn-plastic lid on it. The woman drew a bill from the pocket of her crisp, white shirt. Tate shook her head.

“On the house. It’s probably stale.”

She was about to go back to counting the till when the woman asked, “How long has this been a coffee shop?”

Tate considered. “It opened as a bookstore in 1979. Then it closed for a few years in the early ’80s, opened back up as a coffee shop in 1988, and it’s been running since then. I think. I’ve been here for nine years.”

Too long.
         

“‘Out in Portland Coffee.’” The woman read the side of her cup.

“Out Coffee,” Tate said. “That’s what everyone calls it.”

“Any other businesses in the area?”

“There’s Ron’s Reptiles, the AM/PM, the Oregon Adult Theater.”

Across the street, the theater’s yellow letter board advertised HD FILM! STRIPPER SPANK-A-THON WEDNESDAYS!
         

From the back room, Maggie, the boss, called out, “They’re all perverts.”

The woman nodded and turned as if to leave. Then she seemed to reconsider.

“Are there any women’s bars in the area?” She glanced around the shop again, her eyes sliding past Tate’s, resting everywhere but in Tate’s direction.

“There’s the Mirage.” Tate gave her directions.

“Is it safe to walk?”

“As safe as anywhere in the city.”

  


As soon as the woman left, twenty-year-old Krystal—Maggie’s surrogate daughter or pet project depending on who you asked—popped out of the back room, where she had ostensibly been studying.

“I heard that,” she said. “As safe as anywhere in the city.” She hopped up onto the counter next to Tate.

“Get off the counter.” Tate ruffled Krystal’s short, pink hair.

“Is my butt a health code violation?”

“Yes.”

“Well, anyway,” Krystal said, swinging her legs and kicking the cupboard behind her, “I heard that. She practically asked you to walk her. Is it safe?” Krystal imitated a woman’s soprano with an added whine. “Hold me in your big, strong arms you sexy butch.”
         

“Ugh.” Tate rolled her eyes. “Why is she still here?” she called to Maggie in the back room.

“She’s part of our family, Tate!”

Kindhearted Maggie; something had happened in utero, and she had been born without the ability to understand sarcasm.

“Some family,” Tate said, winking at Krystal and pulling her into a hug.

“Did you like her?” Krystal asked, pulling away from Tate.

“Who?”

“The woman who was just here.”

“No.” Tate turned back to the cash register and rolled a stack of nickels into a paper sleeve.

“Why didn’t you go after her, like in the movies? She probably thought you were cute.”

Like in the movies. That was always Krystal’s question: Why isn’t it like the movies?
         

“I’m working,” Tate said with feigned annoyance. “She just wanted a coffee. Anyway, I just got dumped, remember?”
         

“So?”

In the quiet minutes between customers, Tate had been reading The Sociology of Lesbian Sexual Experience. Now Krystal pulled the book from behind the counter and flipped it open.
         

“‘The Alpha Butch,’” she read. “‘In this paradigm’”—she pronounced it par-i-di-gum—“‘the femme lesbian is looking for a strong, masculine—but not manly—woman who can protect her against the perceived threat of straight society.’ That’s you!” Krystal sounded like a shopper who had just found the perfect accessory. “I bet that’s why she came in here. She saw you through the window and she was like, ‘I’ve got to meet this woman.’” Krystal closed the book and examined the woman on the cover. “You’re way cuter than this girl.”

It wasn’t hard; the woman on the cover looked like a haggard truck driver from 1950.

“Aren’t you supposed to be studying for the GED?” Tate asked.

“My dad taught me most of that stuff already, when I was, like, a little kid.”

“Then take the test and go to college,” Tate said.

“I don’t need to, ’cause my dad and I are going to start a club, and I don’t need a degree for that.”

“Right.”

“She was pretty,” Krystal said. “Like Hillary Clinton if Hillary Clinton was, like, a million years younger.”

Tate took the book from Krystal’s hands and pretended to swat her with it.

“I am not ‘Alpha Butch.’”

  


Nonetheless, Tate did steal a glance at her face in the bathroom mirror before leaving the coffee shop. The woman’s perfect good looks made her aware of her own dark eyebrows and her nose, which jutted out and then took a hook-like dive. She looked older than her thirty-five years. She looked tired after the long shift. And she did not feel alpha anything, even with her steel-toed Red Wings and her leather jacket. She did not even feel beta, or whatever letter came next in Krystal’s alphabet.

Still, a spring spent rebuilding the network of railroad-tie stair steps in the Mount Tabor Community Garden had defined the muscles beneath her labrys tattoo. She was tanned from the work. Her head was freshly shaved. And it was summer, one of those perfect summer nights that Portlanders live for, so warm, so unambiguously beautiful it made up for ten months of steady rain.

When Tate sidled up to the bar at the Mirage, her friend Vita, the bartender, leaned over.

“She’s here,” Vita said.

For a second, Tate thought of the woman.

“Who?” she asked.

Vita shot her a look that said, Don’t pretend not to know when you’ve asked me about her every day for six months.
         

Abigail. Tate could see her legs wrapped around the body of the cello, her hips splayed, her black concert skirt riding up, her orange hair falling over the cello’s orange wood.

Vita plunked a shot in front of Tate.

“On the house. She’s with someone.”

Tate knocked the shot back, nearly choking as her brain registered the taste a split second after it hit the back of her throat.

“What the hell was that?” She wiped her mouth.

“Frat Boy’s Revenge. Jägermeister and grape vodka. I made one too many for the baby dykes in the corner.”

Tate grimaced and cleared her mouth with a swig of beer. Then she noticed something: that indefinable feeling of being watched. She turned. At a table by the door, the woman from Out Coffee sat, one hand resting on the base of a martini glass, as though she feared it might fly away. She caught Tate’s eye for a second, smiled, and then looked away with a shake of her head. When she looked up again, Tate raised her beer with a slight smile.

“God, you have it so easy!” Vita said, punching Tate on the arm.

Tate turned back to the bar. “She’s not interested in me. Look at her.”

“You look at her,” Vita said, raising both eyebrows.
         

In the mirror behind the bar, Tate saw the woman picking her way through the tables, hesitating, looking from side to side as though puzzling her way through a maze.

“She’s cute. Don’t blow it,” Vita said in a whisper the whole bar could hear.

“Hello.” The woman took the stool next to Tate’s. She sat on the very edge, as though ready to flee.

Vita leaned in. She looked predatory. Her hair was teased into a rocker bouffant, and she had on more leopard print than Tate thought was appropriate work attire, even at a bar.

“Will you be buying this lady a drink?” Vita asked Tate.

“I’m fine,” the woman said. “I was just leaving.”

At that moment, Abigail appeared. Tate took in the sight: Abigail on the arm of Duke Bryce, drag king extraordinaire. Duke grinned, a big toothy grin, like an Elvis impersonator on steroids. Abigail clung to Duke’s arm, a romance heroine hanging off the lesbian Fabio.

“Someone you know?” the woman asked.

“Knew.”

A moment later, Abigail released her lover and came over, an apologetic look on her face.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think I’d see you here. I mean, I was going to tell you about me and Duke, you know, earlier.”

Tate shrugged. The music had dropped a decibel, and a few of the other patrons turned to listen.

“I mean, I know you’re still really upset about the breakup. About us. Really, I wasn’t looking for anything. I just saw Duke one day and presto!” Abigail’s giggle made it sound like she had suddenly been transported back to seventh grade. “I thought I wanted someone who understood my music.”

That had been the explanation when Abigail cheated on Tate with the oboist.

“But then I met Duke, and she’s just so…brava.”

Duke was an alpha butch, Tate thought. She could take a picture and show Krystal.

“I just know it all happened for a reason, Tate.”

Tate was trying to think of a response to this when she was startled by a touch. The woman from the coffee shop had touched the back of her head. She ran her hand across Tate’s cropped hair, then slid her fingertips down the back of Tate’s neck. Then she withdrew her hand quickly.

“Who is she?” The woman’s voice was much softer than it had been in the coffee shop, almost frightened.

Tate was still concentrating on the woman’s touch, which seemed to linger on her skin. It had been six months since Abigail officially dumped her, but much longer since she had been touched like that. Abigail had never caressed her. Abigail seduced her cello, everyone in the orchestra agreed, but she had squeezed Tate. Tate had always come away from their lovemaking feeling rather like rising bread dough: kneaded and punched down.

Now Tate stumbled over her words. “This is…this is Abby. She’s a cellist.”

The woman leaned closer to Tate, and Tate could smell a sweet perfume, like citrus blossoms, rising from her hair.

“What seat?” the woman asked Abigail.

This had been an important distinction that had always been lost on Tate.

“Third,” Abigail answered defensively.

“Oh. Only third.” The woman turned and, with a gesture even more fleeting than her fingers on Tate’s neck, she pressed her lips to Tate’s cheek.

Abigail mumbled something Tate did not catch and walked away, disappearing down the hallway that led from the bar to the dance floor. The woman straightened and crossed her legs.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said. She took a large sip of her drink. “I don’t do things like that. I just don’t like all those freckles.”

“Freckles?”

Tate had loved the beige-on-white-lace of Abigail’s freckles. Plus, one couldn’t hold someone’s freckles against them. Or maybe, if one looked like this woman, one could.

“She reminds me of my sister.” The woman spoke quickly. “The freckles and that whole ‘I’m going to be nice to you, but I’m actually sticking the fork in’ thing. ‘You can’t tell me to piss off because that would make you look like a jerk, even though I’m the one who’s ruined your life.’ I know that routine.” The woman finished the rest of her martini in one sip.

Tate was still trying to figure out what to do with the feeling that suffused her body. The woman’s touch, offered unexpectedly after months of abstinence and then just as quickly withdrawn, left her dizzy. She felt like she had just swallowed a bowl of warm moonlight. But she recovered her manners and held out her hand.

“My name is…”

The woman cut her off. “I don’t want to know.”

Tate withdrew her hand, the moonlight cooling. But as soon as she withdrew her hand, the woman grabbed it, holding on as though she were going to shake hands but lingering much longer than any handshake.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” she said.

She leaned forward, her perfect good looks furrowed by worry.

Behind the woman’s head, Vita flicked her tongue between the V of her two raised fingers.

Tate widened her eyes, the only nonverbal cue she could flash Vita. Embarrass me, and I will strangle you, her eyes said. But she wasn’t sure Vita was listening.
         

“It’s not that I don’t want to know you.” The woman still held Tate’s hand, now stroking the back of Tate’s knuckles with her thumb. “It’s just…I don’t live here. I live a thousand miles away.” The woman raised Tate’s knuckles to her lips and kissed them. “Right now I don’t want to be me.”

“You’re straight,” Tate said.

Behind the woman’s head, Vita mouthed, So?!
         

The woman said nothing.

“You’ve got a husband and two kids at home.” Tate extracted her hand. “A husband with a shotgun and two kids who will spend thousands of dollars on therapy when they realize you weren’t going to the PTA meetings at all.”

The woman bowed her head and laughed. Tate could only see her dimples, suddenly apparent in the smooth face. All right, Tate thought. I’ll take it. It was the first time in months that she had sat at the Mirage and not thought about Abigail. She hadn’t even looked up to see if Abigail had come back in the room.
         

“I don’t have any kids,” the woman said. “I can promise you that. I was married once, but we divorced years ago, and I’m not straight. I just wanted one night where I’m not what I do or where I work or who I know, but that’s silly, isn’t it?”

Tate thought about Out Coffee. About Maggie, Krystal, Vita, and the Mount Tabor Community Garden Association. About her studio apartment off northeast Firline and the old Hungarian couple who lived in the unit below hers. She thought about Portland, with its mossy side streets and its glorious summers.

“If you’re not who you know, where you work, where you live, who are you?” she asked.

“I’m this,” the woman said and took Tate’s face in her hands and kissed her.

At first it was just a soft kiss, lip to lip. Then Tate felt the woman’s hands tremble against her cheeks. Their lips parted. Her tongue found Tate’s. Beneath the bar, their knees touched, and Tate felt the woman’s legs shake as though she had run a great distance.

A second later, Tate pulled away, but only because she wanted the woman, and she felt herself going down in the annals of barroom legend. She could already hear Vita’s rendition of the story: Tate just reached over and grabbed the girl, practically swallowed her. It was like she unhinged her jaw, and the girl’s head was in her mouth. Bang! Like a boa constrictor. Friends and customers would listen attentively, waving away Tate’s protests. Who wanted a story about a lonely barista longing for summer romance when they could have Vita’s tale about Tate Grafton, Python Lover?
         

“Would you like to play a game of pool?” Tate said, to get out from under Vita’s grin and to give herself a moment to think.

She was not the kind of woman who picked up girls at the bar. Vita picked up girls. Vita had picked up so many women she remembered them by taglines like “The Groaner” or “Wooly Bicycle Legs.” She often told Tate that Tate could do the same, if she would only “put out some effort.” According to Vita, half the girls at the Mirage were in love with Tate. But Tate did not believe her, nor did she want an assortment of half-remembered encounters.

But she wanted this woman.

They moved toward the side of the bar where two pool tables stood on a raised platform under low-hanging lights.

“Are you any good?” she asked.

“I’m all right,” Tate said.

The woman rolled her pool cue on the table to see if it was true.

“None of them are straight,” Tate said.

“I suppose not.” The woman glanced toward the door. “Not here.”

Tate laughed.

“You break then,” the woman said.

Tate cracked the balls apart, sinking two solids and following with a third.

“So, if you won’t tell me your name,” Tate began. “Or where you live or what you do, what are we going to talk about?”

“We could talk about you.”

The woman sank a high ball but missed her next shot. Her hand was unsteady, and she looked around the bar more than she looked at the table. She looked at Tate more than she looked around the bar—but only out of the corner of her eye.
         

“I already know where you work,” she said, casting that glance at Tate and then looking down. “And I know that, prior to right now, you’ve had bad taste in women. So…what’s your name? How long have you worked at the coffee shop?”

Tate took another shot and sank a ball.

“No,” she said slowly. “I’ll tell you what you tell me.”

“Okay.” The woman leaned over the pool table and her hair draped in a curtain over one side of her face. She took her shot but missed. “I learned to play pool in college with three girls who I thought would be my friends for life. We played at a sports bar called the Gator Club. And I don’t know any of them now. They could be dead. They could be professional pool sharks.” She leaned against the wall and surveyed the table. “How about you?”

“I learned to play here the summer I turned twenty-one,” Tate said. She sank another ball and shot a smile in the woman’s direction. “The table is off. It slopes. It’s not fair, you being from out of town and all. I should give you a handicap.”

“Tell me how it slopes and give me two out of three.”

Tate had never been the kind of person who made bets or the kind of person who sidled up to beautiful women, looked down at them lustfully, and said things like, What will you give me when I win?
         

But apparently that was the kind of woman she was. Tonight. In the summer.

“What will you give me if I win?”

The woman did not step away. Or laugh. She rested one hand on Tate’s chest, right over Tate’s racing heart.

“I’ll answer one question,” she said. “About anything. I’ll tell you one true thing. And if I win—it’s that corner, right?—I want you to take me someplace.”

“Where?”

“Someplace special. You’ve been playing pool here since you were twenty-one. You must know someplace no one goes. Someplace I wouldn’t see otherwise. Something I’ll remember.”

“Okay.”

They played in silence, standing closer than necessary, touching more than necessary. The woman seemed to relax, and her game got better. Tate won the first game but only just barely. The woman won the second, masterfully compensating for the uneven table. Tate was in line to win the third game but scratched on the eight ball. The woman laughed a sweet, musical laugh tinged with victory.

“Take me somewhere,” the woman said.

At the bar, Vita pointed and mouthed, You rock. At a table near the door, Abigail leaned against Duke’s leather vest and scowled. But Tate did not see them. She slipped her hand through the woman’s arm and stepped out into the moonlight.
         


	

    
	
		Chapter 2


Do you mind a walk?” Tate asked as they stood outside the Mirage in the glare of a streetlight.
         

“I came for a walk,” the woman said.

They headed up Division toward the hills that cradled the city.

“It’s an interesting question,” Tate said after a few blocks.

“What is?”

“What can you know about someone if you don’t know the details, the stuff on their tax return?”

The woman squeezed her hand, but did not answer.

“For example, you could tell me how you feel about dogs,” Tate said, “if you fight with your lovers and how clean you keep your home, how you feel about money, and what you like to eat. That would probably give me a better picture of whether or not we would be compatible than your job.”

Tate paused, embarrassed. Compatible implied a future. This was a mistake Vita’s lovers made. Tate had heard Vita complain about it many times. “We made out at a Portland Timbers game,” Vita would say, raising her hands in frustration. “Someone poured beer on us. What part of that says ‘’til death do us part’?”

But the woman just said, “I suppose.”

She gazed up at the moon, tripping on the uneven sidewalk. Tate steadied her, one hand touching the woman’s belly just for a second. She felt the soft flesh and beneath that the hard muscle of the woman’s stomach. She thought she heard the woman take a quick breath. Then Tate pulled away shyly.

“Not that there’s much on my tax return,” Tate added.

“No dependents?” the woman asked.

“Not even a dog.”

“Want one?”

“I live in an apartment. If I didn’t, I’d have a Rottweiler. I had one as a kid. I loved that dog, but I had to give it up when…” Tate stopped herself. “Of course, if I got one, I’d have to get a rescue. My boss, Maggie, she’s like a mother to me, to half of Portland really. She used to do dog rescue. With all the dogs that get put down, it would break her heart if I bought some fancy pedigree. So I’d probably get one that ate my couch.”

The woman laughed.

“You’d pick a dog to make your boss happy?”

“Yeah.” Tate shrugged. With all the hard facts off-limits, it was strangely easy to be honest about the rest. “I’d do anything to make her happy.”

“I shouldn’t laugh,” the woman added, her voice going cold. “I do everything to make my bosses happy.”

“And your job is…?”

Tate was just teasing. She did not expect the woman to tell her. But the woman looked at her with such apprehension.

“No. Don’t tell me,” Tate said.

After a moment, the woman said, “I like dogs, but I travel too much to have one. I live in a hotel room.”

“And is it tidy?”

“Never.”

“And to eat?”

“Sushi.”

“And your lovers?”

“They’re like the dogs.”

“They eat your couch?” Tate teased.

“I’m not home enough to have one.”

Tate indicated a change of direction, and they turned off the gritty flank of Division, with its barred windows and peeling auto repair signs, and onto a tree-lined side street.

“And you?” the woman asked. “Tell me about your life.”

“That’s not the game we’re playing, is it?”

“All right.” The woman leaned into her. “Tell me more about Portland.”

And Tate told her about the markets and the coffee shops, the secret tunnels that ran beneath the city streets, the Chinese garden, the pirate-themed vegan strip club and the mausoleum that housed fifty thousand of Portland’s deceased in a giant apartment complex. She told her how the high-rises looked in the rain: as though they had risen from the Willamette River, blue and green and gray. She told her how Portlanders loved to play—dodgeball, kickball, roller derby, disc golf, women’s rugby, men’s volleyball—and how sometimes a horde of people would dress up like zombies and go barhopping.

The farther they walked the larger the houses grew, the greener the lots, and the stronger the scent of honeysuckle and jasmine.

“What do people do where you’re from?” Tate asked.

“Pilates.”

“Do you?”

“Of course,” the woman said.

“Like it?”

“I hate it. It’s a bunch of hypercompetitive alpha females all trying to out-tone each other.”

“Alpha females.” Tate laughed.

“It doesn’t work either. I mean they’re fit, but they’re not sexy.”

They passed under the shadow of a particularly leafy maple. The woman slowed, raised up on tiptoes, and delivered another quick kiss to Tate’s cheek.

“You are,” the woman said.

  


Eventually, they arrived at the Mount Tabor Community Garden. The garden was built on a steep hill. Gardeners followed the network of steps Tate and her team of amateur engineers had fashioned out of railroad ties and hay bales. It had been cultivated for years and many plots had stayed in the same hands for decades. There were fruit trees that stood twenty feet tall, blueberry hedges that stretched for a quarter of an acre, and a hundred varieties of tomato. But in the darkness it was just shadows and the smell of compost and warm earth.

“Are we allowed to be here?” the woman asked.

“Sure.”

“But what about the people who own it?”

“Nobody owns it,” Tate said.

The woman cocked her head. “Someone owns everything.”
         

“Not this.”

Tate pushed open the sagging wooden gate that kept nothing out. She caught the smell of the woman’s hair mixing with the smell of the garden as they walked.

“Did you love that woman at the bar?” the woman asked.

Tate stopped. “I thought we weren’t asking personal questions.”

“We aren’t asking tax-form questions. Who, what, when, where, and how much money did you make? Those are the opposite of personal.”

“Okay. Yes. I loved her very much,” Tate said, offering the woman a hand as they clambered up onto a tall hay bale.

“Have you loved every person you’ve dated?”

“Of course.”

“Of course.” The woman paused beside a tree that Tate could tell, by smell, was a plum tree. She put her hand against Tate’s cheek. “That’s precious.”

Tate drew her hand away and kissed it. Somewhere a plum released its grip on the branch and fell. Tate led the woman over another hay bale and down a long row of tomato plants.

“My friend Vita says I’m hopeless.” She pulled a cherry tomato off a vine and held it out. “It’s a Golden Globe.”

The woman put the tomato to her mouth cautiously.

“And how did she leave you?” the woman asked after a few more steps.

“The cellist? She cheated on me.”

“With that woman?”

“Duke? No.” Tate sighed. “With an oboist.”

She had only seen the woman once. In a rehearsal. Puffing out the space between her upper lip and her nose as she tooted a long, low note on the ridiculously narrow instrument. Then, as if dissatisfied with the sound, she had turned her instrument upside down and emptied out a pool of spit. It seemed, to Tate, like something that should be done in the privacy of a bathroom.

“I can’t imagine,” the woman said. “You’re lovely.”

Lovely. Tate felt herself blush.
         

“Come. This is what I want to show you,” she said.

They had reached the top of the garden and, with it, Tate’s plot. There, at the peak, stood a dark hump, like a yurt at the top of the hill. Tate led them around it to the opening, and they stepped through.

“It’s a kiwi tree. I planted it nine years ago.”

There was a low bench in the center of the leafy enclave, and Tate dusted it off so they could sit. Through an opening carved out of the hanging leaves, they could see the whole city spread out below. Through its midst ran the river, crisscrossed by bridges. On the other side, the city towers glittered, and behind them, the northwest hills looked like an elfin forest. Tate put her arm around the woman’s shoulders.

“Have you ever been in love?” Tate asked.

“I was married once, but I didn’t love him.” The woman leaned against Tate’s shoulder. “Did you know married people live longer? They are healthier and richer. All the studies show it. And they don’t have to be particularly happy to get the benefits of marriage. That’s what I was thinking about at the altar.” She gave a short, sad laugh. “I was thinking marriage would lower my blood pressure. I was thinking it would ensure a comfortable retirement, and I was telling myself that in 1840 that was enough. Why not now?”

Tate touched the woman’s neck.

“In 1840 people died of strep throat,” she pointed out.

“I never told anyone that.” The woman gazed out over the city. “You are the only person in the world who knows what I was thinking when I said ‘I do.’”

“So why did you marry him?”

“I always knew I was gay,” the woman said.

“Not the usual reason to marry a man.”

“It was all so inconvenient. If I wanted to get ahead, if I wanted the job, the life, all that tax-return stuff.” The woman leaned her elbows on her knees and rested her chin on her folded hands. “Gay just didn’t fit into the picture.”

The woman was even prettier worried, Tate thought. It wasn’t fair. Worry brought out Tate’s nose. She was not sure how it happened, but it did. And it pulled her eyebrows together in a Frida-Kahlo-ish way that had almost worked for Frida and did not work for Tate at all. But that was just a passing thought. Mostly, Tate wanted to pull the woman into her arms and kiss away her grief.

“And now?” she asked.

“Now is what I’m looking for. Just this moment and nothing else.”
         

The woman stood up as if she were about to leave, but when Tate stood to follow her she took a step toward Tate and stopped, frozen.

“Now?” Tate asked.

The woman nodded.

Tate cupped her face. The woman’s eyes were very wide. Her face was pale. Her expression was close to fear but closer to desire. Very gently, Tate pressed her lips to the woman’s. The woman returned her kiss with a shyness that surprised Tate. Not since she was a teenager had a girl kissed her with such tentative uncertainty. But it was sweet, and they kissed like that for a long time, and slowly the woman relaxed. Her hands slid beneath Tate’s T-shirt. Her hips pressed against Tate’s body. Her breath quickened.

Tate felt as if all the dull longing of the past months had suddenly wound itself into a tight, hot knot below her belt. She held the woman close, resisting the urge to press herself against the woman’s thigh, and then giving in, and then resisting again, until the woman said, “Come here.”

The woman took a step back, positioning her back against the trunk of the kiwi tree, and then pulling Tate to her. She sighed as their bodies connected.

“Fuck,” the woman whispered. Her eyes flew open.

“Are you okay?” Tate’s voice was rough.

Suddenly, the woman clutched Tate’s ass in her hands and moved her hips in a circle that pressed against every part of Tate’s aching body. Again and again. Each rotation soothing the ache and making it more acute. Tate braced one arm against the tree. Her legs felt weak.

“Oh, God,” the woman said again. “It’s so much better.”

Tate’s body felt liquid. One more rotation of the woman’s hips, and she knew she would come. A remote part of her brain thought she shouldn’t. She didn’t do things like this. With strangers. In public gardens. But her thoughts were no match for the warmth that was spreading through her body, and the woman seemed ready for the same climax.

“I didn’t know. I…” the woman said. Then she stopped suddenly, releasing her grip on Tate’s hips. “I hear something.”

Voices rang out, far off in the garden.

Someone called, “Wait up.”

And another voice chimed in, “We’re over here.”

A moment later they saw flashlight beams far off in the garden. The woman stared at them, transfixed. Her eyes were wide and dark and startled.

“We have to get out of here,” she said.

Tate could barely stand for wanting the woman so much, and for a moment, she was certain the woman was about to flee. The disappointment she felt was a physical pain. Her breath came in a quick, deep gasp.

Then the woman touched her chest, fleetingly, like a forbidden lover.

“Please say you live nearby,” she said. “Take me home.”

  


Tate led the woman into the foyer of her apartment building. Pawel and Rose, the old Hungarian couple, had their front door open although it was after midnight. A talk show blared on the television. Tate glanced in the direction of the sound and motioned for the woman to be quiet.

They’ll want to talk, she mouthed.
         

Once upstairs and inside her studio apartment, Tate turned on a small, fringed lamp. It was a present from Krystal. Tate would never have bought anything with so many tassels, something so purple, but the light it cast was perfect.

“Let me put on some music.”

Tate opened her laptop and selected a playlist.

When she turned, prepared to offer the woman a drink, the woman was unbuttoning the last button of her shirt. As Tate watched, she let it slide to the floor. Then the woman caught Tate’s gaze and held it as she unclasped her bra and let it drop, revealing a body as beautiful and lush as summer itself. She was somehow bigger unclothed, curvier. Her hips seemed wider and her breasts heavier. Her stance was commanding, yet Tate read a question in the woman’s eyes as she pushed a strand of her long blond hair behind her ear. Tate had a sudden intuition: She thinks I might say no.
         

“You are very lovely,” Tate said.

She stepped toward the woman and kissed her, tenderly at first and then hungrily, enjoying the feel of the woman’s skin beneath her hands, enjoying the woman’s hands beneath her own shirt.

“I want you,” the woman said, her voice lower than a whisper.

Tate took her hand and drew her to the bed, which stood in the center of the studio.

“Lay down,” she said softly.

Then she pulled off her own shirt and bra and kicked her boots off. She lay down next to the woman.

“You’re beautiful,” Tate said.

She cupped the woman’s face in her hand. The woman watched her with wide eyes. Tate let her hand slide down the woman’s body to her perfect breast. She stroked her nipple until the skin hardened, and the woman pushed her chest toward Tate’s hand. Then Tate drew the woman’s nipple into her mouth while her other hand explored the woman’s jeans, loosening the button, and stroking the woman through her lace underwear.

“You don’t know how long I’ve waited for this,” the woman whispered.

Tate looked up.

“It has been a long time for me too.”

“For you?” The woman appraised Tate with a quizzical smile. “Really?”

“Really.”

The woman gave a gentle laugh. “I wouldn’t have guessed.”

Tate was going to say something else, but she lost her words before she could form them.

They shed the rest of their clothing in a flurry. When they were both naked, Tate lay on top of the woman, straddling her hips, certain that if she allowed their legs to intertwine, she would come helplessly and instantly. From the way the woman wrapped her legs and arms around Tate’s body, holding her tightly, pressing against her, Tate guessed the woman was on the edge of the same cliff.

Then the woman slid her hand along Tate’s ass until her fingertips brushed the back of Tate’s naked sex. Tate had been supporting her weight on one arm. Now she felt her arm tremble. The woman gave her a gentle push, indicating that she wanted Tate on her back. Tate rolled over, and the woman leaned over her, her hair falling like a silk curtain around her face. Slowly she slid her hand across Tate’s belly and down her thigh.

“You’ve been waiting for this?” she said quietly.

“Yes.”

The woman’s hand drifted across Tate’s pubic hair, making her whole body shudder in anticipation.

“What did you miss? What do you want most now?” the woman asked.

Tate wanted everything. She wanted the woman’s hand on her sex, the woman’s lips on her body, her breath on her face. She wanted the woman on top of her and beneath her. She wanted to go slow, and her body screamed to go fast.

Tate closed her eyes. The woman’s gaze was too intense.

“What do you want?” she whispered.

Abigail had often asked that question. After barking orders to Tate for half an hour, she would roll over, satiated, and frown at Tate. “What do you want?” As though Tate’s desire was an inconvenience Abigail was resigned to deal with.

Now the woman asked, and Tate felt powerless to speak, prostrate with desire. Seeming to sense her distress, the woman gently dipped one finger into Tate’s body. Tate felt her hips rise of their own accord.

“I’ll just go slow,” the woman said. “And you tell me if I get it wrong.”

Very slowly and very gently, the woman slid her fingers inside Tate, then out, and around the opening of Tate’s sex. Around and around until Tate thought she would faint if the woman did not touch her clitoris. But the woman explored each fold of her labia, gently massaging the engorged flesh. Finally her fingers found the hood of Tate’s clit.

“There,” Tate gasped.

“There?” the woman echoed. “Or there?” She slid her fingers down a fraction of an inch, massaging Tate’s clit until Tate felt like the whole world had disappeared except for the place where the woman touched her, teasing her and teasing her until suddenly it wasn’t a tease, and Tate felt the orgasm rock her body like an electrical current.

When she had caught her breath, she pulled the woman to her and kissed her.

“What do you want?” Tate whispered into their kiss. “Since it’s been such a long time?”
         

But the woman seemed as stricken by the question as Tate had been.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m so…I haven’t felt this way.”

Tate kissed her forehead. Then she rolled the woman onto her side and lay behind her, cradling the woman in the curve of her body. She wrapped her hand over the woman’s leg and slipped her thumb inside the woman’s body so she could press the sensitive flesh behind her clitoris from the inside.

She was not sure if she should command the woman’s body like this, without instructions. Abigail had always had a list of instructions. It was rather like working at Out Coffee. Double, decaf, soy milk. A little to the left. Harder. Not like that. And two sugars.
         

But the woman was wet, and Tate felt the woman’s body contract as she began to massage her clit from the inside and the outside at the same time. The woman sighed. And they lay like this until the woman’s every breath became a moan, and her body moved more frantically against Tate’s hand.

It was wonderful holding such a beautiful creature in her arms, in her hand. Tate couldn’t help it; she felt a brazen pride at the sound of the woman’s moans. Some part of her animal brain crowed I did that! And another part of her simply longed to make the woman happy.
         

Finally Tate whispered, “Is there anything else?”

“It’s so good.” The woman’s voice was almost a sob. “But I never…You don’t have to keep going. I can’t with other people.”

But Tate did not believe her. Gently she withdrew her hand. Then she rolled onto her back and drew the woman on top of her so her legs straddled one of Tate’s and their pubic bones met.

“Don’t think about it,” Tate said, pressing her hips up toward the woman’s body.

Tate could feel the moisture of the woman’s body on her thigh as the woman worked her clit against Tate’s leg.

“I can’t.” The woman closed her eyes.

Tate put her hands on the woman’s hips, urging her toward the rhythm she already knew.

“Just enjoy it,” she whispered.

The woman pushed herself hard against Tate’s thigh, holding Tate’s hips in her hands, pulling their bodies together even as she pushed Tate deeper into the bed. She rocked back, then forward again, then her eyes flew open. Her body jerked several times, and with each convulsion she let out a cry. Then she fell back, her head on Tate’s chest, her breath deep and ragged.

“I didn’t know…” she began, but she did not finish the sentence, only clutched Tate to her, pressing her face into Tate’s breast.

“Are you all right?” Tate asked after a moment.

The woman looked up, her face pinched, not so much with worry, Tate thought, but with grief.

“Talk to me,” Tate said.

The woman’s lips trembled. “It does matter. All that stuff on your tax return matters. It matters more than you know.” The woman sat up and grabbed her bra off the floor. She fastened it hastily. “Where’s my shirt?” She stood up, casting around for her clothing.
         

“Okay. It matters,” Tate said, rising up on her elbow. “Come back to bed.”

The woman fumbled with her jeans.

“Stay the night,” Tate said. She was not sure if she was pleading for herself or pleading because it seemed the woman wanted to stay. It was as though some unseen hand was pulling her away. “What is it? Is someone waiting for you? Are you cheating?”

The woman shook her head vehemently.

“Do you have to be somewhere?”

Again, no.

“Did I hurt you?”

At this the woman shook her head even more vigorously.

“Then stay the night,” Tate said.

“I don’t even know what that means,” the woman said, almost to herself, searching the floor for her shoes. “What do you do when you ‘stay the night’? You can’t ‘stay’ anything.”
         

It occurred to Tate the whole scene would be terribly awkward—like one of Vita’s one-night stand debacles—if it wasn’t for the wave of tenderness she felt for the woman. She held out her hand. Slowly the woman took it. Tate gently pulled her to the bed and made room for her to lie down.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said.

“Shh.”

Tate wrapped one arm beneath the woman’s neck, one over her waist, so she was encircled in Tate’s arms. She pulled her close, feeling the woman’s breathing return to normal.

“This is how you stay the night.”

“But what happens in the morning?” the woman asked.

Tate pulled her closer.

“That’s tomorrow.”


	

    
	
		Chapter 3


But in the morning, the woman was gone. It took Tate an agonizing moment to realize she was not in the bathroom, not on the small porch overlooking the vacant lot next door. It took her another minute to search the apartment for a note, but there was none. After that, the pain of picking up her cell phone—silenced in the kitchen drawer—and seeing eight missed calls from Maggie barely registered. She was three and a half hours late to work, but it was the first time she had been late in nine years, a fact that was both reassuring and deeply depressing.
         

  


While the night before had been clear and warm, the morning was gray. Portland in the summer was like a tearful bride, radiant but given to the occasional, unexpected burst of rain. The rain lasted just long enough to soak Tate as she rode her Harley to work.

She walked through the door, feeling tired, cold, damp, and unloved—not that she had a right to expect love from a woman who would not even reveal her name. Nonetheless, she had felt loved, had at least felt the possibility of love, as she drifted off to sleep with the woman in her arms.

“You’re a good person,” the woman had said, just before Tate closed her eyes for the night. A good person.
         

It was a sentiment Maggie had often expressed, but not the one she shared as Tate walked into Out in Portland Coffee, pulling off her helmet and rubbing the rainwater out of her eyes.

“Where have you been?” Maggie asked. “You are three hours late! You’re three hours and forty-two minutes late.”

Maggie wore baggy elastic-waisted pants printed with Keith Haring figures. On top of the Haring pants, she wore a faded purple T-shirt with a cartoon mouth screaming WHAT PART OF “OFF MY BODY” DON’T YOU GET? It struck Tate that the whole outfit hung off her. Maggie was getting older. She was shrinking. She still had the same narrow, flinty eyes, the same practical chopped-off ginger hair, but it was graying, and her outspoken clothes looked deflated.
         

Tate rubbed her eyes.

“The cup order just came in,” Maggie exclaimed. “We ran out of scones. The cash deposit has to go out. Krystal can’t stock the back room. Bella Starr and the Forrest Voices are playing tonight, and we never got the microphone back from the shop.”

On the counter, in flagrant violation of health code regulations, Krystal sat, swinging her legs and popping pink gum that perfectly matched her hair, lipstick, and pink Hello Kitty purse.

“I called, and you didn’t answer,” Maggie went on. “I want to respect your privacy and the equality of our workplace. There is no boss; you are not the proletariat. But you could have been killed on that motorcycle of yours, and we need someone to fix the computer. I only clicked one link. It was to save the Bolivian sea snail. They are an important part of the ecosystem of…”
         

Tate put her hands on Maggie’s shoulders.

“Maggie, I love you, but Bolivia is landlocked. I told you; don’t click anything, just…don’t even look at the computer. Okay?”

Maggie straightened her shoulders. “We have to be engaged in the world,” she said.

“You be engaged with the counter,” Tate said. “Krystal can do the bank run. I’ll get the back stocked.”

At that moment, the door opened and a slender woman with two braids, one jutting out over each ear, walked in, her braids swinging energetically. It was a hairstyle Tate could not understand on a grown woman. The woman was Lill, Maggie’s ex-partner and current best friend. Lill had her two adopted children in tow. She waved, releasing the hand of Sobia, the little one, who immediately ran to Krystal for a hug. Bartholomew, the eleven-year-old, headed to the sugar bar and began to glut himself on raw sugar cubes.

“Maggie!” Lill cried, opening her arms to embrace her distraught friend. “What happened?”

Little Sobia sneezed loudly behind the counter.

“Krystal!” Tate hissed, pointing at the child and at the health-code-appropriate side of the counter.

“Come on, Tate,” Krystal said, picking Sobia up. “Sobia’s not dirty. Are you, sweetie?”

“Let’s go in the back,” Lill said, steering Maggie toward the storeroom.

“I don’t know how we’re going to survive this onslaught,” Maggie said. “I really don’t. This kind of blatant disregard for the businesses that make this a community!”

After they disappeared into the back, Tate turned to Krystal.

“Is this all because I was late?”

“Yeah. Five minutes after your shift started, Maggie just broke down and cried,” Krystal said.

“Shit!”

“I’m kidding, Tate,” Krystal said, carrying Sobia around to the front of the counter. “It’s the lease. So where were you? You’re never late.”

“What about the lease?”

Krystal swung Sobia around in a circle, threatening to crash into the cream and sugar station.

“They’re selling the building.” She put Sobia down.

“This building?”

“Yeah.” Krystal knelt down and put her arms around the child. “Maggie thinks it’s the end of the world. We’re going to be out on the streets. It’s not going to happen though, right?” Sobia squirmed and Krystal released her. “I mean, there’ll be a protest and lawyers and stuff, like in the movies, right?”

“Like in the movies,” Tate echoed. “I’ve got to talk to Maggie.”
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