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      Once upon a time, your ancestors walked this earth.  They are the ones who sent us.  Like yours, their time here was brief, but no one should ever underestimate the significance of an individual human life.  Many have overcome the most impoverished circumstances to lead lives of dignity, grace and generosity.   Although there is no hierarchy in the afterlife that you would recognize, those who walked in harmony with their humanity are offered a place among similar spirits who arrived before them.  They form entities we call Ascendant Councils, and it is our honor to serve as their observers.  If we have done our job right, you would hardly know that we were there.

      The creator endowed your planet with four sacred elements: Air, Earth, Fire and Water.   They were given in abundance and intended to remain in balance.We have watched you for thousands of years, learning to take advantage of the gifts you were given, but over the past few centuries your impact has far outpaced your intellect.  The dangers your actions, or lack thereof, represent to yourselves and your planet are of great concern.

      For the most part, our role has been one of benign neglect, but when we read that “Water Futures are now available on the Chicago Mercantile Exchange,” it was our responsibility to inform a Council of Ascendants.  It was, as we expected, a breach too far.  It was bad enough that a Celebrity President had abandoned the Paris Climate Accord, this was a dangerous turn of events that called for an immediate response.

      The council’s response was crafted by a recent ascendant.  Don Eligio Panti was known as the Ninth Lord of Time, arising from the Mayan Culture with an incredible breadth of knowledge related to flora, fauna and their medicinal application.  He was rumored to have OCD and satirically referred to as “nueve veces” for his habit of repeating certain daily domestic rituals nine times, so it came as no surprise when he elected to support a nine point plan for addressing this attack on one of the primary elements.  What did surprise us was how quickly the council adopted his resolution and the role we observers were asked to play in launching the quest they prescribed.

      In brief, we were charged with identifying nine representatives of the earthborn races with sufficient ancestral significance, diversity, skill, intelligence, aptitude and attitude as to enable one or more of them to discover a pathway capable of preserving the sanctity of water for future generations.  They would be tested by the ascendants for a period of time equal to that of a  typical human gestation. Their success or failure would determine the fate of humankind.

      Although the events used for final determination would not necessarily occur in a linear timeline, our initial report had been distributed on December 9th, 2020 and the next nine months would be far more challenging than any of us in heaven or on earth had anticipated.  Faced with a life-threatening pandemic, in the midst of an economic and political upheaval like none we had ever witnessed before, we were nonetheless encouraged to find the best humankind had to offer and activate it by whatever means necessary.

      We needed a diverse population with great mobility, which meant good weather was essential.   Even though the nine descendant representatives would be tested and introduced to each other in dream states before ever meeting in person, we needed to ensure that their first “live” meetings had all the ingredients required to encourage and expedite interaction.   We chose the greater Tampa Bay area as the ideal location.  The largest city on the Gulf Coast of Florida offered people from all walks of life in an environment that enabled them much greater freedom of movement than any other location we considered.

      We were given a target date to activate relations between our first trio in conjunction with the Winter Solstice.  Conjunction is the appropriate word in this case since Jupiter and Saturn would be closer on the 21st of December than at any other time in the next eight hundred years.  We weren’t sure if this would prove fortuitous or ruinous, since planetary alignments are known to have a wide variety of effects on the earthborn. Given the diverse nature of our subjects, anything could happen.
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      Christopher Harding was an all-american cop.  Just twenty-four years old, he was an impressive specimen by any standard.  Six foot tall and full of muscle, the former high school quarterback had graduated first in his class at the academy and truly believed it was his calling in life to serve and protect the good citizens of St. Pete’s Beach.  He was not insensitive to the dangers of his profession, but he was intolerant of anything that would tarnish his department’s reputation.  He served dinner at a non-profit soup kitchen every Wednesday night without ever being asked to and attended every community event there ever was, often showing up on a bicycle he had resuscitated from a junkyard and would later donate to a teen in need.  During his time off, he surfed, stayed in shape and enjoyed the hell out of an occasional burger and beer.  Jimmy B’s in the Beachcomber was his favorite place to hang out, providing a healthy mix of tourists and locals.  He was attracted to the former and careful with the latter, but he had been having very strange dreams lately involving a Black Lives Matter activist and a famous surfer girl.  One of them sat down beside him at the bar and ordered a “beyond” burger.

      

      “Are they any good?” He asked nonchalantly, finishing the last bite of his non-plant based version.

      “Actually, they taste like the real thing,” Sarah Douglass responded with a friendly smile. Normally, she would have been put off by some white dude assuming he had the right to converse without any introduction, but there was something gentle and honest about this ridiculously handsome guy that disarmed her, so she introduced herself.

      “I’m Sarah, by the way,” she said, looking him straight in the eye.

      “Nice to meet you, Sarah, I’m Chris,” he said, offering his hand before pulling it back quickly. “Sometimes, I forget myself. Go figure, love in the time of Covid,” he laughed, motioning to a bottle of hand sanitizer sitting on the bar between them.

      Sarah grabbed the bottle, squeezed a few drops in her hand and started rubbing them together. Next she squeezed a couple drops in his hand, and after he had finished rubbing them, they extended hands and shook, formally and comically, in a meet-cute moment.  What neither of them had been prepared for were the shock waves that went through their bodies when their fingers touched.

      Sarah had just left a symposium on diversity in corporate hiring practices at the TradeWinds Resort not far away.  She was a career counselor at a community college in Tampa, but her exceptional public speaking skills had made her a local favorite for media and professional organizations seeking representation on Black Lives Matter issues.  She felt a little overdressed for Jimmy B’s but didn’t mind the way Chris gazed at her from top to bottom. When she excused herself to visit the restroom, she imagined him watching her walk away.  She knew she looked good.  She wasn’t going to stay much longer, but she would definitely get his number.

      Less than five minutes away, our third descendant representative was cursing the gears in her beat up Volvo for giving up on her just before the odometer hit half a million miles.  She was not a patient person.  She spoke with triple A and told them the car was parked on the side of the road across from The Beachcomber on St. Pete’s Beach.  She gave them her cell phone number and decided she was in the mood for a shot of something tasty, Jagermeister came to mind.

      “So who do you have to fuck, to get a drink around here?”

      Chris was about to lecture her for inappropriate language when he recognized the other girl of his dreams.

      “Aren’t you Cory Eberhard?”

      “Who wants to know?” She smiled at him playfully, taking him in completely and fearlessly, the way she took on everything in life.

      “My name is Chris.  I saw you surf on Sunset Beach last spring.  You pulled off some amazing hang time.”

      “Caught a lucky southwest break.  There were only two of them the whole damned day, but thanks for noticing.”

      The bartender showed up and she ordered two shots of Jagermeister, slowly walking the extra one over to Chris and toasting him.

      “Cheers to my biggest fan.”  She downed the shot and licked her lips, enjoying the fact that it made him blush a little.

      Sarah’s pulse quickened as she watched a hot, young blonde muscle in on her charming new companion, but she wasn’t sitting this one out for anybody. She took a seat beside him and stage-whispered, “I can’t leave you alone for a minute,” while staring straight into the surfer girl’s beautiful green eyes.  The two formidable women were dumbstruck, unwilling or unable to end each other’s gaze, and Chris fumbled for a way to introduce two people who had just crossed the threshold from his dreams into his waking life.  How could he feel so close to them, when he hardly knew them at all?  Had either of them dreamed about him?  From the way they had just stared right past him, they could just as easily have dreamed about each other. This was definitely not in his training materials, but he was more than willing to go off the reservation, given half a chance.

      

      Our apologies, “going off the reservation” may have been an insensitive way to describe Chris’s current inclinations, given the fact that he was descended from one WilliamTerrill Bradby, Indian scout, river guide and Pamunkey Shaman known as The Seer.  Their connection had been tenuous up until now, but Chris was about to get a first hand lesson in how his ancestor earned his reputation.

      

      He thought maybe Surfer Girl had slipped something in his drink.  He couldn’t remember her name and only saw her from a distance.  Sarah on the other hand was standing right in front of him dressed in a black silk robe with a gavel in her hand, pounding on a lectern while she repeated a phrase that took him deeper and deeper into an ocean of emotion he could no longer control.  Yah tah hey, oh hai, ya tah hey… the drums were steady and yet off beat, he could feel them rather than hear them rolling in his solar plexus.  Yah tah hey, oh hai, yah tah hey…  He followed the trail of Sarah’s tears down her cheeks until he saw that her legs and feet were bare with chains around her ankles. Next, he flashed on Cory whose name he just remembered and she looked like a teenage fairy surfing on a board covered in spikes. Blood trickled down her leg into the water like a neon red tide, while sharks surfaced, attracted to her scent.  In the blink of an eye, he was solo in a desert, nearly dying of thirst, a single beacon in the distance, guiding him to a personal oasis where both women, now sisterly in every aspect, save how they looked at him, sat comfortably eating dates like New Year’s Eve, Valentine’s Day and March 9th.

      The trio had moved to a comfy couch by a fire pit, closer to the beach and Cory was chowing down on wings while Sarah dipped her chips in guacamole.  The two of them debated how cold the water was this time of year and laughed at what a lightweight Chris had turned out to be.  He felt like he was coming back to them from a great distance, but had barely nodded off for a minute at the most.   His first vision had given him insights into Sarah’s future and Cory’s past but left him none the wiser in the present. He ordered a cup of coffee to try and get his wits back and stared out deep into the night sky wondering where he had been.

      

      “That’s the problem with your people,” Cory thrust an accusing finger at Sarah and added “you don’t stand up for yourselves until some hip white people tell you it’s okay. You should have burned the house down a long time ago.”

      “Wow,” Sarah laughed out loud in wonder. “If anybody else ever said that to me, I’d read them the riot act, but you really believe it, don’t you?”

      “Malcom X was right, honey! Nobody’s ever gonna listen to some guy taking a knee. You gotta bomb the shit out of your enemies and drink their blood out of their own fucking skulls to show them you mean business.”

      “But violence only brings more violence, Cory,” Sarah tried to reason with her newfound defender.  “And you end up creating more enemies than you had before. The ancient Greeks knew that democracy was messy, but we haven’t found a better system yet and until we do, I’d put my money on checks and balances.  You’ll see, the pendulum is heading back in the right direction now.”

      “I hope you’re right and I’ll drink to that.” Cory downed another shot. “But I’m gonna stay ready for battle in case you need me.  I’m not going to let those fat, old, rich, white mother- fuckers keep getting away with murder anymore.”

      Chris sat silent in between two worlds.  He was listening to a radical white surfer chick spouting leftist rhetoric while a black feminist opted for peace in the valley with an eye towards that shining city on a not too distant hill.  His practical skills had taught him that movement and posture were more important than a suspect’s words, but his newfound intuition showed him where the words were coming from.

      It had taken Sarah and Cory less than an hour to form a bond of sisterhood, despite both sharing an attraction to Chris.  Apparently earthborn women needed each other more than they needed men at this particular moment in time.  As a species, with very few exceptions, they had not yet arrived at an understanding of how to engage in intersexual experiences without resultant jealousies and (or)  win/lose re-inforced perspectives.   That could take several more generations to become mainstream unless of course they resort to eliminating all sexual relations in favor of options created by artificial intelligence.  The universal jury is still out on which of these paths leads to greater advances in evolution among beings with a primal urge intact.

      “I think I’m going to get a room for the night. Either of you two want to join me?” Cory felt no need for subtlety or subterfuge. She was always who she was and made no apologies for what she wanted.  Chris was the first to hesitate, and more out of chivalry than any lack of interest, he mentioned having to work early and Cory let him off the hook easily.

      “No big deal. It was nice to meet you.  We’ll catch up some other time.  Maybe we could hit the surf together?”  They exchanged cell phone numbers and she explained that she was moving in with an old friend in Dunedin, having left a bad relationship behind in Venice Beach.  Chris detected a note of sadness in her otherwise aggressive armor and almost changed his mind to stay with her, but just as quickly realized she needed a friend more than another lover, tonight.  As for himself, after the visions he had just experienced, he needed time alone.  Sarah surprised both of them.

      “You know what? I think I’ll take you up on that. I’m too tired to drive home tonight.  Let’s grab a nightcap, on me.  I’ll drop you off wherever they tow your car and stop home for a change of clothes in the morning.”  She pulled Chris aside for a parting conversation while Cory went to get a room.

      “It was really nice to meet you, Chris, and from now on, I can promise you Blue Lives Matter more than they ever did, so be careful out there.” She gave him a tender kiss on the cheek and they both felt another shockwave similar to what they had experienced the first time their fingers had touched.  They also exchanged numbers and promised to meet again with or without their potential partner in crime.

      Our first trio had been successfully activated.  It was time to set another triad in motion.
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      The emergency room at Tampa General wasn’t a very good place for a meet-cute experience and Christmas Eve was a lousy time of year to get stabbed.  The staff was up to their masks in viral invaders and Manny K was lucky to have a friend like Darpan interceding on his behalf.  He pleaded with the attendant for attention to his friend’s bleeding appendage.

      “My friend was involved in a crime of passion, stabbed most viciously above his right knee.  I cleaned and wrapped the wound in strips of cloth, but I’m afraid my ministrations were insufficient.  Please help him.  He is in a great deal of pain.”

      Darpan Arduan looked exactly as he spoke.  He was a handsome, mild mannered east indian with an almost beatific nature.  Dark and slender, he appeared slightly frail, but was nothing of the sort. In fact, he had carried his husky Mexican friend in his arms for several city blocks from the gallery where the events of the evening had unfolded.

      Manny K was short for Ketzahl which he signed at the bottom right of his canvases and murals with the letter K formed of butterfly wings. He was a prolific up and coming artist creating abstract, surreal and impressionist works while developing a taste for other men’s wives; especially those who purchased his paintings.  Barrel chested, broad shouldered and ruggedly appealing, he was used to dealing with life on his own terms.  He had left Durango for Mexico City at a very young age and made a name for himself in a society that appreciated bold and colorful arts and artists.  His overzealous pursuit of a libertine lifestyle had driven him from his homeland and landed him in New Orleans.  There he met a most unlikely companion in Darpan who had immersed himself in the most decadent place he could think of in order to overcome his own connection to desire itself.  The two of them became inseparable and after a few years of enabling Manny to indulge in all the pleasures of the flesh he could want, by faithfully representing and profitably selling his works, Darpan convinced him they could have a more peaceful life along the Gulf Coast of Florida.  Unfortunately, for Darpan, peace was not in Manny’s nature.

      Dr. Amaya was in the thirteenth hour of what would turn out to be an eighteen hour shift.  She felt an unusual sense of calm when Darpan greeted her with his hands together in prayer as if to say, Namaste, bowing his head ever so gently.   He had such a deep, penetrating and yet kind gaze, that she felt a desire in his presence which was almost entirely foreign to her.  She had been raised in a very strict Chinese American household where all desires were channeled into study. Her full name was Amaya Lian Wong, but the cruelty of xenophobia in her adopted homeland’s culture convinced her to forgo the beauty of her moniker in favor of something more palatable to the average American.

      Manny summoned the strength to flirt with her as if it were his duty, while she cut off his pant leg to reveal a series of clean, neatly layered strips of white poplin material which had once formed the back panel of Darpan’s finest dress shirt.  The pattern he had woven had indeed stanched the flow of blood and bound the wound in such a way as to begin the healing process.  Even though Dr. Amaya removed the cloth strips with great care, Manny was anything but stoic in his response, as if by howling at the injury he could somehow distance himself from the fact that he had inspired it in the first place, caught in flagrante delicto with the mistress of a married wealthy patron of the arts who had just bought one of his paintings.  Manny actually considered himself tactful for not fucking the man’s wife instead, although the headline in the art section of tomorrow’s news column would take care of that as well.  The Tampa Bay arts scene would delight in the revelation that Charles and Mimi Bardmoor were not immune to scandal.

      Dr. Amaya cleaned and stitched the wound expertly, all the while implying that her own dressing would be no match for Darpan’s skillful emergency care.  Darpan smiled, reassured that his friend was in good hands.  Manny became annoyed that the doctor was paying so much attention to his agent, when he was obviously the injured party.   Completely out of character for her, the good doctor offered her business card to Darpan, suggesting more than an interest in the wounded artist’s welfare.  Normally oblivious to other people’s feelings, Manny caught a strange glimpse of how Darpan’s eyes sparkled with just a hint of something buried and long forgotten when he accepted the offered connection.   Amaya Lian Wong had written her full name and private cell number on the back of the card.

      

      The next morning, Darpan read the reviews of the gallery opening and knew this would be a dark day for Manny K.  News of the scandal wouldn’t faze him in the least and in fact, it would raise the price of his paintings as well as the number of invitations to display his works.  But there in print for the intelligentsia who had never fully embraced the temperamental Mayan was an indictment of his talent, stripped bare of his celebrity, from the former curator of the Dali Museum.

      “Manny K was on full display last night at The Cass Contemporary and one had to admire his showmanship if not his skill with a brush.  He is always accompanied by fiery aficionados and the drama that surrounds his sexual escapades does occasionally find a presence in his actual works.  Unfortunately, his recent canvasses offer little more than sublimation and are very poor substitutes for any actual passion.   He paints in the style of a would be Catalan, but without so much blood as a contemporary can of soup.  His mostly feminine central figures do come alive, even if they are a bit like libidinous super heroes, but his backgrounds are lifeless at best and atrociously inept at times.   Apparently the mercurial youth has aged without any attendant grace.  His landscapes have no soul, no depth and certainly no breath.  He mimics the patterns of great impressionists with a pale pallet. He shows no deference to their interplay of light and shadow and then sets them insultingly in service of characters unworthy of a foreground position.  His position is one of fading glory unless he can rekindle a promise he has never quite fulfilled.”

      Darpan met Manny at a hole in the wall Mexican cafe on 49th street in downtown St. Petersburg for breakfast, as was their custom after a gallery opening.  He had already ordered for both of them, when Manny limped in using a fashionable cane that appeared in his studio that morning, out of nowhere, left no doubt by an amorous admirer.

      The artist read his reviews with a cafe con leche, three eggs scrambled with onions and tomatoes, chorizo, fried potatoes and plain white toast.  He laughed out loud on the outside, but Darpan knew it was crushing him on the inside.  Darpan sipped hot water with lemon and took a bite of his dry whole wheat toast, trying to gauge the extent of the psychic damage Manny was suffering.  As if it was beneath him, Manny let out an exasperated sigh, wiped the corners of his mouth and forged ahead.

      “So, what’s next on our agenda to dominate the art world? And more importantly, what did you think of that doctor last night? There was something quite exotic about her.  I haven’t had an Asian lover in many years. Let’s invite her wherever we go next.”

      Darpan felt oddly wounded.  Nearly devoid of physical desires, he was nonetheless drawn to Dr. Amaya and flattered that she had written her full name and number on the back of her business card.  He knew that Manny could not help himself. It was in his nature to crave every attractive female that crossed his path, but somehow this felt like an attack, a wound that Manny wanted to inflict on his closest confidante for daring to enjoy someone else’s attention when the artist himself was so clearly in need after the reviews he had just endured.  Darpan deflected the insensitive remarks, as he often did, and listed the upcoming events focusing on an exhibition of Manny’s works for charity which was going to be part of a New Year’s Eve Celebration at the Seminole Hard Rock Hotel and Casino.   Since this was happening in the middle of a pandemic, there was a very limited guest list and precautions that would make it difficult for Manny to get into too much trouble.  At least that was what Darpan hoped against all odds.

      

      Before we introduce the remaining three descendants, my fellow observers have asked me to perform a bit of light housekeeping, such as explaining the inaccurate impression that their perspectives are not represented in these accounts.  Strictly for the purpose of consistency, which we have observed to be of great comfort to the human race, we have chosen to communicate through a singular portal, but rest assured it is backed up by a multiple of perspectives.  We toil as one, with full individuality yet cognizant of the whole at all points in time. Speaking of points in time, we represent the actions in a somewhat linear fashion when possible, so as not to confuse, but reserve the right to peer more broadly into the spectrum when it becomes necessary to convey such concepts that are in themselves antithetical to time constraints.

      We have chosen to communicate in English simply because it is native to the area in which our observations take place. That may restrict some of the ways in which we describe relationships, since it is hardly a romance language, but we won’t hold that against it.  Every language has its limits.

      Speaking of language, we are attempting to relay our observations as if they actually occurred the way we view them, with the full understanding that all activity is affected by the perspective from which it is witnessed.  Therefore, from time to time, as infantile as that phrase sounds, we will need to relay the same events from different perspectives in order to approach what could be considered a shared experience.

      We will try to minimize the intrusion of these housekeeping passages so as not to interrupt an appreciation of the events as they unfold, but those familiar with contemporary legal doctrine will understand the need for an occasional disclaimer.  The sum total of the staggering verbosity in human business practices, let alone in human congress, is enough to deter any empathetic observer from ever wanting to express compassion, let alone the pity we feel.

      

      Cory Eberhardt’s new roommate was as cool and ethereal as Cory was hot and raw.  Born in a Findhorn community in Scotland and transplanted to a commune in Northern California,  Aria Brinkerhoff had never known a working class environment. When she sang from her spirit, the crops grew strong and healthy. Fresh mountain air and a primarily plant based diet, coupled with yoga and meditation had given her all she ever wanted.  Wealth, poverty and anything in between meant very little to her. Discovered in her early teens, her physical beauty was astounding and she was paid exorbitant sums of money to model on behalf of fashion houses everywhere.  You would know her, if you saw her. Somehow, she remained a free spirit and avoided all the trappings that her looks could provide.  Now approaching thirty, she had rediscovered the joy of singing and was launching what would certainly be an eclectic musical career.   She had met Cory in her early twenties at surf competitions in Santa Cruz, California when she was singing Joni Mitchell songs at a local tavern.  They had spent an alternately torrid and tender long weekend together and somehow managed to stay in touch over the years.  When a friend told Aria that Cory was in Florida it was reason enough for her to check it out.  One of her most ardent fans was a filmmaker with an empty waterfront house near Dunedin.   He was going to be in Europe for the next year, so the house was hers to enjoy.  She was in the process of putting together her own band when she found out Cory was in trouble in Venice.

      They played house for a week, when Cory moved in before either of them got bored, but eventually they recognized the limits of their lust filled admiration and ushered in a period of sisterly support.  Cory needed a place to clean up her act and Aria was an experienced fitness coach and mentor.  She also had an amazing voice and wonderful musical chops, but none of the aggression she would need to build a business engine capable of delivering her to venues and on vinyl, let alone the streaming presence that Cory was certain she could help her develop.   Covid had interfered with any plans to test her sets in small local clubs, but she had landed a prestigious charity gig on New Year’s Eve at The Seminole Hard Rock Hotel and Casino.   Even though the tickets were steep, Cory knew she had to invite her two new friends from Jimmy B’s.  Both Chris and Sarah were thrilled for a chance to see Cory and each other again.

      Cory needn’t have worried about Aria’s ability to grow a career.  She may not have shared the driving ambition of her surfing sister, but she more than made up for it with her ability to charm new friends and foster meaningful connections among them. She was a natural rainmaker.

      The Greek town of Tarpon Springs was nearby and they were known for sponge divers, festivals and fantastic food.  Though she avoided meat and dairy, she could not resist a good charbroiled octopus and found a family restaurant named Hellas that served the best she had ever had.  She went there often enough over her first few months in town to get to know the staff.  One of the chefs, who were all somehow related to the owners, was a stunning full figured young woman named Thalia.  After eating her food, Aria developed a crush on her that may have been unrequited but was definitely not unappreciated.  The two became fast friends, sipping Retsina or Sauvignon Blanc with an appetizer or two at the end of Thalia’s shifts.  When the organizers of the charity event at the Hard Rock mentioned they were looking for a young chef who would work for little pay but great publicity, Aria convinced Thalia it would be just the launch that both of them needed.

      Cory was a little jealous when Thalia showed up at one of Aria’s band rehearsals before the big gig, but the stunning Greek Chef disarmed her with a genuinely warm embrace that almost made the cautious surfer girl melt.  “Covid be damned,” she laughed and added “Opa! We all need a hug every now and then!” Thalia was earthy and unpretentious but sexy and confident without ever having to try.  If the way to a man’s heart was through the kitchen, this woman was a full course meal.  She could tell that Cory and Aria had slept on the island of Lesbos, as her family would euphemistically explain their attraction, but it neither fueled nor distracted her at all.  In fact, she reasoned that they would be good company. Men would clearly be attracted to both of them and Thalia would be there to take her pick.  Her lusty laughter was the perfect complement to her sumptuous dishes.

      The band consisted of Aria on vocals and guitar, a kindly old man named Stan Lee on stand up bass who had answered an ad at the local music store, and an amazingly talented young percussionist named Chatan who seemed to be in constant motion, creating space and then playing with it to surround her lovely melodies.  To be fair, Aria’s voice was beautiful all by itself and her guitar playing was adequate accompaniment to hold an audience’s attention.  Stan plucked the bass strings gently but with smooth jazz proficiency and added a warm layer of support to her sound, but Chatan’s effects were almost otherworldly.  Point and counterpoint, rhythm and refrain, he punctuated her poetry and somehow harmonized with all the elements at his disposal.  Cory also thought he wasn’t bad to look at and decided to see if she could take him for a spin.  He smiled at her advances, but managed to avoid becoming another one night stand. That’s not why he was here.
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      Chris hadn’t been sleeping well lately.  He kept having dreams that seemed as if they were painted by a Mexican muralist with an oversexed mind.  Fortunately, his days had been fairly routine, so he tried to get in a good workout whenever he could, to keep his mind and body in sync.  He was visiting a few small restaurants and cafes on the beach to make sure they had mask requirements posted on their windows when he noticed a glossy invitation for a New Year’s Eve charity fundraiser on the counter near the register.  He normally wouldn’t have given it a second glance, but the singer in the photo struck a chord within him and literally made him pause. She was an ethereal beauty, a nordic blonde calling out to him from another time.  It was all he could do to tear himself away from her.  When he got home and collected his mail, an invitation and a ticket to the event were waiting for him.  He went for a run to see if that would clear his mind.  Synchronicities like this seemed to be happening to him daily, and he began to worry that his reaction time might suffer at a crucial moment, while he was focused on what he dismissed as momentary distractions, instead of recognizing them as visions being sent for his benefit.  He would eventually get there, but there were years of training to overcome.

      

      Sarah called Cory as soon as she got her invitation.  The two of them laughed and chatted like they had known each other for years, instead of the single sexless night they shared.  While it was uncharacteristic for Cory to abstain whenever there was a chance to forge a physical connection, regardless of whether her partner was male or female, she and Sarah had found an intellectual honesty that superseded lust and encouraged an even greater trust.  Cory mentioned she had invited Chris the cop and suggested maybe they could share him to welcome in the new year.  Sarah laughed and called her incorrigible.  They talked about what dresses they would wear and Sarah asked about the Covid safety protocols, to which Cory laughed asking if she really imagined her as that kind of girl.  Cory told her about her roommate and Sarah said she was thinking of moving to an apartment closer to the beach.  “Closer to the hot beach cop, is what you meant to say,” Cory exploded back at her in raucous fun.  They bounced back and forth sharing innuendo mixed with insights into each other’s real character and managed to deepen their mutual admiration easily and naturally.
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