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Anne’s boots clomped along the wooden sidewalk as she breathed in the clean, crisp air. April’s sponge-painted clouds hung in the turquoise sky. Snow-capped peaks from the last storm of the season loomed above Flagstaff to the north.


Ever since her friend Sylvia had told her about the area’s peaceful beauty, Anne had wanted to visit. She bet it hadn’t changed much since Sylvia had been here in the 1960s. Long-standing downtown storefronts boasted Babbitt Brothers, Macy’s European Coffeehouse, and the brick Monte Vista Hotel, with its original neon sign. The stone Nativity Church’s steeple appeared as tall as the ponderosa pines that lined nearby Route 66.


Anne hadn’t been certain Tweety, her yellow Karmann Ghia, would make it all the way from San Francisco, but it had chugged along the old route without so much as a cough. She’d spent the night in Needles, and this morning, after a good night’s rest, she had traveled the short distance to Flagstaff. Tomorrow she’d cruise out to the Painted Desert and through the Navajo reservation, two places Sylvia had spoken of with fondness.


Anne wanted to feel close to her mentor, who’d been gone for more than two years now. She missed her wise guidance. Fortunately, Anne’s boss, Priscilla, at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, where Anne taught, had found a substitute so she could go. Almost a year earlier, Anne had broken it off with her fiancé, Sergio, for the last time and still reeled from it. She’d been so certain he was the one. She hoped this journey would relieve some of her loneliness.


As she continued along the wooden sidewalk, the window of Really Resale Boutique’s shop caught her attention. A mustached mannequin in full cowboy regalia—Stetson hat, checkered shirt with snaps, and suede-fringed chaps—was posed beside a rusty wagon wheel and a life-size plastic cow. Searching for found treasures was one of her passions. Sometimes she’d find a little something for herself, as well as objects for her artwork, still selling well at Gallery Noir.


Anne stepped inside to the tinkling of a bell. A straw aroma from the hay bales strewn around for ambience tickled her nose.


“Morning.” From behind the counter, a girl looked up from her books with a smile. She wore a Northern Arizona University T-shirt; her blond braids hung down over it. “Can I help you?”


“Just looking.” It was all in the hunt. Anne always let her intuition guide her.


“I’m Lola. Let me know if you need anything.” The girl returned to her studies.


Anne looked through a basket of bandannas and flipped through a clothes rack. The 1950s tulle prom dress, the sequined Mexican shawl, and the faded gingham dress didn’t do much for her, but she held her breath when she spotted a green corset.


Black lace trimmed the bodice’s top edge and moved down its front. A short, flouncy skirt rested over it. Both pieces were the same color as her favorite cocktail dress, the one she’d had on the night she met Sergio.


The corset appeared to be from the 1800s, something Miss Kitty might have worn in that old TV show Gunsmoke—a true vintage piece. Rarely could something this old be discovered in a resale shop, especially in such good shape.


Anne pulled the hanger off the rack, held the corset up to the light, and checked for moth holes and tears. Some of the lace had become loose, but Anne could easily mend it. She ran her hand along the smooth satin and fingered the hooks that marched down the corset’s center.


She fantasized about what it would feel like for Sergio to unlatch the hooks, one at a time, slowly. It had been months since she’d seen him. He called occasionally, but when he did, she felt sadder and lonelier than ever. She shook her head. She should be over him by now.


A country song played: “How Do I Live.” She didn’t remember the singer’s name, but she liked the twang and the lyrics. Her eyes welled up. She never knew when a song would hit her.


“Want to try it on?” Lola asked from the counter.


Anne blinked away tears, shook off her emotions, and turned around. “How much for the set?” She searched for a price tag but found none.


Lola opened a ledger and scanned a page. “Don’t know. I need to call the owner. Want to try it on in the meantime?”


“Sure.” Anne couldn’t pass up this opportunity.


Lola took the hanger from her, led her to the back of the shop, and hung the corset on a screen. “Just give a holler if you need help.”


Behind the screen, Anne slipped out of her boots, jeans, and sweater. She unpinned the pieces, stepped into the skirt, and tied the side bows. She pulled the corset around her and reconnected the front metal hooks. Good thing she hadn’t gained back the weight she’d lost last year after their breakup. Without all that yoga, the hooks would never have closed. She wished she had fishnet stockings to wear with the outfit.


As Anne slid back into her black boots, she heard Lola on the phone, asking, “How much for the green satin saloon number?”


“It’s only one hundred dollars,” Lola called. “Let me see.”


Anne stepped out from behind the screen.


Lola’s eyes lit up. “It’s made for you.”


“Here.” Anne turned around. “Would you please tighten the back laces for me?”


Lola tugged on them until they were snug.


“Thanks.” Anne leaned over and stuck her hand down the front twice, lifting each breast. “Gotta help the girls up.”


Lola’s eyes grew wide. “I’ve never seen that trick before.”


“Read it on a blog somewhere.” Anne studied her reflection in the standing mirror. Nice. A sexy hint of cleavage showed. She thrust out a hip and drawled, “What can I do for ya, fellas?”


Lola laughed. Anne handed Lola her phone, and Lola snapped a few photos.


Anne set her palms over the lace bows on the hips and slid her fingers down the satin below her belly button. A pale glow emanated within her and swirled slowly. The intoxicating aroma of sage filled the air. It had been so long since she’d been with Sergio.


She just had to get over him. Maybe they weren’t meant to be, but she now longed for a connection with someone special. Someone who would appreciate a green lace corset like this.


“Do you take credit cards?” she asked.
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Missouri, 1885


Sally Sue’s heart felt as cold as the frozen river the train crossed over. Last night Mama had called her an old maid again. It wasn’t her fault that at twenty-five, she’d never been proposed to. And here she was, with no prospects, on her way to Emporia to take care of her sick aunt Sarah for a week once again.


A hazy morning sun shone outside over the vast prairie. Nearly the end of March; the grasses would sprout again soon. Face reflected in the train window, she felt her cornflower-blue eyes holding back tears. She removed her bonnet, put it on the rack above, and ran a finger through a ringlet. Mama said her hair looked like the color of dirty dishwater: “Comes from your father’s side of the family.” Sally Sue grabbed her tatting from the basket.


A toddler sitting across from her started to cry. His mama picked him up, rocked him, and passed her hand over his peach-fuzzed head. “Hush, Sampson.”


Sally Sue smiled at his ironic name. He soon quieted to a slow gurgle, grinned at her, and waved his tiny fingers. She put out her gloved hand, and he grasped it. Sadness clutched her heart. Without a husband, she’d never have a child of her own.


They both knew it was on account of her father’s having left them that they had such troubles, but her ma always pinned it on Sally Sue. Your father just didn’t like having a child around. You were always underfoot. That’s why he left. It’s your fault I had to take in laundry to make ends meet. You can’t sew worth beans; too bad your laugh is so loud; if you were prettier, you’d be married by now.


Ma had told folks father had been killed in an accident while away on business selling anvils, but the whole town knew the truth. He had run off with a hootchy-cootchy girl from the big city of Chicago.


The train blew a forlorn whistle as it pulled into a depot and stopped. The woman got up with her son, nodded at Sally Sue, and exited, leaving her alone in the car.


As the train chugged out of the station again, a tall man ducked inside, placing his hat and a leather saddlebag on the rack behind him. He sat across from Sally Sue, set a boot over his knee, and opened a newspaper on his lap.


She tried to tat. The man flipped a page in his newspaper. Out of the corner of an eye, she noticed that the nails on his long, strong fingers were neatly trimmed. She examined his spotless white shirt. The cutaway jacket revealed a neat vest and gold watch chain, but the bottoms of his striped trousers and boots were mud splattered. She liked the smell of him, though—hay and horse—and he sure was handsome. Was he the marrying kind? The kind Mama wanted her to get hitched to? He might even be in the cattle business.


Right before she’d left for the train depot that morning, they’d had another spat.


“Now, don’t talk to any strange men. You mind your p’s and q’s, girl.” Her mama had straightened Sally Sue’s bonnet.


“Mama, you know me better than that.”


“We don’t want neighbors’ tongues wagging about you.” Her mama always wagged her tongue about them with scowling gossip. If she despised them so much, why did she care what they thought, anyway?


In fact, since the robbery, Sally Sue hadn’t spoken much to anyone. Her mama was always telling her how to behave, but she was a woman now and could take care of herself. She’d made it through that incident, hadn’t she?


Whoo-whoo, the whistle warned, as the train careened around a bend, slamming her knee against the man’s thigh. She took her time pulling away, tantalized by the firm feel of his strong muscles rubbing against her.


He chuckled and kept his eyes on the newspaper.


She had a hankering to slip off her gloves, put her thumb in his carved cleft chin, and run her hands along those clean-shaven cheeks.


“I’m Sally Sue Sullivan from Kansas City.” She struggled to keep her voice from quivering. “What’s your name?” Mama would have a conniption if she knew how forward Sally Sue was being and that she’d lied. They didn’t really live in Kansas City proper; they were on the outskirts.


He didn’t look at her. “Cliff. Cliff from nowhere.” His gravelly voice sounded familiar.


“I’ve heard of that town but never been there.” She grinned.


He peered at her and broke out into a belly laugh.


“Lived there long?” she teased.


“Forever.”


“I’m on my way to check on Aunt Sarah, who suffers from a lung condition. She’s real needy these days. Where’re you going?”


“West.”


“Where west?”


“Toward the Pacific.”


She’d heard out West there was an ocean bigger than any lake she’d ever seen and that one could never get all the way across it.


“Maybe even San Francisco,” he said.


She unwrapped her sandwich, ham on rye, and offered him half.


He closed his eyes, took large bites, and swallowed. “Thank you kindly.” His eyes looked directly at her.


Her heart kicked like a bucking bronco’s. She’d seen those steel-blue eyes before. That day in the bank. That day she’d never forget. It just couldn’t be the same person. This was a gentleman. That bandit had been filthy, rough, and terrifying.


He blinked at her with what might be a flicker of recognition. She struggled to remain nonchalant and focused her eyes on her sandwich. What if it was he?


After the robbery, she had described what she could recall to the sketch artist. Because the robber had worn a kerchief, all she could recall were his brown Stetson and those eyes. The artist had been able to capture the coldness in them. Every time she saw one of the posters with those eyes above the kerchief in a post office, bank, or depot, her hands broke out in a sweat and her body shook. She could still hear that shot and smell gunpowder.


Now, as she glanced up, his eyes pierced hers and he grinned. A chill loped up her spine. She was sure it was him. Did he recognize her too?
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Pleased to have made it back to San Francisco before dark, Anne crawled into the traffic moving into the city. After only two weeks away, she felt as rejuvenated as if she’d been gone for a year. As she chugged across the Bay Bridge, a sense of calm embraced her, despite the traffic.


The beautiful scenery reinforced that she’d made the right decision to stay in her chosen city, not to move home to Michigan when things had gotten tough or to move to New York with Sergio. This was where she belonged, near the Golden Gate Bridge; Coit Tower; Gallery Noir; SFMOMA; and her friends Paul, Fay, and George, who lived at Bay Breeze, Sylvia’s old home.


As soon as Anne got settled back at home, she’d finish the artist-in-residence application for the museum. She’d promised herself she would work on it on her trip but hadn’t. In addition to her teaching assignments, she’d have a working studio for four months there. Priscilla, her boss and the education director, had encouraged Anne to apply, saying she’d be perfect. She wasn’t so sure, though—San Francisco claimed a lot of incredible local artists.


She pulled onto California Street, and a parking spot appeared miraculously in front of her apartment building. She squeezed Tweety into it and turned the wheels into the curb, facing downhill. She slipped on her backpack from the passenger seat and from the trunk grasped her box filled with found travel treasures, and the bag from the Really Resale Boutique.


In the restaurant window next to her apartment building, Tony tossed pizza and smiled hello. The aroma overtook her, and she realized how hungry she was. She lifted two fingers, her sign that she’d be down soon for two slices of her favorite pescatarian pizza with plenty of anchovies.


She set down her things, unlocked her building’s door, and scrambled inside.


Mrs. Landenheim stepped out of her first-floor apartment. Thai, her Siamese cat, skittered out into the foyer, threaded through Anne’s legs, and ran up the stairs.


Even though it was evening, the landlady still wore curlers. “Welcome home. I followed you on Instagram. Looked like a wonderful trip.” Mrs. Landenheim dropped a stack of mail in the box Anne held up.


“Thanks.” Exhausted, Anne didn’t want to chat.


Mrs. Landenheim eyed the box of loot. “What did you find?”


Anne set her backpack, her boutique bag, and the box on the dingy carpet and pulled out a greasy hubcap. “Found this on Route 66.”


Her head did a little dance as she sang, “Got my kicks on Route 66.”


“What are you going to do with that?” Mrs. Landenheim managed a smile.


“Never know. It just called to me. Maybe a mosaic.”


“What else you got there?” Mrs. Landenheim bent down, stuck her pink-polished nails into the box, and lifted out a turquoise-haired doll the size of a troll.


“Harrumph.” She tossed it back and pulled out a lunch bag filled with colorful stones. To reward herself for following the law and not picking up rocks from the ground in the Painted Desert, Anne had bought the smooth stones in the park’s gift shop. One at a time, Mrs. Landenheim picked out and studied the various items in Anne’s box: a ceramic girl in a white apron and head scarf, a jar of marbles, an old washboard, a rusty horseshoe, a conch belt, and a baggie filled with flea-market silver charms.


Anne opened the baggie and held it out. “Close your eyes and pick one.”


“What are they?” Mrs. Landenheim asked.


“Milagros means ‘miracles’ in Spanish. Each one symbolizes something different. Catholics pin them onto saint statues in churches.”


Mrs. Landenheim dug her hand inside and selected a trinket in the shape of a skinny leg. “What’s this?”


“It’s a leg.”


“What?” Mrs. Landenheim handed the tin curio back to Anne.


“It means it’s time to step forward in your life, but you must go with care.” Anne didn’t know if that was what it meant, but she believed that was what Mrs. Landenheim needed to hear.


“Oh, my. Ray Ray proposed to me last week. Do you think the leg means I’m supposed to say yes? I’ve been hesitant to consent, after being widowed all these years. I don’t want to give up my independence. What do you think? Is the leg giving me a message?”


Anne had never liked Mr. Block, former owner of Gallery Noir. He had called her collages “kindergarten cut-and-paste.” She hadn’t been surprised, and was even a little guiltily glad, when he had been forced to sell the business for financial reasons.


“I did say step forward with care. It’s important to weigh the pros and cons. How’s his retirement going?” Anne asked.


“He seems to be a changed man.” Mrs. Landenheim took the milagro and pushed the leg to kick the foot. “I’ll treasure it.” She beamed and dropped it into the pocket of her pink bathrobe. “And in that bag of tricks?” She pointed toward the boutique bag on the floor next to the backpack.


Anne hesitated. She wasn’t sure what Mrs. Landenheim would think or whether she wanted her opinion. Was her purchase too risqué? Maybe she shouldn’t have bought it after all. Anne swallowed and then pulled out the corset with the skirt and held them up in front of her neighbor.


Mrs. Landenheim’s droopy basset-hound eyes grew wide. “Oh, my. May I borrow it? I can’t even imagine what Ray Ray might say.”


“Maybe.” Anne didn’t even want to imagine Mrs. Landenheim wearing it. “See you later.” She repacked her treasures and ran up the stairs.


Mrs. Landenheim’s cat sat patiently on Anne’s doorstep. Anne nudged Thai with a foot and whispered, “Pssst. Go away. Not now.” If Mrs. Landenheim knew Anne had been feeding her scraps, she wouldn’t be pleased.


The cat snarled and leaped down the stairs, crooked tail bouncing behind her.


Anne stepped inside her dark apartment, flipped on the lights, and put her stuff down on her carpet. It felt wonderful to be home. Her small studio was usually a mess—dirty dishes in the sink, bed unmade, canvases stacked on the floor, open bins of paints and found objects on every flat surface, knickknack shelf overflowing. Sergio had once accused her of being a hoarder. She defended herself by claiming it was impossible to keep a place neat when that place was your studio and your home too. Someday she wanted to have a big studio with plenty of space. In the meantime, for at least four months, if she got that residency, she’d have the museum studio to work in.


She’d recently read on the Hoarder Comes Clean blog that it was good feng shui to return home from a trip to a clean abode. So, before she’d left for Arizona, she had washed the dishes, put away all of her art supplies, and even made the daybed. Today, it felt so fantastic to return to a pristine home that she vowed to always keep it this way. She took a photo of the room, typed home, sweet home and posted it on Instagram.


“Alexa,” she said, “play Enya.”


The singer’s voice magically filled the apartment. Sergio had bought her the Echo and hooked it up right before their breakup. Anne got a little thrill every time the bit of technology followed her commands.


“Alexa, turn on salt lamp.” The light popped on.


She twirled around, took her lucky key from her jeans pocket and put it back on her artist altar in the corner, rubbed the Buddha’s head, and fingered her father’s dog tags. From the box of travel goodies, she located the pendant she’d bought at the Santa Fe Plaza, where local Native American artists lined up their wares under the veranda to sell. The Navajo she had bought it from had been patient as she’d picked up each of his pieces, until she’d finally chosen the one that called to her the most. The size of two quarters, the oval-shaped turquoise was inlaid in silver filigree and stamped on the back with the artist’s initials. Turquoise signified creativity, good luck, and joy. Perfect for her. She kissed it and added it to the altar.


Val’s vocalizations from downstairs floated up to her. Ka-ke-kai-ko-koo. Ka-ke-kai-ko-koo.


Anne sang down, echoing him. Ka-ke-kai-ko-koo. Ka-ke-kai-ko-koo. Some people would think these vocal warm-ups obnoxious, but she found them endearing.


Val performed in Beach Blanket Babylon, the campy satirical revue at Club Fugazi, in North Beach, that made fun of everything. She loved the humongous hats and cross-gender casting that constantly changed to reflect current politics and trends. Luckily, Val got her comp tickets whenever she wanted. But she’d recently heard that the show was going to be closed down. That would be so sad. It had been a San Francisco favorite since 1974. Where would Val ever find another job that was that much fun?


She pulled the corset and skirt out of the bag and held them up to her, looking in the full-length mirror on the back of her closet. The light hit the outfit just so, and the sequins shone. Her belly tingled. She had made the right decision to buy it after all and couldn’t wait to wear it with a special guy. She opened the door and hung it on the back.


Inside, she caressed the black velvet coat that had brought her to Sylvia and the friendship that meant so much to Anne. She fingered the snowflake pin and watched it sparkle in the light. She slipped it back on the rack.


She turned on the water in the farmhouse kitchen sink, added detergent, and stuck the oily hubcap in the suds to soak. She dried her hands and got her phone. There were several messages. Unlike many people, she never talked on the phone while driving. Hard enough to concentrate as it was. The first one was from her mom. Anne would call her later. The second message was from Sergio. Just seeing his number on her phone made her heart speed up.


“I see you’re back. FaceTime me. It’s been a long time since we talked.”


He must be keeping close track of her. She had posted that Instagram photo not even half an hour earlier. He was right on time to break the silence. She was afraid to see him, though. It might let out all those feelings she’d been trying to shove into the cupboard of her heart and shut up tight for the past year. Since then, they’d occasionally texted and liked each other’s posts but hadn’t FaceTimed. She missed his sturdy body next to hers in bed, his warm hands and deep kisses. A fervent longing for him overtook her whole being. No, she wasn’t ready to talk to him in person yet.


From her altar, she picked up the diamond ring that had been his nonna’s. He had insisted she keep it even after Anne broke off their engagement. She slipped it on and lolled on the daybed, remembering the romantic afternoon in Tuscany when he’d proposed.


Her phone broke her reverie with a text message from Tony: Pizza’s ready.


She’d forgotten about it and the fact that she’d been starving, and she ran down the stairs. Outside the door, Anne almost bumped into Mata Hari, her homeless friend, who was walking down the sidewalk, wearing one of the pink pussy hats Anne had knitted for the women’s shelter for the 2017 Women’s March.


Mata’s blue eyes lit up. “Hi, missy. Long time no seen you around-o.”


“I went on a road trip to Arizon-o.”


“I was there once. Thought I’d fry from the desert heat. Bad for beauty.” Mata grinned.


“I was in northern Arizona; it’s pretty nice this time of year. Hungry?”


“Am I ever.”


Anne held up a finger. “Just a sec.” She went inside Tony’s, paid for the pizza, and gave one of the slices to Mata.


“Thanks.” Mata took a bite. “Where’s that handsome moneybags of yours?”


“We broke up ages ago.” Anne had shared this with her several times before.


“I told you he was a keeper. You’re not getting any younger.”


Anne didn’t need reminding of that. “I just couldn’t live in New York.”


“You’re so right. Those hot Broadway lights dry out our skin, like Arizona deserts.” Mata touched her wrinkled cheeks. “Not our misty San Francisco air and sultry moons.”


After staying with Sergio in New York for a month, Anne had realized that even though they adored each other, it just wasn’t going to work out. True love or not, home was here in San Francisco, and she planned never to leave it again. Still, she’d probably call him tomorrow. She hoped when she saw his face, she didn’t fall in love with him all over again.
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In the morning, Anne awoke from a Sergio kissing dream. His king-size New York bed was deep, sheets smooth. Wearing the green lace corset, she ran her fingers through the curly hair on the back of his neck. His hands explored the corset’s bodice. His clean scent, honeysuckle mixed with sage, permeated the air.


Anne sat up. She certainly wasn’t going to call him now. She eyed the corset hanging on the closet door. The dream was right: Sergio would like the outfit. She sighed. He’d never get to see it.


Who might have owned it before? What year could it be from? Maybe it was a costume from a movie or TV western. Many had been filmed out that way.


Out of coffee, she grabbed a Diet Coke from the fridge and poured it into the ARTISTS DO IT IN COLOR mug Sergio had given her for her birthday.


Anne remembered her mom telling her about someone in the family wearing a corset. Anne called her number.


“Hey, Mom.”


“I followed your posts. Looked like you had a good trip. I’m sorry you couldn’t come home to Michigan on your vacation. I understand that as an artist you need new experiences.”


Anne appreciated that her mom really tried to be supportive. Most Michiganders didn’t travel much. In fact, her mother had never even come out to visit in all the years Anne had lived in San Francisco. Not even when she’d had her solo show at Gallery Noir. She’d accepted long ago that her mom didn’t travel out of state, but it would be a whole lot easier if she would come to California, instead of depending on Anne to always make the trek.


“Find any treasures?”


“Plenty. The best find was a corset.”


“What?”


“A corset. The most gorgeous green. Didn’t you tell me your grandmother used to wear a corset?”


“Yes. An ugly old thing, dingy white cotton, with laces that crisscrossed down her spine. She wore it all the time, whalebones and all. She claimed the corset helped her bad back. I don’t know how that could be. Grandma never left the house without hers on. She also wore all black, even though Grandpa had been gone for twenty years . . .”


Anne knew she had better hurry up this conversation, or she’d be on the phone all day. Anyway, she had to get that application finished to drop off before her afternoon class.


“Well, this one isn’t ugly. I’ll go now so I can send you a photo. Love you. Call you later.”


Hard to believe women had worn corsets for so many years. All the time.


She scrolled through her photos, found a fun one of her posing for Lola in the boutique, and texted it to her mom. Sergio would like the picture, but she didn’t send it. He might get the wrong idea.


Anne skimmed through more road-trip photos and forwarded a few to save to her computer. Some of her favorites were the whipped-cream clouds. On hot afternoons, they’d turn dark and thunder and lightning would ensue. She’d hurry back to the B and B before then so she could curl up in her room, listen to the rain pound on the gable roof, enjoy the show. That was what vacations were for.


How fun it will be to paint that sky. Even though she should really work on her application, it would take only a few minutes to start the background. She pulled out a new canvas and set it on the easel. “Nothing is truly white in the sky,” she remembered her college professor telling the class.


Anne squished a dollop of Titanium White and a tad of Mars Black directly on the canvas, dunked her biggest brush in a jar of water, swirled the two paint colors together, and washed the mixture over the fabric. After having not painted for a few weeks, she felt the motion of spreading colors filling her whole body with sublime contentment. She’d never been a good dancer, but the rhythm of creating art was her dance. She swished the brush across the canvas a few more times and left it on the easel to dry.


She climbed out the kitchen door to inspect her rooftop garden, maybe find something for breakfast. She would go to the grocery store after work. Misty fog hung overhead, this sky so different from the giant Southwest sky. A blue jay pecking on a blackberry vine squawked at her and flew away. Anne watched it dart across California Street to the pitched roof of one of the pastel-colored Victorian row houses. They’d been painted two years before and still maintained their brilliant hues.


Mint had begun to march all over the other plants in her plot. She pulled up a handful, releasing the fresh aroma. With so much of it, she should research how to make mint tea, which was supposed to be very soothing.


Peeking from underneath the mint, vivid red strawberries emerged. She tugged one off and tossed it in her mouth, the sweet taste perfect.


“Choose delicious—that’s nutritious.” She quoted Sylvia, who’d had her own garden right outside her kitchen at Bay Breeze. She’d taught Anne so much about eating healthfully and the power of growing some of your own food staples.


She picked a dozen ripe strawberries and the few blackberries that smoothly came right off the vine. Inside, she tossed them in a colander on the counter beside the sink. Pushing aside the hubcap, she drained the dirty water, rinsed the berries, put them in her blender, and added water, chocolate protein powder, and a teaspoon of honey to make a smoothie. She scrubbed the hubcap; grease still clung to the inside edges, so she poured in more dish soap, turned on the hot water, and let the metal continue to soak.


As Anne sipped her smoothie, she climbed onto the daybed and began to read the application on her computer.




RESIDENCY DESCRIPTION


The artist-in-residence program will redefine the museum experience to make art more accessible and personally meaningful to guests. It will give them the opportunity to view the creative process firsthand and interact with local artists working in a studio environment. The interview panel will review proposals and choose an artist and project that have the strongest “wow” factor.


Provide a summary of the work you envision creating during the residency by answering the following questions:


1. What is your project? How did the idea come to you?


2. In what ways is this project risk-taking or innovating?


3. How will you share your project with museum guests?


4. How much money will you need to complete the project?





She read through the questions again, her mind blank. A shaky, panicky feeling hit her chest. She had no idea how to answer these questions. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to apply after all. Many other local artists were more qualified. What chance did she have of getting it, anyway? She envisioned working in that big studio space and just had to suck it up and give it a go. Perhaps if she spread more paint on the sky canvas, the answers would come to her. Sometimes when she was blocked, she worked on something else and the problem was solved. This was different, though; now, she was just procrastinating—one of her downfalls.


She needed help. Fay would be at Gallery Noir now. Anne hated to bother her at work, but she had to get this done.


She texted Fay: SOS!


A few minutes later, Fay called. “Welcome back. What’s up?”


“I’m stuck.”


“Sorry, mate. Take deep breaths and follow your heart, like you always do.”


Fay’s British accent made Anne smile. “No, not my art. I’ve got lots to inspire me since my journey. I have to fill out this stupid museum residency application, and I don’t know what to say.”


“What’s the difference between doing art and writing? Isn’t writing an art too? As I said, take deep breaths and follow your heart, like you always do.”


Anne thought for a moment. “You’re brilliant. I owe you a coffee.”


“Very soon. A customer just came in. Gotta go. Ta-ta.”


Anne moved to the daybed, held her journal in her lap, closed her eyes, inhaled and exhaled a few times, relaxed into the zone, and started writing.




Magnificent Mosaic


I plan to create a life-size mosaic of a woodland creature. The idea came to me in dreams last year during the nearby wildfires, which killed many animals. This would be the first of a series to honor and remember lost fauna. It’s risk-taking because this will be the largest piece I’ve ever made. Museum guests will be invited to adhere pieces to the mosaic so they can experience process versus product. Expenses will be minimal because most of the materials I use will be found and donated objects. I’ll also approach local businesses about donating many supplies.





Anne reread her draft, typed it on her computer, printed it out, and kissed the application for luck. With only minutes to spare, she threw on some sweats, grabbed her backpack, and ran out the door to the museum.
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Sally Sue broke the man’s gaze to look at the rack above his head and saw his hat. A brown Stetson—exactly like the one he’d worn that day!


Her heart plunged, and she jumped up. “You’re the bank robber! You held a gun to me.”


He nodded and grinned. “Mighty fine to see you again. I’ve been keeping an eye out for you.”


The whistle blew, and the train began to slow as they pulled into Emporia.


“This is my stop.” She clutched her basket and stepped into the corridor.


He grasped her bustle from behind, pulled her toward him, and growled, “You’re not going anywhere.”


She tried to yank herself away. “Let me go!”


“No.” He held her tight around the waist, as he’d done the prior month in the National Bank, though this time he didn’t hold a gun to her chest. Her heart beat rapidly, and her mind revived that horrible day.


“Please,” she pleaded.


He pulled her beside him on the seat next to the window, held open his jacket, and showed her the pistol resting in a holster on his hip.


Her shoulders slumped, and she looked down at her hands.


“Glad you see it my way.”


“Do I really have any choice?”


The train whistle sounded again. The locomotive creaked, its bottom scraped along the tracks, and it rumbled out of the station.


Fear rippled in her chest as she relived that horrible day for the hundredth time. She had just stepped into the bank as the guard shot a bandit, who fell to the ground with a blood-wrenching scream. This man—the man beside her now on the train, the man who’d laughed at her joke—blasted the guard, who also collapsed to the floor.


This man had seized her shoulders, held her tight, with his pistol to her chest, and yelled, as he pulled her backward toward the door, “Nobody move!”


God, please save me, she’d silently prayed.


And, as if in answer to her prayer, the man had released her and run out of the bank with that bag of money—a fortune, she later learned: $10,000.


The conductor entered the car and stood beside them. “Tickets, please.”


Sally Sue opened her mouth to speak. Cliff patted his jacket above the gun. “Yes, sir.” He handed the conductor his ticket. “Honey, give him yours.”


Her hands juddered while she searched through the basket. She handed it to the conductor, who didn’t notice as she tried to catch his eye.


He studied the ticket with a frown. “This was only good to the last town.”


Sally Sue tried to stand, but Cliff put an arm tightly around her shoulders, as if they were lovers. “You don’t say. See, here’s my ticket.”


The conductor inspected it. “Must be some kind of mistake. I apologize. Have a nice ride.” He left the car.


Cliff leaned back and closed his eyes. When he seemed to have nodded off, Sally Sue stealthily rose, gathered her things, and headed toward the corridor. He pulled her back down and grumbled, “You’re going nowhere without me, pretty lady.”


Was he making fun of her? “Pretty”—ha. “Wallflower” was more like it, her mother would have said. Sally Sue scowled back at him. “Why won’t you let me go?”


“You’ll tell the authorities where I am.”


“No, I won’t. I promise. I have to go to my aunt. She shouldn’t die alone.”


“All of us die alone sooner or later.”


Sally Sue cried, “Where’re you taking me?”


“West. Toward the Pacific.” He handed her a white handkerchief from his front pocket. “Better get used to the idea.”


“Isn’t it wild out there?” She dabbed at her tears.


“That’s why I want to go there.”


She just couldn’t look at him any longer, so she took her tatting from her basket, but she was shaking so hard, she couldn’t work the needles. She considered jabbing him with one and running away, but it would only poke him, and he’d shoot her for sure. She put the needles back in her basket and folded her arms across her chest.


Why would a man rob a bank? Did he have hungry children to feed, or a sick parent, or was he just greedy?


“Why’d you do it?” she asked.


“Do what?”


“Rob that bank.”


“I had my reasons.”


“What could ever justify killing a man?”


“That was never part of the plan. I’ll say no more about it.”


She looked out the window. A line of five covered wagons crossed the desolate plain.


“Look at those prairie schooners,” Cliff said.


“What?”


“Those wagons seem like ships sailing out to sea.”


“Why don’t those people just take the train?”


“They’re moving all their possessions west. Now that trains go all the way across to the Pacific, we’ll probably see fewer prairie schooners.”


Up ahead, a dozen shaggy beasts roamed the tall grasses near the tracks, their horned heads bowed, as if in prayer. Their skinny legs didn’t look like they could hold up their immense bodies. As the train slowed with a squeal, the bison began to scatter.


“Peculiar-looking things,” Cliff said. “Used to be millions of them. I heard there are fewer than a thousand left now.”


“What happened to them?”


She’d heard stories of engines slowing down for hunters to shoot bison from open windows. “Did hunters really kill bison from trains?”


“Yes.”


“Why would anyone shoot them? They’re not hurting anything. Was it Indians?”


“No, they only kill what they planned to eat. White hunters mostly shot bison for sport. Sometimes railroad companies paid hunters to keep bison off the tracks.”


“Did you ever do it?”


“Do what?”


“Shoot bison from a train?”


He just stared at her and didn’t say a word.


She shivered. As the train continued along, she searched for peaceful animal sightings to dispel the gruesome image of bison shootings and counted each new group she saw: flocks of geese, rafters of wild turkey, herds of elk, bands of wild horses.


It began to grow dark. She took a shawl from her basket and wrapped it around her shoulders.


“Are you cold?” Cliff put an arm around her.


She pulled away. “Don’t touch me.” Memories of the robbery flowed into her senses.


“Sorry.” He closed his eyes.


Darkness fell. The train rumbled rhythmically beneath her. After a while, she heard Cliff’s soft breathing. Quietly, she picked up her basket and crept into the corridor again.


She heard Cliff’s gun cock against the small of her back.


“Like I said, you’re not going anywhere without me.”


She returned to the seat and stared out into the blackness. How would she ever get away from him? Wouldn’t he have killed her already if he was going to do so? Even though she was exhausted, she would never be able to sleep.


Cliff nudged Sally Sue’s shoulder. “Morning, glory.”


She opened her eyes, stretched, and yawned. She must have fallen asleep. The train continued to chug along the winding tracks. Outside the window, as the sun rose, a vast, sandy landscape glowed rose pink. The train passed lofty, flat mesas striped with bands of color. Maybe that was what the moon looked like.


Cliff handed her his canteen.


Her heart lurched as the realization of this nightmare journey flooded back into her. She shook her head no, but he pushed it toward her again, with force. She took a sip but refused the biscuit he offered.


He eyed her.


“What are you looking at?” she asked, with a scowl.


“Your beauty.”


“Stop teasing.” For an outlaw, he sure was a sweet-talker. If she was going to escape him, she’d need to stay alert.


The train slowed but didn’t stop as it passed a few buildings beside a wooden sign that said ADAMA.


Frothy, scalloped clouds with navy-blue undersides floated above. That was probably what ocean waves looked like. She didn’t know for certain, because she’d never seen them before. Since Cliff said they were going to the Pacific, she’d find out soon enough. To her chagrin, even though he was a thief, she still thought he was handsome.


A line of pines taller than any church steeples she’d ever seen passed by. Misty rain wafted sideways, hovered, then disappeared from sight. The train curved around a bend, and her heart opened at the awe-inspiring vista. She’d never seen such massive snowcapped mountains. She wished she could reach up and touch the peaks with her white-gloved hand. They resembled Mount Olympus, like she’d seen in the mythology book at the library, as if gods really could live up there.


As the train began to slow, she spied a real church steeple and a smattering of buildings up ahead. Beside them, a cowboy lassoed a roan mare and led her into a corral. The whistle blew, and a crowd of folks looked up expectantly at the windows as the train rolled to a stop beside a row of rusted-out boxcars.


Cliff stood and handed her bonnet to her. “Let’s get out.”


“Are we at the Pacific?” She tied the bow beneath her chin.


“No. We’re gonna get off here for a while.” He grabbed his saddlebag and tilted his head toward the corridor. Sally Sue followed him, holding her basket tightly.
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Anne knocked on Priscilla’s door and stepped inside. An abstract painting, maybe even an original Rothko, hung behind her desk. Diplomas up the yin-yang covered another wall: BA in art history from Vanderbilt, MA from the Rhode Island School of Design, PhD from Yale.


From behind her desk, Priscilla peered at Anne through thick-rimmed glasses. “Welcome back. Have a seat. You look rested.”


Anne held the application with shaky hands. “Thanks again for letting me go. I really appreciate it, Dr. Preston.”


“No problem.” Priscilla removed a pen from her gray, schoolmarm-ish bun and spanked it on the desk as if it were a paddle. “Artists need rejuvenation. Are you feeling fresh?”


“Yes. How did my classes go?”


“One of our new volunteers did a fine job covering for you.”


“Glad to hear it. Speaking of rejuvenation, I’ve come up with a project I think the kids will enjoy.”


“You mean young artists.”


Oh, brother. “Yes, young artists will enjoy. Do you happen to know anyone who has horses?”


Priscilla hesitated. “In fact, I do. One of our board members has a ranch out near Los Olivos. What do you need?”


“Used horseshoes.”


“Really?” Priscilla tapped the pen on her desk again. “Why?”


“We’re going to mosaic them using found objects. You’ve encouraged me to be more innovative with my lessons.”


Priscilla shrugged. Her big, shoulder-padded jacket looked like something out of the 1980s. She was probably about Anne’s mom’s age, but it was hard to tell. At least her mom tried to stay stylish for her Avon business.


“I’m sure he can help with that. I’ll introduce you by e-mail.”


Anne stood up. “I’d better get ready for class. Here’s my application.” She put it on the desk.


“Oh, that’s right—you’re applying for the residency. It’s going to be hard work. You’ll be on your feet all day and interacting with museum guests.”


Strange. Priscilla had told her to apply. She’d always been warm to Anne; today, though, she was downright chilly.


“I know. Thank you for the support and encouragement.”


Anne made her way down the hall to the classroom, went inside, and opened the blinds for the natural light. Even though she’d been gone only two weeks, everything looked different. The space was neater than usual; a new shelving unit had been added, and many of the bins had been rearranged. She hoped she’d be able to find her materials. Adorable tinfoil sculptures were displayed on a top shelf.


“Hi, Anne. You’re looking gorgeous.”


Stunned at the sight of her old boyfriend, she stepped back. It had ended very badly. “Karl, what are you doing here?”


“I covered for you while you were gone.” He closed the space between them, gave her a hug, and kissed her on the cheek.


His cinnamon scent used to entice her but now made her want to throw up. She pulled away. “But you aren’t even an artist.”


“I am now. I left the hardware business and studied sculpture at the community college.”


She pictured him whittling with a Swiss Army knife, scraping a twig into a marshmallow skewer. An artist, he must have been kidding. When they were together, he hadn’t understood her creativity and hadn’t been supportive of her artwork at all, had even called it a hobby.


She eyed his handsome, chiseled face, with its steep cheekbones and cleft chin. “You were always handy.”


That was for sure. He was handy in bed. Their sex life had been incredible, and she had fallen for him right away. The jerk. After she’d finally broken up with him, he’d kept texting and calling until she’d decided to block him.


Anne looked at the clock. Her students would be arriving any moment. She spread collage paper on the tables. She’d been seeing Karl for a year when she’d broached the commitment subject and he’d been forced to make a confession. He’d said he was married but that he and his wife slept in separate rooms—as if Anne would ever believe that.


“How’s your wife?” she asked now.


“I don’t know. We’re not living together anymore. I haven’t seen her for a year.”


“What about your son?” Anne asked. Karl had wanted to move in with Anne while his divorce was being finalized and she could help him with his one-year old baby boy on weekends.


“I haven’t seen him for a while, either.”


“Why ever not?” She grabbed a pile of magazines and tossed them in the middle of the tables.


“Let’s just say it’s complicated.”


“I’m sure it is.”


Fortunately, Perky Penelope, Anne’s favorite student, bounded in the door. She knew she shouldn’t have a favorite, but she couldn’t help herself.


“Hi, Penny. I missed you.” Anne opened her arms wide.


“Oh. Are you back?” Penny barely glanced at her as she ran into Karl’s arms and gazed up at him. “Mr. Karl is so cool.”


Anne felt like she’d been kicked in the stomach by a horse. Penny used to say Anne was cool too.


Then the Tromble twins bounded in. Each grabbed one of Penny’s elbows and lifted her off the ground. She shrieked.


“Find a penny, pick it up. All day long, we’ll have good luck,” they said simultaneously, with loud laughs.


“Boys, stop!” Karl stood between them. “Sit down.”


“Sorry, Mr. Karl.” They made their way to their seats, while Penny found a chair as far away from them as possible.


Anne could never tell the twins apart.


“Mr. Karl is so cool,” one of them said.


“So I’ve heard.” She tried not to feel jealous.


One of the boys pointed at a tinfoil sculpture. “There’s the piece I made.”


“And there’s mine.” His twin aimed his finger at another and looked at the paper on the table. “Not collage again!”


“I thought you liked collage.” Anne felt her face redden in front of Karl.


“I’d rather do sculpture.”


Karl looked at Anne and shrugged.


Before long, ten more students darted into the room, all screeching and running around the tables.
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