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Introduction:

    It takes a lot of living to form the basis for even a little bit of literature... - Ed

    If you haven't read the original ISTAG story, go back and do so. You'll need some of the background for book two. 

    They begged me. They threatened and badgered me into continuing my ISTAG

storyline. (Well, actually, a few dozen readers and some of the other writers have emailed to ask if there would be any more...) 

    Nobody else has asked if I'm really a lesbian using a man's penname, but more than a few have asked if I'm into domination games. (No, I'm not.) Four of the dozen emailed comments I received from readers came from men, one of which was less than positive: "You should have found a way to become stronger than her. Men should be in control of their women." I told him to write his own damned story if he wasn't happy with mine. Everybody else who wrote in said they liked the story, so I'll go with that consensus. 

    The ladies who emailed me mostly just liked the story enough to mention it, but one in particular was effusive in praise of my not being afraid to pair myself with a strong female character. 

    I told her that fear had little to do with it, but didn't elaborate in email something that I believe is already evident in my writings and on my pages. 

    Trust me, it isn't bravery or fear that causes me to want such women. I've met (in passing or at events) Marla Duncan, Cory Everson, two female American Gladiators, and Sable, and I wouldn't care to test against any of them for strength or general durability. 

    In today's fitness-concerned society, women who are strong aren't as rare as they used to be, and in the business world, there are women who can run corporations with relative ease. 

    When above-average levels of fitness and intelligence combine in women, you wind up with creatures who scare the pants (yes, a pun...) off control-freaks like the religious right-wingers. That's your hint about the storyline. 

    Many of the key incidents in the story have actually happened, of course. I always put that element in all my writings for realism. Our boat did go down some ten miles east of Sebastian Inlet (Atlantic Ocean) for reasons stated. That incident happened pretty much as written. Also, I did meet a lady cop during a violent drug bust, for instance, and she did have some issues to overcome, an effort in which I managed to be useful. 

    And... The Dallas Morning News laughingly quoted my offer to make a suppository out of a protester's bullhorn when they wrote up the clinic incident. 

End of Intro
Chapter One

    You know how it goes if you've been there. The passion of any new relationship will give way to familiarity once you've both explored each other thoroughly. 

    After almost a year, April and I knew each other inside out. She was still my lovely goddess, but something seemed to have disappeared from our relationship. 

    Our friend Sara was the first to voice the matter. She dropped in (literally) at the farm one afternoon after she and Andrea had helped some federal agency uncover and destroy a stash of nerve gas canisters that had gone bad. 

    Sara was disgusted and upset by the whole affair and was pacing and chattering to blow off steam. 

    "The stuff was leaking everywhere down there. I traced it all the way to the rock ledge above the water table. The stupid bastards almost waited too long." 

    She paused as I handed her a coffee, then continued, "Three different bureaucrats were arguing about what to do, but all they really wanted was to cover their asses, so we made the decision for them." With a grin, she said, "You should have heard them bitch when we started tossing the canisters into space. All that shit is on its way to the sun, along with the bunkers and every bit of contaminated rock and soil. We sterilized the area and left them a hole almost a mile deep where their goddamn base had been." 

    Sara wasn't given much to swearing. Being rather impervious to harm or discomfort gave these ladies little reason to pick up the habit, but dealing with government agencies had obviously had its effect on Sara's mood. 

    "Do you believe that the sons of bitches actually wanted me to try to salvage some of that crap? One drop would kill a city, and they had tons of the stuff! I told them to screw off! I can't believe some of the nasty shit people have invented. How the hell have people survived this long?" Fifteen minutes of pacing and bitching later, Sara pulled up a chair at the kitchen table and said, "Sorry about the tirade. Is there any more coffee?" 

    "Yes, ma'am, there is," I said, heading kitchenward, "How about you, April?" 

    "I can get my own coffee," said April. Sara and I glanced at her. 

    "Woo. I must be contagious today," said Sara. April rolled her eyes and said, "Sorry. Something on my mind." She dropped into a chair at the table and said, "Might as well bring the pot over here, Ed." 

    Sara looked at April, apparently studying her for a moment, then she studied me in the same manner as I poured the coffee. 

    "Did I drop by at a bad time?" she asked, "Do you guys have a problem?" There was silence around the table as April and I avoided having to try to say anything by sipping our coffees. Sara rapped on the tabletop. 

    "C'mon, get it out on the table. I bet you just need a break from each other and don't know how to say it, right?" 

    April glanced sharply at her, but said nothing. Sara turned her gaze to me. 

    "Well?" 

    "Well, indeed. Maybe you could try being blunt about it?" That got a snicker out of April, but she continued her silence. Sara grinned. 

    "Humor. Oh, that's very good. That's a fine start. Why don't you just tell sister Sara all about it, sweetie? I have a few minutes to spare." I looked at April. She shrugged as if to say, "I don't care. Go ahead." I took this to mean she wanted to hear my version before making her corrections to it, then realized that having that sardonic thought was a symptom of our problem. I decided to give it a shot. 

    "Could be we need more than just ourselves for company these days." Sara waited a few moments, then asked, "Yeah, and..?" 

    "I'd like to hear from April." 

    April remained silent. 

    Sara looked at her and again asked, "Well?" April slowly sat up and leaned forward. "That's about it, I think." 

    "Uh-huh..." said Sara thoughtfully. 

    She sipped her coffee a moment, then said, "Neither of you wants to hurt the other's feelings, but you both need some time off. Right?" There were a few moments of silence at the table. Sara seemed to take this as tacit agreement. 

    "So, why not just do it? Take a couple of weeks or a month and see how things go? You guys have been holed up here at the farm too long anyway. The only time anybody sees either of you is when there's a job to do out in the world. It's as if you've both been on standby for a year, only coming out when necessary." 

    April started to speak, but Sara held up a hand. 

    "How much easier and quicker would today's job have been if we'd had you there? I mean, it wasn't an emergency or anything like that, but..." She let the sentence trail off. 

    "Nobody called us," I said rather defensively. Sara gave me a flat stare. "We sort of got out of the habit of calling you, Ed. We always felt as if we were intruding unless it was really important." 

    There wasn't much to say to that. I remembered a few times when the phone had rung at inappropriate times --someone just calling to say hello or whatever, and probably that someone had been able to detect that I really wanted to get back to what I had been doing, which would have involved April. 

    "Look at that grin," said Sara to the room in general, "He's thinking about the times he answered the phone with oily hands." 

    "Me, too," said April in a soft voice. She looked across at me with a similar grin. 

    I reached for her hand and stroked it lightly. 

    "Damn, I'm good at this," said Sara, "Maybe I should change careers. Should I maybe wait outside a while?" 

    "Oh, shut up," said April, "You're just jealous." 

    "As IF!" said Sara, "I have a little something at home, too, you know." 

    "Ha," said April, "Rumor has it you have three little somethings at home. If you aren't careful you could get a reputation of some sort." 

    "Got it already," said Sara, grinning widely, "Earned it fair and square." 

    "Jeezus," I said, "I'd love to read the walls in the women's room at the lab." 

    "If you're real nice to me I'll show you sometime," said Sara. I was about to say something in return when I realized her tone of voice hadn't been so much jovial as matter-of-fact. She was gazing quietly at me across the table. 

    I looked over at April. She had an eyebrow arched and was concentrating on unnecessarily stirring her coffee. 

    "Maybe it's time," said April, "For both of us, I mean." I waited for the rest of the comment. April looked up at me. 

    "Ed, remember when I told you about having other friends, and you said you could handle it? When you said that monogamy didn't apply to us?" I nodded. "Sure do. I also know that you've neglected to mention a number of sleepovers with Sara and Andrea. Why didn't you just bring them home?" April was actually startled. "How the hell did you know?" Sara chuckled as she said, "Wasn't me. I didn't tell him." I shrugged and said, "C'mon, April. You told me about your super-libidos, and your own mixed preferences in bed. You ladies don't all smell the same, but," I turned to Sara, "On April's skin, you each taste just as good as you smell in person." 

    April just continued looking startled. 

    Sara laughed and said, "Why, thank you, sir. I'm glad you like my residual flavor." 

    I smiled back at her and poured more coffee around. 

    "Let's change the subject for a while," said April, "I hear you're going to the State Fair this weekend. With John or Steve?" 

    "Steve," said Sara, "He loves rollercoasters." 

    "It doesn't sound as if you do," I said. 

    "Not really. They're based on scaring the rider. I don't scare very easily." 

    "Um. I can see how that might lessen the experience for you." I had a mental picture of Sara doing her nails while everybody else was screaming. 

    "It's the same for me with most movies," said April. "I just can't relate to most of them. They usually depend on the audience sharing a sense of danger, and I haven't found a way to do that yet. I get bored." 

    "Uh-huh..." I said, sipping some coffee. "Can't relate, huh? Hey, I have an idea. Are you ladies game for some experimental entertainment?" 

    "Probably," said Sara with a quick grin, "What do you have in mind?" April just looked at me as she sat back in her chair and shrugged again. 

    "Gimme a minute," I said. 

    I gathered my thoughts in silence for a few moments, then asked them to join hands around the table. As soon as I felt we had a connection going, I began feeding memories to them. 

    "Once upon a time..." I said with a grin, "Specifically, a Sunday afternoon in mid-1980, I went boating with a friend and his girlfriend in his new cabin cruiser. After most of a day on the water, we started back about an hour before dark. We were about 10 miles out from Sebastian Inlet, running fast on calm water, when we hit something that almost brought the boat to a halt. Linda, my date, and I had been lying on some mats on the lower deck. We were suddenly sliding forward on the wet deck and slammed hard against the rear wall of the wheelhouse." 

*****

    There had been a loud "BAM!" sort of noise and a grunging sound for a few seconds, mingled with shouts and screams. Then there was nothing but the lapping of the waves on the hull. 

    Linda was gripping her left arm in pain, but it didn't appear broken. The feel of the boat was all wrong as I scrambled to the hatchway to have a look below. 

    I expected to see water, maybe, and a hole. Instead, when I loosened the latch, the door burst outward and the soggy, broken roots of a tree sprang up and out through the doorway. 

    I heard a thumping above me and saw David stagger away from the wheel. When he reached the edge of the platform, he just toppled over the rail onto the lower deck and lay there with his right leg twisted under him. Linda screamed and scooted across the few feet to David. I swung over the rail and landed nearby. He was still breathing, but you could see the imprint of the wheel on his chest. He'd been wearing a life jacket, but hadn't tied it shut. There was no sign of his girlfriend, Barbara, on deck or in the water. David was out cold. I left Linda to watch him and had another look below decks. Water was now lapping on the steps below the impassable hatchway, but the boat didn't seem to be sinking with any speed. Actually, it didn't seem to be sinking at all for the moment. I peered into the darkness beyond the roots and called Barbara's name a few times, but there was no response. I clambered to the front of the boat for a look at the damage. About twenty feet of pine tree extended from the bow of the boat. That meant that another twenty feet or so had punched through the boat to come to rest against the ladder and doorway. 

    I didn't want to think that Barbara had been in the path of such a battering ram. Leaning far over the bow, I could see along the trunk into the boat. Again I called Barbara, and again there was no response. No lights on the radio dial. No power. Night was closing in on us. With no idea how long things would hold together, I decided to inflate the six-man life raft and move David and Linda onto it with whatever else I could find that seemed useful. 

    The orange plastic oars looked like toys, but once the two parts were screwed together, they seemed fairly sturdy. Linda took them and tied them onto the oarlocks on the raft. 

    There were two flashlights and some hand-held flares in the locker-seat, as well as an ax, a first-aid kit, a couple of rolls of parachute cord, a ski-rope, and a roll of garbage bags. I tossed all but the ax into the raft and checked the two big coolers we'd brought aboard. 

    One cooler held several two-liter bottles of soft drinks and the other contained what was left of a case of beer. Both were half-full of icewater slush, but they'd float. I tied the handles together at both ends and tossed the rope to Linda, who tied them to the raft. 

    I heard clanking at the hatchway. A few cans of starter-spray and WD-40

floated among the roots. Nearby floated a 1-gallon plastic gas can, apparently half full. I weaseled them through the roots without knowing quite why. Maybe because they were floating, and floatation seemed important just then? I tossed them to Linda, who seemed to be wondering what they'd be good for as she put them in one of the trash bags with the other loose stuff. The boat shifted backward and sideways, and the mass of roots at the doorway seemed first to jam forward, then to withdraw into the darkness. One of the broken roots was waving sideways as if to beckon me inside. Oh, yeah, I thought, always room for one more... Spooky. I did take the opportunity to look around in there again, but Barbara was nowhere in sight. The boat shifted again. The ax clattered along the deck to the rail, which was being topped by each passing wave. If not for the scuppers, the boat would have been swamped. I judged it time to get aboard the raft and cut it loose from the boat. Tossing everything but the ax to Linda, I was preparing to cut and jump across the slight gap when we heard a scream. It was one of those loud, long screams like you hear in the movies, and it came from below deck. Linda looked at the badly listing boat, the nearly-submerged doorway, then at David, and then at me. 

    "You couldn't get to her, Ed. I saw you trying." 

    "You saw me looking for her. I didn't see her in there." Her face hardened. The rear of the boat sagged a bit lower, then it rolled a few more degrees as it lost its grip on the tree. I could no longer see roots through the doorway. 

    "Linda..." 

    Barbara screamed again. I took one more look at Linda in the near-darkness and chopped through the rope holding the raft. Linda quickly reached behind her and tossed me an extra lifejacket. 

    "For Barbara," she said, "And you'd better hurry." The deck was now at almost 30 degrees of tilt and everything was wet and slick. I used the ax to hook the wheelhouse ladder and pull myself up. Another scream. 

    Since the right-hand side of the boat was under water, I reasoned, Barbara had to be in the bathroom on the left side. The roots had retreated somewhat, but I had no desire to go in there. Wave action was making them batter up and down, but didn't seem to be pushing them forward. I leaned far over to grasp the door handle. It wouldn't turn. 

    "Barbara! Unlock the door!" 

    "Ed! Ed! Get me out of heeerrre!" 

    "Unlock the damned door!" 

    "I can't! I've already tried! I think my leg is broken!" 

    'Oh, shit,' I thought, watching the roots slam erratically against the ceiling a couple of feet away. 

    The boat sagged some more and the roots jammed solidly against the ceiling. Good news, bad news. No more banging roots, but we wouldn't be hanging on this stick much longer. 

    I stepped off the ladder and dropped into the chest-deep water in front of the door. 

    The boat's new angle had put more than half the bathroom door under water, too. It was probably getting pretty nasty in there. I tried to brace myself and swung the ax at the wood above the lock. 

    Bad position and weak swings, but three hits above and below the lock let me knock it completely out. I hooked the axhead in the hole and pried the door open. 

    As if to let me know I should hurry faster, the boat shifted downward again. The roots were nearing the forward opening. 

    I let go of the ax and shouldered the door upward and open. By the dim light from the porthole, I could see that Barbara was sitting on the side of the small sink, wide-eyed and shaking. 

    No time to be polite. I grabbed her hand and yanked her down, then pulled her through the opening. This time her scream was one of pain. No time for that, either. 

    The hatchway to the outside world was almost completely under water. I wrapped the lifejacket around her, tied it shut quickly, and pointed at the hatchway. 

    "Through there," I said, "Find the raft." I shoved her at the hatchway. She was halfway through when the boat shifted again. I saw the door frame hit the backs of her legs, but she made it through. 

    I bounced up to grab a couple of breaths of what little air was left inside the boat and tried to follow her. 

    This time the boat twisted as it dropped. The hatchway was no longer in front of me and I collided with the same door I'd chopped open. The boat seemed to be hanging by its nose, turning around me. I could hear grunging noises again as I looked up. The jagged edges of the hole in the front of the boat were hung up on the root ball, but I could hear them crunching and snapping from the strain. 

    I imagined the tree standing almost upright in the water from the weight of the boat as I lunged upward and grabbed some roots. I wondered if the boat would let go before I ran out of air. 

    With another small twist and a rush of bubbles, whatever little buoyancy had remained in the boat left it. I heard the bow of the boat splintering above me before the ragged fiberglass and foam edges of the hole rushed past me at frightening speed. 

    I cringed away from them far too late to have done any good, but they missed me. The tree nearly yanked itself out of my grasp as it flopped back down in the water. 

    When I cleared my eyes and looked down, the boat was gone. A few bubbles floated up around me. 

    I heard splashing and screaming in the darkness to my left, so I called out. 

    "Linda! Barbara! Where are you?" 

    I heard hysterical laughter and someone squealing my name, then a light appeared maybe fifty feet away. I hung on the roots to catch my breath and calm down a bit. There were more splashes and another scream. The light bounced around a bit and disappeared for a moment, then reappeared. 

    "What the hell's going on over there?" I called. "Hold that light steady!" Linda yelled, "Barbara's here! She can't get in the raft! I think her leg is broken!" 

    "Just wait till I get there and I'll boost her in! Hold that light steady!" 

    "Okay! Where are you?" 

    "I'm still at the tree! Keep the tree lit up and I'll find you!" 

    "Okay!" 

    Linda swept the darkness with the flashlight's beam until she found the tree, then me. I waved, of course, and I'm sure she waved back, not realizing that I couldn't see her do it. You think of odd things at times like those. I started swimming. 

    I was about halfway to the raft when something brushed past my legs, swimming in the same direction. It was easily as big as me. My first thought was SHARK! and a little voice in my head screamed in primeval terror at the prospect of being ripped apart, but there was nothing to do but keep swimming. 

    Something bumped my sneakered foot and slid itself along my legs. If it wasn't the same one, it was just as big. Terror shot through me and I glanced to see how much farther it was to the raft. 

    TOO goddamn far! screamed that little voice, GO! GO! 

    I kept swimming, maybe a little faster than before, and trying to will myself to be invisible. My stroking hand struck solid flesh ahead of me. I had to stop to let it go by, and it took almost two full seconds to pass. Big damned fish! 

    That's when I realized that something wasn't right. Sharks aren't soft and smooth. I sensed one of the shapes passing by on my right, so I reached to touch it. Soft and smooth again. It scooted from under my hand and made a loud exhaling noise a couple of feet away. The light breeze carried a mist to my face. 

    Dolphins! jabbered the hysterically relieved little voice, Porpoises! 

Things that don't eat people! 

    Happiness doesn't cover my feelings of that moment. 

    "Ed? Where are you?" called Linda. She sounded very worried. 

    "I'm here. Hold the light steady. I've got some company." Linda found me with the light, and I guess she saw somebody's dorsal fin. She screamed, "SHARKS! Get out of there!" About the same time, Barbara screamed and began thrashing to try to get into the raft. She also let out a stream of incoherent words that ended in

"SHARK!" 

    "NO!" I shouted, "NO! NOT SHARKS! Dolphins!" I started swimming again, hoping Linda wouldn't bash one with that big-assed flashlight. 

    I finally reached the raft and hung on the side-ropes next to Barbara. She was trying to look in all directions at once and made little keening noises every time one of the fins passed by us. 

    She startled mightily when a nearby porpoise exhaled in a blast. I put a hand to her face and held her for a moment to get her attention. 

    "They're dolphins, Barb. I'll help you get in the raft. DON'T hurry and be careful of the leg." 

    She nodded. Linda pushed David to one side, then got a grip on Barbara's jacket straps. I put a hand under her fanny and we all heaved at once. When Barbara's hips were up on the raft edge, she rolled on her back to ease her legs in. Her left shin bent slightly and I heard her contained scream, but she finished hauling herself into the raft and made an effort to get settled. 

    I'd hung an arm over the raft-edge, resting and waiting for Barbara to find a least-hurtful position. I'm not saying I had become truly comfortable with things, but suddenly I realized something was different. The dolphins weren't blowing all around us as they had been. That bothered me greatly. I wanted OUT of the black water and into the raft, as fast as possible. 

    "Linda," I said urgently, "Let's get me aboard. Something's wrong out here." 

    She grabbed my shirt and pulled me up as I clambered aboard. I checked Barbara's leg and David's head. His skull seemed unbroken, but he was still unconscious. There was nothing to do about David but keep his face out of the water in the bottom of the raft. 

    Barbara hitched herself around a bit to lean back in the front of the raft and was painfully reminded that her leg was broken. Linda leaned forward to try to help, but all that did was create a dent in the bottom of the raft, which caused Barbara's leg to move again. 

    I looked around for something to use as a splint. The only suitable objects were the two-piece oars. 

    Each assembled oar was about five feet long. I unscrewed them to use the top parts to try to immobilize Barbara's leg, winding some of the ski rope around the whole affair to hold it. The paddle-pieces remained tied to the boat. 

    Barbara was looking at me strangely. Her voice was almost accusatory. 

    "You were still in the boat when it went down, Ed. The boat's gone. You can't be here." 

    "Very logical, Barbara, but ghosts aren't afraid of sharks, are they?" I told them about my escape. Barbara still seemed somewhat dubious. What looked like a small plastic hat was tied by about a yard of cord to a special fitting on the inside of the boat. I didn't untie it, I just began using it to scoop water out of the raft. 

    Linda was panning the flashlight around, looking for the dolphins. She thought she saw one near where my scooped water was landing and aimed the light at it. 

    As it swam near the raft and snap-rolled like a fighter jet to cruise away again, we realized it wasn't a dolphin. The face was all wrong. It had a sharp nose, an open gash for a mouth, and way too many triangular teeth. I immediately decided to stop bailing for a while and looked at Linda. She seemed frozen, the light still shining into the water where we'd seen the shark and her eyes locked onto the spot. 

    I reached for the flashlight, tilting it skyward and taking it from her shaking hands, but I didn't turn it off. She turned to face me, but said nothing. She was absolutely terrified. 

    "No more lighting up the water," I said, "No more bailing for now, either, I guess. We don't need that kind of attention." 

    Linda nodded slowly. I noticed Barbara staring at us. 

    "Just a little shark," I said, "It swam away, though." 

    "It wasn't little," said Linda in a small voice. 

    "Well, no shark is really little, but that one wasn't big enough to worry about. It was only a few feet long. If we stay cool it'll go away." Truth: I didn't know if it would go away or not, but it sounded good enough. What I didn't say was that one shark probably wasn't enough to make dolphins leave an area. I'd seen them attack sharks on TV. 

    "Okay," said Linda, "Okay. Let's take a minute to think, here. What happened to the boat and what do we do now?" 

    "We hit a tree," I said, "Endwise, at about 30 miles an hour. Now we wait." 

    "A tree? A tree?" Barbara was incredulous. "We hit a goddamned tree in the middle of the Atlantic ocean?" 

    "I saw it," said Linda, "I think it was a pine tree once." 

    "Floating around out here didn't change it," I said, "It was still a pine tree. A good-sized one, too." 

    "So where is it now?" asked Barbara, "We don't need to run into it twice." 

    "Good thinking," I said, "Let's have a look." I shined the flashlight around us, being careful not to let it shine in or on the water too near the raft. We located the tree some distance to the left. It seemed farther away than I remembered, and I said as much. 

    "Good," said Barbara, "Maybe we're drifting faster than it is." 

    "At least it's not where it can hit us," said Linda. 

    "I just didn't want us running into any of the branches or roots," said Barbara, "They could put a hole in the raft." 

    "They could put a hole in us, too," said Linda, "What if it gets closer?" 

    "Then we look for a clean area along the trunk," I said, "We can paddle over to it and tie on there with the coolers between us and it. At least we'll know where it is all the time." 

    "Shit!" Barbara was agitated. "How did it get out here? What if there are more? How long until somebody finds us? We can't just sit here!" Linda put a hand on Barbara's arm. 

    "Yes, we can just sit here. It's all we can do, Barb. Don't worry. Someone will find us tomorrow. People knew we were going. They'll know something's wrong when we don't show up for work." 

    It sounded good, anyway. But I was on vacation. David ran his own company and might or might not appear at the offices on any given day. Barbara lived and worked with David. Linda managed a restaurant, so she was the only one of us who should definitely be missed at work. I voiced my thoughts. 

    "Damn," said Linda. "Damn, damn, damn." 

    "What's the matter?" asked Barbara. 

    "I asked for Monday off," said Linda, "Because I worked last Saturday. Nobody will miss me until Tuesday." 

    The proverbial "deafening silence" settled over the raft for a few moments. 

*****

    About this time Sara released my hand and April's and leaned back in her chair. She stretched, sweeping her hair back with both hands, then reached for her coffee. April's hand stopped her motion. 

    "You're trembling," said April. 

    "Well, thanks for pointing it out to the world," snapped Sara. There was a moment of quiet at the table, then, "Sorry, April. You're more used to him than I am, I guess. Does he do this sort of thing often?" April grinned at her. "Often enough." 

    Sara grinned back, then looked at me. 

    "We've rescued people so often," she said, "But rarely with much thought about what they'd gone through before we arrived. The situation at hand is the one we deal with. We see suffering, and we feel for those suffering, but we really can't comprehend the depth of it because we don't share their vulnerability." 

    April hesitated, then concurred. 

    "No, we don't. We don't drown, burn, or crush very easily. We try to fix a situation, but that's about all there is to it most times. How someone got in a situation is unimportant. The job is to get them out of it." I asked, "Doesn't knowing what led up to a situation help you solve it? I meant it when I called this 'entertainment'. Just like a movie, but one that feeds you the emotions of the events as well as the story." 

    "I don't think knowing how someone got there will help much in getting them out of a situation," said April, "And I didn't enjoy your feelings when the boat finally sank around you or when the shark appeared." 

    "Well, I did," said Sara, "It was a rush. I felt so charged!" 

    "Terror does that," I said, "And you can get hooked on it. Ever wonder why people jump out of planes, race cars, or do other dangerous things for fun?" 

    "I used to," said Sara, "Is that rush the reason you soldiered so long?" 

    "Partly," I said, "I was bored spitless as a civilian. In anyone's military, I was paid to be there. Out here, you need money to afford thrilling hobbies. Are you ready to hear the rest of the story about our shipwreck?" 

    "Sure!" said Sara, reaching across the table. 

    "No," said April, rising and heading for the kitchen, "I don't like what I felt. It made me nauseous, and I don't like that feeling. Go ahead without me." 

    Sara was staring at April, mouth open in startlement. She turned to look at me. I gave her a "whatthehelldoIknow?" shrug. I didn't hear anything happening in the kitchen, so it appeared that April was just in there to be away from us. 

    After a moment, Sara folded her arms and said, "Well, maybe later, Ed." 

    "Sure. Later. There isn't much to tell, anyway," I said, "We were picked up the next day by a fishing boat. Everybody made it back to shore." Suddenly April came out of the kitchen. She was glaring at us, hands on hips. 

    "Oh, hey, now! Don't let me stop your fun together, kids! In fact, why don't I just dash out and see if anybody needs a rescue somewhere in the world? Maybe they won't mind that I just don't give a fat damn how they got there." 

    She then spun and marched out the front door. I made to rise and follow, mostly to ask April what the hell was wrong with her. Sara stopped me. 

    "She needs some time to herself. You couldn't catch up with her anyway." 

    "Time for what?" I snapped, "What the hell was that about? Can't she just tell me what's bothering her?" 

    "It won't help to get angry. She'll talk when she can. In the meantime, why don't you consider what she said before she left?" 

    "You mean about not giving a damn how they got there? I agree; I don't think people being rescued care what the rescuer is thinking." 

    "You'd probably be right ninety percent of the time, too," said Sara, heading for the kitchen, "But that isn't what I meant. Want a beer?" She tossed a cold one to me without waiting for an answer. 

    "Take a deep breath, Ed. Clear your head. It's my turn to tell a story." Sara opened her beer and took a long drink. I was going to do the same, but those ladies don't do anything that isn't worth watching. They're all so beautiful that their simplest motions can become fascinating. She caught me watching from the corner of her eye and smiled. She took another drink, playing with the moment. I finally opened my own beer and took a sip. 

    Sara said, "April has never stayed with anyone as long as she has with you. She told me once that her feelings for you surprised her. The fact is, her feelings for you surprised all of us. We expected a few months, maybe, but not a whole year." 

    "Wonderful. Who do you think will win the pool?" Sara chuckled. "Nope. No pool, no prize money. Just a bunch of surprised friends." 

    "You're telling me you think she's ready to move on?" Sara sipped her beer again. "Could be. Are you ready for that?" I thought about it. 

    "The signs have been there, haven't they? We've been pretty frustrated with each other lately." 

    "Noticeably so, when you've been out where anyone could notice." 

    "So why has she stayed this long? I knew she was seeing you and Andrea, but I expected that from day one. I only wondered why she never mentioned it. I figured she didn't want to hurt my feelings." 

    "You got it," said Sara, finishing her beer. "She heard what you said early on about being able to adapt to our rather open lifestyles, but I think she didn't really believe you could handle it. I'm going to have another. Want one?" 

    "Sure," I said, plunking myself on the couch and putting my feet up on the coffee table. I watched Sara stride to the kitchen. Great legs, just like the others. Also great hair, great bod, and beautiful, just like the others. The phrase 'Just Like The Others' began to take on some extra meaning for some reason. 

    Sara returned with the beer instead of throwing it this time. She strode over to hand it to me, then opened her own beer. It spewed and foamed, and she hurriedly covered the bottletop with her mouth to contain it. There was beer dribbling down her cheeks, her throat, and her breasts. Some of it even made it to her legs. I watched a few droplets trickle down her thighs. 

    When I looked up, she giggled and said, "Oops..." I opened my own beer carefully, but it just gave the usual hiss as the top came off. I sipped it thoughtfully and took a long look at Sara. Her expression changed from one of feigned embarrassment to a cool gaze as she returned my appraising look. 

    "You didn't just happen to drop by, did you, Sara?" 

    "No." She sipped her beer. 

    "April set this up with you, right?" 

    "Right." 

    "And whether you were just taking advantage of a situation because you wanted me for yourself or were in collusion with April to change our relationship, you'd have given me the same answers just now, correct?" Sara laughed, almost snorting her beer. 

    "You could think yourself into a corner, Ed." I laughed with her briefly, then said, "Drink up and run along, Sara. I have to pack a few things and make some calls." 

    "What?" she seemed incredulous at this turn of events as she followed me into the bedroom. "What the hell are you talking about, Ed? Look, if you don't want me, that's fine, but you can't just leave without saying a word to April!" 

    I dampened a towel in the bathroom and tossed it to her. She began wiping the beer off. 

    "Wasn't going to sneak out, ma'am. And I do want you, Sara. That should be obvious." 

    She glanced downward, then back at my face. 

    "Then what's the problem?" 

    Sighing, I said, "Sara, I used to have a big pile of principles. One by one over the years I've tested them the way Romans used to test their new swords. You know how they did that?" 

    "No." 

    "The biggest Roman available would slam the sword on a log. If it didn't break, they bought it. That's how I've tested my principles, ma'am. I don't think I have any left that don't work. One of them is being able to tell it like it is or hear it like it is. Straightforward and outright, whenever possible." 

    "Nobody's maligning your principles, Ed. We just..." I interrupted her. 

    "April can't tell me straight out that she needs more? You and she had to set up a little charade tonight? Nobody seems to have any faith that I ever knew what I was getting into, and that bugs me, Sara. The only things I know for sure at the moment are that things have gone sour, that April and I seem to need a break from each other, and that nobody seems to grant me any credit for having common sense." 

    I finished the beer and set the bottle down a little too firmly. The bedside table collapsed, taking the lamp and phone to the floor with it. I reached to place the receiver back on the hook and straighten the lamp. The table and bottle I took to the kitchen trash. When I came back, Sara was sitting on the bed. 

    "So now you're pissed off and you're going to leave?" she asked, "Instead of maybe trying to fit in with our, um.., extended arrangements?" I laughed. "That's an excellent way of putting it, Sara. Maybe later I'll try to fit in. Right now April needs some time without me. Actually, I was going to go bunk in lab four until I can get back in touch with Solutions. They always need experienced personnel." 

    I put my suitcase on the bed. 

    "I thought you'd had enough of being a mercenary." 

    "Yeah, well, I thought so, too, once, but I'm not the same guy I was when I retired two years ago and it's something I've always done well." 

    "Bullshit. It's all you've ever done and you don't know anything else." 

    "Maybe. So what?" 

    "So why not learn something else? You don't have to go back to a damned war zone, do you? Haven't you ever wanted to do something else?" I stopped packing and looked at her. 

    "You're absolutely right, Sara. Now, like never before, I'm qualified to do something I dreamed of as a kid." 

    "What's that?" 

    I put the suitcase back and sat next to her. 

    "Space, Sara. When I was a kid I'd read anything I could find about it, science or science fiction." 

    Sara just stared at me as she asked, "What am I missing here? April or I could take you to space. You might even be able to get there on your own, from what I've heard. What the hell are you thinking, Ed?" 

    "NASA." I let the one word say everything. Sara gave me a "get your head out of your ass" look. 

    "What's the problem?" I asked. "I can learn the math and whatever else, and I'm certainly durable enough since my enhancement." 

    "You're serious, aren't you?" 

    "Show me where I'm wrong, ma'am." 

    "Oh, well, hell, you may be right in thinking you could get in, but why would you want to? Like I said, just ask one of us. You don't need NASA." 

    "How do I put this? A ride to the moon with you or April would be fun, Sara. Exciting, even, the first few times out. But that wouldn't be exploration. It wouldn't be the having-your-ass-on-the-line thing that being an astronaut is all about." 

    "I'm going to get another beer," said Sara, "And wait for you to make some sense. You remember the shuttle explosion in eighty-six?" 

    "Yeah, I remember." 

    "An enhancee would walk away from something like that, Ed. If it's danger you're looking for, you'll have to look a little farther than NASA." 

    "A good point, but not a win, Sara. There's more to it than that." 

    "There better be," she said, stopping to face me in the kitchen archway, 

"Otherwise you're going to be very disappointed." 
Chapter Two

    I followed Sara out of the bedroom. She tossed me another beer as I passed the kitchen alcove. I kept going, out the front door and down to the path that led to the pond. 

    Moonlight lent everything a silvery sheen, particularly the water's surface. Sara caught up to me quickly. I glanced at her as she joined me. 

    "Damn, lady, you sure look wonderful by moonlight." 

    "Probably just the uniform," she said, smiling. I looked again. "In this light it's barely noticeable." 

    "Yeah, I know." Now she was grinning at me. "Where are we going?" 

    "Well, I thought I'd take a walk around the pond." 

    "To get away from me?" 

    "No, not particularly. Just to think." 

    "You sure it wasn't to get away from me?" Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, I'm sure." 

    She stepped in front of me and blocked the path, hands on hips. 

"Positive?" 

    Looking her over from head to toe as she expected of me, I said, "If you ask again, it will be." 

    I walked around her. Sara caught up again and we walked in silence for a bit. Moonlight has always fascinated me. Maybe it's the way it coats everything. 

    Abruptly, she asked, "How come you don't want me, Ed?" I glanced at her silvery form. 

    "I want you. That isn't the point." 

    April's voice came from above. I was startled. Sara wasn't. 

    "Then take her," said April. "She's wanted you since the beginning." April landed a few feet away and stepped toward us. I searched her words and tone for accusation. There didn't seem to be any. Nonetheless, I said, "And since the beginning, you never mentioned it." 

    "I thought it was pretty obvious." 

    "I didn't need obvious. I needed to know you'd be okay with it." I finished my beer and looked for the trash can next to the barn. About a hundred yards, give or take. My toss missed the can by a foot or so, tumbling in the grass. Probably just as well. The trash can was fairly new. 

    "Well, now you know," said April. "Why didn't you ask?" 

    "Why didn't you suggest it? You're the one who seems to have needed a bit more." 

    Sara interrupted us. "Just hold on a minute, please. I'm still here, you know, and since I'm part of the discussion, I have something to say." April and I looked at her. 

    "Go ahead," said April. 

    Sara took a breath, then said, "When Ed showed up a year ago, your world shrank to just the two of you for six months, April. You couldn't or wouldn't call it love, but there wasn't any other name for it. When you showed up one night, I thought the heat had passed; that maybe things would be normal for us again, with or without Ed." 

    She hesitated a moment before going on, "But they weren't, were they? You were afraid he'd find out. That he really wouldn't be able to deal with it. You even asked me not to tell him, and later you even let me think he wasn't interested in joining us. You've been keeping him away from the rest of us, so he wasn't likely to find out from anyone else." 

    Sara held up her hand to stave off April's interruption. "Oh, yes, you were. I don't know if you thought you were trying to protect his feelings or just keep him for yourself, but none of us has seen him more than three times in the last year, and there's never been time to really visit, for a number of reasons." 

    Sara turned to me. "Tell me, Ed... Do you even know where the rest of us live? Do you know our names, or how to reach us?" I shrugged. "I know how to reach lab two and lab four. They know how to reach everybody else. I didn't need to know, Sara. I had other concerns." 

    "Other concerns..? You weren't even curious about us?" 

    "Sorry, ma'am. Super or not, you were all just other people to me, and I didn't feel driven to find extra company." 

    Sara just stared at me for a moment, then switched her gaze to April. Her voice became unsteady as she spoke. 

    "I should have guessed. You didn't keep him from contacting us. You couldn't have, if he'd really wanted to. You just allowed it to be inconvenient and unnecessary until now, when it finally suits your need for freedom. What do you think of that, Ed?" 

    Before I could answer, April stepped forward. Sara saw April's hand coming, but made no move to avoid it. 

    The slap never landed. April stood shaking with rage, or perhaps some other emotion, or perhaps many emotions, her hand only a few inches from Sara's face. 

    I saw tears on both their faces. For a long moment, the falling tears were all that moved in that moonlit tableau. 

    I stepped forward, putting an arm around each.     "Whatever you're thinking of doing or saying next, DON'T," I said, "Just calm down and walk with me, please." They both looked at me as I took their elbows and led them on. "That's right, just walk. Don't talk." 

    We walked together for some distance around the pond. When the tears had dried and the snuffling had stopped, I ventured an opinion. 

    "You ladies had something together before I arrived. Looks to me as if you still have something together, otherwise you couldn't possibly hurt each other as you have this evening. Especially over something as trivial as a man." That statement earned me some giggles from each of them. I decided to press my luck and continued, "Ha. Gotcha. Anyway, I was about to say that I think we've all approached this problem from the wrong perspectives, and I was wondering if maybe all we really needed was a chance to start this evening over. Maybe it was the tears, but all of a sudden I need something from both of you." 

    I paused to think of the best words to use and settled for, "I think I need for things to be more like the way they were when I met you." 

    "No, you don't," said Sara. She chuckled. 

    "Why not?" I asked, knowing the answer. 

    "Because there wouldn't be a man involved. You wouldn't be an issue." 

    "Yeah, I gathered that. Don't care. I've had my time without knowing the effects. Now that I do know, I'll stand aside before I hurt anyone further." 

    "It isn't your fault, Ed," said April. 

    "I know. I just said that. Fault doesn't matter, anyway. Done is done." 

    "We can't just forget the past year," said Sara. 

    "Remember it, then. Use it to forestall such things in the future, just as you would other experiences. Most things are either burdens or tools, depending mostly on how you carry and use them. This can be a shared experience or a wedge between you. I vote for the shared experience." I leaned forward and softly kissed first April, then Sara. 

    "Alphabetical order, of course," I said, "Goodnight, ladies. Work it out." We were almost halfway around the perimeter of the pond. I chose the shortcut and began "walking" across the pond as I used to do when practicing for control of my limited flight capabilities. 

    A few strides out and too late, I realized this must have appeared to be the height of ego on display and paused in mid-stride. When I looked back, they were laughing. 

    "Don't worry," said April, "We know who you aren't." I shrugged, waved, and kept walking. About halfway across, I looked back again. They were gone. A flurry in the water made me yank my feet up. I watched a snake swim rapidly away, causing other flurries in the water. I wasn't worried about the ladies. The whole thing would have eventually sorted itself out, anyway. There were only a few of them on Earth and the number of enhancees was only slightly larger. Sooner or later any rifts would heal on their own. 

    If I moved into lab four, I'd be put on a payroll and given something useful to do. I'd also be bumping into one or more goddess-blonde superwomen at least once a day, and probably three or more enhancees, most of whom were female. My immediate future presented no logistical problems. The moon was almost straight above, glowing brightly, and I remembered what Sara had said, "You might even be able to get there by yourself." It wasn't the first time I'd considered the trip, but just getting there would take me six days at my best accumulated speed. The whole first three days would be constant acceleration and the last three days would be spent decelerating. Repeat the process to return. Two weeks of solid boredom, just to reach the nearest rock in space, plus any time on the surface. I could build some sort of personal craft, with solar-powered radio & TV

and some books. Without re-entry concerns, it would last indefinitely, but my interest probably wouldn't. 

    A longish voyage had to have some meaning or at least some distractions along the way. Old Route 66 had more interesting scenery than a continuous view of space. 

    Oh, yeah, the first day or two would be full of new sights and wonder. Earth, turning slowly beneath your feet, the stars all around, the moon ahead. A grand adventure, etc.., for a little while. Then what? Bo-ring. Hell, no. It wasn't the destination as much as the trip itself. It had to include a shared experience, something to make it an adventure. 

    I picked up my beer bottle and trashed it on the way in, this time making the shot at the trash can from maybe 30 feet. The clock over the hallway said it wasn't even 9:pm yet, so I took a quick shower and dressed for a visit to Dallas. I needed some music and chatter and a few games of pool. The note I left on the fridge said, "Dear Auntie Em; Kansas sucks. I'm going to the big city to become a pool hustler and I'm taking the dog in case I run out of sandwiches. Love, Dorothy." 

    Fresh beer in hand, I then lifted off in the general direction of Dallas and flew for a few minutes. Parking wasn't a problem. I settled on a 3rd-floor rooftop in the West End to check out the action in the streets below. A mix of over-dressed, under-dressed, and strangely-dressed people seemed to be wandering aimlessly from bar to bar down there. My khaki shirt, jeans, and boots would blend just fine. 

    I was looking for a clear area behind the building to drop myself to the sidewalk and start mingling when I heard voices directly below. Looking down, I saw a guy with a knife facing a man and woman who appeared to be dressed in matching western outfits. 

    I stepped off the edge of the building, lowered myself to hover directly above the guy with the knife, and let my beer bottle drop. It missed his head when he moved, but it smacked his shoulder hard enough to get his attention and splattered all over the sidewalk. 

    He was swearing mightily in Spanish when he looked up. I waved down at everybody from about ten feet up, standing on air. 

    "Howdy, y'all! Especially you, shithead." I pointed at the knifewielder. His eyeballs got big and his rattle of Spanish ended in "Madre de Dios!" 

    "Idiot," I said, "She'd send your ass to hell for what you're doing tonight." 

    I drifted down to stand a couple of feet from him, holding out my hand. 

    "You can give me the knife and run or you can try to cut me, but if you try to cut me, I'm going to use it to carve the word "stupido" in your forehead." 

    He was a kid, maybe eighteen, wearing the usual "I'm so bad" baggy-pants gang-rags that make those who wear them look like drab rodeo clowns. He was momentarily frozen, his little brain struggling to understand what he'd seen. I snapped my fingers to hurry his decision. He looked at my hand, then dropped the knife in it and ran. 

    I closed the cheap knife, wadded it, and tossed it at him. He screeched when it hit him. Finally hit something tonight, I thought. I started kicking the larger bits of beer bottle into the gutter. The man and woman were staring at me. 

    "Could have been worse," I said, "But I don't drink the expensive stuff." After a moment, the man approached me. 

    "I seem to owe you a beer," he said. 

    "I wasn't hinting, there, I was just cleaning up a bit." He laughed. 

    "I know you weren't." He stuck out his hand. I took it. "Chuck," he said. 

    "Ed," I said. 

    "This is Doris," he said, waving his lady to join us. I shook her hand, too. Her grip was casually stronger than his. They were in their thirties, both about five-ten, brunette, and dressed identically in jeans and western-style shirts. While they seemed comfortable together, they didn't ring quite right in my mind. They didn't fit together, somehow. 

    He had developed just enough belly to overhang his belt. What little I could see of Doris was lean and solid. She carried herself regally, like a fitness queen. 

    Doris didn't seem all that happy to meet me. 

    "Got a favorite place?" asked Chuck. 

    "Nope. I was just going to find a place to shoot pool, kill time with a beer or two, and blow off a little steam. I've had an unusual day." 

    "You make an unusual entrance, too," said Chuck, but he seemed to be trying to take my unusual entrance in stride. Doris seemed unimpressed, too. Neither of them asked any questions about it, so I figured they were trying to be polite. Most of the world had at least heard of superpeople, after all. We all finished the job of kicking the bits of glass into the gutter. 

    "C'mon, then," he said, taking Doris' arm and leading off. I tagged along. The first stop was a country-style bar. Chuck bought a round and left me with Doris, saying he had some "bidness" to attend to. He was back shortly, all smiles. 

    He sat down, grabbed his beer, and took Doris' hand in his. I caught a motion and saw that he was tapping on Doris' hand. At first he seemed to be keeping time with the music, but a pattern emerged. It was Morse code. 

    "...back/money/twof/twor/one/five..." --the hand stopped moving. I looked up, saw Chuck looking back, and I nodded to indicate the area just beyond their hands, where a woman in a miniskirt was standing. He looked, then grinned approval. 

    Doris also looked, then looked back at me blankly. I didn't think she bought my redirection of attentions. The Morse code didn't continue. The music was too loud for easy talking, as is often the case with house bands who play too loudly, thinking it will cover their mistakes. (It doesn't, guys. It just makes the mistakes louder, too.)

    I motioned that I wanted to check out the pool table and ambled over there. There were four next-up sets of quarters. It would be an hour before I could play. 

    When I glanced back, Chuck was gone again. Doris was looking at me with the same expressionless gaze as before. 

    I decided it was time to move on and made my way back to the table to finish my beer and say goodbyes. I had just sat down by her when all hell broke loose. 

    There were two gunshots from the back of the club. Chuck came barreling out of the back with two guys chasing him. 

    A guy near the side door reached into his jacket and pulled out a gun and a guy by the front door reached behind one of the decorative hay bales. He came up with a shotgun and aimed directly at Doris and me. I grabbed her hair and pulled her head down past my lap as I backhand-tossed my half-full beer bottle at the front-door guy and kicked my chair away. The bottle hit his head and knocked him down, but not before he fired. 

    The blast hit my arm and chest, rocking me back a bit and shredding my shirt. Doris was on her knees behind our table. She shoved me out of her way and took aim with a semi-auto pistol. 

    Her first two rounds hit the guy by the side door, punching him into the street. The shotgunner was trying to get up. Doris put two rounds in him, too, laying him out, then she looked back at the guy in the street. He wasn't moving. 

    It was only then that she yelled, "Chuck!" A number of people who must have thought the event was over must also have thought she yelled, "DUCK!" 

    Heads and bodies flopped back to the floor all over the room. I looked around for Chuck and spotted him on the floor. He waved at Doris and pointed toward the back of the bar. She covered that direction as she took a small radio out of her purse and edged toward us past tables. There was blood everywhere around Chuck when I got to him. The two guys who had been chasing him were also down. 

    One had a hole in his chest, the other seemed to have no apparent injuries until I pushed him off Chuck. His head flopped rather loosely. A broken neck. Chuck was bleeding from a hole just above his belt buckle, but he appeared otherwise unhurt. 

    I felt behind Chuck to see if the hole went all the way through. It didn't. Grabbing some napkins and a cigarette pack off a nearby table, I pulled the clear wrapper off the pack, then stretched it over the wad of napkins and used it to seal and put pressure on Chuck's wound to slow the bleeding. 

    Doris circled over to us, kicking at the bodies of the guys who had been after Chuck. No responses from either of them. 

    "How's Chuck?" she asked. 

    "Shot once in the gut," I said. "He'll live, I think." After another glance at us, she started toward the back of the building again, this time in hunting mode. Chuck took over with the napkins and pressed a revolver into my hand. 

    "Cover the front," he said, struggling to breathe, "We're cops." Within moments some cop cars pulled up in front. As soon as uniforms came through the door, I quickly put the gun down and went back to holding the napkins. 

    There was a loud boom from the back, followed by two quick bangs. 

    "She got him," said Chuck, grinning again. He seemed very happy about it. The medics arrived and went to work on him. Chuck passed out. 

    Doris came striding out of the back of the bar, gold badge held high to identify herself, and came to where Chuck was being tended by medics. She conferred with them a moment, then turned her attention to me. 

    "I'll have someone take your statement," she said. As she turned away, I grabbed her elbow to stop her. 

    "Guess what, Doris? You have the social grace of a fucking stormtrooper. Chuck's hit and I took a damned shotgun blast meant for you and all you can think to say is 'I'll have someone take your statement'. What the hell's your problem?" 

    Doris glared at me, then at my hand on her arm. I guess I didn't let go fast enough to suit her. She chopped downward on my arm with her free hand. Until I actually felt the pain coursing up my arm, I was prepared to laugh at her feeble effort. Afterward, it was all I could do to hide my surprise and minor agony. She continued glaring at me. 

    "Yeah," she said, "I'm one, too, and you're part of a police investigation." 

    She called a clipboard-equipped uniform over, pointed at me, and said, 

"He's ready to give a statement." 

    The cop looked at my shirt in amazement. 

    "I think they got me," I said, "How's that for a statement?" He raised his eyebrows, but said nothing. Looking around, he then indicated that we should go over to the bar. I waited as he set up a multi-part form. 

    The bartender stood nearby. 

    "How about an Ice House?" I asked. 

    The bartender gave me an "up yours" grin and jangled the keys. 

    "Cooler's already closed," he said. 

    "So open it." 

    "I don't think so." 

    I looked at the cop. 

    "Officer, I think he's hiding something in the cooler." I reached over the bar for the cooler's padlock and twisted hard, yanking the whole sliding top off the cooler. 

    "Huh," I said. "Guess not." Looking at the bartender, I asked, "How about an Ice House now that you're open again?" 

    "Get it yourself," he said. 

    His voice wavered, but he didn't move. 

    Huh. Whatever. I pulled a beer out and opened it. A couple of cops came over to investigate the noise behind the bar. 

    Mine tapped his clipboard and said, "We'll investigate your suspicions, sir. Let those guys take care of it. Let's get this done, okay?" 

    "Sure. Hey, barkeep, you ever hear about the mouse who gave an eagle the finger? He was real brave, just like you, but he still wound up as birdshit." 

    "You don't scare me none." 

    "Then you're not very bright," I said, "You think I'm a cop. I'm not, and I've had a pretty shitty evening, full of people being unpleasant." I gave the cop a statement of events as I remembered them. Afterward, I asked when I could leave. He said to check with the detectives. There was a rush of wind and all of a sudden April and Sara were coming through the front door. Everybody stared at them, but nobody tried to stop them. They strode up to me. 

    "That used to be a nice shirt," said April. 

    "I'm glad you used to like it," I said. 

    "Are you under arrest?" 

    "Only if I try to leave, I think." 

    "I'll tell you when you can leave," said a voice. Doris approached us. She stopped to confer with another detective for a moment, then said, "Okay, it's all yours, Collins." Then she joined us. April asked, "How's Chuck?" 

    "He was hit, but it's clean. He'll survive." 

    "Bad, but still good," said April, "Glad to hear it." 

    "Is this the drug ring you worked on three months ago?" asked Sara. 

    "It was. The ring was disbanded tonight. This guy's one of my witnesses." 

    "Bear that in mind when you give me a hard time," I said. With a sharp look at me, Doris said, "We'll talk later." 

    "If you're into bondage, forget it," I said. I grabbed another beer and left them there so I could put someone's leftover quarters in the pool table. 

    As I walked away, I heard Doris say, "Okay, ladies, time to go. We're busy here. We don't need spectators." 

    Say what? I thought. I'd never heard anyone speak to April that way. Well, nobody who wasn't either brain damaged or stupid, anyway. As I racked the balls I listened. As I sank the balls I listened some more. April was saying, "... and he may be very upset, we don't know..." Doris said, "That sounds like a personal problem to me, ladies. This is a crime scene, not a chaplain's office, and, as I mentioned earlier, we're busy here. Beyond that, why should your personal lives mean anything to me?" I slammed my stick on the table and said, "They shouldn't, Doris. April. Sara. And anybody else who may be within earshot. Not a thing." I walked up and handed the bartender my empty beer bottle, glaring at him until he gave me another one. I thanked him on general principles. Turning back to April and Sara, I said, "I left you two to get yourselves organized, not to follow me around. I'm sure she called you about your wayward enhancee, but I'm not in the mood to be discussed like a stray child." 

    "You," I said to Doris, "You got your statement, so do whateverthehell else you have to do and let me go. Fair's fair, lady. I thought you were in trouble, so I stopped a mugging. Tell me it wouldn't have complicated your setup here if you'd had to deal with that kid. I had no idea you were cops. I also had no idea what you were dragging me into in this damned bar." To everybody, I said, "I wanted out a while to do a few beers and to shoot pool and give friends time to get past something. I'm not lost, okay?" About halfway back to the table, I turned and said, "One more thing, people. If you're going to discuss me, have the decency to do it in another county. I could hear a mouse fart at a hundred yards before I was enhanced." I heard titters, then giggles, then soft laughter behind me as they envisioned a mouse breaking wind. Good. That would take the edge off all the other words without losing their intent. I finished my solo pool game. April and Sara left. Doris came over to the pool table and stood watching me pocket the last few balls. She wordlessly put three of the quarters in the table and pushed the plunger, then racked the balls. 

    "Be gentle with me," she said, chalking her cue. She grinned like a cat. 

    "I'll just do my usual thing," I said, breaking the rack, "You do yours." 

    "Don't you worry. I will." 

    I made five balls, then got a bad bounce off a side pocket and scratched. As I handed her the cue ball, I asked, "Why are you doing this?" 

    "Doing what?" Doris asked, snapping a couple of quick, easy shots into pockets and lining up her third shot, "Playing pool? I like to play pool." 

    "Not long ago you acted as if you couldn't stand me. Now you're here. Why?" 

    Her third shot was good, too. 

    "Good cop, bad cop," she said, "I'm in charge, so I get to be both." She snapped a fourth ball into a corner pocket and lined up her fifth shot. 

    "How very wonderful for you," I said, "But the question stands." Doris shot softly to stay set up for her next shot, but the ball stopped at the very edge of the pocket. I chalked up and looked over the table. 

    "I don't know," said Doris, "And detectives don't like not knowing stuff." 

    "Heh. Guess not. Seven, side." 

    The ball fell. I aimed for the next one. I made the shot. Only the eight ball left. A long green with a bit of angle. The eight rattled around in the pocket and climbed back out again. 

    "Shot too hard," I said. 

    "I'd say so," said Doris, "You should have had that." She quickly tapped in two and lined up the last striped ball for a long walk down the rail. It went in. 

    Doris turned to face me. 

    "Are you up for a bet, hero?" 

    "Ha," I said. "If I say no, you'll say I'm chicken. If I say yes, you'll bust me for gambling. What's the right answer, officer?" Doris looked rather coolly at me. 

    "Say no, and I let you go right now." 

    I waited. Doris leaned forward and whispered, "Say yes, and... How about the winner gets the loser? How would that suit you?" I sipped my beer as I looked at her. 

    "You don't know me from George of the Jungle, Doris, and twenty minutes ago I had the distinct impression that you wanted me questioned, then shot. Why don't we just finish the game and call it a night?" 

    "Thought so," said Doris rather quietly. Her demeanor had changed greatly by the time she'd stepped to within inches of my face. I looked into her eyes and saw the miles-deep resentment there. 

    "What's the matter, stud? I'm not blonde enough for you? Not strong enough? Not beautiful enough? Maybe I'm just not good enough for you now that you've been with one of them?" 

    I put my hand to her face and said, "You have no idea how absolutely wrong you are about me, Doris. You have your bet if you want it." Doris said nothing, but her eyes were welling up as she turned back to the table. She lined up for the shot, apparently taking her time. Suddenly there were flying shards of black and white pool balls in the air, accompanied by what sounded like a rifle shot. Most of the bigger pieces either embedded themselves in the table cushions or the opposite wall. Her stick had splintered and what was left of it was quickly fragmenting between her wringing hands. There were wet spots where she'd leaned over the table. I made a point of not noticing them as I went to look in the corner pocket. 

    I dug the biggest pieces of the eight ball I could find out of the plastic pocket liner and tossed them on the table. 

    "I guess enough of it was in. Your game, Doris." The bartender and a couple of other cops had dropped at the sound of her

"shot" and were only now getting up, staring at her incredulously. Doris looked at the remaining half of her cue stick, set it self-consciously on the table, and wiped her hands on her jeans. She took a moment to gather herself, then turned to me and said, "Let's get out of here." 

    I nodded agreement. 

    Once in her car, she called in a sitrep and got one back about Chuck. She looked down at herself and said, "First things first. I need to get the hell out of this Dale Evans outfit and you need a new shirt." 

    "Sounds good. Lead on, ma'am." 

    Ten silent minutes later we were in the University Park area in front of an old brownstone house. She seemed tired as I followed her up the steps and into the house, but I thought the fatigue was likely more emotional than physical. 

    Doris put her purse down and indicated various directions as she said, 

"Bathroom's down the hall on the left, kitchen's through that door. Want anything?" 

    "I'm fine," I said, "But you don't seem too happy. Bet or no bet, would you rather I just drop by the office tomorrow?" 

    Doris just looked at me for a long moment, then dropped herself into the armchair and rested her face in her hands. 

    "You want to leave? Go. I won't stop you." I stood waiting in the center of the room. After a little while, she looked up. 

    "Don't talk," I said, "Listen. I'll choose my words according to the meaning I wish to express or convey. Innuendo is foreign to me, Doris. I seldom choose the wrong words, I never bother saying anything I don't mean, and I resent it all to hell when other people decide my words mean something other than what they mean according to a dictionary. That includes pretty cops who are wrapped up in feeling sorry for themselves for still-obscure reasons." After a moment, she said, "I've made a point of knowing who the enhancees are around here. Your file said you quit school in the tenth grade, but you don't sound like a tenth-grader to me." 

    "Could it be you only picked up on negatives that would feed your need to justify disliking me on sight? Based on the fact that I'm an enhancee?" 

    "Selective perception? Maybe in your case, I think." 

    "Do you remember reading anything positive about me in that file?" 

    "I didn't have time to give it more than a glance," said Doris. 

    "That's an excuse. Your emotions are filtering your perceptions." 

    "It helps with the job. Cops don't meet the cream of humanity, you know." 

    "Crap. It isn't helping you with anything, on or off the job. I'll bet you can count your best friends on two fingers or less." 
Chapter Three

    Doris gazed flatly at me for several seconds. 

    "Now I know why I brought you here," she said sarcastically, "Cheap psychiatric advice." 

    "Sure seems that way, doesn't it? That thought occurred to you, not me, Doris. Where did it come from?" 

    "That's my business. Stop trying to pop-psych me, Ed. I don't like it." 

    "Then don't ask questions if you don't want answers." We glared at each other for some seconds before a large gray cat hopped up onto the coffee table and sat down. I reached to pet it and said, "Hi, there." 

    "That's Barrington," said Doris, "Barry, for short." 

    "Good name for this one. He looks like a Barrington." Barrington accepted a few moments of attention, then jumped down and parked himself in the kitchen doorway, gazing steadily at Doris. 

    "He's telling me I need to check his dish." Doris rose to tend to it. 

    I nodded and looked around a bit. The house didn't have a lived-in feeling, even though there were signs of habitation. I could almost envision a single path worn into the rug from the door to the kitchen and up to the bedroom. It felt like a place to eat, sleep, and store possessions, but not a home. 

    Doris came back into the living room and sat down. She picked at her sleeve a bit and said, "I guess I don't make for sparkling company, do I?" 

    "I wouldn't know about that. You haven't tried yet. Nice cat, though." 

    "Yes, he is. I guess by now you're wondering why I brought you here." 

    "No, not really. You'll tell me when you figure it out." Her eyes narrowed momentarily. 

    "Was that supposed to be funny?" 

    "Am I laughing? No, I'm not. If all you wanted was a one-nighter we'd probably be upstairs by now. You need someone who just wants to be with you." 

    "And you're that someone? Why do I find that hard to believe?" 

    "Well, I'm damned if I know, Doris, 'cause I'm here. You want to talk? 

We'll talk. You want to bang like bunnies? I'll be happy to oblige you in that, too." 

    She again looked hard at me for a moment. 

    "You like Chinese food, mister?" 

    "Pepper steak. Won-ton soup. That's about all the Chinese I know." 

    "There's a place down the street, and there's a shirt upstairs. C'mon." Upstairs, she guided me into one of the bedrooms and told me to look in the closet. The room had the feel of a guest lounge, clean and impersonal, but the closet was full of male clothing, along with a tennis racket, shoes and boots, and a number of other items. 

    I picked a dark blue shirt and checked the collar size. Sixteen. It would do. The sleeves were a little too short, so I rolled them up. Doris came out of the other bedroom in a blouse and skirt a few minutes later. 

    She said, "I set out a toothbrush and a towel for you. See you downstairs." 

    I used both items and headed down. Doris was on the phone with someone frustrating. 

    "Okay, let me put it this way," she said, "I don't have to be a relative because I'm DPD Detective Abrams, and I want to know - now - how my partner's doing or I'll come down there in a very bad mood just to see you." Barrington came over to me. I petted him and listened as I re-examined Doris. The just-above-the-knee skirt revealed a pair of nice legs. I noticed a slight motion in the hall mirror and discovered her watching me look her over. I raised my eyebrows appreciatively and nodded. 

    "Nothing else? OK. Yes. Thank you." She hung up and came over to us. "You like the scenery, mister?" 

    "Very nice," I said. "Those jeans covered too much." 

    "You like mine as much as hers?" 

    "I'll let you know that when I know yours better." Doris stared at me briefly, then said, "A good answer for a bad question. Sorry." 

    She didn't hand me the car keys the way most women I've known would, so I couldn't unlock the car door for her. I walked around the car as she dropped herself into the driver's seat and reached to pop my door open. She did, however, let me get the door at the restaurant and seat her at a table. 

    During dinner the conversation turned to Chuck. A quick summation: Good Guy, workaholic, no family, and doing well after surgery. I asked Doris how she came to be a cop, but when that question created an awkward silence I dropped that line of questioning. 

    She asked me to tell her a bit about myself, so I did. While we traded anecdotal stuff in conversation, she never really let much escape about her past or her present. By the end of dinner, I knew little more about her than her preferences in Chinese food. 

    Next door to the restaurant was an "Irish" pub. We found a booth near the back and ordered a couple of brandies. Most everybody there seemed to know Doris to one degree or other. 

    Someone involved in a nearby dart game asked if we wanted in. Introductions were made, but I forgot most of the names in a few minutes, as is my usual way in casual meetings. By the end of the game it was obvious that Doris threw darts as well as she shot pool. 

    "Why don't you give up being a cop and make your living as a hustler?" asked some guy on the other team. 

    "Too easy," laughed Doris, "No challenge." I laughed with the rest of them, but believed it was probably true. We shot some pool, too, and this time she didn't abuse the equipment. Tied after four games, she suggested we head back to the house. I hadn't expected that. Doris had struck me as someone who needed to definitely win or lose at whatever she did. Someone else seemed surprised, too, as he approached. 

    "Hey, Doris, you aren't gonna let this guy live, are you? Are you feeling all right? Should I call a doctor?" 

    "I'm fine, Bill. We have a big day tomorrow. Brass and gas. See ya." With that, we headed for the door. Bill stood scratching his head, honestly baffled by Doris' behavior. 

    In the car, she asked, "You know what brass and gas means, Ed?" 

    "It's the same in the military. Gold-trimmed hats and too many speeches." 

    "You got it, but that's not why we're leaving." 

    "Okay, I'll ask. Why are we leaving, Doris?" 

    "We're leaving because we have something better to do." 

    "Ah. Okay. Should I ask what that might be?" 

    "I don't know. How much warning do you need?" She grinned at me. I grinned back. 

    "Sometimes I don't get this much warning, ma'am, but I usually seem to muddle though." 

    "Oh, goody!" Doris said brightly, "I'm going to get muddled!" 

    "Well, thanks, Doris. I'll probably never be able to use that word again." She laughed as she turned into her driveway. "Not about that, anyway." 

    "You make it sound like such an unusual event." 

    "For me, it is. I think it's been about a year." 

    "About? Doris, most women know to the very minute how long it's been. I don't really know why they're that way, but they are. I don't need to know how long, but I would like to know why someone who looks like you hasn't availed herself." 

    "Availed herself? Such a nice term for it, Ed. I like it." 

    "Well, then, you may use it with my compliments. The question stands." 

    "You may not like the answer." 

    "I'm wearing my seat belt, Doris. I'll survive." Doris didn't look at me as she spoke. 

    "Uh, huh. Well... Unenhanced men just won't cut it anymore, however nice they may be. Enhanced men always made me feel as if they were just sort of making do until they could get back to one of those damned blondes. They made me feel as if I'd be serviced as a second choice or a kind of condescending favor." 

    "Ouch. But I'm still here. You're hoping I'll be different?" 

    "Let's say I feel as if I'm taking a big chance here, but I'm taking it because you seem to be different. You haven't prattled on about how wonderful they are, for instance, and you weren't thrilled to see them earlier." 

    "I wasn't. I'm not with you now because I'm pissed at them, though, and I'm really not even pissed, I guess. I just needed out of there for a while. How long a while is yet to be determined. That's about all there is to it." 

    "So you don't expect to go running back to her tomorrow?" 

    "I don't think so. Visiting, maybe. My stuff is still there. April will likely always be a good friend, but I think some other things have changed for us." 

    "Huh. First time I've ever heard anything like that from an enhancee. Maybe I should tape this for posterity. Can I believe it? Is it possible?" 

    "Well, you weren't any happier to see them tonight, were you? You're an enhancee, too, Doris. If you can look for other options, so can I." 

    "Oh, wow! Now I'm an option who's gonna get muddled!" I reached to cup her chin in my hand and smiled at her. 

    "If you keep taking cheap shots, you may be an option looking for a date. Like I told the bartender, I've had a tough day with women, and there was one particular lady cop who acted like a rottweiler when I tried to be helpful." 

    "You mean the one at the bar, of course. Not this one, right?" 

    "Hopefully." 

    "Okay. I'll behave. I think. I'll try, anyway. I think. Maybe." 

    "Give it your best shot, please. I will if you will." 

    "Ooohh, that sounds fair. You ready to get out of the car?" 

    "I will if you will." 

    "Done. On three, or just run for it?" 

    "Run for it. I'll race you to the door." We un-assed that car and raced to the front door like kids. She beat me by inches, laughing hard at the whole thing. I grinned back at her as she fumbled to find the house key among the others. 

    When Doris looked up, she was so cute with happiness that I just had to kiss her. It was a nice one. It lasted a while, she tasted good, she felt wonderful, and she enjoyed it very well. Her pleasure flowed through our contact and into me as I held her. 

    A part of me began to solidify between us and pressed against her thigh. Her eyes opened for a moment, then closed again as she continued our kiss. When the kiss finally ended, I looked at her for a moment and said, "I think I'd like to try that again. How about you?" 

    "I will if you will," said Doris as she opened the door and we entered the house, then she pulled me to her. 

    It took us a good ten minutes to reach the stairs, and before we reached them we were naked. Doris pulled away from a kiss and looked me over for a moment. 

    Her gaze traveled downward and locked onto my stiffly-standing dick. She was slickly damp where it had been nudging her as evidence of my desire for her seeped out. 

    Doris wrapped both of her hands around it and took a seat on the second step, just staring at it and stroking it for a while, sometimes letting her hands and fingers brush and slide over my belly and legs, but never straying far from my shaft. 

    "Hope you don't mind the delay," she said, not looking up, "But after a year without sex, I'm afraid this thing may feel like a telephone pole inside me. Hell, it looks like a telephone pole to me right now. Damn, it's pretty. I just want to admire it for a little while first." 

    "I feel much the same about certain parts of you," I said, then I just shut up and smiled at her. 

    Doris leaned forward, kissed the head of it, then kissed the shaft. She used her tongue to catch a few stray rivulets of lubricant and took a moment to savor it before squeezing out some more. 

    My dick throbbed and bucked in her hands when she ran her fingers over the head of it. That reaction entertained her greatly. She grinned up at me. 

    "He really likes me, doesn't he?" 

    "Oh, I'm sure he thinks you're a very nice lady." Doris chuckled and kissed it again. 

    "He's going to love me," she said firmly, giving it a strong squeeze. She continued to caress and kiss me for some time. I admired the fine lines of her legs and brightness of her eyes and the gentle roundness of her breasts and I told her she was as lovely as any woman could possibly be. She looked up when I said that, and I felt her stiffen. 

    I put a hand to her face and traced the line of her jaw. 

    "Beauty isn't all blonde," I told her. "A man would have to be a fool to overlook you, Doris. Maybe you've been running into fools, but I'm not one of them. I know a fine thing when I see it, and I know a fine woman when I meet one. In my mind you're strong and sharp, like a beautifully-crafted knife. Brains to match the beauty, courage to face the world as a cop, and patience enough to survive the bureaucracy. There may be other women in the world who share your qualities, Doris, but women aren't made who are better than you." The stiffness gradually left her as she stared at me. She stood, releasing my dick to put her arms around me as she kissed me. 

    When the kiss ended, she pulled me gently to the floor and said, "Make love to me now, Ed. Right now." 

    When I knelt and spread her legs, I'm sure she thought I was going to just drive right in and start plunging. I didn't. My fingers touched and tickled her ankles and began their slow progress up to her knees, then beyond. I rubbed, tickled, and traced the length of those lovely legs until I reached their summit, then gave that summit only a passing brush as I continued upward. 

    When my fingers tapped and tickled her clit, she startled, even though there was no way it could have been a surprise attack at that point. I continued trailing my fingers over her until I had to almost lay upon her to continue with any balance. Nose to nose with her, I kissed her, then used my lips and tongue to go back the way I came. 

    I eased backward and wrapped my lips around each nipple in turn, tonguing them and sucking them until Doris arched her back and impatiently growled, 

"Will you please quit teasing me? I'm not used to this, remember." 

    "Suffer gracefully," I whispered, kissing her quickly on the lips and returning to my path down her body, "You said 'make love to me', not 'just fuck me'." 

    Her answer didn't come immediately, but she almost came when my tongue found the magic button between her legs. She took a sharp breath when I found it, and another when I gave it a long, slow lick. 

    "J-Jeezus!" Her almost-whisper was rather high-pitched and sharp, "I..." Doris never finished the sentence, if she actually had one in mind. Not for the first time, I observed that women make essentially the same sounds for both agony and ecstasy. 

    I smiled as I nibbled and soaked up her joy as Doris came hard a couple of times, then subsided into the aftershocks. 

    My face was still damp with the results of her pleasure when I stretched myself above her and kissed her again. I let my dick rest in the valley of her legs, pressing gently on the nubbin hidden there as I softly and slowly and repeatedly kissed the lines of her face and throat. 

    I savored the taste and smell and feel of her, and I let her know it by feeding small pulses of my own enjoyments back to her. Doris was feeling something she'd never felt before; direct feedback. Her pleasure was my pleasure. They combined, became hers again, and while I kept the intensity soft, she understood that something new to her experiences was happening. Her eyes opened wide. 

    "What..? How are you doing that?" she asked, "How can I feel your..?" I interrupted her. "I told you, Doris. I'm making love to you. Hush." 

    "But..." 

    "Later. You wanted different. You got it. Go with it." I nudged her entrance with the head of my dick. She squeaked, but her hips arched upward a bit to accommodate me. 

    A little at a time, I let myself slide into her as I kissed and tasted her shoulders and neck. When she made an impatient little sound, I let my lips brush hers ticklingly a few times, then kissed her firmly as I gently slid the other half of me into her. 

    Doris gasped and stiffened as the head of it pushed briefly against something, but it moved to let me pass and soon I was impaled within her to the hilt. 

    "Would you mind very much if we didn't move for a moment?" I whispered, 

"You feel so good..." I kissed her throat, then her face. Doris didn't speak or whisper. Her eyes were wide open as she shook her head slightly, then looked directly at me. Her lips found my face, my mouth, my neck, and then she pulled my face to hers and kissed me firmly. My dick bucked inside her as she kissed me. She gasped again. 

    "You like me better now than this evening?" I asked her softly. She gave a muffled giggle and nodded, eyes tightly shut. Her giggle jarred my dick and made it buck inside her again, which made her gasp again. She smiled up at me and touched my face. 

    "Oh, yes," she said, "You turned out to be such a nice man after all..." I smiled back at her. "Different, too?" 

    She laughed softly. "Oh, yeah. Different, too." I laughed softly with her for a moment, then began the slow posting movements that would bring both of us to climax eventually. Doris gave a little "ooohhh" sound and moved with me. Soon we found our rhythm and were simply slamming against each other in what seemed to be a race. 

    Doris beat me to it. Her arms and legs wrapped around me and she made herself into an open, willing vessel as I pounded into her. I gathered her pleasures into myself, mingled them with my own pleasures, and fed them back into Doris in a continuously-building cycle. Her hunger for totality became something I felt with all my senses and lived to fulfill for her. 

    "Hanh-aaaaahhhh!" 

    Her cresting moan was all I could hear for long moments as I searched for my own orgasm among the myriad sensations. Suddenly it was upon me, rushing to spray my essence within her. 

    Doris locked onto me even tighter and screamed softly. 

    "Oh, hold me, Ed! Hold...me...fill...me...!" she whispered frantically. I did as she commanded. As I began jetting inside her, I drove myself as deeply into her as possible. Doris gave that soft scream again and I felt her nails dig into my back as I kissed her. 

    I fed her every erg of pleasure either of us contained and wished there were more to give her. 

    As the tide subsided, Doris relaxed rather too quickly. I took a quick look and discovered her almost unconscious. I moved gently to milk the last of myself into her and let myself slide just as gently out of her. Doris moaned slightly at the loss, but didn't rouse from her semi-conscious state. 

    Understand something, here. People don't really give each other pleasure. They simply help each other evoke the pleasures within themselves. A good lover is not the guy with the biggest dick or longest endurance or the woman who thinks she can take on a guy who's hung like a pony. Those are just novelty acts. 

    A good lover is someone who desires your pleasure as much as their own, if not more, and enjoys trying his or her best to draw it out of you by whatever means works best for you. 

    A really good lover wants you to achieve your pinnacle. If both of you try to be good lovers by this principle, everybody wins big. Doris had been a long time searching for someone to help her. There was a mountain of need and pleasure dammed up within her, and I looked forward to mining it heavily. I relaxed beside her, trailing my lips and tongue over her shoulders and letting my fingers trace the lines of her thighs and breasts. Doris came out of it in a few minutes and looked blankly around. When she saw me smiling at her, she blushed. I pulled her face close for a kiss. 

    "Thank you," I said to her, "I loved being able to please you." Her blush began to fade, but now Doris looked at me as if I were more than a little strange. I let the statement stand and kissed her again. 

    "I'm not used to hearing things like that from men," said Doris. I shrugged with my free arm. 

    "Sorry 'bout that. I wanted you to know how I felt." 

    "You wanted me to not be embarrassed, too." 

    "Sometimes people get embarrassed when they shouldn't, Doris. A good time was had by all, you know." 

    As we lounged on the carpet, Barrington apparently decided it was finally safe to investigate the unusual events that were occurring in his living room. He stepped carefully over arms and legs, sniffing here and there as he explored. We watched his cautious progress, laughing now and then as he carefully examined matters. 

    After a while, he looked at us in a rather skeptical manner and sat down a couple of feet away. 

    "I think he's trying to figure out what just happened," said Doris, laughing. "He looks as if he's waiting to see if we'll do it again." 

    "Looks that way." 

    She patted Barrington. 

    "Maybe later, Barry. Mommy's kind of tired now." Doris stood, stretched, and yawned. "Damn. I wasn't kidding. I am tired now." 

    I let my eyes travel from her ankles to her face. 

    "You don't look tired. You look absolutely fine to me." I reached to run my fingers lightly down her thigh. 

    "Yeah, yeah," she said, watching my hand, but not interfering with it, 

"But before you go any farther, you have a decision to make." 

    "Decision?" I got to my feet and reached for her, but she sidestepped. Doris gently fended off my attempt to touch her. "Yes, a decision. You were sweet and wonderful, Ed, but I want to know if you're going to be around tomorrow or make excuses and go back to her." 

    I considered how to answer her question for a moment. 

    "You need to know a bit more about my day, Doris. How things came to be as they are. Then you can decide whether I'm going to be here." I gave her a quick synopsis of the afternoon and early evening with April and Sara. Doris absorbed the story without comment while sitting on the stairs. 

    It seemed to me that she was unconsciously blocking the stairs by her presence there as if she were symbolically blocking me from further access to her world until she came to a decision about me. 

    "...and that's about it," I finished, "I left them by the pond to sort things out." 

    "Sounds to me as if you were leaving the decision to them just as you're leaving this decision to me. Don't you make any decisions for yourself?" I grinned at her. "Sure! I decided to let those who would be most affected by any decisions do the deciding. When I left them to think things over, only a few outcomes were predictable. Sara and April without me. Sara and April with me. April and me and sometimes Sara with one or both of us, or Sara and me with sometimes April." 

    Doris just gazed steadily at me for a few seconds. 

    "And it didn't matter to you which of the options came up? You didn't have a preference?" 

    "Doris, you need to know one other thing about me. I don't bother lying. If you don't like my answer and toss me out of here, I'll just go back there and ask how things turned out. If I have to leave to be happy, I will. If I have to leave to make you happy, I will. I'll find a place to go and a thing to do. If I find that April needs a long break, I'll see if Sara wants me. I don't hate either of them and I don't want to hurt anyone." 

    "And what would you do if I were to ask you to stay here, with me?" 

    "I'd say yes. Check my story with April and Sara first, though, Miz cop lady. Ask me then." 

    "After tonight, I'm not sure that's a good idea." I gave her a disbelieving stare. 

    "Think, Doris. They might ask why they weren't invited. No recriminations for sexual activities in that group." 

    Doris laughed softly. "No, that would be unusual for them. Hey, you hear that? We've been using a lot of "them's and they's" tonight." 

    "Yeah, I noticed that some time ago. April and Sara are "them", the other enhancees are "them", and the unenhanced of the world are "them". There's only been one "us" since we first managed to hold a conversation." 

    "Goddamn," said Doris. "I felt alone before. Now I feel really alone." I sat next to her on the stairs and put my arms around her. "You aren't, though." 

    "Bullshit. I'm not one of "them", no matter which group you choose. If I were, I'd be involved with what they're about. I'd be with someone instead living alone. I wouldn't be trying to steal a man, I'd have one." 

    "I don't have a brand on my ass, Doris. You can't really steal me." 

    "Then why does it feel as if that's what I'm doing?" 

    "I don't know. Maybe that's what you're trying to do, after a fashion. You don't seem to like April and Sara much, so maybe something inside you wants to take something from them, but you don't feel good about it." Doris raised her head, mouth open to speak, then remained silent. She glared at me for a moment. 

    "That's it. Please leave," she said. 

    I sat staring at her in surprise. She repeated her words. 

    "I said, please leave. I don't want to talk any more." I stood up and retrieved my clothes. 

    "I'll send the shirt back," I said. 

    "Don't bother. It was my brother's, and he doesn't need it anymore." Her words contained finality. I didn't ask about her brother. I just dressed and patted Barrington and headed for the door. Doris didn't leave the stairs. She said only, "Goodbye, Ed." 

    "Goodnight, Doris," I said. 

    I gave her a little wave and closed the door. 

    Standing in the yard, I realized how late it had become. There'd be nothing much open at this hour. I drifted low in the night air, following the wind westward along Mockingbird until I came to Central Distressway, then headed south toward Dallas. 

    No hurry. I realized I had no need to follow a road, but I had no need to hurry back to Mesquite, either, so I just cruised along maybe fifty feet above the highway, looking for anything of interest. 

    A couple with a dead car were trying to get it started. They couldn't really get it off the highway on Central, so I told her to steer and pushed them to a gas station at the next exit. 

    The guy was a little drunk, but he was convivial. He shoved a twenty in my shirt pocket and thanked me profusely. When I tried to give the money back, he became loudly offended, so I kept it and lifted back into the sky. He stood there with his mouth open, staring. 

    I heard his girl say, "That's what I tried to tell you, Harry! He wasn't walking!" 

    Heh. Maybe he'll listen to you now, lady. But don't count on it... I drifted on. 

Chapter Four

    Central gave way to the warren of streets surrounding downtown Dallas. I saw someone walking below. 

    As I neared, it turned out to be a girl, maybe in her late teens. It was four a.m. and she was alone and walking quickly. Although she had no purse, her outfit said "middle class", not "street person." I said, "Hi, there!" as I drifted past, just to see what her reaction would be. 

    She looked up briefly as she continued walking. There were tears in her eyes. I lowered myself near her. 

    She stopped momentarily to stare at me, then continued walking, muttering, 

"Go away, please." 

    My being a few feet above the ground seemed not to impress her much. I drifted alongside her. "I might be able to help." She didn't look up again or slow down. "I doubt it." 

    "Why not?" 

    She stopped and glared. 

    "Look, mister," she said, "I don't talk to strangers, okay? And I don't know anyone who floats in the air, so that makes you a stranger." She started walking again. 

    "Have it your way," I said, lifting upward to around fifty feet and letting her get well ahead of me. 

    She was walking east on Live Oak Street, only two blocks from Baylor Hospital, which meant that if she kept heading east, she'd better be able to speak Spanish and handle the packs of young hyenas roaming the area. I didn't really think she was qualified to do that, so I followed her as she walked. 

    The appearance of a cop car made her step into the shadows until it was gone, then she started walking again. I became curious as well as concerned. Three blocks farther up Live Oak I heard the first hooting call of the gutter rats. 

    "Ooo, baaaby! Whatchoo doin' out so late, honey? Wanna ride, baby?" There were three guys lounging on a derelict car near a corner. One slid off the hood to approach her. She walked faster. He just ambled along behind her. 

    The girl spent too much time glancing back at her pursuer and not enough time looking where she was going. As she neared the corner, a hand popped out of the doorway of a pawn shop and grabbed her arm. 

    She struggled, but the guy wrapped his arms around her. The one behind her joined them. 

    "Awright! This fine gringo lady come to play with us, man!" The girl was terrified as the two guys kept making stupid comments and laughing at her terror. They put her between them and walked her around the corner to a ratty-looking old Ford van. 

    I took a long look around the area before landing in the shadows. The guys were teasing and groping her as they chattered like monkeys in Spanglish. A car pulled up. Two more of them got out and swaggered over to the van. 

    "Oh, man, this be one sweet little gringo girl!" 

    "Goddamn if we ain't sooo fuckin' lucky tonight!" 

    "That's what it is, man! Fuckin' lucky!" 

    "We're gonna be real nice to you, baby!" one of them oozed in her ear, 

"You gonna love what we got for you!" 

    I finally spotted the guy I'd been looking for. He was watching it all from a second-floor window across the street. He was the lookout. I stepped away from the shadows and ambled around the corner. The lookout whistled and all the hyenas went on alert. Until they saw me, that is. Alone. A white guy on their turf, uninvited. 

    Two stayed with the girl and the other two approached me. I kept walking. They parked themselves where a mailbox partially blocked the sidewalk and they could block the rest of it. 

    I stopped walking within two feet of them. The one on my left started to say something, but I put the edge of my hand to his throat hard enough to hear the gristle crunch in his adam's apple. 

    As he fell to the sidewalk, the other guy was moving, reaching behind him. He brought out a semi-auto pistol and was leveling it at me when I backhanded his arm. 

    The gun fired and the slug ricocheted off the mailbox to hit his already-injured pal in the lower back. The guy's scream emerged as a gurgle. As the shooter tried to bring the gun around, I grabbed his wrist and pulled his elbow hard down onto my knee. There was a satisfying snapping sound. He screamed and babbled in Spanish. 

    I took the gun from his limp hand and stuck the muzzle in his mouth, then pushed him ahead of me as I approached the others. One had a gun out, but the other slapped his hand down and yammered something at him. I stopped a few feet away. 

    "Send the girl over here," I said. "Put your toys on the ground." For a couple of moments, nothing happened as they just stared at me. I spoke again. 

    "One guy dies if you don't get him to a hospital quick. His throat is crushed and he's got a bullet in his back. This guy dies if you do anything stupid." 

    The guy holding the girl pulled the hammer back on his pistol and asked, 

"How about we stick a gun in her mouth and tell you to drop yours, asshole?" 

    "Well, then we stand around looking tough until dumbshit over there dies on the sidewalk. Somebody can tell his mama how tough and macho you all looked while he died, but if you hurt that girl, you won't be the one doing the telling." 

    They held a quick conference in Spanish, which I interrupted by saying, 

"Your friend probably only has a few minutes left, guys." The guy holding the girl shoved her toward me and yammered some more at the other guy, who glared at me, but put his gun on the ground. The girl stopped moving halfway to me, staring around in terror before she started backing away from all of us. 

    "Good," I said, "Now get him in the car and get going. You stay right there, girl." 

    The girl stopped and stood staring at me as the other guys moved to their fallen comrade and hauled him to the car. The guy was still almost conscious and trying to help, which hindered. 

    "You gotta let Jesus go, man," said one of them as they labored to put him in the back seat. 

    "His name's Jesus, huh? That's kind of funny, isn't it? No, I don't gotta do that, man. Not just yet." 

    They had him in the car. "We gotta take him, too, man. His arm's hurt." 

    "You worry about that one. I'm keeping this one for now. Get moving. He'll be here when you get back." 

    More glares. The guy with the crushed throat started thrashing in panic, then he went limp. With a few sharp words of Spanish, the driver burned rubber and the car sped away. I turned to the girl and told her to get me the gun that was on the ground. 

    She didn't move at first, so I said, "Hey! Now! Get it!" She moved to pick up the gun and gave it to me. I stuck it in my back pocket. Jesus was holding his arm and whimpering around the gun barrel. I ignored him. 

    "In a minute we're leaving," I told the girl. "Hey, Jesus," I said, "How much gang-banging are you gonna be good for if I put a bullet in your spine? 

Got anybody in your life who'll wheel you around and help you go to the bathroom?" 

    His eyes got wider and tears ran down his face. I pulled the gun out of his mouth and told him to turn around. He was frozen, shaking with fear. 

    "Hey, now you know how she felt, asshole. Think about it if you can think at all." I poked him with the gun. "I said turn around. Don't make me try to hit your spine from the front." 

    Shaking, he slowly turned, yammering in Spanglish. I didn't bother listening. I slammed the gun barrel into the back of his head and he dropped like a sack of dirt. 

    "Now we run," I told the girl, grinning as I grabbed her hand to pull her along. 

    As we rounded the corner, I fired a couple of rounds through the pawn shop's barred glass door, setting off the alarm. The girl pretty much freaked completely out when I fired, but I got her running again quickly. A black BMW with gold trim and wheels came screaming around the corner behind us. It was in the middle of the street, moving fast and crossing lanes to head our way when I put another two rounds in its front license plate. The BMW decided it had hit something and deployed its air bags. Before the driver could recover from the bag slamming into his face, the car rammed into the side of the building behind us. 

    The guy who had been hanging out the passenger window for a shot at us was thrown out on impact and wound up slamming into the building independently. We were only half a block from the hospital complex when I heard the sirens of approaching police. I slowed us to a walk and looked for a place to trash the guns. 

    There was a dumpster in the alley. I took a few moments to wipe the guns clean on my shirttails and tossed them in, then we walked to the hospital's side entrance and stood in the shadows for a few minutes. It didn't take long for an ambulance to arrive with a cop car. As they hurried in, we strolled out. I asked one of the cops what had happened. He ignored me and passed on by. We kept walking through the parking lot to the cab stand and the lone taxi that waited there. 

    I told the driver to take us to Akard and Commerce and fished Harry's twenty out of my pocket to show him we had money. Ten minutes later we were among a small horde of people beginning their day at the downtown Dallas bus station. 

    Under the harsh fluorescent lights the girl looked rumpled and tired as hell. She had no purse and no pockets, so unless she had a few bucks stashed in her bra, she was broke. 

    I took her into the gift shop, found a toothbrush kit for each of us, and told her to get whatever else she needed to freshen up a bit. She picked out a brush and comb kit, a small towel, a bar of soap with a storage case, and spoke her first words to me since telling me to go away an hour before. 

    "Thank you." 

    "No biggie," I said, "I'll wait for you in the coffee shop." She hesitated, as if something else were on her mind, then went into the ladies' room. I pretended to find something of interest in the magazine rack. Sure enough, she appeared a moment later at the bathroom door. I looked up from the magazine questioningly. She ducked back inside. Once I felt she'd make use of the kits instead of running, I went into the mens' room and used my own, then I went to the coffee shop, got a cup, and lounged by the door. A little while later she stepped out of the bathroom and looked around. I waved. She rather resignedly came over. 

    "Food," I said, "In your kind of situation, you should eat when you can and sleep when you can. Right now it's time to eat." Her eyes narrowed at me. "You don't know anything about my situation." I chuckled. 

    "Sure I do. If you had a place to go, you'd have called them last night. If you weren't in some kind of trouble, you'd have let the cops help you, but you hid from them. Now let's go get some breakfast. My name's Ed." After a moment, she said, "I'm Maggie." 

    I grinned at her. "It's been rather interesting meeting you, Maggie." She giggled. Then she snorted, holding her laughter in. 

    "Oh," I said, "I see. You must think I pick up women this way all the time, right?" 

    Her laugh burst out. She looked around self-consciously, then at me. 

    "C'mon," I said with a grin, "Order up. Let's eat." We took a corner booth. As ragged-out tired as she was, Maggie nonetheless attacked her eggs and bacon. About halfway through the meal I noticed her staring at me. I stopped chewing and gave her a questioning look. 

    "Why are you doing this?" she asked. "What do you want from me?" 

    "Nothing," I said. "I already got what I wanted because of you." 

    "I don't understand that. Not even a little. What do you mean?" 

    "Maggie. Listen. No matter what you may think, sometimes people do things for other people for fun, not just to them. Okay?" She didn't say anything to that, and her look was rather skeptical. A few bites later, she quietly said, "I've seen you people fly before." I paused in the slicing of my eggs to look at her. "And..?" 

    "But you didn't," she said, "Back there. When we ran." 

    "That's right. I didn't." 

    "Why? I've seen you guys carry people on TV. Can't you?" 

    "I can. I didn't. Want to know why?" 

    "Yeah. I mean, it would have been so much easier, right?" 

    "Trade you, Maggie. You tell me what kind of trouble you think you're in and I'll tell you why we didn't fly. I'll bet it won't be the answer you expect." 

    She pushed her food around her plate for a few moments in silence. I went back to my own food and let her decide whether to tell me. 

    "I think I'm pregnant. My parents found out. We had an argument and I left last night. When I told Tom, he kind of went crazy. I couldn't stay there, either. A woman gave me a ride from Plano to Loop 12. She seemed nice, but then she grabbed my purse and shoved me out of the car and drove off. That was around eight o'clock. I walked the rest of the way into town." Maggie wasn't looking at me, instead staring into her plate as she spoke. She seemed to be expecting the worst from me. 

    "Damn," I said, doing the math. "You walked fifteen miles last night? Ever think of going into the Army? They'd love you. Where were you going?" She looked up. 

    "A friend from school is spending the summer with her mother in Rockwall. She has a house there. I didn't know where else to go." 

    "That's a long walk. Another twenty miles, anyway. From school, huh? How old are you, Maggie?" 

    She looked up angrily. "I'm almost eighteen. What does my age have to do with anything?" 

    I held up a hand. "Only that when you're eighteen in Texas you can sign for yourself. It means you can sign a lease, for instance." Her glare softened a bit. "Oh." 

    "It also means you can sign for yourself at a clinic." 

    "You mean an abortion? I don't know..." 

    I interrupted her. 

    "They don't just do abortions. They're about helping and supporting women. That more often includes baby deliveries and school vaccinations for their kids." 

    "I already know I'm pregnant," she said, "And I don't have any money." 

    "Money isn't a problem, Maggie. Scaled fees. How do you know you're pregnant?" 

    "My Mom wants another kid. She's been trying for a while, and she has all these home test kits. I took one of them and used it. It said I was pregnant." Maggie was talking at the table again, her head down. I waved my hand under her nose to get her attention and bring her head back up. 

    "Be embarrassed yesterday. Today you need to move on to the important stuff, like what to do about money and a roof and a job. There are women around the clinic who have been in your situation, which means they'll know what to do. You got a better plan?" 

    After a moment Maggie shook her head. "No." 

    "Well, then, we'll find you one. Eat up and let's go." Maggie raised a trembling hand and pushed her hair back. In a small voice, she said, "Okay." 

    "Hey, Maggie," I said, patting her hand, "I didn't fly because I wanted them to think that a plain old everyday kind of gringo did it to them. If I'd just grabbed you they might have started shooting. Maybe tonight will make them a little more cautious about messing with people." She smiled. "Yeah. I guess it could." 

    At the pay phone, I called the clinic's emergency number and gave them my number. A few moments later the pay phone rang. 

    I outlined the situation for the woman on hot-line duty and she said someone would pick us up on her way to work. I then called the cops and told them where to look for a couple of guns in a dumpster. Half an hour later we were at the clinic. Someone took charge of Maggie and led her away. I got a cup of coffee and waited in the lobby after asking at the front desk to see Dr. Susan Keller. 

    Someone shook me awake. 

    "Dr. Keller will see you now," she said. I got up from the couch and followed her to Susan's office. Susan was seated at her desk, doing something with the contents of a file folder. She nodded to my guide and thanked her and the woman closed the door and left. Susan stared hard at me for a few moments. 

    "So... How have you been, Ed? You look better than I remember." 

    "Thanks, I think. I'm fine. How about you, Susan? You look great." 

    "For forty-eight, you mean? Can't complain. It wouldn't help, anyway," she laughed, handing me a slip of paper. 

    I looked at the numbers in columns and the summation at the bottom. Negative. 

    "She isn't pregnant," said Susan, "Just thought you'd like to know you aren't a daddy." 

    "Oh, gee, thanks," I said, "Especially since you already knew it couldn't have been me. How is she?" 

    "She's fine. So you were just curious?" 

    "Only a little. I was going to turn her over to you and go home. Your outfit was her best chance whether she was preggers or not." Susan nodded. "Delivery accepted. So why did you wait in the lobby?" 

    "To see you, milady. To say hi. To drink free coffee and try to take a quick nap." 

    "I see. Well, hi, then. While you're here, answer a question for me." 

    "I'll try." 

    I knew what was coming next. It was the real reason I'd stayed to see her. 

    "What happened last year?" she asked, "Did I do something? Say something?" 

    "No, it wasn't you, Susan. Something happened last year that changed my life." With a grin, I added, "And it wasn't a dose of religion." Susan rolled her eyes and said, "Well, how about finally telling me what the hell happened that made you cancel us. Did you have some other kind of an epiphany?" 

    I laughed. "It felt that way for a while with her." 

    "Uh, huh," she said, "Her. A new woman. I've always thought so." 

    "It was a bit more than that, Susan, but you and I were just dating. We weren't engaged or anything. You said so yourself the time you went out with that putz from, um, Atlanta, was it?" 

    "It was. And he was an old friend, not a date or a putz. I told you that." 

    "Oh, right. So you did. But then you made that speech about how your career came first and how you had no intention of being tied down, even though I never once gave you any reason to think I was considering roping you into anything." 

    She gazed at me for a moment, then asked, "You're as dense as ever about some things, aren't you, Ed?" 

    I grinned. "Dense? Try another word. You were trying to bring the subject up indirectly to make me consider it. I deliberately took your words literally." 

    "Oh, really? You thought all that, did you?" 

    "I'll quote you, Dr. Keller... 'a man always has to think it's his idea'. You must have said that a few dozen times while we were dating." 

    "I see," said Susan. 

    "Almost," I said. 

    "Almost what?" 

    "You almost see. There's more to know, Susan." 

    "Really?" I could almost see the icicles forming around the word. 

    "Yeah, really. Didn't you talk with Maggie?" Susan gave me a confused look. 

    "No. Someone else did the lab work, then she crashed on the couch. If you just met her last night, how would she know more about you than I do?" It was my turn to say, "I see." 

    Susan became irritated and snapped, "Would you please make some sense?" I hesitated. I don't know why, but I did. 

    "Okay," I said, "Here goes. I met a woman who changed me..." Susan's bark of laughter interrupted me. She laughed and shook her head. 

    "Exactly the thing you feared most about me." I shrugged. "Yeah, but I don't mean just changing cars and the way I dress, Susan." 

    I pulled my beltknife out and flicked it open. Susan recoiled slightly in startlement. 

    "I'm not the same guy you knew last year," I said, using the knife to slice a bit of paper to show her how sharp it was. 

    I then pulled the blade across my open palm and held my hand out to her. There wasn't even a red line to indicate where the blade had passed over it. Her eyes had grown wide as I demonstrated. She stared at my hand incredulously. 

    "You want to try it?" 

    I held out the knife to her. She just stared at me and shook her head. After a moment, I folded my knife and told her, "There were other changes, too, and I can't have some things as I had them before. You're on that list, Susan." 

    Susan found her voice. "I've heard rumors, Ed, but..." 

    "Some of the rumors aren't rumors. You're off-limits now. Enhancees or supers only from here on." 

    "So," she said, "Once you're one of them, that's it?" I nodded. "No turning back." 

    Susan eyed me from head to toe. "You're not really human anymore, then?" 

    "I'm human. Just different. And I couldn't tell you about it back then for a number of reasons. What time is it?" 

    "Time? Oh, uh," she looked at her watch, "Almost ten." 

    "Damn. Someday I'll have to spring for a watch. I have to go, Susan. I'll check back on Maggie later." 

    "Oh, uh, okay, then. She'll be fine, Ed. We'll take care of her." 

    "I know you will, Susan. Thanks." 

    Susan smiled. "See you around, then." 

    "That'd be nice. See you, Susan." 

    The time, in fact, meant nothing other than as an excuse to stop our discussion and leave. 

    I walked out of the building and down the block before lifting, but when I looked back at the clinic as I cleared the oak trees I could see Susan in her office window. 

    I waved. She waved back. I headed for the farm. 

    It was nearly ten when I touched down on my front porch. I stopped to put on some coffee, then peeked in the bedroom. Sara opened one eye, saw it was me, and bumped April's arm. April lifted an eyebrow at me and rolled to face me. 

    "How did things go last night?" she asked. 

    "We had a wonderful evening, then she threw me out." Sara sat up and stared at me. "She did what?" April giggled. "She threw him out. At least I think that's what he said." I sipped my coffee. 

    "Yup. Threw me out. Don't you ladies have jobs?" 

    "They want us at lab four around two for something," said Sara, "We don't have to be anywhere till then." 

    The sheet fell away as April sat up, stretched, and yawningly said, "Yawp. We were so despondent without you that we decided to sleep in this morning." 

    "Well, then, you probably won't care that I put on a pot of coffee," I said, "Being so despondent and all, that is. Should I dump it out?" Sara suddenly stood, splendorously naked by the bed. "You do that and I'll hurt you," she said, grinning at me. 

    I peered hard at her. "Damned if you aren't some kinda goddess, too," I said. 

    "You betcha," she said, "And you don't wanna mess with her coffee habit." April fell back and nestled her face in the pillow. 

    "Goddesses don't have habits," she mumbled, "Find another word for it." 

    "Oh, right," said Sara, "As I was saying..." 

    "Never mind," I said, "Two coffees coming up. Anything else?" Sara pretended to consider my question. "Yes." 

    "Well?" 

    "I'll tell you when you get back with the coffee." She air-kissed at me as I turned to leave the room. I brought a pair of coffees in to them and sat watching as Sara went through what she referred to as her daily isometric routines. It made sense, really. She could provide herself more resistance-exercise than any weight room on Earth. April watched her, too. Somewhere along the line we looked at each other and hatched a plot without saying a word. April slithered across the bed and I ambled around to face Sara. She paused as I gazed steadily at her. 

    After a moment of silent reciprocal staring, she asked, "Yes?" I grabbed her. April grabbed her, too. Sara squealed and struggled. We wrestled her to the bed in a mock battle only the bed lost. I kissed her, then April kissed her. We ran our hands over her and then over each other. I kissed April. 

    Seeing this, Sara said, "I'd like to surrender before I get left out." A good time was definitely underway when the phone rang. We let it ring until the machine picked up. It was Doris. She began leaving a message. 

    "Ed, a young lady said she and you had a very busy early morning and we need to talk about it. My number is..." she gave her number and hung up. April and Sara looked at me questioningly. 

    Sara looked at April and asked, "Another woman last night? And Doris has her? And she's calling him from the office after she threw him out?" They looked back at me. 

    "I may have left out a few things," I said. Four feminine eyebrows went up. 

    "All right, I may have left out more than a few things, but I can tell you about them later." 

    The ladies looked at each other a moment, then pounced on me, gigglingly pinning me to the collapsed bed. I got the hint. 

    "Well, okay," I said, "I guess I could tell you about them now, if you want." 

    "Assume we want," said April. 

    "It wouldn't be as interesting as what we were doing," I said. 

    "You know," Sara commented to April, "If I chomped down hard on that thing," she patted me below the belt, "I'll bet he'd start talking real fast." 

    "I think you're right, Sara. What do you think, Ed?" 

    "I'll start with the note on the fridge, how's that?" 

    "That'll be fine. That was a very funny note, by the way." 

    "Good. It was supposed to be." 

    I briefed them about my evening, my night, and my morning adventures, leaving nothing out but the more private details of my visit with Doris. By the time I'd finished, we were all sitting around the bed drinking coffee. Sara put her empty cup aside and reached for April's. 

    "I think he left out some of the best of the gory details," said Sara. 

    "I think so, too," said April. She reached to finger my chin. "Would it be fair to suppose that Doris had a good time, Ed? A real good time? Up until she threw you out, that is?" 

    "I suppose you could suppose that," I said. 

    "I'm going to suppose that, then." She patted my face. "Good. Maybe you should call Doris back, now, and see if anything needs to be straightened out between you two." 

    Sara giggled. April glanced at her. 

    "You said 'straightened out between them'," Sara explained, holding her hands about a foot apart. 

    "Oh," said April, "Well, I meant this morning's events. Ed may have to talk to the police about them, and Doris is one of those." Something about that statement irritated me. "Those, they. Them. I'm not really happy with those words lately. Three groups: Normals, enhancees, and supers. All of them are using those words to label the others. It bugs me. I kind of thought we were all in this together." 

    The ladies were staring at me as I swung myself off the bed and punched the display button to get the number again, then went to use the phone in the kitchen. 

    I pulled up the tall stool and dialed. While some clerk put me through to Doris, I poured myself some coffee. A hand gripping two cups appeared. I filled them without looking to see whether it was April or Sara. Doris finally answered. In a businesslike way, she asked that I tell her what happened in the early morning with Maggie. 

    Instead, I asked if there was a problem. 

    She said it was routine follow-up, that my name wasn't even on the paperwork, and that Maggie had told her that all she really remembered was running, being fed at the bus station, and being taken to the clinic. 

    "Then why the call, Doris? If I'm not in trouble, and Maggie isn't in trouble, why are you calling me? You threw me out last night, remember?" 

    "I'm calling you," she said slowly, "So that you will know what Maggie said if anyone should ask. She was bruised, Ed. A clinic worker called in a possible abuse case without checking with Susan. A couple of uniforms took the statement. You're listed as just 'some guy' who helped her out, okay?" Doris sighed and I heard her sip a coffee at her end before she continued, 

"Maggie said one of the gang members gave her the bruises. Since nobody was killed, I can give this incident a low priority until it fades out. All there is now is a wrecked car, some injured gang members, shots fired by persons unknown, a bit of property damage, and the guns we recovered on an anonymous tip. The gangers won't tell us anything, of course. Because Maggie's just barely underage, I can even have a judge seal the records for her protection. The gangers won't be able to find out who she is." 

    "Nice touch," I said, "Her name won't appear in public records." 

    "And," continued Doris, "I called because I want to apologize. I feel I may have overreacted last night." 

    "Well, I'll second that, lady. You turned me out into the dark and cold..." 

    She broke in, "It's the middle of summer in Texas. Cold is one thing it isn't." 

    "As I was saying: ... the dark, to try to make my long journey home as best I could, emotionally crushed after having been used unmercifully..." I heard a snicker and turned around. April pretended to play a sad violin as Sara pretended to weep in sympathy, wringing her hands. 

    "Are you making fun of me?" asked Doris in an icy tone. 

    "No, Doris. Not just you. Me, too. Us. The entire situation." 

    "Why? I don't see what's so funny, Ed." 

    "And I'm trying to point it out to you, Doris. What can hurt us except ourselves, right? So why do it? I don't need the drama and you've been hurting long enough." 

    "I didn't call for feelgood advice, Ed. I just felt bad about last night and wanted to apologize." 

    "Well, you've apologized and I've let you know I'm okay with it, so what do you want to do now?" 

    I glanced over to see the ladies studiously ignoring me, hands behind backs, pretending to whistle while staring into space not six feet from me. 

    "Doris," I said, "How about we try again? With a steak dinner this time." 

    "Ed, I don't think..." 

    April suddenly whipped around and said angrily, "Doris, you're all he's talked about since he got back here. Does that make you happy? Does that give you a little thrill? You want him so bad? You can damned well have him!" I just stared at April. She gave me a fatuous smile. Sara apparently couldn't contain her laughter and ducked back into the bedroom, hands over her mouth. There was silence on the phone for a moment. 

    "You didn't tell me she was there," said Doris, "How much does she know?" 

    "All of it," I replied. "No gooey details, but she knows where I was last night." 

    "Oh, jeez," said Doris. 

    "I should maybe call you later," I said, still looking at April. "Without an audience." 

    "Oh, jeez," said Doris again. "Is she very upset?" 

    "Uh, well..." 

    "I thought so. Oh, hell, Ed. Are you in trouble?" 

    "Uh, I don't think she'll hurt me, if that's what you mean, but she definitely has some kind of a strange mood going right now." When April heard me say that, she nearly burst out laughing. She followed Sara into the bedroom quickly, slamming the door. 

    "I heard that!" yelled Doris, "Ed, are you going to be okay? I didn't believe you last night, but I wanted... Look, if you can't stay there, you call me, okay?" 

    "Uh, Doris, I..." 

    "Just call me if you need me, okay?" 

    "Yeah. Okay. I'll call if I need you, Doris." 

    "I mean it, Ed. Promise. No macho shit, okay?" 

    "Look, Doris, I..." 

    I was going to tell her things weren't as bad as they seemed when April came out of the bedroom with my suitcase. She dropped it flat on the floor from a height of about four feet to maximize the noise potential, then grinned at me and went back in the bedroom. 

    "What was that?!" asked Doris. 

    "That was my suitcase hitting the floor." 

    "Oh, jeez," said Doris yet again, "Can you get to my office? Oh, hell, of course you can. Look," she said, "Get out of there before things get out of control, Ed. Get down here to my office, okay?" 

    "I suddenly seem to have no choice," I said flatly, "But, Doris..." 

    "Just tell me you'll come to my office, Ed. Okay?" 

    "Yes, Doris. Okay. I'll come to your office. But..." 

    "Good. She may be a superwoman, but by God I'm a cop. If she hits you, she'll wind up in court just like anybody else. See you when you get here, Ed." 

    Doris hung up. 

    I kicked my suitcase out of the doorway and entered the bedroom. The moment they saw me, April and Sara practically collapsed in fits of laughter. I waited until it died down a bit and started to ask what the hell was going on, although I thought I had an idea or two about it. April stopped me. 

    "This may be the only way to reach her, Ed. Doris is a good woman. Heart and soul, a good person. But some things happened a few years ago you need to know about. Doris worked with us on some of our cases as a local liaison with the authorities. She lost her civvy husband to one of his co-workers. He couldn't handle her job. Her brother was a cop, too. When he divorced, he moved in with her until he could get a place of his own." April told me that one night Doris and her brother were both on duty in different parts of town. She'd heard him call for backup. By the time she got there, he was dead, shot during a drug bust. Doris and her partner Chuck went into the building and ran into some baddies who'd shot at them. That was the first time Chuck had been hit. 

    Doris had put two rounds into each of the four guys who shot at them. She was suspended with pay during the investigation. Chuck had sworn they'd followed procedure and announced themselves as police before the shooting started. 

    He'd also sworn that Doris had acted only in defense, but her shootings had remained in question for months. 

    "Since then," said April, "Her department nickname has been 'Harry', short for 'Dirty Harriet.' Or 'Tap-Tap'. The last thing a felon wants to do is threaten her or anyone else with a weapon. Doris once said that's when arrest becomes a secondary issue." 

    "Great," I said, "Instant justice, huh? I can see shooting a shooter, but what if it's just some scared kid and not a real Joe Badass?" 

    "She's run into that. A guy wanted to kill himself for vague reasons and someone called it in. Cops all over the place. The guy actually fired a warning shot at the side of a police car to keep them away, but Doris went over to talk to him in a doorway. He had the gun the whole time, but he wound up handing it to her and he surrendered." 

    Sara chimed in, "And that was before she was enhanced, Ed." 

    "That's right," said April, "A few months later she was shot twice at close range with a 12 gauge shotgun while serving a warrant. She had a vest on, but some of her ribs were broken and a few pellets got past the vest. There were internal injuries. She was still recovering from that when someone at a pre-Christmas party who didn't know she was divorced gave her an anniversary card and asked how they were doing. Doris got very drunk that night and couldn't stop crying." 

    Sara seemed to be reliving things in her mind as she continued the story. 

    "We took her home. It had already been a long day for her, the crying had aggravated her injuries, the booze combined with her meds wrong, and everything seemed to come together to make her absolutely miserable. All we could do was put her to bed. She fell into a deep sleep, so we left." April sipped her coffee and said, "Early in the morning, she began coughing blood and tried to get to the bathroom. She said she tripped on her robe and fell down the stairs. She'd been very near death when someone selling magazines looked through her door and saw her at the foot of the stairs in a heap. I was called to her hospital bedside. Doris knew her condition was serious and knew about enhancement. She said she had some unfinished business. I said yes." 

    Sara interjected, "It was quite a step for her, Ed. She's not into girl-girl sex at all and the enhancement process wasn't a pleasant thought for her." 

    April nodded. "We had to hurry. It happened in the hospital bed. I couldn't use pheromones on her to make it easier for her. She knew about those, too, and asked me not to release them. Of course, at the key moment, it's impossible not to release some. They affected her as they do anyone else. Even in her condition, she became highly aroused, and it nearly killed her before the enhancement could establish itself and begin. Afterward, she felt betrayed, even when we tried to explain that it was unavoidable." 

    "We've tried to talk with her about it since," said Sara, "But she seems convinced that the enhancement process somehow cost more than it gave her." 

    "Self-image?" I asked, "Disillusionment, and you were the vehicle?" 

    "Mostly that, I think," said April, "Maybe more. As I said, she won't talk about it." 

    "That explains something," I said, "Why she picked me up to begin with." 

    "She saw taking you from us as an opportunity to even the score?" 

    "Sort of. Not consciously, I think. I don't think she understood it herself at the time." 

    "Well," said Sara, "You and April needed a break. Now it's a mission, Ed." 

    "Yeah," I said, "But exactly what is the mission? Never mind, I'll figure it out as I go." 

    Sara said, "I don't think Doris should ever find out about this." 

    "Not as things stand," said April. "Just help her find a way to feel good about herself again. It's probably all you can really hope to accomplish, but she's worth the effort. Keep in touch and stay out of trouble, will you?" I tossed some basics into my suitcase as I said, "Sure, April. I'll come back with my shield or on it. How's that?" 

    "That'll have to do, I guess," said April. "What do you think, Sara?" Sara snickered and said, "I think Doris'll send him back in a baggie if he isn't careful." 

    "You're supposed to be supportive and wish him luck, Sara." 

    "You asked me what I thought... Okay, okay, then, good luck, Ed." 

    "Clowns come in many forms," I muttered, then ducked as Sara sent a pillow at my head at what seemed barely less than light-speed. The feather pillow exploded when it hit the wall. Sara was grinning, but looked ready to follow the pillow. 

    I quickly added, "And some of those forms are truly wonderful, of course!" 

    "That's better," said Sara, looking haughty. "But you might want to saddle up and get going before she comes looking for you and arrests us for something." 

    April hugged and kissed me. "I'll be at Sara's. I meant it, Ed... Keep in touch. Let us know how things are going and call if you need anything." Sara was grinning as she sauntered over to me and gave me a hug, too. Then she turned the hug into a passionate kiss. 

    With a breathy sigh, she wiggled, giggled, batted her eyelashes, and said, 

"Oh, yes, Ed. Do keep in touch. You call if you need, well, just any little thing, okay?" 

    I grinned back at both of them. "You bet. I'll do that, Miss Marilyn." 
Chapter Five

    A little before one I tossed my bag and assorted other stuff in the trunk of my 1981 Chevy Malibu Classic and made the trip downtown. Doris met me at the third floor's front desk and escorted me to her glass-walled office. A number of people glanced up as an unfamiliar face passed and a few nodded at us, but nobody said anything. As soon as Doris had closed the door behind me she asked if I was all right. 

    "I'm fine, Doris. She never laid a glove on me. We really didn't even argue." 

    The simple truth, no elaboration. Doris said nothing for a few moments. I expect she was trying to envision what had happened between April and me. She asked if I had left anything behind and what I was going to do. 

    "Actually," I said, "Since I sold the farm to Brenda and Frank, we were technically just long-term guests there, anyway. They'll look after things. Besides, April was only staying at the farm because of me." 

    "Where's your luggage? You have enough money? What about your mail?" 

    "My stuff is in my car, Doris. Don't look so surprised that I have one. I can call to check my mail and I have enough money. The internet businesses we set up at the farm cut me checks every month. I can't think of anything else at the moment." 

    I was referring to other details that might require attention. Doris apparently assumed I meant something altogether different. She put an arm around me and sympathized, "I know how upsetting these things can be." 

    I didn't correct her assumption. She led me to a chair and asked if I'd like a coffee or a soda and told me she had to finish some paperwork before leaving the office for the day. 

    "It's the report stuff from last night's bust. I'll be on suspension for a few days or a week, I think, while they sort things out to their satisfaction. That's fine with me. It just means I don't have to touch my vacation time to help you." 

    "Help me? I'm not in particularly bad shape, Doris. I think I can manage all right." 

    Doris immediately became solicitous. 

    "Oh, of course you can. I know that, Ed. I didn't mean to imply that you couldn't. But I've been where you are right now, and I went through it pretty much alone. You don't have to do that, Ed." 

    She paused a moment, then softly said, "When the anger wears off, the emptiness sets in." 

    I said, "I went through a divorce once, Doris. I survived it well enough. This isn't a divorce." 

    Again, there was much left unsaid. My divorce happened by phone and mail when I returned to the states after almost a decade of separation. She was in Virginia and I was in Texas at the time. It had been convenient to both of us to remain married while I was overseas, but when it became a matter of convenience to get a divorce, we simply agreed to do so and did it. Doris was still emitting sympathy as she patted my shoulder and said, 

"Still... Let's go get that coffee now. The sooner I finish up, the sooner we can get out of here, and I want to be able to visit Chuck this afternoon." As we exited the office, I asked, "How's he doing?" Doris slipped her arm into mine to walk me to the lounge. "He's still in intensive care, but they're moving him to a private room later today." 

    "That's a good sign," I said, grinning at her, "They think he's going to live, so they'll put him where they can charge more for doing less." She grinned back at me. 

    "Yeah, something like that, anyway." 

    "You should smile more often, Doris. You go from being just real good-looking to being absolutely beautiful when you smile." A guy at his desk heard my comment as we passed. He smiled, too, raised his eyebrows, and nodded agreement. Doris slapped my arm lightly and grinned at me. 

    "This is a police station, mister. We aren't allowed to smile except in the line of duty. People think cops are up to something when they smile." I heard a chair scoot behind us and glanced back to see the guy was following us with his own coffee mug in hand. He noticed me noticing him and hoisted the mug. 

    Sure, I thought; Doris had smiled, and that seemed unusual, so speculation has begun already. 

    By the time we arrived at the coffee pot there were perhaps half a dozen people heading in our direction, all clutching mugs and cups as an excuse to come check out the guy with Doris. 

    As I poured for both of us, I said, "We seem to be drawing a crowd." Doris glanced around. 

    "It does look that way," she said, but she seemed in no hurry as she added sweetener and stirred it in. 

    The first guy reached for the pot, saying, "You know, if they'd let us move this thing out front, you wouldn't need a guide to find it." Doris said, "It's fine right here, John. It provides a quiet place to gossip. This is Ed." John and I shook hands. Doris stood watching with a small, wry smile. 

    "He's the guy who was with Chuck and me last night," she added. The handshake ended abruptly and John said, "Well, you look pretty healthy for someone who took a shotgun blast. I have to get back to work. See you." With that, he filled his cup and headed back to his desk. Seeing him leave so abruptly slowed the approach of the others. We also started back. Doris seemed tense. 

    "Most people aren't comfortable around enhancees," said Doris. She said nothing else until we were back in her office with the door again closed. 

    "Some resent us, others envy us," she said, "Most do both. They can't help it. And some people know how the enhancement is accomplished. It's like being rich, I suppose, and having to wonder if they want you for yourself or your money." 

    There wasn't much to say to that, so I didn't say anything. Doris went back to work, leaving me to root through some magazines. After a while, I heard the word, "Done!" Doris grabbed her purse and we headed for the front, where she dropped the files on someone's desk. The guy handed her some forms. She signed them and rejoined me outside. 

    "Looks as if I have at least a week off," she said, "I've been suspended with pay pending the outcome of the IAD investigation." 

    "Huh. A week off is all you get for four pushers these days? You saved the taxpayers a bundle. They should be worth a week each." A guy at a nearby desk gave me a disapproving stare. I said, "Oh, right. As if you guys don't make the same jokes yourselves around here." 

    All eyes were on us as we left. I fought the impulse to turn and wave at them. 

    In the parking garage, Doris said, "I don't know why it seemed strange to me that you would have a car, but it did. Where is it?" I pointed it out to her. 

    She examined the faded brown relic for a moment and said, "Well, once I knew you had one, I guess I expected it to be something else." 

    "My Batmobile is in the shop, ma'am." 

    "Funny man. Let's take my car to the hospital." As we walked to hers, she grinningly added, "We can take yours to a hospital later." 

    "Cute, Doris. It starts if I tap the key. It runs well and I can lock stuff in the trunk and it doesn't look as if there's anything about it worth stealing." 

    Doris giggled. "That's because there isn't." 

    "Exactly," I said, "Nobody messes with it, the insurance is cheap, and I can replace it for a few hundred bucks." 

    "But why drive at all, Ed? It isn't as if you have to walk anywhere anymore." 

    "Yeah, well, let's say I drop out of the sky into a department store parking lot. Remember the reactions upstairs? Getting out of a car is much less noticeable than a landing, even if it's an old dog like my Malibu." 

    "Yeah, I guess it would be. Far less noticeable in that old thing." 

    "It passes a lot of newer things that have died on the side of the road, Doris." 

    At the hospital, Chuck hadn't been moved yet, but having just been medicated, he couldn't have cared less. 

    He recognized us --or at least Doris --and smiled. While he was trying to talk to her, he fell asleep. 

    The nurse said he'd been given medication half an hour before we arrived and suggested we visit again --she checked her chart --at about six p.m. Doris spoke with her for a few moments and we left the ICU. While we were waiting for the elevator, Doris took a deep breath and seemed to be speaking to the elevator doors as she said, "I just needed to see for myself." 

    When she glanced at me, I nodded. 

    "Been there a few times, myself," I said, "Don't bother explaining. We can come back after dinner." 

    "I'd like that. Right now, let's get your car home and get you settled. We can think about where to eat later." 

    As we rode the elevator down, something stuck with me. 'Let's get your car home,' she had said. 

    The night before, she had referred to it as 'the house', or 'my place'. I pondered the meaning of her wording. 

    You could barely tell that anyone actually lived in that house, but she was suddenly calling it 'home'. 

    Insignificant? Maybe, but seemed significant right then. I kept my thoughts to myself as we got in the car. Doris noticed my apparent change of mood. 

    "Hey, in there," she said. 

    I looked across at her when she spoke. 

    "Just thinking," I said. 

    Doris assumed I was thinking about my breakup. 

    She put her hand on mine and said, "It doesn't get better, but it gets a little easier with time. Try not to think about it too much." I decided to level with her a bit and see how she handled it. 

    "Doris, I need to tell you something. April and I didn't fight this morning. We didn't argue. She didn't throw me out. She simply told me to go to you. You've been assuming the worst, but that isn't what really happened, and I don't want to take advantage of you. April and Sara thought it would be best if I..." 

    Doris interrupted me. 

    "April and Sara?" She gave a little chuckle. "That figures. Ed, did it ever occur to you that April has just gone back to Sara? That maybe after a year April's become tired of her little enhancee plaything?" I took a moment to think of how best to reach her. 

    "We all agreed that things were getting tense and that April and I needed a break. That's what started all the flak last night. There really isn't anything more to all this, Doris." 

    Doris was silent for a while, then, "A break, huh? Don't you see, Ed? She means she wants to end it with you and you just can't believe it yet. I'll bet she's not even at the farm right now. She's probably going to be staying with Sara, right?" 

    "Doris, where else would she have gone? Of course she's with Sara. They're long-time lovers and April's only link to the farm was me." Doris smacked the steering wheel, cracking the hard plastic and denting its metal frame inward. She swept the debris off her lap and the seat, then looked at me. 

    "Oh, Ed, don't you hear what you're saying to me? April used me to get rid of you! And it was so convenient! She didn't even have to introduce us! How do I get through to you here?" 

    "I was wondering the same thing in reverse, Doris. I'm telling you that those ladies don't see some things quite the way you do..." 

    "You've got that right!" Doris muttered, straightening the steering wheel and sweeping more plastic debris. 

    "...And," I continued, "I'm here because I want to be, but if you resent the manner in which I've come to be with you, I can..." Doris glaringly smacked the steering wheel again, denting it again. 

    "Damn it, Ed, I do resent the way she's handed you off, but it isn't your fault. You're trying to be honest with me, I know that, but I think you don't want to see what's really happening. Can't you believe that I might know what I'm talking about? I've seen this before. Let's just go home now, okay?" She busied herself straightening the wheel again. I sat silently, wondering whether or not the best course of action at that point might be to just leave town for another few decades. 

    Doris, for all her lamenting about not having a normal life, thought in very normal ways. She was ignoring April's long history of multiple partners in favor of a rather standard Terran female behavior pattern that didn't fit April at all. 

    Hell, if I dropped in on the ladies that evening, April and Sara would simply add me to the pile on the bed. 

    While the one-on-one aspect of my relationship with April might well be over, there were other aspects yet to be explored. Sara's goodbye kiss and Marilyn Monroe act testified to that, as well as her threat to bite me below the waist unless I talked. 

    I decided to put the discussion on the shelf until later. 

    "Doris," I said, "Could I perhaps take you to dinner and could we perhaps not discuss my situation for a while?" 

    She looked askance at me for a moment, then smiled. "Sure. But not in your car." 

    I gave her an 'oh-great-we're-back-to-that-again' look. "Fine. Your car, then." 

    We finally left the hospital parking lot. 

    Traffic sucked, as usual, on Central Distressway. 

    The "highway to the future" of the fifties and sixties was now woefully inadequate and not in the best of repair because repair meant closing lanes and slowing the already-crawling traffic, so it was done only when absolutely necessary to prevent massive damage lawsuits. At least the trip back to the hospital would be in the direction opposite the rush-hour traffic. Probably out of habit, Doris had switched on her police radio. I marveled that she could pick anything out of the mash of noise until I remembered what commo had been like in combat, with all platoon leaders trying to give or receive info on one or two frequencies. 

    There had also been the occasional desperate calls of someone who had inherited the radio during a firefight and had only the barest idea of how to use it. 

    In Somalia in the late seventies, it had been much the same. I'd received a shipment of five hundred portable Midland CB's for distribution to Somali insurgents. 

    The radios had been 'tweaked' from forty to ninety-six channels. You'd have thought that would have been enough, but it wasn't. All the frequencies were jammed all the time by those morons yakking at each other about damn near anything but their war with Ethiopia. The US and Soviets had been backing the players in a war over 300 miles or so of useless, oilless sand, and I never did know quite why. I'd been running an aid station, and except for signing a requisite phony name on supply requisitions now and then, I didn't really have to give a rat's ass about anything but treating the ill and wounded in my air-conditioned trailer, so I'd left my radio on the med sideband and ignored all the other channels completely. 

    When the inane chatter appeared on my medical sideband, I told one of the commanders about it and added that I wasn't going to have my radio on at all until someone told me that it had cleared completely. 

    That had meant that there would be no medical assistances to anyone who couldn't appear in person at my aid station. In less than two days the channel was absolutely clear again. 

    At least the Dallas cops weren't just yakking about stolen goats or who got laid the night before. 

    When we finally arrived 'home', Doris told me to put my gear in her bedroom until we could make room for it in the other one. I put my suitcase down in that room for Barrington's inspection and said, "Done." 

    "That's it? One suitcase?" 

    "I'll get what I need as I need it. Before we go back out, I could use a shower, Doris. I haven't had one since yesterday morning." 

    "You haven't had any sleep, either, have you? No, I guess not. Look, we can go to dinner after we see Chuck. Do you want to nap a while?" 

    "It's almost four, so a nap would just screw up my days and nights. Better that I just stay up and crash at a fairly usual hour." 

    "Sounds good," she said, "I'll get you a towel." 

    "Thanks, Doris. I wonder if you might do me another favor first?" 

    "If I can. What is it?" 

    "Tell me why you really brought me home. Are you just taking a swing at April, trying to protect me from her, or do you want me for yourself?" 

    "All of the above," said Doris, "Forget last night, Ed. Well, no, don't forget last night, at least not all of it. Just the last part." 

    "You mean when you threw me out?" 

    I grinned at her. 

    "Yeah. Forget that part, will you? I really screwed up." 

    "Not necessarily. It was how you felt, and you need to be able to let me know how you feel. I'd appreciate it, though, if you'd try to talk with me about whatever's upsetting you next time." 

    "Next time? There won't be a next time, Ed." I really couldn't help laughing a little. 

    Before she could think I was insulting her, I said, "There's always a next time when people care about each other, Doris. However much or little, if they give a damn at all about someone, they can't avoid sooner or later tromping the other person's toes. It seems to happen most often when people are trying like hell to be considerate to each other." 

    Doris sat on the bed and looked up at me. "I don't know if I can accept that completely," she said. 

    "Have you ever not told someone something to avoid hurting them and had it backfire when they found out later? Did they resent you for not telling them?" Her expression answered my question. 

    "Everybody's had that happen, Ed. What are you getting at? Where are you going with this?" 

    "I told you the truth as I know it in the car, Doris. You didn't believe my view. I don't want you to hate me later if your view was wrong and mine was right. I don't ever want a woman like you to hate me for any reason whatsoever." 

    Her eyes narrowed a bit. "Exactly what do you mean by 'a woman like me', Ed?" 

    "Well, let me quote someone, here: 'Doris is a good woman, Ed. Heart and soul, a good person.' That was said to me at about noon today." 

    "That was just after I called... You aren't telling me that April said that?" 

    "Yup. I am telling you April said that. I swear to you she said it." 

    "But..." Doris seemed thoroughly confused and disbelieving. 

    "Just listen, Doris. I'm trying to clear something up here, before I either ask you to join me in the shower or I get thrown out again." 

    "B-but... Why would she..?" 

    "You need to understand why I came to you, Doris. I want you, but I want you on truthful terms, not as a perceived tool for your revenge. I told you April and I broke up, and we did, on one level, at least. Separate ways, and all that. But I don't hate April and don't want to share someone else's hatred of her." 

    Doris was flustered. She put her hands up and waved them frantically at me. 

    "NoNoNo! I meant why would she say something like that?" 

    "Maybe because she believes it? I've never heard her tell a lie, Doris. I've seen her be so direct that it was painful to people, but she absolutely hates liars." 

    "Damn it!" Doris leapt to her feet and grabbed my arm. "Stop playing with me! What made her say that about me, Ed?" 

    I made a point of prying her fingers off my arm. Doris has a helluva grip. 

    "I told them about last night. Nothing graphic. Like I said, no gooey details. They told me a little about what you've been through in the last few years. They told me to be very careful not to hurt you, Doris, and I promised them I'd avoid that. Right now, being up front with you seems to be the best beginning I can make. You'll either toss me out again or you won't. Excepting last night's pleasures, I barely know you, so I'm okay either way right now. Would I be okay with it a month from now, after I've come to know you? I doubt it." 

    "You're telling me I've been set up for this," she said in a flat tone. 

    "No, I'm not, Doris. I'm telling you some people you aren't particularly fond of are fond of you, that's all. They thought they were sending me to you. You thought you were rescuing me from them. I just wanted very much to be with you, so I let everybody think whateverthehell they wanted to think and here I am." 

    "So here you are, indeed," said Doris without inflection. "I see." 

    "I think you almost do," I said, "But there's one more little thing, Doris." 

    "Just one?" she asked, "Only one? Dare I fucking ask what that one little thing is?" 

    I shrugged. 

    "It's just that I was kind of hoping you'd give us a chance. You and me, that is. No games. You and me for you and me. No other reasons. I can't be given away like an outgrown-pet and I don't need to be rescued. I came here of my own accord to be with you if you'll have me. That's really all there is to it for me." 

    As I watched her sit on the edge of the bed, I could almost hear the wheels turning in her mind. She seemed to be looking for some hole in the story; any small flaw that would give away some other, hidden plan. Doris asked, "What else did she say?" 

    "April? Not much. Sara had a comment, though." Doris looked up at me questioningly. 

    "And that was..?" 

    I smiled at her. "She said you'd send me back to them in a baggie if you ever found out they'd sent me to you. I was kind of hoping it wouldn't come to that, though." 

    Doris gave a little smile. "Back in a baggie, huh? I haven't used that line in over a year. Some guy pulled a gun on me during a bust. I told him to drop it or I'd use it as an excuse to send him back to his parole officer in a baggie. The dummy didn't believe me." 

    I peered into her face a moment. 

    "Do you have any idea how unsettling it is to see you smile when you remember killing some guy?" 

    Doris grinned ferally at me. 

    "That upsets your cornflakes, does it? Hey, aren't you the same guy who said that I become more beautiful when I smile?" 

    "Not precisely. I did say something like that, though. I'll say it again if you like." 

    "Yeah. I'd like." 

    Doris gave me a regular, non-feral grin. 

    "You go from being just real good looking to being absolutely beautiful when you smile," I said, quoting from memory. 

    Doris just sat there, rolling the phrase in her mind. 

    "Huh," she said, "Doesn't matter who you quote, does it? A quote always sounds like a quote. Sometimes it even sounds like a line." 

    "Well, it was original the first time you heard it." 

    "Maybe it would work better if you caught me off-guard with it." 

    "If you don't mind, I won't count on that." 

    "Good for you," said Doris, standing and tossing her jacket on the bed, "I need a shower, too. Think up a new line while you scrub my back." 

    "Uh, oh. She's pretty damned decisive, too," I said to the room in general. 

    Doris stepped very close to me and stood looking searchingly up into my face. I took her in my arms and kissed her. It was a nice one, like the first one on the porch. 

    "Thank you," I whispered in her ear. 

    The mirror on the dresser reflected the mirror on the other wall. Her chin rested perfectly on my shoulder as I held her. 

    I saw her smile again. For some reason, I felt an urge to watch for fangs, but they never showed. 

    I'm not a total idiot, even around beautiful women. I didn't for a moment think that my discussion with Doris had completely ended, for instance. It would undoubtedly remanifest itself later at moments of her choosing. I ran a fingernail lightly down the back of her arm. Goosebumps rose in its wake. I planted a warm, soft, lingering kiss on the back of her neck and trailed it to her shoulder. More goosebumps. 

    Doris shivered and backed off a pace, looking me right in the eye and rubbing her arms as she spoke. 

    "You know just where to do what, don't you? You realize that if I discover you know too much, I'll have to kill you? It's in the womens' club rulebook someplace." 

    "I'll take my chances," I said, reaching for her. She backed away. 

    "Huh-uh," said Doris, "We won't have time for the shower and we are going to visit Chuck." She paused a moment, grinning at me. "And I expect to be fed first, mister. You aren't having me until I've had a steak." She was wrong, of course. She knew it and I knew it. No way could she make it through our shower without being on my more immediate menu. Things became even more pointingly obvious as we removed our clothes. 

    "Good-God-Damn..." muttered Doris, "No wonder I felt like such a damned virgin the last time. It looks even bigger than I remember." She came to sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the thing standing between us. 

    "Gimme a break, Doris. You felt like such a damned virgin because you'd had several drinks and it had been so long since the last time." Doris glanced up at my face. 

    "Until you showed up I'd never been with an enhancee," she said, "I figured they all belonged to their Barbie dolls." I stared at her incredulously. "A year as an enhancee and you never..?" She crossed her naked breast and said, "Never. I dated a couple of guys, but they were normal." She caught herself, "I mean unenhanced." I gave her a wry grin. "I know what you meant, Doris. You meant normal. Don't worry. I may be slightly embarrassed by your surprise, but you haven't hurt my feelings any. I'll survive." 

    "Well, goody for you," she said, wrapping her hands around it. "But will I?" 

    I laughed. "More than likely. You did last night." Doris was looking up at me, but her hands were busy all over my dick. 

    "Yeah, but it was kind of dark in the living room. I never got a good look at it." 

    She gave me a big dumb grin as I looked at her. 

    "What bullshit," I said, grinning back at her, "There was plenty of light and you were nose-to-nose with it, so to speak." 

    I touched her nose with my fingertip for emphasis. 

    "Too bad we don't have more time right now. Damn." She leaned over to give it a long lick and a kiss. I could see the droplets forming in her bush and I reached for them. I massaged gently for a few moments, then pulled my hand back to lick my fingers as she watched. 

    "Time isn't a problem." I sat on the bed, then lay back. "Ride me a little now, if you'd like. We can shower, visit Chuck, and have dinner. Then we can come back here and ride some more. Let's just take it easy and play." Doris stared at it a moment more as it stuck upward from my belly, then she leaned over and took it in her mouth. A moment later I was sliding down her throat, although not very far. 

    She adjusted her position so she could reach it from the top, ignoring the rest of me completely. 

    I gave Doris some time more or less alone with her new toy. Although her attentions were pleasant enough, what she was doing to me would ultimately yield her more enjoyment than me. 

    I ran my hands appreciatively over all of her that I could reach. I could, and did, kiss and lick her legs as they neared my face. My hand gently pushing inside her right thigh finally got through to her. She eased her right leg over me and suddenly her damp bush was suspended above my face. I pushed her legs apart and watched it lower to my lips. I didn't just jump right into things. I stroked her legs and squeezed her thighs and reached to cup her breasts as I watched her lustful moisture gather. 

    Doris must have been beginning to wonder when I'd get around to doing what she'd expected when she swung her leg over my face. Maybe she thought I was simply admiring it. I wasn't, really. I was just waiting. After a moment, she went back to work on me, which is precisely what I'd been waiting for. I gave her another couple of moments or so to become re-involved with her toy, then licked her clit rather solidly. When my tongue suddenly lashed out to swipe at her clit, Doris actually stiffened all over, gasping harshly. She let me slide out of her mouth and moved not one inch of any part of her body for several moments as I lavished her body with a bit of targeted attention. 

    Her breathing began to shallow and quicken, so I pushed her legs a bit farther apart and made firm lip-to-lip contact. Her breath came out of her in a rush. 

    Doris now had something of a deathgrip on my dick. She rested her forearms on my thighs and continued her pleasuring of me as I continued mine of her. I licked, kissed, and nibbled that little bubble of sensation and the area around it like a starving man, all the while feeling everything I did streak through her and back into me like rampant electricity. I stroked her thighs and breasts and everything in-between, rubbing and squeezing and feeding back into Doris those surges that she was sending into me. Her juices were running past my face into the pillow. I couldn't have contained them and didn't even try. 

    A crescendo of pleasure was building within Doris, and I meant to draw it out of her. I desired greatly to hold her summit of pleasure within myself for a moment before I drove it back through her and forced it even higher. Doris moaned and arched her back and her grip on my dick became very nearly painful. It happens when it's ready to happen. Without warning, Doris screamed softly and buried her face between my legs. She wrapped her arms around my thighs and hung on as my lips and tongue drove her over the top. She continued her soft keening as I worked her unmercifully to draw every erg of pleasure from her, and then, as she seemed to be just past the peak and beginning to descend the other side, I slammed the still-ringing elements of pleasure I had captured from her back into her in a final surge of sensation. Doris was instantly returned to her peak of pleasure. I left her spasming there and broke contact. I was breathing as hard as she was. Continuing contact would have made me come, too, and I didn't want that yet. I rolled Doris off me and onto her back, kneeling between her legs as I stroked her body, bending to nuzzle her breasts and lick her nipples. Doris's hands found my face and pulled me upward for one of those long and lovely kisses. I eased myself into position above her, slid my arms underneath her shoulders, and again kissed her deeply as I slid myself into her in one long push to the hilt. 

    Her eyes and mouth opened, then her teeth clenched, and again I heard that muted keening as I slid myself in and out of her in long, slow strokes. Her arms and legs seemed to have no coordination for a few moments, then her arms rose to lock around me and her legs wrapped themselves behind mine and tried to pull me into her. 

    Doris pulled my face to hers for a quick, devouring kiss, then began meeting my thrusts more solidly than I gave them, slamming us together with every stroke. I heard creaking and snapping noises as the bedframe tried to handle stresses it had never been designed to accommodate. We were both making a bit of noise as I drove myself into her. I was getting close. I could feel the tingling, that two-second warning, building from my heels and up the backs of my legs. 

    Doris felt it, too, in those ways that women know just before a man comes. Something deep within Doris received that signaling tingle. It knew I was about to come and prepared her for it. 

    Doris opened her eyes and stared into mine for a second, then kissed me hard and moaned into my mouth. That did it. I drove myself inward to the very bottom of her. My release seemed to blast itself out of me and into her like turning on a firehose. 

    Doris moaned again as she felt my dick bucking inside her, knowing I was uncontrollably spasming and spurting into her depths. Her head fell back, her eyes closed, her mouth opened wide, and she seemed to freeze solid to prevent me from moving. 

    The satisfied groan that came out of Doris as I came deep within her touched my heart. It was the sound of a woman's primal urge to be fulfilled being fulfilled. Contractions within her tickled and milked me and the locked grip of her arms and legs was unrelenting. 

    Those were Mama Nature's rules. I was not to be allowed to move until I'd finished squirting inside her. Doris was firmly enforcing those rules. I could barely breathe in her grip. 

    The spasming finally began to abate. As I softened and began to slide out a little at a time, Doris moaned softly. Mama Nature, having claimed her prize, finally allowed Doris to relax her arms and legs. They fell limply to the bed around me. After some moments, I opened my eyes to find hers gazing up at me. 

    There were tears running down her cheeks. I licked them away and kissed her. It was soft, it was lingering, and it was wonderful. I didn't want it to end, but when it did, I kissed her a few more times in soft touchings of lips here and there. 

    Her tears began to flow more freely. I kissed those away, too, trying to catch the droplets. Doris laughed weakly at my efforts and kissed me. As the rest of me slid out of her to lie snoozing between her legs, Doris let out a little moan of disappointment. I kissed her again. We traded little brushings of lips and tongues for a bit. When my fingers found her cheek, I noticed that her tears had stopped. Only the faint trails remained. I licked them away. 

    "Salty," I said, "Tears usually are, though. Why were you crying, Doris?" 

    "I don't know, Ed. I can't explain right now, anyway. It's confusing." 

    "Okay. Later then. I'm just curious, anyway." 

    "They definitely weren't tears of pain, Ed. Don't worry about them." I smiled at her. "I know they weren't tears of pain, Doris. I felt no pain other than my own when you gripped me. You could immobilize a tank, lady." Doris giggled. "When you came in me, I could have crushed a tank." I rolled off her and kissed her breast firmly. 

    "Doris, I can't begin to tell you how wonderful an experience you just were." 

    She grinned at me. "Had a good time, did you? Good. You certainly gave me one. Gawd," she said, "Nobody's ever fucked me like that." I smiled and passed on commenting about her terminology. To me, it's never just "fucking", but I didn't want to say anything that might change her mood. The aftermath of sex is as important as the sex. 

    There must have been something in my expression anyway. She looked carefully at my face and asked, "What? I saw some kind of a thought go by just now." 

    "Nothing," I said, "Just a word." She stared at me. "You mean 'fuck'? Ed, I've heard you use it yourself!" I grinned. "I was swearing at the time, Doris. It's all semantics, I know, but I have trouble applying the word 'fuck' to what we just had." She grinned back at me and gently touched my face. "Well, I hope you don't mind too much, Ed, but I just got the best 'fucking' of my life." She was enjoying using the word that way now that she knew it didn't quite fit for me. 

    I rolled my eyes heavenward and said, "Oh, well, so what if she's a little crude? I can live with that. Thanks, Goddess. This one is a real fine 'fuck'." Doris laughed at me. "What's this 'goddess' stuff?" 

    "You don't really think women were created by a male deity, do you?" 

    "Uh, hell, I don't know. I'm not real religious. What do you think?" 

    "I think I'm not religious at all, but if I'm going to pretend to give thanks for women, I'm certainly not going to thank a male deity." 

    "Okaaayyy...," she said slowly. "I know you want me to ask. Why not?" 

    "It would require a female deity to design and build a woman. Not a doubt in my little mind about that. Even mythology has to make some sense." Doris was grinning. "Think so, huh? And how is it you know so much?" I smiled fatuously. "I've had excellent teachers, ma'am." 
Chapter Six

    "Excellent teachers?" Doris echoed, "Are you going to start bragging, Ed?" 

    "Hardly. The only way for a man to learn to pleasure a woman is to have enthusiastic volunteers for practice. Nothing else will work." 

    "Are you about to try to tell me how many women you've slept with?" Her voice acquired a low, threatening tone as she stiffened. 

    "No, Doris. You don't need to know that. You do deserve to know why there were a goodly number of willing volunteers before we go much farther." 

    "Oh, well, then, I suppose that's altogether different from bragging, isn't it?" 

    "Sarcasm. Wonderful. Just hold that thought a minute, will you?" I gathered my thoughts, then touched the back of her hand and sent a wave composed of very immediate memories into Doris. She caught her breath as they washed over her, her free hand flying to her face. 

    Her fingers brushed her lips and she stared at me as she remembered a lingering kiss so well she could feel it happening to her again. I sent another wave into her and Doris yanked her hand away. It fell to her bush. Her stare became incredulous. 

    "You did say I seemed different," I told her. Doris continued to stare at me, unmoving and almost unbreathing. Her fingers traced her lips. "Ah, um,...oh, my god..." she said softly. These were not passionate exhortations. 

    "You touched me, and... you kissed me...? But you didn't...? How..?" I reached for her hand, but she just continued staring, so I let my hand fall on her bare thigh. From the expression on her face, you'd have thought it might have been a snake touching her leg, but she didn't move or protest. I sent another wave into her, one that remembered vividly how she had felt at the culmination of our previous lovemaking. Doris' mouth fell open as she almost doubled over, then arched herself back, her hands to her belly and below. 

    "Aahhh-aahhh...!" 

    Her head flew back and she groaned with shocked pleasure. I took my hand away and waited. Doris leaned too far back and began to lose her balance. I reached quickly to catch her forearms, turning and lowering her gently backwards to the bed, where she slowly curled herself almost into a foetal position when I released her wrists. 

    Doris was glassy-eyed, but she was nonetheless staring at me. I let her lie there until she came out of it a bit and made no effort to touch her again. 

    "H-how..?" One word in a very small voice, but she seemed to be convinced. 

    "Don't know. It's just there. I use it now and then." 

    "J-jeeezzus!" Doris gradually straightened herself out and pushed herself to a sitting position. Her stare alternated between my hands and face. 

    "Have you been using this...thing on me?" 

    "A little," I said. "Not much." 

    "You bastard!" she muttered, "I thought I was becoming a goddamned nymphomaniac!" 

    "Nope. Maybe you could if you tried, but you probably haven't yet." I tried smiling at her and received a glare in return. 

    "You could have told me about your little talent," she growled. 

    "I could have... And you would have reacted how..? Everybody needs proof, Doris." 

    "Yeah, well, still..." Doris was still glaring, but her tone lost its sharpness. "If I ever catch you using that on me again..." 

    "Never? Not even to, well, I know you don't like the word, but to enhance some of our activities? It doesn't hurt, you know." 

    "Uhm... well, not without my knowledge and permission, then. I have to know, okay? No kidding, here, Ed. I have to know." 

    "You got it. Here, shake on it." 

    I grinned as I extended my hand. Doris stared at that hand for long seconds. 

    "You can either trust me or not, Doris. That's what this discussion is really about at this point. If you don't want me to use it, I won't. On the other hand, a few good memories can really help put a shitty day to bed." After a couple more seconds, Doris hesitantly took my hand. 

    "Promise?" She asked, searching my eyes for the truth. I could feel her trepidation. 

    "Promise. Never without asking. Never more than allowed." Doris examined my face a moment more, then quickly got to her feet. 

    "Time to wash up. We still have a hospital visit and a dinner date." I still had her hand in mine. I felt a twinge from her, so I asked, "Would you rather shower alone for now? Have some private time to think?" Doris looked hard at me. 

    "That's a little too much like what I was just thinking, Ed. Yes, I think I need a few minutes alone. This little revelation has been a bit much for me, okay?" 

    "It was an easy guess, Doris. You have my promise. I can't give you anything more for now." 

    "For now?" 

    "Yes, for now. Only time will convince you to trust me about this." She regarded me balefully. "Yeah, I'm afraid you're right. That wasn't really a guess, was it?" 

    "Nope. Been there. Seen it before with other people." 

    "People? Not just women?" She must have felt better. She grinned at me. 

    "No, not just women." I grinned back. "Try convincing a doctor that you, a mere field medic, know something he doesn't about a patient but can't say how you know." 

    Her grin widened. 

    "That could be a difficult situation, I suppose." 

    "Now make that a 70-year-old African doctor who barely speaks English and spends too much of his time trying to dispel the superstitions of his patients." 

    "Oh, wow. Now you've got a challenge. How'd it work out?" 

    "I bridged from patient to doctor and let him feel for himself. He didn't waste much time being surprised. The woman was in surgery in less than twenty minutes. Doc M'bwotu would never talk about the incident with me or anyone else, but now and then he'd call me to come look at one of his patients with him." 

    Doris laughed. "I'll bet he did. I'm surprised he didn't offer you a job." 

    "Uh, well, he did, really. But I was under contract to Solutions at the time." 

    "Solutions? What's that, a foreign medical company?" 

    "No, more of a military temporary agency. They rent out soldiers." 

    "I see." Doris looked at me oddly, then her expression changed again to one of mild determination. "I can think while you scrub my back. Let's go." The clock read almost five. We had to rush the shower, but I had time enough to soap her thoroughly and just as thoroughly revel in the feel of her. Doris wrapped her arms around me for balance and closed her eyes as I washed her hair. A small smile formed and stayed on her lips as I worked. 

    "You really enjoy this, don't you?" She asked, but it was actually a statement. 

    "Certainly seems so," I said, poking her in the belly with something other than my fingers. She giggled as I rinsed her hair. 

    Her arms still wrapped around me, Doris pressed herself to me, pinning my dick to her belly, and gave a bouncy little wiggle. She giggled again, then laughed. 

    "Oh, God," she said, "I feel like I've won the lottery!" 

    "As if," I said. Doris blinked at me. I said, "As if you've won the lottery." 

    She blinked at me again, then grinned as she smacked my stomach. "Gimme the soap and save the English lesson. It's your turn." Half an hour later we were on Central Distressway, heading into Dallas. It seemed as if 95% of Dallas was trying to get out of town; the northbound side was practically a parking lot. I wondered how people endured daily commuting. Chuck was awake and in his new room. He was glad to see her and surprised to see me. I bowed out after a few minutes to give them some time to themselves. 

    Some time later, Doris came out to make some calls and send me in to see Chuck. He was wearing an odd expression. 

    "The case we were working is in the bag," he said without preamble, "But you're still with Doris. That almost has to mean you're having something together. She's my best friend. Please don't hurt her." 

    "I won't." I stated it flatly enough that he didn't question it further. 

    "She said you might be around for a while. Given the way Doris feels about people like you, I was a little shocked to hear that." 

    "Doris's opinions may be changing, Chuck. She's found out a few things that don't fit her old opinions. Guess what? We're too damned human after all." 

    "Let's hope she isn't going to be too disappointed, then." He adjusted the bag and drainage tube at his side, wincing slightly. "By the way, thanks for helping the other night." 

    "No problem. It's turned out to be more interesting than what I had planned, anyway." 

    Chuck laughed, then displayed pained shock and paled for a moment. He said, "Note to self: Don't laugh. I think I'll write that down so I'll remember it. Ow." 

    "You'll probably remember that one without your notebook," I said. He grinned. "Oh, yeah. No doubt. We're running out of conversation, aren't we?" 

    I smiled back. "Yeah, for now. Tomorrow's another day, though." A nurse poked her head into the room to say, "Back in a few minutes, Chuck. Pill time." 

    Chuck said, "Okay, Annie," then turned to me. "Guess I'll be seeing you now and then. Take care, Ed. Care of her, too." We shook hands, then I left. Doris was on the phone by the elevator. I joined her there and waited. She had on a mid-length skirt and a blouse that fit her closely without being too tight and she was wearing a pair of sandals. 

    When she saw me examining her, she turned left, then right, then completely around, putting her hand over the phone and whispering, "Well? How do I look?" 

    "Most very fine, ma'am. Very nice. Edible, even." She grinned as she wrapped up the phone call and hung up. 

    "So how was your visit with Chuck?" she asked me nonchalantly. 

    "We gossiped about you like a couple of old ladies." 

    "Bet you did. Let me guess: 'don't hurt her', right?" 

    "Eavesdropper. Did you hear what the redhead did?" 

    "What redhead?" 

    "The nurse. She kicked me out politely." The elevator finally arrived and we got into it. 

    "Oh. That redhead," said Doris. "Okay, Ed, it's way past time to feed me. We're going to Barron's for dinner." 

    That surprised me. Barron's was a buffet-style restaurant. I'd expected her to want someplace a bit more elegant. Doris noticed my expression. 

    "I just want to eat and go home," she explained, "You're going to be dessert." 

    Dinner went well. The evening went well, as did the next morning and the next three days. Doris and I had looked forward to a week or so of getting to know each other very well, indeed, and that sort of thinking is flakbait for interruptions. 

    Go ahead, get settled in, take a few days to get comfy. The phone will ring, sure as hell. 

    In this case it was Doris's purse buzzing early Saturday morning. She called the number back. 

     "This had better be important," mumbled Doris. A woman's voice said, "Well, a bright, shiny good morning to you, too, Detective Abrams, ma'am. I was kind of hoping you could drop by this morning." Doris woke up quickly and asked, "Problems?" 

    "Could be. There seem to be a lot more of them than usual outside." I finally recognized the voice on the phone. It was Susan, calling from the clinic. She quickly outlined the situation. Every Saturday morning there were some protesters, usually a dozen or so, drafted or volunteered into the task of standing outside the clinic waving signs and trying to interfere with visitors. 

    This morning there were close to four dozen and their leaders had bullhorns. There didn't seem to be any special reason for so many to show up and none was given, but until one of them broke the law of trespass or touched a client or clinic worker, the police could only stand and watch proceedings, which they were doing. 

    "But," said Susan, "Something about this really stinks. Remember Iowa?" 

    "Yeah," said Doris, "Way more protesters than usual and then they invaded the offices. I follow you, Susan. But the cops can't do anything without cause." 

    "So make us an appointment," I said. "It's unlikely they'll rush the place unless there are clients to disturb, say around ten o'clock and later, and we need a reason to be there. Call it a joint counseling session sometime between nine and four, how's that?" 

    "Sure," said Susan, "What flavor counseling do you want me to put you down for? Strawberry or chocolate?" 

    "Chocolate," I said, "The good stuff, too, not house brand." 

    "The house brand here is the good stuff, Ed." 

    "Then I'll take the strawberry," said Doris, "Just to give us an issue." There was silence for a moment, then Susan said, "Thanks, both of you. I really am worried about this. Something's not right out there." 

    "We'll be early for our appointment," said Doris. Goodbyes having been said, Doris and I had breakfast and discussed tactics. She would generally remain inside the building and I would get restless and wander the grounds. Doris called her office to fill them in. 

    "One last thing, just in case," said Doris before hanging up. She punched the speaker button and asked, "Dave, you still there?" 

    "I'm here, Doris." 

    Doris turned to me. "Ed, if you're willing, repeat after me: I'm a deputy." 

    "Sure. I'm a deputy." 

    "That good enough for you, Dave? He knows what the job is about." Dave said, "Ed, tell me you aren't under any duress." 

    "Sure Dave. I'm not under duress." 

    "Done. You've been deputized and witnessed." Doris said, "Thanks, Dave. That's it for now." 

    "Okay, Doris. I'd tell you to watch your ass out there, but that just became his job." He hung up. 

    Doris put the phone down and said, "Okay, Deputy, I guess we're ready to go." 

    "Ah'm ready, Marshal! Ah'm a-watchin' yore ass for yuh!" I locked my gaze on her butt. 

    Doris rolled her eyes and said, "I'd hoped for a smart one this time..." 

    "Oh, you've got a smart one," I said, "We're taking my car to this dance. I can replace it completely for what the windows in your car would cost." On the way to the clinic, I asked why she'd bothered to deputize me. 

    "Time and circumstance, Ed. An appointment gives us a valid reason to be inside, but if anything happens, there will be an investigation. I can limit everyone's liabilities if I can say I ordered you to do something. If it goes to court, it becomes Whosis versus the city or the county instead of versus just the clinic or you or me. They have deeper pockets, more lawyers, and they're already supposed to be supporting the law, which says the clinic is within its legal rights to exist and do business." She grabbed her purse off the dining table and said, "The protesters use the clinic to build issues they can use to manipulate money and power. Abortions are less than 5% of what the clinic does for women, and they only do those when no other recourse is available. The anti-clinic rhetoric is just plain damned theocratic bullshit." 

    "I always thought it was about control of the baby-factories and future church memberships." 

    Doris looked surprised at my words. 

    "Exactly," she said, "The people on the sidewalk may believe they're protesting abortion, but what they're really being used to protest against is female self-determination. It's no coincidence that several passages from their book justify slavery. Faith is about belief. Religion is about control." We could see the protesters from Central. As we took the northbound service road in front of the clinic, a number of them yelled and waved their signs at us. 

    At the parking lot entrance, another few of them stood their ground to block our entry. They knew just how long they could stay in place before they were in violation of the law. It was all well-rehearsed. Two of them had walkie-talkies. Another one was assembling signs with a staplegun. As we drove past, he fired a couple of staples at my car in a parody of shooting at me. 

    I heard one of the guys with a radio refer to the marchers as 'pogues' as he pointed and said, "Two more signs for the pogues on the end, over there." We drove completely through the parking lot and out the other side to have a look at their layout. They weren't allowed to march or congregate on clinic property, but they'd parked their buses and cars so that they could cut across the parking lot in their comings and goings. 

    It wasn't marching and it wasn't congregation. It was technically legal commuting, and it was continuous. 

    I turned around in the nearby brake shop's parking lot and re-entered the clinic lot, encountering another well-timed delay at the entrance. Someone there tried to engage us in conversation and someone else tossed literature into the car as we passed. Then I noticed that some of them were entering the two-part building's center stairwell. At the second floor, all of them turned right and went through a door. 

    Doris said, "Some organization opened a tiny bookstore on the second floor. It's the kind of bookstore that zealots like these prefer. It sells only religious books and it's only open on Saturdays. Odd hours, but not illegal." 

    "Presumably open to the public, too, though. I'll check it out on the way in." 

    Doris climbed the stairs and entered the clinic as I fussed with nothing in the car. Several protesters tried to get her to stop or engage her in conversation. They were disappointed. 

    Once she was past the wandering protesters and inside the clinic, I stopped messing about in the car and went for a walk around the building. There had to be fifty or more protesters. About a quarter of them had walkie-talkies, testifying to the amount of planning involved. Several women were wandering up and down the lines with coffee. I stopped one and asked to buy a cup. 

    She looked me over, said, "You aren't one of us," and kept going. Some guy with a book in one hand and a Radio Shack bullhorn in the other came up to me and said, "We'd prefer that you didn't bother our women." I just looked at him for a moment and smiled. 

    "Think about what you just said. Hasn't it occurred to you that you're bothering someone else's women with all this crap?" He tried the authoritarian approach, pulling out a notepad. "I'll have to have your name, sir. We may need it for the police." 

    "Trade you," I said, reaching for my wallet, "Just like at a traffic accident. Here's my driver's license. You show me yours and I'll show you mine." 

    He puffed himself up and said, "I'm afraid you'll have to leave the area, sir." 

    "Funny. I was about to say the same thing to you." We'd reached an impasse. Bozo called one of the observing cops over. The cop asked, "Is there a problem here, fellas?" Bozo pointed at my feet and said, "This man is standing within fifty feet of the clinic without apparent reason, officer. I'd like to emphasize that he isn't part of our peaceful demonstration, and that during demonstrations, that is against county ordinances." 

    "Okay," said the cop. "By the book, everybody. Sir, why are you standing on clinic property if you aren't part of the demonstration?" I grinned and said, "I have an appointment today. I'm being considerately early." 

    The cop turned to bozo. "Sir, he says he has an appointment. Is there anything else on your mind?" 

    Bozo was irritated. "I really think you should verify that, officer. This is a women's clinic. It's possible that he's here to cause trouble and blame it on us." 

    I handed the cop my ID. He stepped away from us and used his radio. A few moments later he handed my ID back and said to Bozo, "He does have a floating appointment today." 

    "A what?" 

    "A floating appointment. One that concerns a non-emergency matter and may be moved. She said the best definition would be 'sometime today', sir." I smiled at Bozo as the cop walked back to his post in the shade of a tree. 

    Bozo was pissed, but he was containing it fairly well. I continued to stand near the sidewalk and look around. 

    At precisely nine o'clock, Bozo began marching up and down the sidewalk, reading aloud from tracts and pamphlets through his bullhorn. He was maybe a yard away from me with the damned thing at one point. I stepped in front of him. 

    "Officer!" I called out, "This man is disturbing the peace with an instrument capable of being heard more than sixty feet from its location. That's a violation of the county noise ordinances." The cop levered himself off the tree with a sigh and came over again. 

    "You want to press charges, sir? I can't leave my post to check the distance, but if you really want to press charges, I can arrest him and impound the device until there's a hearing on the matter." 

    "Can we call this a friendly warning, officer? If he doesn't use it again, I won't press charges." I turned to Bozo. "Is that agreeable with you?" 

    "I have a permit to demonstrate," he growled. The cop said, "If he's right about the distance, and I think he may well be, use of that bullhorn isn't legal within that permit to demonstrate, sir. The permit can't override a county ordinance." 

    Bozo glared at us and fingered the bullhorn's trigger. 

    "Well," I said to Bozo, "You can use it again and have the question decided in court." 

    Bozo said nothing, but flicked the bullhorn's 'off' switch. The cop returned to his post. Someone with a Dallas Morning News press card clipped to his jacket joined us on the sidewalk and introduced himself as a reporter. 

    "I overheard that," he said, "Do either of you have any comments for the press?" 

    Bozo looked at the reporter and launched into a diatribe of rhetoric. The reporter ignored him and turned to me, saying, "I'll wait until he runs out of propaganda and ask him again. How about you? Any comments you want to see in print?" 

    "Yeah," I said, "He doesn't need a bullhorn, he needs a barn shovel. And if he uses the bullhorn again, it may become a suppository before the cops can arrest him." 

    Bozo reacted poorly to my remark and prepared to bark at me instead of the reporter. The cop heard my remark, too, and came over again, possibly just to keep a lid on things for a while longer. 

    "Sir," said the cop, "We'd need the bullhorn as evidence if we have to arrest him, and I'd have to arrest you for concealing evidence if you did something like that." 

    The reporter laughed. Some of the other people near us snickered, but they weren't brave enough to laugh outright at their leader. Bozo was really pissed, now. 

    He said, "Here, take the damned bullhorn," as he tossed it at my face. I caught the bullhorn. The cop immediately grabbed Bozo and reached for his cuffs, charging the guy with attempted assault and reciting the Miranda decision to him. The reporter was overjoyed at the way things had turned out. A number of the people from the protest group began to cluster to see what was happening. 

    I spread one hand over the mouth of the bullhorn and squeezed the damned thing shut. Not so difficult, really. It was already dented. An average guy could have done it, but it was impressive enough for the people Bozo thought of as 'pogues'. A few stepped back, as did the reporter. I handed the squashed bullhorn to the cop. 

    "Your evidence, Officer," I said. 

    Since the cop had seen Bozo throw it at me, he didn't need me to press charges. He did need my ID again to write his report. Another cop came over to lead Bozo away and put him in a car. 

    When the report was finished, I walked past the lines into the stairs. Susan met me at the door. She said she'd been watching at the window. 

    "We probably won't be hearing the incessant bullhorns today, ladies," announced Susan. 

    A soft cheer went up around the office. I waved to the several ladies in the lobby and accompanied Susan to the tiny lounge. The coffee was good. Strong. 

    "Navy style," said Susan, "One of our volunteers pulled a hitch with them." 

    "Good stuff," I said, "I'm going to the bookstore next, just to see if there's anything to see." 

    Susan swept her reddish hair back and said, "Maybe that wouldn't be so good. None of them have come in here yet. It could start something new if we..." 

    "Point. Okay, scratch that. You're in charge, Susan, 'cause they're your offices and your problems we're dealing with here. Where's Doris?" 

    "Reporting in, I think. My office." 

    I had just started that direction when the front door burst in. Five men with cameras were in the lobby, taking pictures of everyone there. One seemed to be the leader. I placed myself in his hurried path and let him try to shoulder me aside as he headed toward the back rooms of the clinic. As soon as he made contact, I grabbed him and swung him against the wall, grabbed his camera, and opened it. Susan dropped to her knees to see if he was hurt. 

    "Nobody move!" I shouted as I moved to block the front door, "Put your cameras on the floor!" 

    Three did, three didn't. I got in one's face and said, "Do it now! None of you are leaving this office without a police escort." 

    "You can't hold us in here. That's illegal," said one. 

    "So's being in here without an appointment," I said. "You're welcome to try leaving, though." 

    He did. He started for the door. I got in front of him and blocked his path, leaning on the door with one hand on the doorknob. He stood seething a moment, then tried to hit me in the face. 

    I blocked his punch and slapped him on the chest hard enough to land him on his ass. My grip on the camera strap caused it to pull through its loops. When the camera hit the floor it popped open, so I dumped out the film canister and handed it to the woman in the nearest seat. 

    "Here you go, ma'am. See what's on this, will you? Just pull that tab, there..." 

    She understood without further explanation and pulled the tab with a big grin, exposing the entire roll's contents to the light. I began opening cameras and tossing film canisters to the ladies. Some of the photographers protested. I ignored them until one of the guys made a grab for his camera. 

    Before he could get it off the floor, I stepped close and let him push me aside. My foot somehow landed on the camera and crushed it. He wailed, even though the camera was just one of the plastic 35mm kind. I looked right at him and calmly said, "Oops!" then stripped the film from it. 

    Doris came running out of the back. She instantly realized what had happened and showed the men her badge. She and I were patting pockets, looking for concealed film, when the uniforms came in. 

    Doris showed her badge again and spoke to the cops as I finished checking the last of the cameras. 

    She told the uniforms, "The sign on the door says 'By Appointment Only'. These men have no appointments, so they're trespassing, and there may be other charges." 

    Susan added her nickel's worth as she grabbed a handful of brochures. 

    "And since you may need something to read while you're being processed, here are some brochures outlining our services, which include breast exams, pap smears, childrens' school inoculations, personal health education, and more general health services, which are 95% of what goes on here." She put a brochure in each man's pocket or hand as they were led out. When the door had closed, Susan said, "I knew it. Somehow I just knew it would be like this today. Is everybody all right in here?" They seemed so. We went back to the lounge. 

    "We'll stick around a while," said Doris, "Just in case." 

    "I'd like a look out back," I said, "My car's out there." Susan led us to an office balcony overlooking the back parking lot. We stood inside, drinking coffee, talking, and looking out through the windowed door. 

    Things seemed peaceful enough until one of the guys with a radio waved for someone's attention and then held a quick conference. 

    The guy with the radio left the other guy in the parking lot and walked toward the stairs. He reached the alcove, but I didn't hear his steps on the metal stairs. 

    A few moments later, the other guy followed. Instead of bee-lining to the stairs, as had the first guy, this one swung wide enough left to pass by my Malibu. 

    When he was between my car and another, he looked both ways carefully and then pulled out a pocketknife. 

    I opened the balcony door and slung the contents of my coffee cup at him. Doris and Susan stood momentarily shocked, then did the same, giggling insanely. 

    We stood on the balcony as the very startled, coffee-soaked kid looked up. He looked about sixteen. 

    "Anything in the name of religion, right?" said Doris, showing her badge, 

"Put the knife away and get the hell away from that police car." The kid looked at my car, then back at Doris. "That ain't no police car." Doris smiled at him. "Any car I'm using is a police car. You cost me a ride and I'll cost you some time, kid." 

    I saw motion at the side of the stairwell. A cop had a grip on the radioman. Another cop turned the corner and headed toward the kid. 

    "Bring them upstairs, please," said Doris, as the cop latched onto the kid. 

    Doris and the two cops took the two detainees to separate offices. The walkie-talkie was left on and placed in the middle of the desk in the room with the kid. She sat on the edge of the desk, a position which pulled her skirt tight around her. 

    The kid's eyes kept sneaking back to glance at her legs and rear. Doris knew it and eyebrowed me to keep quiet about it. 

    When she shifted position, his eyes followed her every curve for a few moments. Then he saw me glaring at him --I thought it appropriate --and snapped his eyes back front again. For a while, that is. It was tough not to look at her. Nobody spoke until the radio broke the silence. 

    "Matthew, this is Mark. Where are you? Did the little shit do it?" There was snide laughter in the voice. When Matthew didn't respond, he tried again. 

"Matthew, where the hell are you?" 

    A few moments later, the voice came again. 

    "Matthew, report in!" There was another voice in the background. The radioman was holding the key down as he said, "Hell, I don't know! Maybe he stuck it in his pocket and hit the off switch. Maybe it's broke." There were a few off-on clicks, then, "Matthew! This is Mark. Where the hell are you?" 

    Doris picked up the radio and eyed the kid. 

    "Who just called you a little shit?" she asked. The kid's feelings were hurt, but he tried to be a tough guy. "I don't know." 

    "Tell you what, kid. You aren't going to jail for any god. You're going to jail for simple, stupid, attempted vandalism of a police car unless you tell me what I want to know. You wouldn't be a hero or a martyr for slashing tires on an old Chevy, but because I'm using that car today, you get a felony-vandalism charge instead of a misdemeanor charge." The kid was shaking. Doris went to stand behind him and reached over his shoulder to place the radio on the table. Her arm brushed his ear and her hip was against his shoulder as she leaned. 

    His eyes were like those of a panicked horse as he blurted, "Brother Tom! 

Tom Garson!" 

    Doris smiled. Her hip and arm stayed more or less in place as she turned her head to look at him. 

    "And Tom is which one? Matthew or Mark?" 

    "Mark!" the kid blurted the answer and then gulped in dry-throated fear. 

    "Okay. Last question for now. Is that your knife?" 

    "Yes, ma'am. I got it for Christmas last year." 

    "Good, good. Now, you wait here while I decide what to do with you." She indicated I should come with her. 

    Outside, she said, "Now we talk to Matthew, who just encouraged a minor to perform an unlawful act." 

    We went into the other room. She picked up the driver's license on the table and read it aloud. 

    "Bill Perkins. Well, hello, Bill. We saw you give that kid instructions to do something. Not long after that the kid was going to cut tires. You're lucky we stopped him. It's a nasty bump for inciting a minor to a criminal act, but it's a lot worse if the act is actually carried out." Doris let that sit on his head as she made herself comfortable on the edge of the desk. Same opening tactic as before. Same results, too. Bill's eyes traced the lines of her greedily. The way this guy looked at Doris really did bother me, but I kept my mouth shut. It was Doris's show. 

    "Bill, is that boy retarded or something? He was going to commit vandalism just because you told him to, and that just doesn't seem too smart to me." Bill was trying to be tough, too. He laughed. 

    "He ain't retarded, he's just plain damn stupid. You can let him go. His mama can take care of him." 

    "Why do I doubt that, Bill? He's hanging out with you clowns, doing your dirty work for you. No, Bill, he stays. He's busted and so are you for telling him to do it. What I want to know is, who told you to do it? You're no brighter than the kid, are you? Who thought up the idea of vandalizing a police car?" 

    "A what? That old thing? I don't think so, lady!" He laughed again. Doris let him wind down. "Any car I'm using for official business is a police car, Bill, and this is official. You guys made a prison-time kind of mistake today. Right now, I want some answers. We can spread your legal troubles out a little bit or you can take all the heat, all by yourself. Just little ol' you. All alone." 

    Bill's demeanor changed. "Aw, Jesus, lady, we didn't know it was a cop car! We wouldn't have done no cop car! C'mon, please?" 

    "Who is 'we', Bill? Who put you up to this? I need a name. Otherwise you go it alone, and dumbasses who cut up old cars aren't heroes to anyone, are they?" 

    Bill was frantic. His voice became high-pitched and plaintive. 

    "But he didn't do it! He didn't do nothin' to that car!" Doris let him swing a moment before saying, "We caught him with the knife in his hand, Bill. He admitted what he was going to do. We know you told him to do it. Now we want to know who told you." 

    She sighed dramatically and added, "You're going to need a good lawyer, Bill, and I'll bet you don't have one. I'd also bet the guy who told you to do this does have one. Maybe he'll share his lawyer with you, Bill. If I can file charges on you together, that is. Then you wouldn't have to settle for an overworked public defender." 

    Bill sat absolutely still for a few moments, staring pleadingly at Doris. Then his eyes fell to the desktop and he mumbled, "Tom Garson." 

    "Also known as Mark," said Doris. 

    Bill's head came up fast. 

    "Yes, Matthew," said Doris. "We know. But you were having so much fun with your toy radios... Well, we just let you play until you started to play nasty." 

    Doris smiled at him for a moment, then indicated to me we were leaving. Outside, she told a uniform to retrieve a Tom Garson for questioning. 

    "Wait one," she said, leading us to a window, "Watch." Doris handed the radio to me. I keyed the mike and whispered, "Mark! Come in, Mark! Where's Matthew?" 

    A guy standing next to the Morning News reporter pulled a radio out of his pocket and spoke into it. 

    "Who's this? I don't know your voice." 

    Doris pointed and said, "If he isn't Tom Garson, he knows who is." The uniform grinned at us. 

    "Thanks," he said, "This sort of thing makes my job so much easier." We grinned back. I keyed up again. 

    "Hello? Is this thing on? Mark, I need some help over here. Mark? Damn!" I whacked the radio on my palm. "Hello? Hello?" The guy answered back again, "This is Mark. Who are you and which team are you with? Can you hear me?" 

    The cop was almost there, only a few yards from him. I keyed up and said, "Yeah! I can hear you. Hey, Mark, would you surrender yourself to the cop behind you and give him the radio?" The guy whipped around and froze. The cop took the radio. "You rang?" he asked. 

    Doris took over our radio. "Sure did. Put the reporter on, please." The reporter took a moment to find the 'send' key. "Hello?" 

    "Hi, there," said Doris. "We have a little story for you. Come on up to the clinic." 

    "Okay!" 

    The reporter waved at us as he handed the radio back to the cop. Susan came in and joined us at the window. 

    "What's up?" 

    Doris said, "Clinic invasion, attempted vandalism of a police vehicle, three perps in custody, and a local reporter was standing by to cover everything. He's on his way up here now." 

    "Kewl!" said Susan, grinning wide. 

    An hour later there were just Doris, Susan, and me in the office. Susan closed the lounge doors and pulled a carton of Neapolitan ice cream out of the freezer, then dug up three clean spoons and bowls. 

    "Okay," she said, dishing ice cream, "It's breaktime. Your counseling session begins right now. Dig in." 

    The TV was still on in the lobby. The word "clinic" floated in to us. With a glance at each other, we got up to have a look. The first thing we saw was a cop closing in on a guy with a radio and his subsequent surrender. A few other scenes of the clinic and protesters were shown, then a shot of a window with a man and a woman looking out. The camera zoomed in. 

    "That's you!" said Susan. "You're on the news!" The camera then panned the crowd, which was beginning to break up, and followed the cop, reporter, and prisoner to the building. A moment later, it zoomed back to the window, where there were now three people. 

    "And that's you," said Doris. 

    Susan was startled to see herself on TV. 

    "I look terrible!" she wailed. 

    "You look fine," I said, "The light is terrible off the glass." 

    "No, that's not it, Ed," said Doris, "No, she looks terrible, all right. Sorry, Susan." 

    Susan was mildly shocked for a moment until she saw Doris grinning at her. Doris's purse buzzed. She got the number from her beeper and called it. I knew that number by heart. It was lab four's main line. After a moment of talking and listening, Doris said, "Yeah, I guess so. Okay." 

    Less than five minutes later there was a knock at the door. Susan opened it to find April standing there in jeans, boots, and a western-style shirt. I laughed. "When did you turn into a cowgirl, April?" 

    "Camouflage. I didn't want to stand out from the crowd here in Texas." That got a laugh, even from Doris. This beautiful, six-foot-plus, statuesque blonde didn't want to stand out. Okay. Right. Sure. April said, "Ed, you didn't mention plans for a TV career when you left." 

    "I was worried about being upstaged by blondes." Susan said, "I'm counseling Ed and Doris in the lounge. C'mon." She found another bowl and spoon for April. 

    "Counseling, huh? I like your way of counseling." 

    "Go with what works," said Susan. 

    "Since you're here, April," said Doris, "How about we do it for real? A few days ago, Ed said you said something. I need to hear your version." 

    "Shoot," said April. It came out as, "Shood" around the ice cream. Doris related what I'd told her. April nodded now and then as she spooned ice cream. 

    "Well?" asked Doris. 

    "Well what?" said April, "That's what I said. What's to discuss?" 

    "You meant it?" 

    "Why the hell would I have said it if I didn't, Doris?" 

    "That's what I've been wondering, too, April." 

    "So stop wondering. I meant it. Sara and I have tried for a year to apologize and help, but you've kept yourself away from us." 

    "Apologize for what?" asked Susan. 

    "Never mind," said Doris, "It's something I'm not comfortable with." 

    "Hey," said Susan, "I'm a doctor. I'm your friend. You turned this into a real counseling session, so let's hear it. I think I know what it is, anyway." Doris glared slightly. "And that would be..?" Susan laughed softly. "Doris, you're one of the most hard-core straight people I've ever known, and there's only one way to become enhanced." Doris just sat there looking at her. "Well, now we all know, don't we?" 

    "I knew you couldn't be gay, Doris," said Susan, "Bi, maybe, but not gay." 

    "Well, thanks all to hell for that vote of confidence." 

    "I'm saying I don't care, Doris. None of us do. It's not important." 

    "It is to me," said Doris. 

    "Fine," said April. "We never invited you to an orgy, Doris. You accepted an opportunity to evade death and continue your crusade. Nobody's faulting you for that except you. It was supposed to be a one-time thing for a purpose, not an attempt to lesbianize you. Now there's something else you have to finally realize and believe. It wasn't your fault. It takes an orgasm to release our mutagenic fluids. When I come, I give out pheromones. That's just how it is. They got to you. They get to everybody. Right, Ed?" April grinned at me. I said, "I'm sure I'm risking something here, but I'll answer that. Yes. When I was being dosed, I was afraid she'd crush me. Suddenly I didn't care anymore. I needed April more than anything in my life, my world. I was totally hers at the time." 

    "Was," said April. "The key word here. Was." April reached for Doris's hand. Doris flinched, but didn't pull away. "It can change your body, but it can't change who you are, Doris. You've had a year to discover that." 

    "What about it being over between you? Did you really send him to me?" April laughed. "We thought we did, but it seems he had his own plans." 

    "But is it over between you?" 

    I answered. "We're still good friends, even if we aren't together anymore. I'll go to her if she needs me, but I don't believe April would violate anything we may build between us for sex or even love, Doris. It's more likely to be something that requires a fresh face on the job, like that Ukrainian nuke-garage-sale bustup last year. They knew about many of the other enhancees, so I went on that one alone, new as I was to things." 

    "Hey, Doris," said April, "Consider this: Ed's never done Sara." Susan made her face look shocked. "Never, Ed? Never done Sara? Geez..." Doris glanced at her, then back to April asked, "So? Sara's with you, isn't she?" 

    "Ha," said April, "Sara's got two girls and a guy in California. She isn't used to being turned down, and Ed told her to run along." Susan let out an un-doctor-like, "No shit? Really?" April nodded solemnly. "No shit." 

    "Wow..." said Susan. 

    I tried to figure out if her amazement was that Sara had three lovers or that I'd turned her down as I said, "Enough, ladies. I wasn't in the mood, that's all." 

    "Wow..." said Susan again, just to drive the point home. April laughed again and said, "Doris, if you aren't impressed yet, it's because you don't know Sara well enough and you don't yet understand the situation. Ed and I had just argued and decided on a break from each other before I left in a huff. Sara was still there and she wasn't being too subtle. She tried to vamp him. She's damn good at that, but he started talking about space travel and went for a walk." 

    "Oh, Wow..." said Susan, "Ed, that's not just impressive, it's strange." 

    "You had to be there," I said, "April took it out of context." 

    "You better hope so," said Susan, "Otherwise, you need a doctor. Oh, hey! 

I'm a doctor...!" 

    Doris abruptly said, "No, he doesn't, Susan. He needs me." Everyone focused on Doris at that comment. She was just sitting there, ignoring her melting ice cream and looking right at me. 

    "Um, Doris..." said April. 

    Doris switched her steady gaze to April. "Yes?" April actually fidgeted. I was amazed to see it. 

    "Doris, that sounded pretty definite. Are you sure, now that you know what's been happening..?" 

    Doris interrupted her. 

    "Yes. I'm not like the others. That's been established. Ed doesn't really fit your enhancee profile, either, does he? We're looking for things that didn't come with the changes, things we haven't found or somehow lost. Ed may go back to you or move on someday. I may want to move on someday, too, once I get some things straight and make up for some lost time." She grinned at me. "But for right now, he's my shower toy. Right, Ed?" 

    "Fine by me. You may get tired of being treated too well, though." 

    "Not for a while, Ed. No time soon." 

    "Oh, damn," said a grinning Susan, "I think I'm getting jealous." Nobody said anything for a while as we finished our ice cream, which gave me a few moments to think about things. I knew that Doris would eventually come to some sort of terms with herself now that she had more than her own self-doubt to work with. 

    Doris was a cop, and cops are take-charge types for the most part. Doris certainly was one of those. 

    The time would come when the controlling side of her nature would become a problem for us, but by the time it fully asserted itself, Doris would need her sense of control more than she needed me. 

    I figured our heat would last about three months and another three months or so would pass before she started making 'suggestions' that were actually strong hints, like I should get a presentable car, wear something other than my favorite green fatigue shirts and jeans now and then, or other small changes she'd deem necessary. 

    April had cared nothing about changing me. That's half the reason we'd survived a year together and were still friends. We'd lived together, but separately enough that we usually managed to avoid irritating each other. She was elsewhere often due to her 'employment' and I was building a couple of internet businesses, so we weren't under each other's feet all the time. It wouldn't be like that with Doris. She thought she needed saturation-style companionship and was only paying lip service to the

"someday" of us going separate ways. She was going to want me in her home, her life, and her heart for a while as a fixture. 

    We wouldn't start having difficulties until she started letting her need to control out of its cage around me, and all I would have to do is remain the same comfortable me that she now believed she needed. 

     All this time, Doris had been afraid something outside her control would take her over. I doubted that she'd been as worried about becoming bisexual as the possibility that it might not be her choice. 

    I looked at April and said, "Did you see Brenda this week? I meant to call, but I was sort of busy..." the ladies giggled and snorted. I cleared my throat and continued, "Anyway, I just wondered if I had any mail, okay? Life goes on, you know. Bills and all that." 

    "Don't know," said April, "I had too much to do this week. You'll have to check your own mail." 

    "Uh-hum. Well, it'll still be there Monday. I never get anything that can't sit a week. No mortgage, no car payments. Want me to drop your mail off at one of the labs, April?" 

    "Yeah, okay. Lab four. Sally's office." 

    I nodded. "Will do." 

    Don't play poker with April. She gave no indication whatsoever that there was anything unusual about my offer to bring her mail to her. April had never received mail at the farm. None at all. Sally was a euphemism for the lab lounge's expresso machine. I had told April that I would be at the farm on Monday. She had told me that she would prefer to meet at the lab. 
Chapter Seven

    Monday morning I rode with Doris to her office. Her suspension had been lifted and Doris was officially back on the job. 

    After a cup of coffee and too many Deputy jokes and "Howdy, Chester!" greetings, I lifted away from the cop shop's roof on my way to the farm. I had told Doris that if April had mail I'd go ahead and run it over to the lab, which was in Colorado. 

    At first she'd marveled that it was possible for me to do that in a morning's time, then she asked why I didn't let April pick up her own mail. I told her that I should check in at the lab anyway, which was essentially true, and that the lab people like to keep tabs on us, which is also essentially true. 

    Personally, I think it's just in the nature of the lab rats to take every opportunity to study us and the bureaucrats want to keep tabs on everybody. April showed up in uniform. Maybe it was the week away from her as much as anything else, but I couldn't take my eyes off her. She grinned at me and stood hipshot as she pushed her hair back. 

    "You have a problem, Ed?" 

    I looked up from her long, gorgeous legs and said, "More than one." 

    "One's all I see," she said, glancing meaningfully at my jeans. 

    "Take it as a compliment, but it isn't why I'm here." April smiled and sat down at the lunch table. 

    "Is this better?" 

    "No," I laughed, "I can't see your legs anymore. I want your input about Doris, milady." 

    "Regarding..?" 

    "Oh, don't be difficult, now. In a few months, Doris will start seeing my little flaws. In a few more, she'll be trying to change me." 

    "Poor baby," said April, still grinning. "You knew the job was dangerous when you took it. Who knows? You two may last forever." 

    "Cute," I said flatly, "When I don't change to suit her and she needs to let go or I do, I don't want her the way she was when I met her and I don't want her hanging onto me for fear of never finding someone else." April became serious. "We don't, either. She hasn't realized it yet, but she is 'one of us', as she put it. Her old position as a law-enforcement liaison can be re-opened for her at any time, Ed. Doris was good at it." 

    "So you generally agree that I have a limited duration with her?" 

    "On that, I'll just say it will last as long as it lasts. Doris wants a man of her own. If you can't be him, a job with us will at least let her meet other useable men." 

    "April, are you angry with me for some reason?" 

    "No," she said, "Well... No, that's not being fair. No, I'm not. I'm angry with me. Us, too, sort of, I think. I don't know, exactly." 

    "What is it?" 

    I began the process of making a couple of expressos. April didn't speak for a few moments, then she said, "When you saw me you became instantly horny. I did, too. It isn't over between us. Not even a little bit." 

    I smiled as I served her coffee. "I don't ever want it to be over," I said, "What was only supposed to be some time off became something else, April. If I thought Doris wouldn't mind, I'd be wrapped around your gorgeous legs right now." I punctuated that sentence by wiggling my tongue at her. April smiled at that, but it wasn't a big one. "But she would mind, Ed. Oh, be sure of that." 

    I agreed. "Oh, yeah. And any progress on her part would be shot to hell instantly." 

    "Funny," said April, "One of the things I always liked best about you is in our way, isn't it? What now? I guess we just wait?" 

    "Your sense of honor is in our way, too, April. We wait. Doris is like Karen and Sandy. They had to take control, they lasted about six months each, and the breakups were tough on them." 

    "You don't think she'll just let go when it's time?" 

    "No, I don't, really. It won't be her idea unless she's found enough reasons to justify tossing what she considers an investment of time and emotion. If it's my idea to leave, she'll assume it's her fault, no matter what she says about me to vent steam." 

    "You know," said April, "If you didn't sound so right, you'd sound terribly egotistical right now. In fact, you do anyway, but you still sound right." 

    "Been there before, ma'am, but we were talking about Doris, not me." 

    "What if we ask her to take the liaison job now? You've only been with her a week, Ed. How attached can she be at this point?" 

    "How attached were you after a week, April? It's different, but similar." 

    "I had other friends and lovers. I hadn't isolated myself for a year." We sipped in silence for a little while. I traced the lines of her face and shoulders with my eyes. Sometime later April broke the silence. 

    "Doris might take that job if I can prove up front that she's needed." 

    "You may be able to prove that the position is necessary," I said, "But how do you intend to prove to her that she's the only one who should fill it?" 

    "We'll think of something if something suitable doesn't come up soon." 

    "Oh, well, I feel better already. There's nothing like a solid plan to build confidence, April. You really have something in mind?" 

    "Smartass. There hasn't been a month when we couldn't have used her skills ten times." 

    "Okay, then. Guess I'd better get moving. I've got a one o'clock lunch with Brenda." 

    April rose with me. I watched her move, one delicious step after another, as she approached. 

    "You think Doris would mind a little goodbye kiss, Ed?" 

    "From you? Not a doubt in my little mind. But I think we could probably get away with it." 

    As our lips touched, I called up the vivid memories of warm, full feelings of good sex laced with anticipation and sent them surging into April. She moaned into my mouth as they flowed into her. I sent her memories of her own best moments with me and she broke the kiss, breathing hard. Her knees were giving way, so I held her to me as I lowered her into a chair. 

    "That was nice," she whispered, "Almost as good as the real thing." 

    "They were the real thing. Yours, from the last time we were together." 

    "So much for not cheating on Doris, Ed. I'm gonna need a towel now." 

    "They weren't that real, milady. Not in the Presidential sense, anyway." April laughed softly. "Guess not. According to Clinton, nothing is." 

    "Yup. Close, but no cigar..." 

    April laughed aloud. "Oh, shut up. I can't go back to work like this." 

    "Sorry," I said, "I just didn't want to be forgotten." I grinned at her. 

    "Don't worry," said April, "Now get out of here before I rape you." 

    "Yes'm. I'm gone, ma'am. I'll check back later." When I got back to Dallas, I called Doris and told her I'd spend the rest of the day fishing at the farm, then meet her at her home around six. For me, fishing is a euphemism for 'time alone, out of reach and away from other peoples' company, thinking about something or not'. In this particular instance, I was thinking. I was also waiting for Doris. Around five o'clock, tires on gravel alerted me to Doris's arrival. I waved her over to the pond and pulled a beer out of the water for her. 

    "It isn't very cold," she said, joining me at the dock table. I gave her a Bogart impression as I adjusted the table's umbrella. 

"Fishing is about roughing it, Doll." 

    "Huh. And I thought it was about catching fish. So where are they?" 

    "In the pond, where they belong, of course. I'm a no-kill fisherman, Doris. Catching them is fun, but I hate cleaning and cooking them." 

    "I see. You're basically just feeding them, then. You spent the entire afternoon out here? Doing nothing?" 

    "Yup. All afternoon. Doing nothing. Feeding fish." 

    "Well," said Doris, "To each his own, I guess. It isn't something I'd do with my time." 

    "Neither is taking off two hours early to visit a lazy fisherman on your first day back at work after more than a week off." Doris looked at me sharply. "What does that mean?" 

    "It meant nothing until you reacted defensively. You might have just wanted to get out of there or see the farm, but you had a lot of catching up to do at work, and you aren't the type to shirk your work." Doris sat quietly for a moment. "You think I'm here to check up on you?" 

    "Oh, not necessarily. You could be out here to arrest somebody, I suppose. Or you could be questioning your career. Is it still enough for you, really?" Of course she was there to check on me. It was our first day apart in more than a week, it was a place where I'd lived with another woman for a year, and it was a place where I might happen 'run into' April or Sara. Doris still really wasn't comfortable with that idea. I'd had only the smallest of doubts that she'd drop by the farm that afternoon, and I'd only presented 'career' as one of the possible reasons for her trip only to introduce it as a discussible concept by making it the least objectionable possible reason for her visit. 

    After a slight pause, she said, "Sometimes I do wonder if I'm making any difference, especially when we jail them and have to bust them again a week later." 

    I sipped my beer and said nothing. 

    "They just switch sources when we take down a dealer or they start dealing themselves. Sometimes it seems like a total waste of time and effort." 

    "It's job security of a sort, isn't it?" I asked. "As long as there's a revolving door at every jail and courtroom, anyway. I'm sure it helps to hinder them somewhat, and there really isn't much more any one person can do under the laws of the moment." 

    "I guess not. But..." she didn't finish the sentence. 

    "But?" 

    "Never mind," said Doris. 

    She sipped her beer and thought a few moments. 

    "The laws actually work against solving the drug problem, Ed. If drugs were decriminalized and cheap or free through clinics, the dealers would go broke overnight. Drug-related crime would dry up. Everybody knows this and it's been proven in other countries, but the laws remain in place here. It's almost as if the system wants the drug problems to continue." I said, "It boils down to money, ma'am. It isn't in the best financial interests of any segment of the legal community to decriminalize anything, and our justice system is only concerned with real justice when the media is watching too closely. Otherwise, most cases seem to hinge on how much

'justice' you can afford." 

    The fishing pole bent. I reeled in a two-pound bass and showed it to Doris. She actually took a close look at the fish, which surprised me. I tossed it back and continued, "Unless you've done something by which you leave the courts no choice, you can get off if you have the money to hire a team of lawyers to flog the details." 

    I rebaited the hook and tossed it in. 

    "Lawyers say they provide a vital service. So do plumbers. Why, then, is there such a difference in the cost of an hour of service? Both know they're indispensable. Face it, Doris. Our 'justice system' has been engineered to benefit only the legal system. It has gone from being a protective dispenser of justice to being a commercial purveyor of it." I let all that soak in for a moment, then said, "And sometimes the ones on the very front lines, the ones who risk their lives, feel like sacrificial pawns. Let's say a cop dies and the killer is tried and convicted. The lawyers make enough defending the killer to buy new cars whether they win or lose the case, not to mention what they'll rake in if the killer can somehow afford a series of appeals. Everybody gets paid except the victim, who just gets buried." 

    "You're essentially saying my job is meaningless, Ed." 

    "Nope. I'm saying your job is really all that is meaningful about our current system, but that it's a tool misused when it supports only a moneymill." 

    "Well, it's what I know and do best. You have a better suggestion?" 

    "Only that you stay alert for better offers." 

    "Such as?" 

    "Umm, well, that would be up to you, wouldn't it? You know best what you can do best." I offered Doris another beer. She declined. "Go where you won't be wasted, Doris. Your present job limits you severely." Doris stood up, facing me across the table. "April put you up to this, didn't she? What are you doing, trying to recruit me for her?" I stayed in my chair and sipped my beer. "No, she didn't, but everybody at her offices who knew your work as liaison wishes you hadn't left." 

    "And they all just happened to tell you about it?" 

    "Hardly. We're week-old gossip there. Most of them really just wondered if you were coming back to work now. Same thing." 

    Something nibbled hard enough to pull the float under, but then let go. I checked my bait as Doris spoke. 

    "Coming back to work now? What makes them think having a boyfriend makes some kind of difference about where I'm working?" 

    "Good question. Worth some thought, I'd say. I'll take this stuff in and clean up, then we can go. What do you want to do about dinner and where?" Doris watched without speaking as I gathered fishing paraphernalia and started toward the barn apartment. I deliberately left behind the beer and a pair of pliers and heard her gather them and follow me. At the door, Doris seemed hesitant, but she entered, looking around like a cat in a new home. I stashed the fishing gear and put some coffee on as she prowled around my three-room apartment. 

    The apartment was as I'd left it. I'm not a real neat-freak and Doris knew it, so she assumed that anything free of dust was that way due to April's feminine hand. This meant she felt as if she were in another woman's domain. When I spoke, she was startled. 

    "Coffee's up. You interested?" 

    Doris nodded. I poured two cups and handed her one. She set it on the table and looked around some more. I wondered what was on her mind. 

    "I'd have thought..." she began, then, "You lived here for a year together?" 

    "About that. A little longer than that, really. Why?" 

    "Well, I don't know, I guess I just expected... well, something else." 

    "The Taj Mahal wasn't available, Doris." That got me a glance. Doris finally settled into a chair at the table. 

    "You expected something a bit grander, milady?" 

    "I don't know. I just didn't expect this... it's so... normal-looking." 

    "Normal does just fine for most people. That's probably why it's called normal." 

    Doris gave me a wry grin. 

    "Funny. You know what I mean." 

    "Yes, I do. But this place suited us fine." We sipped in silence for a few moments before I told her, "We're people, Doris. Places like this provide for us what they provide for anyone else... privacy, comfort, and they even help keep a bit of normalcy in our otherwise unusual lives. But you know something about searching for normalcy, don't you? 

And preserving it." 

    "You're referring to my house?" 

    Her gaze narrowed in on me. I nodded. 

    "I am. Everything there is on static display, like in a museum. Nothing moves but the cat. It's as if you've carefully preserved things as they were before you were enhanced. Your only concession to enhancement has been a tendency to stand in front of bad guys, daring them to shoot so you can shoot back." 

    "Are you planning to eventually reach a point?" I could hear the irritation in her tone. 

    "Yes. You're using only one tool from the toolbox, Doris. It was the only reason you asked for the box. It serves the purpose, but makes you feel like a freak, and you've always resented the trade you thought you made to get that one tool." 

    Doris was pissed. The cup in her hand exploded. She stared at it a second, then threw the fragments at me. 

    "You bastard! Why are you saying these things?" I sat quietly picking bits of cup off my clothes. 

    "Answer me!" she yelled, "Why did you say those things to me?" I said softly, "Because I want very much to be with you, Doris, but I've already had my share of emotionally crippled, confused women. Women consumed with self-doubt and guilt. You see me as 'like you', and in one sense I am. But you aren't seeing all the others who are 'like us'. It would be 'us against the world', not us as part of it. I couldn't live like that very long." 

    Doris was trembling with anger, but she waited silently for more. 

    "Maybe you really do realize that your surge of lust for April was chemical in nature, Doris, and that it was unavoidable. But you still hate yourself for what you did to become as you are. I saw it when she touched your hand and I could still feel the effects of it within you hours later. You're a good actress, but I see behind the mask a bit more than others. You'll never trust me or any other man around April or Sara until you believe you can trust yourself." 

    Doris unclenched herself a bit at a time. She marched into the kitchen, coming back with paper towels and a bowl to clean up the coffee mess. That indicated she wasn't quite ready to leave yet. I chose my next words carefully. 

    "I want a whole woman, Doris. A woman in full possession of herself. I don't care if you decide you're straight or bi. I honestly don't care, as long as you've truly come to terms with yourself about it. Only that will make you capable of associating with the others, and they're the only people with whom we can truly interact. We'll need friends and people other than ourselves for company eventually, Doris, or we'll wind up at each others' throats over pissy little things until we finally break up the hard way." Doris looked up from her efforts. "Who was she?" 

    "A college girl. Her name doesn't matter. Her desires conflicted with her sense of right and wrong, but she ignored that for nearly a year. Her girlfriend moved in with us and things became hot and heavy for months. One day we had a huge three-way blowup over nothing much and she switched her scholarship to another state, something you can only do once unless there are special circumstances, and then she left us, even though we both loved her." 

    "How is that like the situation you think I'm in?" 

    "She couldn't handle the conflict within herself and couldn't be open about it, Doris. Because of our unique relationship, she was afraid to meet people who might not understand. Our circle of friends dwindled to nearly zero very quickly because of her fears and secrecy, even among those who knew about our relationship." 

    "I see. And you think the same would happen to us?" 

    "Worse, Doris. We'd start at zero. That number wouldn't change as long as you fear what may be possible for you to become. People are social animals. After a while, two just isn't enough company." 

    Doris stopped mopping up coffee and stood still and quiet for some time, then put the soggy wad of towels in the bowl and sat down. I waited. After a while, she stood, retrieved her purse, and said, "I guess I'll be going, then." 

    "Why?" 

    "Why do you care? I'll be away from here. You obviously find too much at fault with me, Ed. Maybe this was a mistake for both of us." 

    "Doubtful. You function on instinct, not impulse. You came here to investigate, so do it. Don't back away from the answers now." 

    "You haven't given me answers, Ed." 

    "I can't. You know how to find the answer, Doris. There's only one group of people we can really call our own. Those of us in the middle group. We're only partly members of either other group. If we're to have anything long term, it will be because you can finally associate with all three groups fairly comfortably, but particularly with the enhancee group. The ones most like us will be our best company." 

    Doris gave me a sullen glare. 

    "Sorry, Ed. I'm not into orgies." 

    "Your personal misconception, Doris. Not many of the enhancees are into group stuff." 

    "I'm not into women, either," she growled, "Not at all, Ed." 

    "Not a problem either. If invited, decline," I said, "But politely, okay? 

In that crowd, it only means that someone likes you enough to offer." Doris set her purse in a dry spot and began mopping up coffee again, finishing the job and taking the bowl of soppy towels to the kitchen. She stayed in there longer than seemed necessary, but I said nothing. After a while she came back out and stood by my chair, looking down at me for a time. 

    "Okay," she said, "I'll talk to them about the job. Can we go home now?" 

    "Do I get to drive?" I grinned at her. 

    "No," said Doris. She gave me a 'why even bother asking?' look. We talked more that night and over the next two days. She had me tell her just about everything I knew about the other enhancees, which wasn't much, really. 

    I'd met many and got along in general with most of them, but I wasn't much more aware of them than Doris was. On the other hand, I wasn't a total stranger to them, either. 

    On Wednesday, she called me to ask me to drop by the office. I left the car at the house and dropped in just before lunch to find the third floor offices in something of a mild turmoil. I thought perhaps something major had happened somewhere to stir them up. 

    As I rounded the big front desk, I immediately recognized the cause of the turmoil. There, in the center of the room, stood April. She was in uniform, which is to say she looked as if she belonged at the beach, showing what seemed like miles of wonderfully shaped golden skin. There was a substantial crowd of people surrounding her. When she saw me, she smiled brightly and waved. 

    All eyes followed hers, possibly expecting to see another such goddess figure arriving. Instead, they saw me, in my jeans, boots, and fatigue shirt. Their disappointment seemed almost tangible. 

    I smiled and waved back at April. 

    April's eyes tracked toward Doris's office and she nodded slightly, so I headed that direction. Two young guys in three-piece suits sat in front of her desk as Doris looked over some paperwork. 

    When I walked in, they almost stood up, but they quickly realized I wasn't April and settled back. They seemed singularly unimpressed with me other than to wonder what the hell I was doing in Doris's office. One said, "Hey, buddy, why not come back later?" 

    "Yeah," said the other one, "And when you do, bring us a pizza!" They grinned at each other. 

    I asked, "Why don't you stuff your Fisher-Price badges up your overdressed asses, kiddies?" 

    The guys stared at me in shock. Doris chuckled. 

    "Do you have any idea who you're talking to?" one of them asked. 

    "Yup. Two sneering, arrogant, preppy clowns, and I didn't come here to see you, so why don't you just sit there quietly and mind your own damned business?" 

    The other one stood up within a foot of me and grinned like a hyena. 

    "Everything is our business, pal. We're FBI." 

    "The FBI? Oh, well," I said, "That's different, of course. Mind everybody's business, then, but do it quietly and away from me." I turned to Doris. "Are you about ready to go, milady?" 

    "Almost," she said, smiling, "I'm waiting for a call." She tapped her pen on the desk and said, "Down, boys. You, too, Ed. Don't tease them. They aren't used to it outside their own offices." 

    "Yes'm. I'll get a coffee and leave these chillun to you. Want a cup?" 

    "No, thanks. Have some. See you in a few." I nodded to the suits on the way out. They glared, but said nothing. On the way to the coffee kiosk, some guy stopped me. 

    "What's Doris doing with the FBI guys?" he asked. 

    "Babysitting, I think," I said, grinning as I passed him. April saw me approaching and started my direction. The crowd parted for her as it wouldn't have for me. We met halfway with a quick greeting kiss and she led me back to the kiosk where she was holding court. 

    "What's the big occasion?" I asked her as I poured a coffee. "Big bust in town?" 

    She peered at me for a moment. "Was that a joke? Oh, no, I guess it wasn't. No, I'm here to see Doris." 

    "Pardon me," I said, "But if you were here to see Doris, wouldn't you be in her office? Right now a pair of FBI apprentice-trainee-assistants are in there with her." 

    April laughed. "They do take themselves pretty seriously for a couple of couriers, don't they? Didn't Doris tell you what's going on, Ed?" 

    "Nope. I thought I was here for lunch with her. What don't I know?" Imagine an Amazon trying to be coy. "Maybe I'd better let Doris tell you that, Ed." 

    "Okay," I said with a shrug, just to twinge her with my lack of concern. 

"Are you coming to lunch with us?" 

    "Where would you find a peaceful lunch if I did? Nope. I have to fly in a few minutes, Ed. I have to get a team together for something." Doris rapped on the wall to get our attention and waved. We headed her way, leaving the crowd at the kiosk to gossip about us. I held back and let April lead, partly because the crowd gave way before her and partly to have a good look at that side of her. 

    The FBI kids were leaving as we arrived. With a glare at me and a stare at April they were gone. Doris was still sitting on the edge of her desk. 

    "Done," she said. 

    April smiled. "I'll be on my way, then," she said, "Nice seeing everybody again. By the way, I didn't tell him, Doris. You get to do it." Doris smiled and said, "Thanks, April." 

    April made no move to shake hands with Doris, but she kissed me on the cheek as she passed. When I looked back at Doris, she had her purse and was ready to go. 

    "I'll tell you about it over lunch," she said, "On me." Over a pair of steaks, she told me that she'd called the number given to her a year before and asked to speak to April. She'd asked if the liaison job was still available, and April had not only said yes, she'd zipped over to Doris's office to talk about it. 

    The FBI guys had been the document couriers. Doris was now a Federal employee, her pension had been transmuted, and her new office would be at the Dallas Federal building. 

    "Well, Doris, you seem happy, so congratulations are in order. Do you have to go back to work today?" 

    "Sort of. I'm reporting to my new job after lunch." She grinned hugely. 

    "Damn! That fast?" 

    "That fast. Scary, isn't it?" 

    She grinned again. I grinned back. 

    Her new office was on the second floor. I asked if being closer to the ground was a promotion or a demotion. Doris was rather nervous as we cruised down the hall looking for her door. When we found it, she gasped in surprise. 

    "Special Opns. Liaison, Dallas County, Texas," it read, "Doris Abrams." 

    "My God," said Doris, "How'd they get this on the door so fast?" 

    "No biggie," I said, "April could paint a car and bake it in fifteen minutes or so." 

    Doris fished a freshly-cut key out of her purse and put it in the lock. It was stiff, but it worked. She glanced at me once, then opened the door. 

    "Surprise!" yelled about thirty people at once. Someone opened the blinds on a large window and light flooded in. People were standing and sitting everywhere. April was perched on the desk in the middle of the room. 

    "We didn't know where you'd want this," she said, tapping the desk. Doris looked rather stunned as I took her arm to lead her into the room. 

    "D-did you know about this, Ed?" 

    "Nope. They got me, too." Now I knew why April had needed a 'team'. "You have about thirty seconds to start acting like a Liaison, Doris." She stared at me. I grinned back. 

    April called for quiet. She un-assed the desk (literally, given the cut of her uniform) and strode over, hand extended. "Welcome aboard, Doris." The others crowded around. As soon as April let go of Doris's hand, another took its place with a similar greeting. I moved aside to stand by April. 

    April smiled at me and said, "Immersion therapy at work." I sat on the edge of the desk and watched the thirty or so people all heartily congratulate and welcome Doris. She made an attempt to answer most of them. By the time she finished with that crowd, April's handshake would be just one of many. 

    April raised her hand and someone rolled back a portable screen to reveal a cake and a punchbowl. Sara stood holding a slice of cake and a glass of champagne. She walked over and handed them to Doris. 

    "Me, too," she said, "Welcome back aboard, Doris." An hour or so later everybody had left except April, Sara, and some guy named Dennis. A chirping sound made Dennis reach in his jacket and pull out a phone. 

    He listened for a moment, said, "Hold one," and handed the phone to Doris. 

    "He wants to speak to the Chief Liaison Officer," said Dennis, "I believe that's you, now." 

    Doris took the phone and said, "Liaison's office. Abrams here." 

    "No shit," said Chuck, "I heard all about it. How do you like your new digs, lady?" 

    "CHUCK!" Doris said, then, to the rest of us, "It's Chuck!" April leaned to me and quietly said, "First person I gave the number to. He may join us." 

    "Good thinking," I said. 

    Doris rattled excitedly for a bit and said we'd drop by later to see him. As Dennis took the phone back, Sara offered to show Doris the rest of the offices and introduce her in general to everybody not at the party. Doris accepted and off we went on the tour. April pulled me aside in the hall. 

    "I don't know whether to kiss you or slap you," she said, "When Doris called, I knew you had to be behind it, Ed. I could feel the fear in her voice." 

    "Doris's fear was her fear of herself. I had nothing to do with it." 

    "What did you say to her, Ed? What did you do?" Her tone was ominous. 

    "I told her we wouldn't be together long if she didn't get involved." April looked pissed. "You threatened to leave her?" 

    "No. I told her that our relationship probably wouldn't survive isolation." 

    I then went on to recap the afternoon talk at the farm. April relaxed a bit, but not much. 

    "That was pretty harsh, Ed. You've only known her about a week. Were you really so sure about her that you'd risk how she'd take it?" I gave it to her coldly. 

    "Better now than later. A relationship with her as she was would have been like an infection leading to amputation. No pain at first, but hurting like hell later. Been there, April. Not this time." 

    She obviously wasn't ready to drop it, but we moved to catch up. Doris glanced at me and then at April. April was nearly marching, rather stiffly and some feet from me. Doris looked puzzled for a moment. 

    I said, "Later." 

    We hadn't gone twenty feet before April suddenly stopped and said, "Not later. Now. I'm in command and I need to know something before this goes any farther." 

    April led us to the nearest unoccupied office, put Dennis on hold outside the door, and closed the door behind us. She stood feet apart, hands on hips, and tense. Doris looked bewildered. 

    April said, "Ed, not a word. Doris, are you here because you want to be or because he threatened to leave you otherwise? No hedging, please." Doris was dumbfounded, staring at April as she answered. 

    "Ed didn't threaten me with anything, April," she said, "He just told me his feelings about things." 

    April seemed to be examining Doris. "That's it? His feelings? That's all?" Doris didn't seem to know what else to say. 

    "Yeah. That's all." She went on to describe a version of our conversation that fairly closely matched my own. 

    April relaxed visibly. "But you're definitely here because you want to be here?" 

    Doris relaxed a bit, too. 

    "I think perhaps I need to be here, April." April said nothing for a few moments, then said, "Okay, then. If you change your mind about that, let me know. I can give you dozens of reasons to stay, but you have to feel right about things to do this job right." Doris agreed. April called Dennis in and told him to finish showing her around, then bring her back. 

    To me, she said, "You stay. We're still talking." When Doris and Dennis were some distance away, April asked, "So how's your love life since you made that speech, Ed?" 

    I gave her a wry grin. "Pretty good, really. Sex isn't the only reason we're together, you know. It's just one of the really good ones." April laughed. "Do you still give it six months or so?" 

    "A little more, maybe. At least now it has a chance to end well and let us remain friendly afterward. That was important to me." 

    "Well, let me know when we can play again, will you?" 

    "Yes, milady. Absolutely instantly." 

    She kissed me hard and said, "Good. Now get out of here." 
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