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Chapter 1

Alone.  Lesbiana was alone in the elevator, the same way she had been alone most of her six hundred years on earth.  The emotion flushed through her as the elevator ascended, and she recalled the riddle she had labored to solve all her life: “There is a place between the Light and Darkness where spirituality is born.  If you can find that place, you can find each other.”  She was yet to find that place or her beloved and had long ago given up hope she ever would.  Destined to be alone, she shrugged off the emotion and prepared herself for another day of exemplary work.  She took a deep breath.

At 7:59 a.m., the elevator doors to the thirteenth floor of the Newsom Office Building opened to the imposing looks of a tall woman, leaning on the back railing.  Lesbiana had arrived.  Her eyes were pools of glistening green, her complexion alabaster.  Her long dark hair flowed down the back of her head and buckled briefly to rest on her shoulders.  From there, it continued to the middle of her lower back and swayed as a pendulum to the shakes and nods of her head.

Her black knit dress flowed down her slim body and ended just above her calves.  A thin black patent leather belt with an overly large matching buckle overpowered her demure waist.  Her lips were ruby red and matched her long ruby fingernails and ruby-tinted cheeks.  In her left hand, she carried a black, patent leather briefcase that reflected the elevator interior.  

She had arrived at 7:59 a.m. for the past 8 days, walked to her desk, and began typing by 8:00 a.m.  This was her second week as a word processor for the Lightning-Quick Word Processing Pool, otherwise known as LQ.  She gave the front receptionist a wink and headed for her desk with the clack of her ruby red patent leather low-heeled shoes.  The long rows of beige desks, beige walls, beige computers, and overhead fluorescent lights reflected in her brief case as she walked.  She nodded as she passed the many black, white, and brown faces.  As she neared her desk, she heard the all-too-familiar voice of her supervisor.  He was yelling at her co-worker, Ernestine Gonzales.

“You were late again!  You were due in early today because you were late yesterday.  I don’t believe this.”

Ernestine looked up timidly from her small, short frame, short curly black hair, and terrified black eyes.  She felt all the more skittish with Mr. Bovine towering a good foot and a half feet over her.

“My son was sick this morning.”

In fact, her husband, Geraldo, had come home drunk again last night. 

“I couldn’t leave until Pedro was feeling better.”

In fact, Geraldo wouldn’t wake up in time to take their son to preschool.

“You’ve always got an excuse, Ernestine,” he said, taunting her.  “You have no consideration for others.  No consideration whatsoever.”  

“But I—”

“No buts, Ernestine.  This is your third strike.  By all rights, I can fire you at any time.  Just one more wrong move, and you’re outta here.”  Mr. Bovine slammed his big white fist on the desk top.  She burst into tears.  The deed done, he walked away, feeling proud of himself.

Lesbiana studied Mr. Bovine’s bulbous behind as he stomped back to his glass-enclosed office in the far corner.  She reeled in the daggers from her supercilious eyes and brought Ernestine a tissue.  “Blow hard,” she said, fuming.

“Excuse me?” Ernestine said


“He’s a real blowhard.  Isn’t he?”


Ernestine smiled in spite of herself.  “Why yes.  You might say that.”

“I do.  One of these days, someone’s going to mistake that rump of his for a bicycle rack and try to park in that cavern.”

Ernestine laughed out loud.  Her fellow secretaries were equally surprised.  Other than a kind hello or asking directions to the supply room, Lesbiana had hardly spoken to anyone.  Other than her name, that is.  She made a special point to explain with her soft English accent that her name was Lesbi-ahna, short “a,” not Lesbi-ANNA, with that distasteful nasal “ANNA” sound that irritated her the same way squeaky chalk did.

Lesbiana removed the dust cover from her computer and began clacking the keys at a record-breaking rate.  Clocking in at 156 words per minute, Lesbiana was their fastest typist.  She possessed a dexterity with those long ruby-painted fingers that made her instantaneously admired and hated by the others.  One Lesbiana could replace an entire section of word processors.

“Are you coming to the group tonight?” Lesbiana asked Ernestine, not missing a clack.  “You missed last week’s meeting.”  Ernestine had been attending a support group for battered women for the past two months.  That’s how Lesbiana first learned about the open position at LQ.

Ernestine looked away.  “I don’t know if I can get a sitter for tonight.  Geraldo doesn’t want me—”


Lesbiana stopped typing.  The unexpected quiet made everyone turn their heads.  Lesbiana crossed her arms over her firm breasts protruding from her black knit dress.  “My dear.  I’ll be at La Casa tonight stuffing envelopes.”  Lesbiana put her elbows on her desk and placed her chin on the bridge made by her fingers.  She looked up with a plucky twinkle.  “I make one fabulous baby-sitter.  These fingers can do more than just type.  You bring your son by at 7:45, and I’ll be in the office.  Pedro and I will have a lovely time while you’re at the meeting.”


Ernestine was reluctant.  “Geraldo doesn’t get home until after 7:00.  By the time I get his dinner and do the dishes—”  She stopped herself.  “I don’t want to upset him.  Let’s just leave well-enough alone.”


“Are things well enough?” Lesbiana asked as a mild rebuff.  She leaned back in her chair and pulled open her purse.  She pulled out a card and handed it to Ernestine.  It was embossed in red ink with her name and phone number.  “If you ever need something, you know how to reach me.”


Mr. Bovine emerged from his office and made a slow check of his word processors.  He walked right past Ernestine, who began typing feverishly but managed only to type gibberish on the screen.


He stopped at Lesbiana’s desk and watched her fingers race over the keys.  “You’re very impressive.  You know that, don’t you?”


Lesbiana looked up for no more than a moment and returned to the letter she was typing.  She could feel his eyes on her lips and breasts.  “You’re quite talented with those fingers, aren’t you?” he said, ogling and looking everywhere except at her fingers.  He continued on his rounds, eyeing her as he walked away.  She looked up one more time.  She would never allow him to look at her that way again.  Never.

Lesbiana sat behind the reception desk at La Casa de las Madres, typing with the same speed and agility as at her day job.  She had been a volunteer ever since coming to San Francisco only two months ago.  Her ruby red fingernails raced over the keys like pistons in an engine.  She was retyping the mailing list for their new computer system.  With over three thousand names, the task was daunting to anyone.  Anyone except Lesbiana. 


“Name 1,329,” Lesbiana noted as she reached the J’s.  She looked up at the overhead light bulb illuminating the room.  The bulb descended from the center of the rosette on the ceiling without benefit of a fixture.  It made the yellowed yellow walls look even more dingy.  She zeroed in on the lone lamp on the end table next to the green and white vinyl sofa.  She quickly retrieved the lamp and put it next to the computer.  She plugged it in and turned off the overhead light.  Finally, the room glowed with a softness cast by the off-white, tattered lamp shade.  Pleased, she returned her fingers to typing position and hunted for the next name.


It was then the pain struck.  “Christ, no.  Not here.  Not now.”  Her hands shook violently as she doubled up in pain.  She lay her head on the keyboard for a few moments and felt the coolness of the keys on her forehead.


She reached in her patent leather purse and pulled out a silver flask, embossed with roses.  In the middle of the roses, a cross protruded higher than the surrounding sculpting.  She felt the contours with her fingertips while she gathered enough strength to turn the silver cap.  A spasm of pain ripped through her body again, and she brought her knees upward and cradled herself.  She may not make it this time, she thought.  Her hands trembled as she hurriedly turned the cap.  The sacred drops glistened on her fingertips.  As another intense spasm was about to overtake her, she raised her fingers to her lips.  The vise in her belly eased instantly, and she drank from the flask as one with a parched throat in the desert.  She swallowed hard.  She sat back in her chair and caught her breath.  


She rescrewed the flask and returned it to her purse.  She knew she was in danger with only a few drops remaining.  This was only a temporary fix.  Time was running out.  If the exchange wasn’t made soon, she would be stricken with unimaginable agony.


She sat up straight and placed her fingers on the keyboard.  Her hands were calm and confident already.  As she was about to strike the first key, she paused.  She sensed that someone was at the door and listened for the gentle tap she knew was coming.  There it was.  She looked at the clock sitting on the desk.  


It was 9:15 p.m., and she hurried to the door.

Ernestine stood in the pouring rain with her three-year-old son.


“Let’s get you inside,” Lesbiana said and pulled Ernestine and Pedro into the office.  “When you didn’t show up for the meeting, I thought you weren’t coming at all.”


Even in the room’s dim lighting, Lesbiana could see the black and blue marks on Ernestine’s face and arms.  Her right eye was badly swollen. 


“Geraldo beat me again,” she cried.  “I burned his dinner.  This never would have happened if I wasn’t trying to come here.  You’re putting ideas in my head that can only make things worse.  I never should have—”  The words caught in her throat, and Lesbiana gathered her and Pedro into her arms.  


She seated them on the couch.  Ernestine winced when her bottom hit the seemingly cement-filled sofa.  


“My baby,” Ernestine said through her swollen lips and took a paper towel from her pocket.  Pedro’s right knuckles were bleeding.  She dabbed the trickles of blood while Pedro whimpered and tears flowed from his large, round, charcoal eyes.  He had black hair that looked newly cut and smartly combed with a part on his left side. 


Lesbiana ached at the sight of blood.  It had been too long.  Her hands began to tremble, and she rushed for the first-aid kit.


Ernestine removed her rain-soaked jacket and Pedro’s little coat.  “He banged his hand when we were getting into the car.  Lesbiana, I took Geraldo’s car.  The moment he went into the bathroom, I ran out with my baby.  My God, I took his car.”  The horror of the consequences gave her a sudden chill.


Lesbiana fished through the kit and found bandages and an old bottle of mecurichrome.  It had been many years since she had seen mecurichrome.  She remembered when it was first developed and sold in apothecaries in Europe. 


“That’s going to sting,” Ernestine feared, applying pressure with the blood-soaked paper towel.  


“He’s going to be just fine,” Lesbiana assured, and they took Pedro into the bathroom and ran his hand under cold water.  When they turned off the faucet, the blood gushed from the cut even faster than before.


Ernestine was frantic.  “He needs stitches.  Oh, my sweet Jesus.”

Lesbiana gazed into her eyes with an intensity that transfixed her.  For a moment, the worry vanished.  Lesbiana’s luminescent green eyes were the only thing that mattered.  Lesbiana eventually blinked, breaking the spell, and Ernestine frantically looked down at her son’s tiny hand with its baby-fat puffiness.  What had just happened?  How could she have forgotten about her own son’s bleeding hand?  His whimper now turned to sobs.


While Ernestine refocused on her son, Lesbiana brought her fingers to her mouth and moistened them with her spittle.  And in one graceful motion, she rubbed Pedro’s wound with her fingers.  “What are you doing?” Ernestine said, horrified.  


“An old family custom,” she said softly, and the bleeding stopped.

Pedro looked up at Lesbiana and stopped crying.  She turned on the faucet, rinsed his hand one last time, and applied the mercurichrome.  The child never flinched but smiled with delight.  Lesbiana smiled to herself as she put the Band-Aid over his chubby little knuckles and saw how even the smallest bandage covered his whole hand.

Ernestine was amazed.  “How did you do that?” 


“Just an old family custom,” she said dismissively and began tickling Pedro.

That night, as Ernestine and Pedro lay next to each other, sound asleep, Lesbiana crept into their shelter room.  She was quieter than a moonbeam.  She ached with anticipation.  It had been too long.  The flask was nearly empty now, and the pain was merciless.  


She rubbed her spittle on their necks and did what she had to do.

