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		Introduction

		This Author Spotlight contains eighty-six of the stories written by Matt Moreau. The stories were published between July 7, 2008 and November 7, 2024. That's one story every sixty-nine days. During my research, I have discovered that the author has retired and there will be no new stories published.

		The author has released seventy-seven standalone stories, averaging 13,853 words each, and seven series that together contain nine chapters with an average of 60,244 words per series and 46,857 words per individual work.

		In total, the author has released eighty-six works equalling 1,468,557 words with an average of 17,076 words per work.

		The author has eighty-six works rated by readers, yielding an average score of 3.84 (76.72%).

		I have personally read and rated twenty-five works, yielding an average rating of 56.80%.

		I recommend "Jimmy and Claire"

		The author's favourite category is Loving Wives.
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		BEST FRIENDS FOREVER
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		His best friend and his wife betray him to a degree that is truly beyond the pale, but...

	
		Best Friends Forever

		His best friend and his wife betray him to a degree that is truly beyond the pale, but...

		CHAPTER 1:

		Young people today have an acronym for it: BFF or best friends forever. But, as is often the case in the real world, "forever" is a word that has no substantive meaning. For me, James Clausen, and my best friend Rodney Pollard, both currently and commonly 27 years old, the acronym had, however, been meaningful since the second grade.

		Yes we were tight the two of us. And the nature of things being what they were, the gods seemed to making a point that the two of us would in fact be family to each the other. That in part because both his parents and mine had died and that together in an auto accident the night of our common graduation from high school. That particular tragedy had forced us to lean on each other for some time. His parents had left him money, a lot of money, and he didn't blow it. He'd been raised right. Mine had left me little insurance too, but nothing like my bud's fortune. But, I was able to get a job almost immediately which insured that I'd be able to take care of my eighteen year old self no problem.

		To kind of reemphasize the point being made here: the two of us were-"were" now being the operative term-closer than two actual blood siblings. Rodney had been best man at my and the then Claire Woodrew's wedding which is another salient fact per this story. That wedding occurred three years gone.

		At any rate, all of that was then; and this is now, and things are very different, as indicated, in the current now; but let's not get ahead of things; this story is complicated enough as it is. Boy is it ever.

		
		Again, the name is James Clausen. I'm 27 years old as of last month. I am three years married to the most beautiful woman in the world, Claire Clausen nee Woodrew: age 26, five-ten, and one-twenty-five, 34B's, and a backside that can make a grown man cry with longing.

		I labor for Allied Shipping. We basically ship farm produce to supermarkets and some restaurant chains all over the southern part of the state. I'm one of the truck drivers: pay's good, and the benefits the usual teamster package. So yeah, Claire and I are doing okay. Oh, and she doesn't work: strictly the all American housewife. No kids at this point though we have been talking.

		I'd met Claire at a company party, our company's. She was on the arm of one of the managers, an office guy. She looked good, but she looked out of place on the guy's arm. I decided to take a flyer at some point during the little soirée. There'd be dancing and nonsense, read drinking, after the three course dinner, the inevitable speeches, and the awards handed out to deserving bureaucrats. Us drivers and loading dock workers never got awards, well, we're union. We do get invited to the parties though and most of us were more than willing to settle for that.

		"Excuse me, ma'am, might I have the honor of this dance?" I said. I was displaying way more confidence than I felt. The woman glanced at her date. He shrugged, and we were off and flowing with the traffic.

		As a dancer, I can claim that I can more than hold my own, but she was even better than I was. We stayed out on the floor for two more dances before I felt compelled to return her to mister wrong guy. But three dances were long enough.

		Just before I did the honorable thing, I went for it. "Any chance you'd like to have dinner with a blue collar guy like me?" I said.

		"A date? A date with you?" she said.

		"None other," I said. She smiled.

		"Maybe," she said, "how's your memory?"

		"Huh? Okay I guess," I said.

		"Good, it's XXX XXX xxxx," she said. I didn't have to ask her what it was that I was supposed to remember.

		Delivering her back to her table and politely, if a bit insincerely, thanking the guy for his patience; I handed her off and headed back to my table where Henry Goodman, my fellow tablemate for the evening was signing for a couple of drinks for us. I literally yanked the pen from his hand and wrote her number down on my wrist.

		"Scored?" he said.

		"Maybe," I said. "She did give me her number."

		"Looks like a winner to me," he said.

		And it was and she was.

		
		My arm slid down the length of her naked and sweaty body cupping the now soaked and slippery cleft between her long and very shapely legs.

		She shivered at my touch. "That tickles," she said, but she was smiling.

		I rolled on top of her, and kissed her. It was a long and sensuous kiss. "Suffer. That was the best ever," I said.

		"It was good," she said. "You got me off the second time."

		"I could tell by the screams," I said.

		"Yeah, well don't forget the formula," she said.

		"I'll be writing it down in the morning," I said.

		The wedding was three months later. My best bud, Rodney Pollard, was best man. A girlfriend of Claire's, Jenna Courtland, was maid of honor.

		The next three years were wonderful; well, they were for me. We had ourselves a four bedroom ranch style-2000 square feet-in the north San Fernando Valley. Three baths, two car garage, and two cars to park in it, well, one car, mine was a pickup truck. Oh, and no kids, not yet, but as mentioned, we were thinking about it.

		
		Our third anniversary night of fun and frolic had been a sexual marathon. She had rolled out of our bed and headed into the bathroom. It took her half an hour to clean the stink of sex off of her. When she came out I went in, same purpose. I only took ten minutes; I guess I was less smelly.

		I plopped down on the probably damaged mattress and looked over at her; I was still horny.

		"I need to sleep and so do you," she said, sensing my intentions. "Tomorrow's a work day for you."

		"Yeah, don't remind me. I hate Mondays," I said.

		"Yes, well, they need good and alert drivers to get the produce of our American farms to the populace at large, and you are integral to that effort as the driver of one of those great big trucks," she said, laughing. "Oh and you do need to continue supporting this woman, don't forget that."

		"Yes, you are pretty high maintenance," I said. "But it is an honor to be able to fulfill your many and varied needs and wants."

		"So, you'll be home at the usual time," she said, turning the conversation to another topic.

		"Yes, but if something changes I'll call," I said.

		"Good, that'll give me a chance to kick my lover out before you arrive to discomfit us," she said.

		"Oh for sure," I said. "And, it will keep me from having to kill the guy too. I mean there's an upside to everything."

		"Yes, well that's true isn't it," she said.

		
		The coffee was hot, the breakfast good, and the kiss goodbye the best: she waved to me as I drove off to support her very important person. It had been a good night had the night before. Claire Clausen was one very good piece, and she was mine.

		
		She watched as his pickup truck faded into the traffic beyond. She sighed. He was a good man was her man, her husband, but boring. The afternoon would make up for it though: she definitely had the cure for "boring."

		She headed back inside to the kitchen. She made the call. She heard it ring. She heard him pick up.

		"Yes, it's me… Yes he's gone to work… after lunch… Yes, I have to clean up some… Okay good." She hung up. The man would be on time. One thing about Rodney Pollard, her husband's best bud, he was never late for anything.

		Dishes done, kitchen cleaned, shower taken, now to do a little housework and wait. She poured herself a second cup of Columbia's best. She took hers strong, black, and unadulterated with sugar, cream, or any other filler. She had long maintained that she drank coffee, not candy.

		She' vacuumed and did a little care giving to her potted plants. She looked up at the clock on the dinette's wall; it was 1:15.

		She heard him pull into the driveway. She frowned. Their house was pretty much cloistered from those nearby, being at the end of the long cul-de-sac as it was, with tall hedges and trees blocking the view from mostly all but helicopter drivers: the operative term being "mostly." Even so the man could have at least had the sense to park down the street, no use advertising his visits.

		He came in through the unlocked side entrance. He strode toward her robe clad form and planted a scorcher on her lips. She pushed him playfully back.

		"Park on the street next time, okay!" she said.

		"What? Why? Nobody can see anything unless they come up to the driveway entrance," he said.

		"Just do it. It makes me nervous your car being here," she said.

		"Whatever. Okay, from now on it's down the street," he said.

		Her robe took that moment to fall open exposing her to his view. "My God in heaven you are a beautiful woman," he said. He was staring and blinking was a non-happening.

		"I gathered you thought that," she said, staring in her own right directly at the bulge at the front of his pants. He merely nodded his response.

		Stepping back to her he took her in his arms, kissed her again, and led her unresisting person toward the living room.

		He coaxed her to the couch. She'd let her robe fall to the floor where it pooled at her feet. She eased herself into a sitting position on the couch and spread herself wide for him to do his duty. They'd fallen into a pattern that worked for the both of them. He'd eat her pussy to her first orgasm and ream her butt before he even undressed. She'd maintained it, the routine, got her in a mindset to be able to cum more easily when he did disrobe and finally take her.

		He massaged the insides of her thighs licking his lips in anticipation of going down on her.

		"You smell wonderful," he said. She just smiled as he leaned in and began licking and sucking first on her labia and finally her clit. She made little jerking movements as he brought her close to her first cum. God he was good, she thought. If only her unimaginative hubby could do it the way that his best friend could. She'd tried to teach him, her hubby. He just couldn't seem to get the hang of it; he was always so impatient. Well, it was what it was.

		She squirted announcing her fulfillment. She gently pushed him back turning her back to him and assuming a kneeling position on the couch. She pushed her butt back at him almost taunting him. He leaned into her once again and began lapping at her anus. Man she tasted good, he thought. She mewed her appreciation of his appreciation. He adored her for some minutes before literally pulling her down to the floor with him.

		He stood dropping his pants and pushing his underpants kneeward. He insinuated a knee between hers coaxing her to spread for him; she did so; he towered over her. Leaning in he gained an easy lodgment of his penis inside of her driving it all of the way in in one slow gentle inexorable stroke. He paused, waiting for her to get settled in for her screwing.

		"Now," she said, "do me." He didn't have to be told twice. After some minutes, his moderate seesawing motions got her up close to fulfillment once again. Sensing that she was ready, he began pile driving into her without the slightest regard for her comfort. Nor did the woman ask any quarter: she wanted to be taken hard, and he was doing just that. She screamed her pleasure as she squirted once again.

		They lay side by side semi-exhausted. No words were uttered during this time in their ritual. The ritual that they had come to practice once or twice weekly almost since the first days of her marriage to her other man some three years earlier.

		"Do you ever think about things? I mean us and Jim and all of it?" he said.

		"I try not to dwell on it. We, you and I, are part time; we both know that. I love Jimmy; I need you to kind of fill in the gaps as one might say. But, we've talked about all of this before, Rod. The status quo is good enough. I mean isn't it?" she said.

		"So long as we aren't discovered it's okay I guess. I could wish that we were free to take things to the next level, but like you say, the status quo is okay," he said.

		"Rodney, I actually do love the guy. In most ways he's the champ. And no, he is not your equal at you know what," she said. "It's just not in him. If it were you might not be here."

		"Yeah, well a woman like you needs a man who is all that in every way not just most ways as you say," he said.

		"Your money is not the draw you think it is," she said, smiling. "Yes, you're doing well buying and selling those houses and buildings and such, but so what. Jim makes a living and it's enough for us. Do I wish we were rich? I guess. It'd be nice, but he's not and that's the long and the short of it."

		"Yeah, well, I can dig it. I know where you're coming from, and it's good that you're not some asshole gold digger; it adds to your attraction; it really does," he said.

		"Well, I'm glad you're attracted," she said. "You know I don't feel guilty about what we're doing. I guess I should, but I don't. Do you think that's bad of me?"

		"I don't know. I guess it is, a little bad that is. But I don't either. I mean I don't feel any guilt either. You should've been mine, but he got in first call, so it is what it is I suppose. Still, sometimes I do feel a bit apprehensive. You know, worried that he might discover us and maybe mess up our lifelong friendship, his and mine, not to mention what you and I have going," he said.

		"Yes, well, I guess you can say the same for me when you get right down to it. Yes, apprehension is the word. And yes, I should've been yours and you mine. But, he is one heckuva a husband and a really good guy, so we'll just keep on sharing and not messin' with the program. Him finding out would not be good for any of us. So from now on, Mister, park down the damn street! Okay?"

		"Okay, okay. Sheesh," he said.

		
		A man's hopes and dreams are virtually always, once he reaches adulthood, bound inextricably to the woman of his dreams; assuming of course he has been lucky enough to find such a woman. I had. Claire Clausen, my wife, was that indispensable woman, the woman of my dreams. That didn't change as I listened to the two of them talking about me. The two of them being my wife of course, and, my soon to be ex-best friend Rodney Pollard. They were still in the bedroom, the guestroom actually. At least they hadn't had the brass effrontery to be doing each other in my bed, well, Claire's and mine; I thought that thoughtful of them.

		A power outage at the yard and grounded the trucks for the day. That because if the office couldn't do its thing the trucks couldn't roll either. Hence, I was home early, very early; it was barely 2:30.

		I made the decision to just wait where I was in the hallway until they were done. The more they talked the more I would know. The fact that what I'd already learned in the half hour just past was more than enough notwithstanding.

		I heard one of them bounce out of the bed.

		"You better get to doing whatever you've got to do," he said. "I have to be going too. I've got a couple of afternoon appointments scheduled that are only second to you in importance." He laughed.

		"Yes, well I am glad that I'm in front of your no doubt long list of money making interests and responsibilities," said my wife.

		"You gonna let him have you tonight. I mean you might be a little too stretched out for him to feel much," he said. Now they both laughed.

		My heart broke listening to him talk that way about me, especially him.

		"Stop talking about him," she said. "And as far as whether or not he and I do it tonight is none of your business. Yes, you're bigger, so what, just let it be, okay? I mean the dissing of my husband."

		"Okay, okay, I love the guy too. I'm just foolin'," he said.

		"I have to get a towel to clean your copious cum off my thighs," she said.

		She wasn't quite scampering when she came out into the hallway and saw me.

		Her eyes got big and her hand went to her mouth in shock. "Jimmy!" she barely whispered. I just nodded.

		She ran back inside the room. I heard the muted and excited exchange between the two of them.

		"Oh my God!" I heard him exclaim, finally.

		It was another minute maybe two before either of them reemerged. I presumed they'd spent those moments dressing. Well, they were dressed when they did come out.

		"Jim, I don't know what to say," said my used to be best friend. I didn't immediately respond.

		"I know you don't want to hear anything I have to say right now," said Rodney, "but you and I-we have to talk sometime. Okay?" he said. I just shrugged, well, it seemed appropriate considering the situation.

		Claire, for her part, appeared to be in a state of semi-shock. Well hell, I could relate. The man tendered me a little wave and made his escape.

		Claire took a step toward me. She reached out her hand. "Jimmy…"

		She'd apparently run out of words. I, for my part, found my voice; it'd been missing for some moments.

		"I'll be moving out right away. Oh, and just so you'll know, we had a power outage at the yard; everybody got the day off. But it's early enough that I can find me a place to sack out tonight no problem," I said.

		"No! Jim, please don't leave me. I know how this looks but it isn't as bad as in fact I know it looks," she said.

		"Yes it is Claire. It is very bad. And, yes, I do have to move out. What the two of you said about me in there, well, I just don't know how I'm ever going to be able to deal with it or sure as hell forget it. I just don't know," I said.

		"Jim, sit down with me. Let me make my case before you do something rash. Please, I beg of you, Jim, really," she said.

		I was on the verge of breaking up. But, in the back of my mind or heart or soul or something, I was for whatever reason curious. What could she possibly want to say to me? There just could not be anything that would make any difference.

		"The dinette," I said. I turned and walked down the hall. Her footsteps followed mine.

		I took a seat at the table, she'd followed me, but before she sat, she went into the kitchen. She was gone for but half a minute. She returned with two glasses and an already opened bottle of wine.

		"I need it even if you don't," she said. I snickered.

		"Okay, it's a little early in the day, but it is a special occasion, I guess," I said.

		"First off, do you want to ask me any questions?" she said. I stared at her. She started to say something when I didn't immediately respond. But then I short shanked her.

		"Yes," I said, "a couple." She nodded.

		"How long and why?" she sagged back in her seat, looked down, reached for the bottle of wine and poured herself a drink. I pushed my glass toward her across the table; she filled it too.

		"How long? I wish you hadn't asked that, but since you did. Almost since the day we were married, right after our honeymoon actually. We do it about once a week, a little less a little more, depending. I know hearing that you have to wonder how I could keep it a secret like that for so long," she said. I nodded for her to continue.

		"I could say that I just arranged things so that there would be no doubt that you wouldn't be home even by accident. I could say that Rodney's schedule, him being self-employed, made it easy to schedule things. I could say that we live in kind of a secluded place and discovery by neighbors would be unlikely if not actually impossible. But, none of those, true though they all are, is not the main reason," she said.

		"Oh?" I said.

		"It was easy to hide it, Jim, because I felt no guilt, so there was no tipping you off by guilty looks or words or what all," she said, "no tells as the gamblers like to say."

		"You felt no fucking guilt! What the hell!" I said.

		"Jim calm down! No, I felt no guilt and for a reason. I know that the actual reason might sound a little strange, I mean to you," she said, "but…"

		"But?" I said, and it was a sarcastic but.

		"Jim, I felt no guilt because I saw and see you and me and Rodney as family, the same family. Jim, the three of us are like a nuclear family. Rod was, is, kind of a brother husband to you. So, to me it wasn't cheating. And, I can tell you, Rod feels the same way," she said.

		I sat there stunned. For the life of me I couldn't hate the two of them, even after having heard what they thought of me. I went for it. Maybe I could learn to hate them, but for the moment I was just sad.

		"Okay, you wanna save this marriage?" I said.

		"Yes!" she didn't quite scream.

		"Then give him up, him and his outsized cock," I said.

		"No," she said. I sneered.

		"I'll be moving out today. Have a bad life you and my used to be best friend who just became my worst enemy," I said. I was kinda surprised; it hadn't taken very long for me to learn to hate them, the both of them.

		"Jim, rethink this. We can get by this. It's not the bad thing that you, understandably, think it is at the moment. Really it's not," she said.

		"The hell you say," I said. "I will not be your willing cuckold!" I got up and went to our room and started packing. At least the stink of their sex didn't permeate the atmosphere in there. There really is after all an upside to everything.

		
		"You are kidding, right," said Rodney Pollard.

		"No, I'm not kidding. I had no real choice. I just told him the truth. We are a family, or were," said Claire Clausen.

		"And, he reacted how again exactly, I mean tell me again?" he said.

		She sighed. "Like I said, he didn't actually react much at all. He just basically restated what he said earlier that he was moving out. He did make an issue of him being my cuckold, but that was pretty much it, and then he did, move out that is. He hardly raised his voice," she said.

		"Shit! He and I have been best friends since forever. I'm going to miss the guy. The big news is that he's gonna miss me too. I know that as a great truth," said Rodney.

		"Yes, and he and I will miss each other if I can't figure a way to get him to change his mind," she said. "You know, knowing him as I do, I actually thought that I could convince him of the good sense of hearing me out and even agreeing with me, at least on some level. But I guess his feelings were just too raw at that particular moment."

		"Yeah, I'm sure they were. You know, I think it was more what he heard than what we did. Know what I mean," he said.

		"I think you're right. He sees us as us as having made fun of him. I guess we were kind of laughing at him. But it was all just nonsense nothing was said that carried anything that was actually meaningful," she said.

		"Yeah, well trying to convince him of that now is going to be a seriously tough nut," he said.

		"For real," she said. "But, that's it isn't it. We have to try and convince him. At some point we have to sit the guy down and pin him good and proper. We have to make him believe us."

		"Yes, but he is not going to be having you and me doing each other ever again and that at minimum," he said. She nodded.

		"I know, and there won't be any way to hide it now that he knows," she said.

		"How long should we wait do you think before we come on to him?" he said.

		"I don't know. That's going to be a very delicate issue in itself. Too long and he grows bitter. Too short a time and his anger will still be at a high point. So… " she said, shrugging.

		"I don't know either, maybe a month?" he said. She nodded, but it was a slow nod.

		The two of them went silent. Each knew exactly what the other was thinking, but neither had the courage to voice it, but, then he did.

		"And if he doesn't cut us any slack? I mean ever?" he said.

		She shook her head slowly. "Then he and I will be at an end. There'll be no choice at that point in time," she said. "But Rod, we have to do our level best to not let things go that way. Are you with me?"

		"You know I am," he said. "You absolutely know I am."

		
		The Crossroads is, by any definition a dive. I'd been dropping in from time to time over the past couple of years after long days on the road. Sammy Gilchrist, a fellow driver, and I had tilted back quite a few yellow Pepsis there after work. My sometime bud Rod Pollard and I had also not been strangers to the place.

		A dive it was, but it did have a couple of talented bartenders. Marie Semple was the thirty year-old bartender in chief at the place. She'd been holding down the fort at the Crossroads for six years. Oddly, or so it seemed to me, Marie was a college graduate. She'd majored in Art History so she'd said, but, ex post facto, she'd discovered to her eternal dismay that jobs in her field were all but non-existent. Still, her talent at mixing virtually any cocktail and her understanding of people as individuals were pretty much nonpareil. I loved Marie and Jackie DelaTorre too. Jackie was a twenty-two year-old neophyte barkeep that Marie was training though in point of fact she'd pretty much taught her everything she, Jackie, needed to know already.

		At any rate these two women were of late my sole contact, on any kind of personal level, with the female gender since my breakup with the love of my life two weeks gone.

		"How yuh doin' tonight, cowboy?" said Marie coming up to me as I claimed my usual seat at the twenty foot bar.

		"Same," I said.

		"So you haven't heard from her at all?" said Marie.

		"No, and why would I? She's replaced me," I said. Marie just nodded.

		"It happens, guy. And the world still turns on its axis and the casinos in Vegas are still not charitable institutions," she said.

		"Yeah, well I guess you're right on all counts," I said, "though I'm actually not sure about the world on its axis thing." She laughed.

		"Yeah, well that's what Einstein said or somebody," she said.

		"Oh well if Einstein said it then it must be true," I said. She stopped rubbing the last nuances of moisture from the glass she was grinding.

		"What?" I said.

		"Jim, Your wife, and she's with your ex-best friend," said Marie. I didn't want to turn around, but I couldn't help it. I did.

		They saw me at the same time that I saw them. Her hand went to her mouth. I threw a ten on the bar and made to leave. He beat me to the door.

		"Any chance that I could get you to sit down with us, Jim?" he said. I looked him up and down.

		"No," I said.

		"Jim, please. Claire and I have been conspiring these past couple of weeks as to how to get you to sit with us and talk and maybe make things right. Please," he said.

		"No," I said. I turned and walked out leaving him standing there. I had to wonder what he and my sooner or later to be ex would have said to me, I mean besides the usual meaningless platitudes. But, I guessed that the answer to that question would be never in the coming.

		CHAPTER 2:

		Dear old Rodney couldn't get me to talk to him, or to her, so she took matters into her own hands. She had no idea where I now resided, the Randall Arms, for sure. And, I'd made sure that the few who did know would not be blabbing it to anyone. But, that didn't mean that she couldn't get hold of me. And get hold of me she did, at my place of work. She was waiting for me when I got back from a run.

		I saw her leaning against the loading dock when I came out of the office where I'd turned in my signed off on manifests.

		Sammy came up from behind me and nudged me. "You better talk to her, Jim. She'll just keep on coming back if you don't," he said. I looked at him and nodded.

		"Yeah, I guess," I said.

		I walked over to her. "The Denny's on the corner," I said, coming up to her. She nodded, and began the short walk over there. I followed her, but not too closely. Well I was making a statement: we were not together.

		She'd taken a booth at the back of the place. The waitress was there with menus in short order.

		"Just coffee," I said. "We won't be long." Claire nodded her agreement as to the order if not the proposed length of the meeting.

		"How have you been, Jim?" she said.

		"Bad," I said. "How do you think I've been, Claire? I mean betrayed by you and my best friend. Not much to feel good about."

		"No, I guess not," she said. "Jim, I've come to ask you to come home. I need you to be my husband and to love me like you always have and me you."

		"But you intend to keep on fucking my used to be best friend, right?" I said.

		"It's not like that," she said, "and he's still your best friend."

		"Oh, I must have missed something then. What is it like then?" I said.

		"It's just something I do with him that makes me feel like, well, like he is a member of our family. It isn't even really the sex. It's more like an expression of our closeness, the closeness of all three of us," she said.

		"Do you have any idea how ridiculous that sounds? No, you couldn't. I think you love him. And, I think you maybe like me a little, but not love me, not like him," I said. "So, unless you've got something else to say I really think we should just call it a day. You go your way with him, and I go my way home-alone."

		"You're wrong Jimmy. I do love you," she said.

		"More than him?" I said.

		"I guess the same as him, or him the same as you; take your choice," she said. "That's why I can't give him up any more than I can give you up."

		"Well, let's just say that you and I are definitely living in different universes. My wife must, that's must, be a one man woman.

		"Claire no man has ever loved a woman as I have loved, and continue to love, you. Not Rodney, not Don Juan, no man: I will never love again. Date? Probably not that either, but as for that I guess it doesn't matter anyway. I will miss what we had, what I thought that we had. But it is what it is. I just cannot accept your idea of a marriage. So mister ex-best friend will have a clear field now: he'll be able to fuck you to his heart's content. So be happy.

		"Don't come around anymore, Claire, it's too hard on me," I said. I stood, threw a five down on the table top, and walked out. She didn't try to stop me.

		
		I got the papers two weeks later. No letter, no phone call, no nothing: just the papers announcing the fact that she was divorcing me. It was a sad time for me, and, I thought, maybe for her too. Well, one could hope. Oh and she wasn't asking for anything except the house; well, she did love our old digs always had. She should've, she was the one who chose where we were going to live.

		I was once again occupying my favored seat at the Crossroads thinking back over things. One month since I'd walked out, one month since I'd had my last piece of ass, and one month since I'd begun moping about. Life sucked if one were me. I wondered what the two of them were doing at that moment. I looked at my watch: it was Friday night, 8:00 PM. They were probably getting naked right about now I thought. Was I jealous of my ex-bud? Hell yes I was, oh yeah!

		I took stock: I was an emotional ruin, and a bitter and forlorn excuse of whatever it was that I had been. I just hoped against hope that the two of them felt some guilt for what they'd done to me. The bad news of course was that I doubted that they did.

		"Another one of those?" said Jackie, nodding toward my almost empty glass.

		"Yeah, and make it my last," I said. "I gotta get out of here before I'm too weak in the knees to do so under my own power."

		"You got it, sport," she said. She disappeared for a few minutes and returned with my JD and the check. I handed her my card and took a sip of the newly arrived refill.

		Five minutes later I was up and heading out into the lonely night, lonely being the operative term.

		I should've pulled up stakes sooner. I knew that that was a true thing because the officer that stopped me, cuffed me, and transported me to jail assured me that such was so. Did I say that life sucked if one were me? Well, I should have if I didn't.

		The desk sergeant at my temporary home asked me for my phone number. I wasn't thinking too clearly I guess, well, several JD's will have that effect: I gave him my old land line number by mistake. He wrote it down; and I forgot about it.

		I did get my one direct call, I made it to my bud, Sammy Gilchrist. He promised to come get me when they let me out; that would be in 72 hours according to the judge who arraigned me. I'd need a ride, as I was informed, because my car was in the impound.

		All said and done, I guess the desk sergeant felt sorry for me. It must have been the sad look on my face and the incipient tears that accompanied that look. He called my house, the place where I used to live.

		
		"Hey Clausen, you have a visitor," said the screw.

		"Huh?" I said. It had to be Sammy; he's the only one who knew I'd been arrested, but I had told him that I would call when they let me go. At any rate the screw led me down the corridor to the public room.

		I'd gotten halfway across the concourse of the largish meeting room, where dummies like me got to converse with family and friends, before I saw who it was. I know my face went bright crimson with humiliation when I recognized him. I walked slowly toward him. I really didn't want to talk to him, but then again I did have something to say to him regardless.

		"Whaddya here for Rodney? She's divorcing me, so she can fuck you without the inconvenience of having to worry about me being around. You have a clear field. I sure as hell don't need to see either one of you ever again," I said. "I have nothing for you and you have nothing to say that I care at all about."

		"Jim, the cops called your house. I'm here to offer you bail if you'll let me," he said. "A DUI is gonna cost you a ton."

		"Hell no! I don't want any bail from you!" I said. "You steal my wife and come here offering me some of your dirty money! Get real and get out!" I turned to go having momentarily forgotten what I wanted to say to him.

		"Please, Jim, talk to me for a minute," he said. I turned back toward him.

		"What!" I said.

		"Jim, a couple of things: one, I didn't steal your wife. I did cheat with her on you. Guilty," he said. "And two, yes, she's divorcing you, and I will be marrying her because you wouldn't have it any other way."

		"Man, you have brass balls telling me that," I said. "I sincerely hate you, Mister Pollard. I mean with white hot hatred, and her too. Get the fuck away from me. Get the fuck away!"

		"Jim, please, you and I have been best friends for a long time. And, as strange as it might sound to you, I don't want to lose your friendship."

		"Well, that's just too damn bad because you have anyway. When I saw it was you came to see me just now, I thought to turn around and just walk away. But I did want to tell you something face to face," I said.

		"Oh?" he said.

		"Yes, and this is for the both of you. I wish you were dead, the both of you! Okay?"

		"Jim, I know you don't mean that. And, you'll undoubtedly find yourself a woman who will be your true love. Yes, Claire's lost to you because of your puritanical stance on things. But it doesn't have to be the end of the world for you, and it does not have to end our relationship, yours and mine," he said.

		"I cannot believe that you think, that you actually think, that there could possibly be anything left for you and me after what you've done to me all of these last three years. Claire told me that she's been doing you ever since we got back from our honeymoon. You have no idea how bad that hurt me. You may in your selfish mindset think that what you did was okay. It wasn't! So fuck off! I don't want to ever see you again, Rodney Pollard, not ever or her either. Just get lost and stay lost." With that I did turn and walk away.

		It was going to be a while before I saw either of the two cheaters again, and then it was going to be one weird situation to say the least.

		
		He plopped down at the dinette table: the one that used to belong to his best friend, still did in a legal sense, he supposed. She was still staying at the house in the burbs instead of at his condo. She'd said she had too much invested in the place for her to just up and suddenly move. The truth was that she felt funny about the breakup with her husband, and moving out of the house that had been theirs was traumatic, too final. She had to work up to it, the move.

		He'd honored her wishes and was spending almost all of his nights with her in spite of the long drive from his office and condo downtown; it was his way of supporting her. She appreciated his forbearance. They'd be getting "their" own new place after the wedding; and, she'd been thinking about keeping this place as well regardless.

		"What did he say?" said Claire.

		"About what we figured he'd say. He turned down any help from me. He told me never to come around him again. But I have a question for you," said Rodney.

		"Huh?" she said.

		"Did you have to tell him that we'd been doing it together since the two of you were first married?" he said.

		"Yes, I felt that I did. He'd discovered us, and sooner or later he would have figured it out or asked; and hiding it, given what he now knew, lying or keeping secrets would not have been the best of all possible paths to forgiveness," she said. He nodded.

		"I guess you're right. But him knowing that sure makes it a tough sell for us to get back on any kind of an even keel with him," he said.

		"Did you tell him about our plans?" she said.

		"Yes, like you, I figured keeping him in the dark till the last minute would not have been the best idea. So I told him. I'm sure he kind of figured it anyway, I mean that we'd be getting married," he said. She nodded.

		"Jesus, I really didn't want for this to go down this way. We, you and I, will always have a cloud over our heads now. But, I guess it was inevitable when one gets right down to it, I mean him discovering us. I guess we'd just been kidding ourselves that it would never happen, or, that happening, he could be made to see the logic in our intentions," she said.

		"Yes, but it was what he overheard not so much what we did that made the big difference, at least that's what I think," he said.

		"Yes, I'm sure you're right. But it was all just nonsense. Neither of us really had any bad intentions or thoughts in anything that we said that day or on any other of a hundred days," she said.

		"All true, and none of that makes any difference because there is no way we are ever going to be able to sell him on the truth of it," he said. "If by some miracle we can get him to soften his stance with us, it'll have to be some other way."

		"Still, we have to make another effort, maybe more than one down the line to get him to a place where we can all get along again. I have to believe that that is possible," she said.

		"Yeah, well anything's possible; but some things are just less possible than we might like," he said.

		He sighed and gave her a look.

		"What?" she said.

		"I was just thinking… " he started.

		"You thinking what I think you're thinking?" she said. He shrugged.

		"Well, what the hell. We might as well. I already feel guilty; a little more guilty won't make a damned bit of difference," she said.

		He came to her and let his hand rest lightly on her arm. She leaned into him and their bodies melded into one and he kissed her and it was at once tinged with love and lust and the promise of their futures.

		"Let's take this down the hall," she said.

		"Good idea," he said. He took her by the hand and guided her to the guest room. She stopped him just as they entered the room.

		"No," she said.

		"Huh?" he said, not understanding.

		"Not in here. We'll use the master bedroom this time. It's ours now, yours and mine," she said. He relaxed.

		"Okay," he said.

		She went to the king sized bed and kicked out of her shoes. He watched as they landed on the floor a couple of feet from the headboard.

		She began unbuttoning her blouse. She slipped out of it too. She stopped. "You gonna stay dressed the whole time?" she said.

		"Uh, no," he said. He kicked off his shoes and made to undress too.

		Naked the two of them came together, standing beside the bed. They kissed. His hands explored the back of her and her buttocks; his finger invaded the cleft between the two globes of her.

		His finger penetrated her anus and she grimaced at his assault.

		"You okay?" He said.

		"Yes, just be gentle back there," she said. She pulled him down onto the coverlet. They rolled together for some time exploring, kissing, licking and sucking on this or that part of each the other.

		Finally, he forced her onto her back and insinuated a knee between her thighs. Surrendering, she spread wide for her assailant and waited for what must inevitably come.

		He loomed above her his cock brittle hard. He lowered himself slowly to her pussy and pushed at her still somewhat dry nether lips. She grunted her femaleness.

		He pumped into her slowly. He felt her shiver; it was his signal to go for it, and he did. He drove into her like a wild man taking his she. Her eyes glistened with passion with maybe a few tears for her about to be ex-husband mixed in. But, in spite of the tears, there was no guilt, or, at least not very much guilt.

		He stiffened unburdening himself of a sea of cum. The moment was frozen in time. She would remember it in future days: the doing of each other in Jimmy's bed, and her bed. Yes, it was a watershed moment for her: the moment she fully realized that she was now someone else's woman.

		The next days would be days of emotional transition for her and for him.

		The few weeks that followed turned out to be calm ones. They'd learned that Jimmy had spent a ragged weekend in jail and had finally been rescued by his old bud Sammy Gilchrist. Rodney wanted to talk to the man, Sammy. He would at some point, but for the moment things would be allowed to simmer.

		
		She was actually nervous. She'd made the call some half an hour earlier. He'd be with her in but a few more minutes at most of that she was sure.

		She heard the car pulling up into the driveway. Her fingers were tapping an irregular staccato on the counter top.

		"Hi," he said, announcing his presence as he strode across the largish kitchen to the serving bar.

		"Hi," she said. Her tone was somber.

		"Huh? What's going on Claire?" he said, reacting to her tone.

		"We're pregnant, and yes it's yours," she said. The stunned look on his face could only have been described as comical by any casual observer. Then he smiled.

		"You're sure?" he said, "I mean that it's ours, yours and mine?"

		"Yes, he pulled out as usual the last time we did it. We hadn't made the decision to have children yet, and with you not using the condom that time that he caught us in the act and since then. Well, like I say there is no doubt," she said. He nodded.

		"Well then it's definitely time for a celebratory night out," he said. "This might be the happiest day of my life. It is for damn sure one of them!"

		"Well, I'm glad you're so happy," she said. "At any rate, we've got ourselves some seven months to go."

		He went to her and kissed her long and lovingly. It occurred to him that his ex-best friend was not going to be thrilled with the news when he heard it. Well, it had been his choice, and it was a damn shame, he thought.

		
		It was almost a year now since the end of my marriage to Claire Woodrew. I was at my usual station tilting one back just as my bud Sammy took the stool beside me. "How yuh doin' sport?" he said.

		I shrugged. "Eight or ten more of these and I should be cool," I said.

		"You're drinking too much," said Sammy. "And yeah, I know I'm not one to talk, but you make me look like a junior high school kid."

		"Yeah, well I'm depressed," I said in defense of myself.

		"You know I've been dating Colleen Watson, that nurse I introduced you to," he said.

		"Yeah, Colleen, right," I said. "You guys getting serious?"

		"Jury's still out, but maybe. She knows your story and she knows your ex-bud, Rodney. Anyway, he was in the hospital last week, she recognized him."

		"Oh, uh, so what?" I said.

		"He was there with your ex. They have a kid," said Sammy. I know my face fell. I actually started to cry; I could feel it."

		"Sorry guy, but I figured you'd wanna know," said Sammy.

		"Yeah, yeah," I said. I threw a ten down on the bar and rose to go. I had to get out of there before I actually embarrassed myself publicly.

		I had my car. But, I just started to walk home: it was a four mile trek, and I didn't give a shit. This was the livin' end!

		
		I woke up to the pounding on my apartment door. It was Sammy and Henry Goodman, my other bud from Allied. Henry'd been the number three guy in HR for the past couple of years. He was a bit older than me and Sammy but in our group at the Crossroads.

		"What the… " I started.

		"You left your car at the Crossroads. Wanna go get it?" said Sammy.

		"Huh? Oh yes, okay, yeah I guess," I said. "But did you have to wake me up so early?" I was whining but he knew the score so he didn't react.

		"Yeah, well like I said last night; you drink too much," he said. Henry was nodding but not offering anything.

		"Well, come in and have a cup while I get some clothes on. You know where the coffee maker is," I said.

		The ride back to the Crossroads was mostly quiet. I say mostly. As Henry, whose car we'd used, pulled up next to mine, Sammy made a comment.

		"Bud, you've gotta let her go. She's gone; it's time to get on with things, new things, new women. Okay?" he said.

		"Yeah, I guess," I said. "It's just hard. Here I am almost twenty-eight years-old and starting over. It's hard, like I say."

		"Yeah, I know," said Sammy.

		"Me too," said Henry. "My wife dumped me for a bigger dick five years ago. I'm mostly over it now. At least we didn't have any kids; that would not have been good."

		"Yeah, well same here," I said. "And yes, you're right, that would not have been good. I guess we should count our blessings."

		"There you go," said Sammy, agreeing with us. "Like I said, time to be getting on with things and dumping all of the baggage." I nodded.

		Driving back to my place, I was thinking of all of the undoubted happiness around the Pollard residence. I sighed. Maybe there was a woman out there that I could maybe trust to be my woman, and maybe even have a kid with. I wasn't too old, not yet. I began to feel a little good, but the good was definitely mixed with the ever present melancholy.

		
		"You think he knows we've got a little girl?" she said. He shrugged.

		"I don't know. I kinda hope not. It'd just be something else for him to focus on," said Rodney. She nodded.

		"Yes, that's true. Still, he's bound to find out sooner or later. I just hope he's moved on when that happens," she said.

		"Yes, that would be best. I do hope he's done that, moved on I mean. I mean it has been a year now," he said.

		"Do you think…?"

		"No," he said. "He's made it plain that he doesn't want us around. We did our best, given the circumstances, to try and make things right by him. Going to see him or trying again would not be useful." She sighed. "Claire, if he comes to us, we will do what we reasonably can, we will, but it has to be him coming to us."

		"I guess you're right," she said. They turned toward the hallway.

		"The baby's awake," said Claire. She was smiling.

		"Feeding time or potty time?" he said.

		"Feeding time, silly. She doesn't cry like that for potty time," said momma. Her husband smiled and raised his arms in surrender.

		"Me or you?" he said.

		"Why you darling. I think she called your name," said Claire. He smirked.

		"Okay, sounds like an offer I can't refuse," he said.

		He headed down the hall to take care of his daughter's clamor. He lived for moments like this. Rodney Pollard was a lucky man, always had been. But this lucky? Nobody deserved to be this lucky, as lucky as he was. The prettiest girl in the state for a wife, the prettiest baby in the whole world, money, position: no, nobody had a right to be this lucky, he thought.

		As he picked up his daughter he thought about his once upon a time best friend. For a brief moment the guilt that had faded from his conscious mind since the last meeting with his onetime bud, returned. The baby's murmuring in her daddy's arms brought him back on center. He retrieved the bottle from the warmer near her bed. He settled in for a feeding time with the other love of his life, Rebecca Pollard age going-on-one. No, no one had the right to be this lucky.

		CHAPTER 3:

		Sammy was right; I did drink too much, but I didn't give a damn. I needed to drink and to drink often. And why the hell not, John Daniels loved me. I wonder what they'd named the baby. I wondered if it were a boy or a girl. I guess it didn't matter; I'd never be meeting it-him, her.

		It was strange it was. I couldn't get the kid out of my mind. I couldn't get the two of them out of my mind either. The way they'd done me. Was I jealous even after a year? I guess I was and bitter too. I needed my woman. The kid should've been mine. My best friend? Well fuck him!

		Work was a pain anymore. I hated my job, my nothing job. Well, maybe it wasn't such a nothing job, just not any kind of job that meant anything to my gold digger ex-wife. I wondered if they ever thought about me. Probably did. Likely felt sorry for me. That was why the two of them had tried to get me to be friends again I supposed. Friends with my own wife, ex-wife! Would've been a first. Maybe one for Guinness.

		At any rate drinking was good, very good. And Marie and Jackie loved me. They were my friends. I'd talked to them a lot, maybe more than even Sammy. Hmm, well it was close that one. I did talk to Sammy a ton; Sammy understood my pain, and he did sympathize, sometimes too much.

		"Let's get a booth," said Sammy and Henry coming up to me and nudging me off of my stool.

		"Shit, Sammy, you scared the heck outta me," I said.

		"Come on, sport," said Henry. "The seats are better over there." I shrugged, picked up my JD and followed them over to the line of booths against the far wall that bordered the smallish dance floor.

		I plopped down on the padded bench to the right; my buds took the one across from me.

		"You guys interrupted what was working out to be a perfectly good evening of depression," I said, not exactly smirking when I said it.

		"Yeah, well, what the hey, we're here to make your evening even more of a downer," said Sammy.

		"Yeah, well thank you for that," I said.

		"Let me interrupt this truly wonderful moment of morbidity," said Henry.

		I tilted my glass indicating he should feel free.

		"Jimmy, you've gotta stop being late so much at work. Charlie's been cutting you some slack these past months because he knows how hard your breakup with Claire has been on you. He went through the same thing and completely understands, but his boss is starting to ride him. Anyway, that's why we are both here tonight," said Henry.

		"Hmm, passing along the message, that it?" I said. Sammy nodded.

		"Yeah kinda," said Henry.

		"Okay, message received," I said.

		"There's something else," said Sammy.

		"Something else?" I said.

		"Yeah, Colleen saw your ex again the other day. She came in with her daughter for the kid's periodic checkup, I guess. Anyway that's what Colleen said," said Sammy. I looked down.

		"Daughter?" I said. I'd wondered since I'd heard they'd had a kid whether it was a boy or a girl; now I knew.

		"Yeah, a little girl," said Sammy.

		"She shoulda been mine," I whispered. "She'd be what now, maybe a year old?"

		"Jim, I'll say it again, you've gotta get over her, them. There's a woman out there just waiting for you to make her day. But no woman wants a guy with the baggage you've been carrying around," said Henry.

		I nodded, I knew he was right, but that didn't change my mood an iota. "Yeah, I know," I said. I took another sip of my JD.

		The conversation turned to other topics over the next while. I guess I was paying attention. Every once in a while one or the other of my buds would laugh or slap one the other on the back. I smiled a lot, I was sure of that much. I contributed the truth that my USC Trojans were better than Henry's Texas Longhorns; well, he was originally from Amarillo, so I guess he had no choice.

		We got out of there, the Crossroads, at a bit past midnight and it was Friday night, actually Saturday morning now. I had my car, but I decided to walk home, again. One, I was seriously drunk; and two, I needed to think and walking did that for me. Hell it was only four miles.

		An hour and a half later I tried my key; it still worked. There's an upside to everything.

		I hated the idea of being around the woman, but at the same time, I needed to be, was desperate to be. What the hell was that about! I sure as hell didn't know. I resigned myself to another night of being alone and lonely and desperate for a woman's touch, a woman's love. I needed those badly and I had no hope of getting any. Well, I had no hope of getting any from the woman I most wanted to get it from.

		Sammy and Henry's words came back to me. Go find me another fish in the sea? Maybe, I guess I had to try. Living like I was twern't no good, no good for anything or anybody. Yeah, I guess I had to make the effort. Who knows maybe down the line I'd have me a daughter or son of my own; wouldn't that be the cat's meow! I wonder what the two of them would think of that. I snickered, even though nobody was around to see me snicker, probably look down on me and mine; that was the probable answer to that question.

		
		I'd just gotten done delivering a load to Franklin's Super Store, a grocery outlet with sixteen locations throughout the state; it was actually near my apartment at the Randall, maybe half a mile away.

		I was sitting down at Mary's Diner across the street from the drop when he pulled up a chair across from me. I hadn't even gotten my corned beef, and the sonovabitch was sitting across from me staring; well, I thought he was staring.

		"And just what the fuck does my worst enemy in the whole world want now. And how the fuck did you know where to find me!" I said.

		"In reverse order: I happened to be here for lunch too; pure coincidence. As for being your worst enemy, I'm not, you are," he said.

		?"Hmm, I don't believe your number one, and I sure as hell differ with you per your number two. So, now that we've settled those matters you can fucking leave. I need to eat and I need to make a living and you're standing in the way of both," I said.

		"Look Jim, let's talk a bit. Would that be all right? I'm not here to cause you any trouble or grief. Really I'm not," he said.

		For whatever reason, I shrugged; it was shrug tinged with bitterness, and I'm sure he got the message, but it was a shrug nevertheless. "Get to it," I said.

		The man across from me sighed, as well he might. "Would it be all right if I bought me a cup of coffee?" he said.

		"Yeah, but don't plan on staying long. I really don't feel good about you being here coincidence or not," I said. He signaled the waitress who was just passing by.

		My lunch arrived at the same time as his coffee. How fucking timely, I thought.

		"We miss you, Jim. I know it sounds self-serving, but it's the truth. And by we I do mean the both of us. Yeah, me and Claire screwed up. But… " he said, and paused.

		"But?" I said.

		"Jim don't take this wrong. But Claire and I were meant to be together. You got there first and put in your bid. She was ready to be married and she, all too quickly, said yes; and then you were married, and you were my best friend, and I planned to stay the hell outta the way but… Then you two got back from your honeymoon and she was so beautiful, and well, I put a move on her.

		"It turned out she wanted me too, Jim. Weird ass as it seems she wanted the both of us. She and I made a pact. I'd get to have her sometimes, and I'd be there to cover the both of you financially and such…"

		"What the fuck!" I said.

		"Let me finish, please," he said. For the life of me I shut up for the moment, and no, I don't know why. I shut up, but I could feel my face twitching in anger at the very sound of his condescending voice, attitude.

		"Yes, we made a deal to play on the side and be all one big happy family and all of that. You'd get to be married to her and be there twenty-four-seven, and I'd be there in the wings in case either of you ever needed anything. And, if you had children, I'd have been their godfather, and well, that's pretty much it except for one thing," he said.

		"Huh? What one thing?" I said.

		"Well, this meet up, and it is a coincidence, is kind of fortuitous," he said.

		"Fortuitous? What? What are you talking about?" I said.

		"Jim, I don't know if you know it or not-we've been apart for more than a year now-but Claire and I have a daughter. Rebecca is her name. We've decided to have her baptized. We'd be honored if you would be willing to be her godfather. I mean for real, my friend," he said.

		I stared at him for a long moment. "Huh?" I said.

		"It would be a real thing for us, not just some ceremonial thing if you know what I mean.

		"We want you in our lives, Jim. The both of us want you in our lives. Claire especially wants to make good by you," he said.

		"Yeah, but you'll still be in her bed and I'd still have my cold sheets to comfort me at night," I said. "No, it won't work. Some of the bitterness at what the two of you have done to me has faded, but the hurt and the emotional scars will likely never go away, not entirely no matter how much time goes by.

		"In case there is any doubt in your mind ex-best friend, I still want and need my woman, the woman who is now your woman. And, I need her to be a one man woman. But, I can't ever have her again and I know it. And the realization of that makes it all but impossible for me to even look at another woman, or, be around my woman, Claire. She was and always will be my all, my everything, my irreplaceable life's love.

		"So go back to her and sleep with her and, when you do, think of me wishing it was me. I want you to do that. And for that and for that alone I am so glad you happened to just coincidentally bump into me today. It was worth seeing you just so I could deliver that message. Yes it was," I said.

		"Jimmy, you gotta cut me and Claire some slack. If not today, sooner or later you just have to. And, as for you not being able to be around other women, that's just plain crazy. You're a good lookin' guy with prospects and friends and a good heart. Yes a heart that Claire and I broke. We are fully aware of that. But you need to get it together and find that special girl the one that will make you forget your Claire and be your new heart's delight.

		"Anyway, when you're ready please… " he said, leaving his meaning clear but hanging in the air.

		"No," I said. He nodded, rose, and left. I think he was breaking up. I'd finally made an impact.

		
		Sammy, as stated before, had been more than happy to inform me, more than once, that I'd been drinking too much. But, after my meet up with my ex-best friend Rodney Pollard, I began to drink at truly Olympian levels. Yes indeed, if drinking were an Olympic sport, I would have been more than a candidate for a gold medal.

		And, my venue of choice, you guessed it, the Crossroads. Well, it had a certain sentimental allure for me.

		The problem of thinking is that it is not always possible to not think of the things one doesn't want to think about. Trust me on that one; I know it as a great truth.

		I was musing, which is another word for thinking, about what Sammy and Henry had said about finding me another fish in the sea to make my day. Similarly, I was musing about my recent-two days gone-run in with my worst enemy which had done nothing for me except remind me that I had no one to love and nothing I really gave a damn about. One might appreciate how the two musings complemented each the other.

		I was nervous and not too drunk, not yet. I was going to go for it. I was going to ask a lady in attendance to dance. And, if I wasn't turned down, I was going to ask the lady for a date. Did I say I was nervous? Well, I should have if I didn't.

		I hadn't been part of the dating scene in some six years. The year when I first met and courted and married Claire; and, the nearly two, almost three, years now since our breakup. I was not quite twenty-nine years old, so that was a good thing, right? I wasn't fat, a little on the short side at five-six, but okay looking for all of that; and I could dance pretty good. I knew for a fact I was a better dancer than my ex-best friend ever was: at six-three he was too tall to ever be all that good a dancer. The thought made me smile.

		I perused the crowd. Most the women were with guys, but a few were just hanging out like me. Well, maybe not exactly like me. I pushed my JD back an inch or two from me and made to walk over to a girl, woman, sitting at a table by herself. She was nice looking though a little on the chunky side, not fat, just, well, chunky.

		She looked up when I approached her. "Miss would I be out of line to ask you to dance?" I said. I was forcing myself to smile. She looked me over, not too critically.

		"I'm not into dancing tonight. Sorry," she said. She went back to studying her wine essentially dismissing me. I went back to the bar my tail firmly cached between my legs.

		A couple of sips later, I'd gotten up enough courage to make another foray among the unescorted ladies in attendance.

		She was actually at the bar only a few stools away from my own. She was talking not too seriously to Marie who was handling counter duty at that moment while Jackie was touring the booths and tables that flanked the dance floor.

		I slid off my stool and went over to them.

		"Hi ladies," I said. "Marie, I was wondering if I might ask your friend if she'd like to dance." I cast my glance on the tallish and slender woman across from her.

		Like the first of my trial balloons, the woman appraised me, smiled and shook her head. "Not right now," she said, "maybe another time."

		"Oh, okay," I said, "for sure, another time." Once again with my tail planted firmly where it had been since my first turn down, I headed back for my station. I did notice the two women, Marie and her conversation mate, talking animatedly after I made my departure from their presence.

		Well no balls and two strikes. I decided not to imitate Casey and just leave things at strike two. A third strike would definitely have left no joy in Mudville, not that there was any joy in evidence now!

		
		I was only twenty minutes late, but "the man" called me into the office anyway. I really didn't need this.

		"Jimmy, I know you've had a hard time: I mean the divorce and adjusting and everything, and you have to admit that I've been pretty understanding about your problem. But Jim, the boss is on my case about attendance and tardies. You're not the only one, but you are number one when it comes to tardies. You've got to cure that problem and you've got to do it now. Jim, if not, you're gonna be gone. I can't say it any plainer than that," said Charlie.

		"Okay, boss, I get it. Things'll be different from now on," I said.

		"Okay, good. Go ahead on then and let's get this stuff delivered," he said.

		I was sealing the doors on my rig when Sammy came up to me. "Boss give you shit this morning," said Sammy.

		"Nah, not really. Just told me to not be tardy anymore," I said. My bud nodded.

		"Okay, you gonna be at the usual place tonight?" he said.

		"Yeah, I guess," I said.

		I had to get my act together. I was putting Charlie on the spot. The problem was I wasn't sure that I could get my act together. It was my drinkin' that was the problem. Stop drinkin? Not happening. But I knew I had to do something. Hell if I lost my job I wouldn't have any money to pay for my drinkin', helluva situation that. It was definitely a case of damned if I did and damned if I didn't!

		I actually got done with my runs early, an hour early. Charlie looked happy. Of course I hadn't stopped for lunch which of course was the cause of the early finish to my day. Now if I could only manage to get outta bed in the morning and into the yard before Charlie, who I knew would be antsy and monitoring things. That was gonna be a challenge.

		
		My talk with Charlie and the pressure, and it was pressure, from my buds at Allied got me off and on. I began to get to work on time, and I was drinking less. Charlie was happy, my buds were happy, I was less unhappy; and, I was planning on taking another shot at finding me a woman, any woman, to connect with. I mean if she was under a hundred years-old and could stand to be around me I'd be good to go. I just needed a female to be with me at night. Yeah, nights, nights were the worst; well, they were for me.

		
		I was once again musing, but this time I was musing while I was delivering yet another load to Franklin's. The boss had put Franklin's on my run whenever he could because it was close to my apartment. Convenience, that was the name of the game for me, I appreciated Charlie helping me out like that. I could arrange my deliveries on those days so that I could eat lunch at home; hey, it saved me some money, and I could catch the news on the Randall Arms gratis supplied TV.

		The manager at Franklin's had just signed off on the delivery, and I was in the produce aisle getting stuff I needed for the week; it would save me making a special trip after work. Her cart actually bumped into mine. I looked up to apologize but the words stuck in my throat.

		It had been more than a year since the coincidence of bumping into my used to be best friend. Here was another one, another coincidence.

		"Claire!" I squeaked, finally.

		"Jimmy!" she mouthed. "Jimmy, this is a pure coincidence, really."

		The family Pollard sure was into coincidences, I thought.

		"Yeah, like I believe that," I said, sounding no doubt a little bit snide.

		"Jimmy, I come here all of the time. We live near here now, maybe a mile and a half up the road, at the Crown Towers," she said. "It's just a coincidence. I know you don't want us coming around you, so we haven't. It's just a coincidence."

		Ironically this time I believed the Pollard representative. If they lived nearby, maybe me bumping into the bad guy a year gone did make sense, I mean bumping into him at Mary's.

		"I see, well fine. Have nice day," I said, making to get out of there.

		I pushed my cart rather hurriedly up the aisle to the row of registers at the front before she could say anything else. Man I sure didn't need to be reminded of how much I missed the woman. My dreams on this night were not going to be good.

		I paid and was pushing my cart out the entrance when she came up to me just as I got outside.

		"Jimmy, Mary's across the street?" she said, nodding toward the diner's entrance.

		"Mary's?" I said.

		"Yes, Jim, I'd like to talk to you if you would please," she said. I didn't answer her immediately; I just stared for a long moment. I nodded.

		I loaded the two grocery bags I had in my car and walked across to the diner. Jesus, I knew this was not going to go well, but like an addict with no sense I followed the piper.

		She'd beaten me in the door but not by much; well, I had stopped to put the bags of groceries in my car. The waitress came up to us.

		"Table for two?" she said.

		"Yes," said Claire. She led us to a table near the window and put menus in front of us, and disappeared back into the kitchen.

		"How are you doing, Jim?" said Claire.

		"Don't know," I said. "I'm feeling very uncomfortable right now. I don't know why I agreed to come here with you." She nodded.

		"There's no reason to feel uncomfortable, Jimmy. I still have feelings for you. And yes, I know you still have feelings for me. We've have moved on the both of us, but we still have history and a lot of it is good. Okay?" she said.

		"Whatever," I said. "So, why this sit down?"

		"No reason really. I can see you're working. It's just nice running into you like this. But again, are you doing okay?" she said.

		"Just working and getting by. Nothing to tell that you'd be interested in," I said.

		"I would be interested, Jim. It's been a long time since we've talked. I was hoping just now, I mean since we bumped into each other over there," she nodded toward the store across the street, "that maybe we could see if there might be any chance to find a little bit of common ground."

		"Can't see the usefulness in any of that," I said.

		"Jimmy, we were married for three years. And yes, we're divorced now, but like I said, I still have feelings for you and would like us to be friends still, trite as that sounds," she said.

		"I still love and miss you, Claire, and my dreams are actually nightmares of him and you in bed together and me alone forgotten and rotting. Finding common ground whatever that means would be a real hard nut for me. Well, you can imagine," I said.

		"Jimmy, you've got to find yourself another woman. It's what you need; I know that. And there is no doubt in my mind that you know it too," she said.

		"I tried to find me another woman, Claire, no other woman wants me," I said. Okay I was whining, and, having been turned down for dances by two women maybe didn't exactly equate with me trying to find a replacement for the woman across from me; but it's the only ammunition I had at the moment.

		"Jimmy, frankly that's bullshit. You could not have been trying to find a woman, not seriously or you would have. You have a lot to offer and you're a good looking cuss at the least of it," she said.

		I decided to change the subject. "Do you love him, Claire? I mean more than you ever did me?" I said.

		"I love him as much as I loved you, and love you, Jimmy. He's very different than you, but that doesn't mean he was or is better than you. I see and saw the both of you as equal," she said. "That hasn't changed and probably never will. One thing he does have on you though, Jimmy, is a willingness to compromise to work things out. We do talk about you some, not a lot, but some. The both of us keep hoping that you'll get off and on and come back to us."

		"My nights are too lonely for any compromise. Because we met today, I will be thinking about you tonight, and him, and for many more nights until the memory fades a little and I can be alone again without crying in my beer like some high school kid," I said, putting it all out there.

		"Goddamn it Jimmy! Find yourself a woman and do it now! You need it, and to tell the truth 'I' need you to do it. So just do it! Got that young man," she said.

		After the meet up with Claire-and yes I did, after all was said and done, believe that it was a mere coincidence-I fell back into my state of gloom and depression. I really needed that woman, but the odd thing was I felt a little bit good about the meeting up with her too. Damn I was confused, sad and depressed and confused. Freud would have salivated over the opportunity to study me!

		Still all said and done, my "not bad feelings" as to meeting up with her morphed into an emotional fire in my belly. That fire led to me needing to put it out. To achieve that lofty goal, I turned once again to my good friend John Daniels; I'd turned to him a lot in the not too distant past, and now would again.

		CHAPTER 4:

		"Well, she is finally sleeping through the night on a regular basis," said Rodney.

		She sighed, "Yes, but I still want to take her in to make sure her colic is really history," she said.

		"Yes, yes, do it," he said. "She's due for her second yearly checkup anyway, right?"

		"Yes, that's so, I'll call Doctor Boze tomorrow and set up the appointment," she said.

		"Good, good, can't be careful enough with our heart of hearts," he said.

		She smiled, "Yes sir, that's true, for sure true," she said. She was so happy that he was child oriented, so many daddies, as she'd heard and read, saw babies as more of a burden until they got old enough to throw a ball around with or the like. But Rodney had proved to be the perfect father. She wondered how Jimmy would have reacted if they had stayed together and had had a daughter or a son either one. Well, that was one thing that she'd never know, more's the pity, she thought.

		She was waiting patiently for the doctor to show up; the colic was a dead issue, but the doctor had some other information that he wanted her to wait around for. At first she'd been terrified that the supposedly routine checkup had found something dreadfully wrong. But, the doctor had smiled and reassured her that nothing of the sort was happening. There were however some lab results from when the baby was born that had just now shown up; they, the results had been sitting in someone's desk files for more than two years; Dr. Boze wanted to talk to her about those for a moment or two as he'd said. He'd been gone for some little time.

		The baby was sleeping in the carrier beside her. The darn thing sure was heavy, she thought. She picked up a magazine from the end table beside her and flipped through it absently. She put the magazine down. The timing was good: the doctor came through the door with a quizzical look on his face.

		"Missus Pollard," he said.

		"Yes?" she said.

		"Missus Pollard, I had a quick look see of Rebecca's lab results," he said, indicating the manila folder in his hand. Can we sit down over there for a moment, please?" She nodded, a new sense of worry showed itself in her demeanor.

		"Doctor? What's wrong?" she said. He looked over at her from the seat he'd taken across from her.

		"Missus Pollard, I know you and Mister Pollard very well of course. Both of you as past patients of mine as well as the parents of little Rebecca," he said.

		"Yes," she said, "that's so."

		"Well, are you, the two of you aware of Rebecca's blood type?" he said. She gave him a look. She had to think.

		"No, I mean I'm not, but I'm sure my husband is, well, probably," she said. The man across from her shook his head doubtfully.

		"Missus Pollard, this is kind of embarrassing for me. It happens on occasion," he said, "but it is almost always an embarrassment."

		"Doctor, what's wrong? Please!" she said, urgency in her tone.

		"Missus Pollard, Mister Pollard is not the father of little Rebecca," he said. "I know you thought, the both of you thought…"

		"Huh?" she said.

		"Mister Pollard is type-O. The baby is AB+," he said.

		She sat there stunned. It couldn't be. It just couldn't be! No way! The only other possibility would be…

		"There's no doubt," he said. She'd paled. She felt faint. What was she going to do? She had to see her husband. She had to see him now. She rose, accepted the tendered manila envelope, bowed slightly in the doctor's direction, picked up the carrier and the baby in it and left, hurriedly left.

		
		Pollard Associates, her husband's business name was run from offices downtown. It was there where her man manipulated his interests in the housing market and the buying and selling of properties and currencies on the various exchanges worldwide. Rodney Pollard was one heckuva money man. Barely thirty years old and he was already a force in the financial community. He'd had to hire a staff of three secretaries and a couple of male gofers to help him keep things in a manageable state, as he said, most of the time. His fortune had grown from what he referred to as the paltry million-five he'd inherited at age twenty-one, to almost forty million now, nine years later. And that figured to grow exponentially over the next ten years, so he'd assured her.

		Carrier in hand, she mounted the steps of the ten story office building and headed for the elevators and the ninth floor where her husband's offices were situated. She'd likely be interrupting him, but this was important, and she was antsy, very antsy.

		
		She scooted by the receptionist's desk to the cubicle where her husband's secretary labored. "My husband in?" she said to the twenty-something aide. The woman looked up.

		"Missus Pollard, uh yes, he's in. You can just go on in," she said. Claire Pollard sighed and headed down the short hall to her husband's den. She entered without ceremony or knocking. He was on the phone.

		He looked up and then spoke into the phone. "John, I'll call you back. Something's come up." He nodded at the phone and killed it.

		"Something's come up hasn't it?" he said. "It's written all over your face. The baby?" He glanced at the carrier. He knew she'd been to see the doctor: the baby's checkup. It had to be that, and he was concerned, and didn't like it very much, actually at all.

		"Yes," she said.

		"Okay," he said.

		"Rod, I don't know how to even begin to say this…"

		"Goddamn it, Claire, say it. Is Rebecca all right!" he didn't quite scream. She quailed. She'd never seen him act like this.

		"Yes, yes, she's all right. Physically no problems at all, very healthy," she said unnecessarily. He sagged back in his seat.

		"Thank God!" he said with emphasis. "Claire don't do that to me! You had me terrified there for a moment."

		"I'm sorry, Rod. I didn't mean to scare you. But, we do have a problem," she said.

		"But you said… " he started.

		"Yes, I said the baby's healthy. No problems at all. But, Rod…"

		"What!" he said, not too forcefully.

		"Rod, Jimmy is Rebecca's biological father," she blurted out.

		"What? What did you say?" he whispered.

		"Some of the lab results from when she was born had evidently been misplaced, I guess, but Dr. Boze somehow found them and when he checked them to see if there was anything of consequence that he needed to tell us; well, there was. She's AB+; you're type-O. There's no doubt, Rod. James is her bio-dad," she said.

		"Oh my God!" he said, still whispering.

		"Rod, what are we going to do!" she said.

		"What we aren't going to do is panic. We're going to think. We're going to talk, the two of us. We're going to consider before we do anything. This could be a major problem for us, or, maybe no problem. But, no matter what, we need to be calm and rational and slow. Yes, he's going to have to know at some point; but Claire, it has to be at a time and place of our choosing. This is a problem, but not an insoluble one. Okay?" he said.

		"Yes, yes, good," she said.

		
		It was 2:00am Hah! I thought, they're probably up changing diapers. I hope the kid craps all over the one who's got duty. She had to be what two years-old now, maybe a little more. The thought brought a smile to my face. I could feel it.

		My thoughts relating to fecal disaster for one or the other of them notwithstanding, I was sad and jealous and angry and still bitter as hell. There just didn't seem to be any justice in the world. The baddies, the two of them, always seemed to get more; and the screwed over, me, well, I just got screwed. Yeah, no justice, that was the reality. They say that God has a plan for everything. Well maybe, but I sure wish it would be a deal easier to figure out what those celestial blueprints were.

		It was late; tomorrow was another work day, Tuesday. Another day working for nothing. Sammy had told me to get out and find me another woman. Yes, he had, about forty times. Though I was not by any means over the hill, I just couldn't dredge up any enthusiasm for the chase. I didn't want another woman; I wanted my woman. But, she wasn't my woman anymore and that reality continued to leave me feeling hopeless and depressed.

		
		It had been a long day and it was raining outside, outside being outside the Crossroads B&G.; I'd made my deliveries, thereby ensuring that my bills would once again be paid on time, and I had been motivated enough to retake my seat at the best bar in town. And why the hell not? I had friends at the Crossroads. I looked down the length of the bar to where Jackie was in deep conversation with one of the local cowboy wannabes. I wondered if he'd score; Jackie was undoubtedly a sweet piece. I sighed, I needed a woman. Maybe I was thinking wrong. Maybe I should be taking the advice of Sammy and Henry. I looked around. Nothing, no women to be seen. Well, there was Jackie. Maybe I should try hitting on her. No, she'd shine me on. She knew about the baggage I was carrying around; she'd not want to be messin' with any of that; she'd said as much if somewhat obliquely.

		I felt someone tap me on the shoulder.

		"Sammy," I said. "You hangin' tonight?"

		"Yeah, I guess. It was a long day," he said.

		"Yeah, I'm familiar," I said.

		
		"I see," said Bertrand Larabee. He'd been Rodney's lawyer since he'd adjudicated his inheritance almost ten years before. "So the man, your ex-best friend has no clue as to his paternity."

		"No, and neither did we until two weeks ago," said Rodney.

		"Well, he's going to have to be told or you could be opening yourself up to a lawsuit down the line, and he'd win," said Mister Larabee.

		"But?" said Rodney.

		"But, you will be in the driver's seat even so. I mean if you do tell him and don't try to keep him in the dark. Your wife is the mother. You have the wherewithal to support the baby with far greater resources than the bio-dad. And, you have proven your ability to be active parents in your daughter's life. But, I'll say it again, do not delay informing the man of his paternity; that would not be good," he said.

		"Okay, I'll be taking care of that right away," he said.

		"Good," said Bertrand Larabee.

		
		"We have to tell him and we have to do it right away," said Rodney. His wife sagged back in her seat. She nodded.

		"Yes, I was sure that that would be what he'd say," said Claire Pollard. "And thinking about it now, lately, I have to say I want him to know. And yes, I am absolutely aware that it is just something else he's going to be focusing on and blaming us and especially me for. But, on the other hand it might get him to be a little more accommodating about reconnecting with us too. So, you tell me, are the upsides worth enduring the downsides for."

		He nodded. You know you make a very good point. I don't know if I have an answer as to whether the good is going to outweigh the bad or not, but I guess we can at least hope for the best," he said. "There's no real alternative in any event."

		"For damn sure," she said. "So when do you propose we lay it on him?"

		"I'll hunt him down at his shop tomorrow. Or, maybe lay in wait for him at the Crossroads. I hear he is pretty much a regular there since the breakup," he said. She nodded.

		"Yes, I've heard that too. So good, let's do it. And let's try the Crossroads first, together, you and me. This is one time I think that we need to gang up on him. He'll be defensive at first; I'm sure of it. But, when he starts to think about things, I have to believe that he'll come around.

		"Before we broke up, I mean the months before, he and I had been talking about maybe getting pregnant, but then, well then… " she said.

		"Yeah, then he caught us and screwed up everything," he said. She nodded, but it was a hopeful nod, and, maybe a bit of a conspiratorial nod.

		
		Well, they say things are only supposed to get better once a body hits rock bottom. Well, I don't know about other folks, but for me there doesn't seem to be any getting better. But, there is more than proof positive that things can sure as heck get worse.

		"James, I'm sorry but I have to let you go. You've done this to yourself. Too much drinking, even on the job. Too many times showing up late for work. Frankly James, there's just no upside to keeping you on the payroll. You're fired James. Please have your locker cleared out by day's end," said Mister Penniman.

		I nodded. There was nothing to say. I'd done it to myself. I couldn't even blame the cheaters. They were guilty of course, of ruining my life, but by any standard I'd aided and abetted them in grand fashion. Oh yeah, I was guilty too, no doubt about that no doubt whatsoever.

		I had some money, maybe fifteen grand in the bank. Well, I hadn't been spending any of what I made on me. I'd paid the bills, and I'd cut up my credit cards, I'd done this last after the divorce. I could get by, find myself another job. I still had my car and my clothes and stuff. I'd be okay. I'd just have to lower my sights a little.

		
		After my personal financial Armageddon, I decided to move out of my apartment, cheap though it was at $500 a month. I'd moved downtown since she'd kept the house in the divorce. I knew from talking to her that she wasn't living there. But no, I wouldn't be asking her if I could stay there; I wasn't gonna be asking her for anything.

		I moved over to the east side of the Valley, Yeah it was a blighted area right enough, but it was close to everything, including the Crossroads, and the fleabag hotel I moved into ran out right at $300 a month with utilities included, hard to beat a deal like that.

		The good news was that I was essentially retired, No job, no woman, just waitin' to die. Yeah real hard to beat a deal like that one. I wondered what the two of them would be saying if they found me dead. Probably go through some proper mourning period and then forget the hell outta me. Tell themselves how they tried to do right by me. Convince themselves how righteous they were, and how unfortunate it was that they couldn't convince me to go along with their fuckwad plans to make me a willing cuckold! I'd been one anyway of course, but an unknowing one: the two things were not the same thing, not even.

		Yeah dyin' was the ticket, no more suffering, no more loneliness, no more thinking up wild ass ideas about how to get even with the two of them. No, just eternal peace. Yeah, dyin' was the ticket.

		
		"He doesn't work there anymore, and he hasn't been to the Crossroads in a while," said Rodney.

		"My God! He can't have just disappeared. He has to be working somewhere. I mean he has to eat, right?" said Claire.

		"Yeah, maybe, but he is off the grid, as they say in the movies; hell, he may not even be in town anymore, in fact that's what I think is actually the case," he said.

		"You say Sammy's not heard from him either," she said.

		"Yes, I chased him down at the Crossroads and he hasn't seen him since right after he lost his job at Allied," he said. "I did get the guy to promise to let me know if and when he makes contact with him. I think he will. I think he's worried about him too."

		"Well that's the hope, I guess," she said. "Jesus, Rod, it's been almost a year since we've seen him and now this! We gotta figure out something. Maybe a PI? Whaddya think?"

		"I talked to Larabee again the other day, like I told you; he's iffy about hiring a PI. I wanted to be sure that we were cool if we just couldn't find the man, which we so far have not been able to do," said Rodney.

		"And, are you sure we're okay. I mean if we can't find my ex-husband?" she said.

		"That's what he said. So long as we make the effort to find him, a legitimate effort; we're covered. And we've done that: talked to his buddies, inquired at his old workplace, even checked some of the apartment buildings close to where he used to hang out," he said. "No, we're fine, covered, as I say. We really don't need to hire a PI, but it is something we may want to consider down the line." She nodded.

		
		Well, I finally figured out how long it took for a guy in my situation to hit rock bottom in an economic sense. I'd run through my fifteen grand, sold my car for another three, done some cleanup work at a few local bistros and restaurants, and now I was totally free and living the life of a healthy and happy hobo. I was on the fucking street, broke, and cold! Well, it was always cold in the Valley in December; well it was this year. Christmas? Fuck Christmas!

		I am able to eat. The damn Salvation Army can always be counted on to save guys like me, and women too. The SA kitchen didn't serve caviar, but I was always able to fill up the old abdomen in the morning. Once a day I was warm and fed thanks to them; it would have been real bad if they weren't around that's for damn sure.

		For some damn reason I kept thinking about the kid, Rebecca, their kid. The one that should've been mine. Man being married to her turned out to be a real downer. Thinking about it, maybe I was a ton better off not having to have lived a lifetime with her.

		Working at Marnov's Deli and café a few hours a week got me some much needed cash: maybe fifty bucks on average. It figured to be a bit more during this cold snap: more people eating in restaurants than during the warmer months. If it went along like last year I'd be pulling down a cool hundred and a quarter every couple of weeks. If I was careful with my money I'd always have me a bottle in my backpack; the only piece of luggage I owned or wanted. I did need to get me a new coat though, and maybe a pair of long-johns too; yeah, long-johns had to be at the top of the list. It was just too damn cold nights!

		
		"How yuh doin', Claire?" said Jenna.

		"Jenna Courtland, you know exactly how I'm doing," said Claire. "I'm doing questionable!"

		"Claire, I've known you for forever, you and Jimmy. And now you and Rodney I suppose. And, I know you feel bad about Jimmy, but it's not the end of the world for either of you. You both need to be moving on. I know you know that," said Jenna.

		"Yes, and you'd be right if it were not for the little problem that it was Jim's best friend that did him injury the way he sees it. Kind of a double whammy, and we, you and I, have talked about this long and often," said Claire. "And, now Jim is missing in action, probably having trouble trying to find female companionship to help him over the hump as it were. Well, that's what Rod thinks; fact is we really don't know anything for sure."

		"Hmm, yes, I see what you mean. He probably does need a woman; I mean one he can hump, she said, and laughed. But, you have lots of female friends. One of them might be persuaded to give the guy a look."

		"I've thought about that," said Claire. "Rodney and I both have. But, he won't have anything to do with either of us. So any of my old friends, all of whom Jimmy knows, are toxic because they know me; he wouldn't trust any of them to be straight with him. No, if he ever finds another woman to hang onto he'll have to be doing the finding on his own I'm afraid. It is what it is."

		"I guess," said Jenna. "So anyway, how's the baby?"

		"Rebecca's fine, she's four now so not so much a baby anymore. And, she's a handful to boot," said Claire.

		"Where is she now obviously not here in the house?" said Jenna.

		"She's in preschool. I pick her up in an hour. It's only half day, but it gives me a break and research shows that children who do the preschool thing do better in the higher grades later on. It's win-win," said Claire.

		"Yes, I've heard that," said Jenna. "I take it her biological daddy still doesn't know that he's a daddy."

		"No, we've tried to find him and tell him, let him know so we could work something out so he could be around her, but so far no luck," said Claire.

		"No idea where he's gone to at all?" said Jenna.

		"No, after he was fired at Allied he just disappeared off the radar as they say," said Claire.

		"You know if he's not working he could be on the street," said Jenna. "I mean if he's as depressed as you've said; it might be that he can't even hold down a job let alone give a damn one way or the other," she said.

		"The street?" said Claire.

		"Yes, skid row, girl. That's where folks down on their luck or depressed sometimes end up. I have to believe that if he were working somewhere you'd have had a whiff along the line sometime. You might want to give a look see in that direction. He has to eat and he has to pay rent or something. Anyway, it's just a thought," said Jenna.

		Claire shook her head. "No, I can't believe he'd let himself fall that far. Maybe take a long vacation somewhere, Mexico maybe. I know he had to have had some money. Yes, Mexico or someplace like it is my best guess," said Claire.

		"Could be," said Jenna, "could be."

		
		She watched as her husband put his briefcase down on the credenza and headed for the kitchen for his nightly snack. He was later than usual. He looked tired. Making money didn't happen by accident, not the big money that her husband was always chasing. No indeed. But, there was a price to pay. There was a price for everything: large and small, and big money had a very big price tag in blood, sweat, and tears. She didn't care about the money, not really. One needed enough to be secure and have the things one needed, but large money was nothing more than a pride thing and pride as everyone knew was the most capital of capital sins.

		"You look tired, dear," she said, coming to him and planting a gentle kiss on his unresisting lips.

		"Yeah, it was a little rugged today, but we got through it me and the team," he said.

		He was always giving credit to the team: a half dozen souls making good livings because of him and willing to go the extra mile to do it. And there were a lot of extra miles in the bank already. He was a very good man was Rodney Pollard; she was proud of him and proud to be his wife.

		"Let's go upstairs and see if we can do a little stress relief," she said. "Tonight I'll do the work." She giggled as she led him by his tie upstairs and into their room. He determined to just follow orders this night. Fact was he followed her orders most nights. The thought brought a smile to his face; his first of the day.

		"Sounds like something I can get my head around," he said. "Oh yeah, yes indeed. I'm certain I can do that."

		CHAPTER 5:

		He was in his office. It'd been a full year since the last he'd heard of his old friend. He didn't dwell on it much, not anymore. That was something, thought Rodney Pollard. But at the moment he was on his mind, Jimmy was on his mind. One couldn't save the world. And some things were written in the stars. It looked like his old bud was condemned to be part of that mass of humanity that would be living lives of quiet desperation-apologies to Thoreau.

		"Mister Pollard, there is someone here to see you sir," said the voice over the intercom, "he doesn't have an appointment."

		"I'll come out," he said. Hardly anyone ever came to this office that wasn't invited. It wasn't that kind of office. 99% percent of his business was on line and impersonal. He did meet with lawyers and real estate people somewhat regularly but never without appointments.

		Exiting the office, he saw a face he recognized. "Sammy?" he said. "This is a surprise."

		"Yes, Mister Pollard, I needed to see you. I mean if you have a spare minute. I'm on a delivery and was nearby, so I made the decision to see if you could spare me a few minutes," said Sammy. "The guard downstairs said it would be all right to come up."

		"Certainly," he said. "Come on in to my office.

		"Denise, hold my calls," he said.

		The two men adjourned to the man's office.

		The big man took his seat behind his desk His visitor took the seat across from him as the man indicated he should. "So, I'm guessing you have some information about our friend," said Rodney. He was certain that the man did.

		"Yes sir, and it's not good. I was making some deliveries downtown and I saw him. I saw him and I pulled over and went to talk to him but changed my mind. I decided to talk to you first, like I promised," said Sam.

		"Sam, was he all right?" said Rodney.

		"Yes and no," said Sammy. "He's apparently not hurt or anything, but he's clearly a broken man. He's on the street, skid row, and not looking too good." The other man's face fell.

		"The street! The fucking street!" said Rodney.

		"Yes sir, I saw him go into the Salvation Army soup kitchen. He looked pretty ragged," said Sam.

		"You didn't talk to him then?" said Rodney.

		"No, no like I said, I was going to but changed my mind. I was afraid he'd blow me off or, well, something," he said. The other man nodded.

		"The kitchen, you mean the one on Main?" said Rodney.

		"Yes, that's the one. I figure he's probably hangin' out in the neighborhood," said Sammy.

		"Yes, yes, makes sense.

		"Look, I'm going to make the effort to see the man. I have some important news to tell him. He's just got to straighten up and come to his senses," said Rodney Pollard.

		"I don't know about that, Mister Pollard. He's pretty down has been since, well since… " said Sammy.

		"Yeah, yeah I know what you're saying," he said. "Look, thanks a million for coming in and I really appreciate you keeping your word to let us know when you heard anything. It means a lot. If there's anything I can do for you just let me know," he said.

		"Thank you sir, I will," said Sam.

		The two men talked for a couple of minutes more and Sammy hit the road. He still had deliveries to make.

		
		"I can't believe it. I talked to Jenna a few days ago and she said that him being on the street might be a possibility, but I just blew her off; I just couldn't believe something like that could possibly be real," said Claire.

		"Well, believe it; it's real. I will be finding the man and putting it to him pretty forcefully," said Rodney.

		"We'll go together," said Claire. "I need to be there to kick his high school butt. The man just has to, well, man up!"

		"Okay, I'm not sure the both of us being there is a good idea, but maybe it is. Anyway, let's do it," he said.

		
		Main Street was a drag maybe a shade under four miles long. It was one of the earliest streets to be developed in the main part of L.A. It was depressed now, economically. The homeless and generally indigent saw it as a place of refuge. The Salvation Army had its kitchen there and its chapel too was just a few blocks away. Finding their man should not have been a problem. But, it was proving to be.

		They'd been cruising the area for almost an hour. They'd seen no sign of the man at all. Frustration was setting in.

		"Let's try the kitchen. We should have started there," she said. "I mean that is where Sam said he'd seen him, right?"

		"Yes, I guess you're right. But it's 3:00pm I doubt if he's going to be at the kitchen now," he said.

		"Maybe not, but maybe someone who works there might know where to look," she said. He nodded.

		"Yeah, makes sense I guess," he said.

		He whipped a U-turn in his brand new Cadillac and drove the half mile back down the street to the Salvation Army's kitchen.

		They pulled into the lot behind the sizable structure and went in. A few men and a woman with a small child were in evidence seated at the metal folding tables situated around the spacious eating area. The serving area was closed at that moment though one worker seemed to be setting things up for a meal, probably for the evening rush, thought Claire. The Army did do a lot of good work for the pilgrims of desperation row.

		"Let's ask that guy behind the serving counter over there," said Claire.

		They wended their way across the room. Rodney Pollard waved to get the attention of the man behind the counter who seemed very intent on getting things arranged for whatever.

		"Sir, can we speak with you for a minute?" said Claire, finally having gotten the man's attention.

		"We don't serve until 5:00pm," said the man.

		"No, no," said Rodney. "We're looking for a friend."

		The server eyed him suspiciously. "A friend?" he said.

		"Yes," said Claire. She pulled a photo from her purse and handed it to the man to look at.

		The man looked at it and handed it back to her. "Yes, I know the guy. He's come in here sometimes for breakfast. We serve breakfast and dinner here, no lunch, not enough funding. He never comes in for dinner though, don't know why," said the server.

		"When was the last time you saw him?" said Claire.

		"A few days ago. But, it's been cold. A lot of guys try to find a place to hang where it's warmer, know what I mean?" he said.

		Rodney Pollard nodded. "They still have to eat don't they?"

		"They find a way. I know. It doesn't make any sense; I mean it's warm in here, but when it's cold the guys and some of the women, just don't like to move about. Know what I mean?" he said.

		Rodney thanked the man and he and Claire went back to their car.

		"We'll find him," said Rodney. If he's in town, anywhere in town, we'll find him."

		"We have to, Rod, we have to," said Claire. The man just nodded.

		
		"So Don, find the guy, okay?" said Rodney.

		"I will. Rod, finding the guy might take some time though. Guys who've been on the row for a while don't exactly leave paper trails. But again, if he's still downtown, it shouldn't take too long," said Donald McGinnis PI.

		"Okay, okay just do your best. We have a very good reason for wanting to find the guy and it's for his benefit more even than mine or Claire's, okay," he said.

		"Okay, you got it," he said, "I'm on it."

		The two men parted the one to hunt the other to wait.

		
		He pulled into the parking structure of their condo's building and breathed a frustrated sigh. Patience was not Rodney Pollard's forte, no indeed. But, patience was the requirement for the time being. Donald would find their man, but he had a sick feeling that it might be a while in the doing and that was that.

		"So you've got Don on it," said Claire, as her man came into the kitchen. She knew he'd had a meeting with their friend that day.

		"Yes, he's on it, and he'll find him. But when is the question," he said, as he set his briefcase down on the kitchen counter. She nodded her understanding.

		"Okay, so I guess now we wait. Regardless of when he finds him we still have the little problem of how to handle things. Boy, it's going to be one heckuva scene when he finds out he's a daddy who's never even seen his child. I mean a scene," she said.

		"I'm her daddy too, don't forget," he said. She took on a shocked look.

		"Oh my!" she said. "Honey of course you are. I never thought anything else and you know that."

		"Yeah, I guess," he said.

		"You are the best daddy in the world," she said coming up to him and kissing him. "I mean the best. Our friend is the sperm donor, and he'll get to see his child, and I hope he wants to. But, as for who the real daddy is, it's you."

		"Honey," he said. "There's another potential problem that we haven't much discussed."

		"Problem?" she said.

		"Yes, she doesn't know about any of this. She's too young to explain it to her. But, at some point she'll have to be in the know about it all. She's not quite six years-old, and like I said too young to understand it all, but he may want to be called daddy. He may want… heck I don't know what he's going to want," he said.

		"Yes, until we've been able to sit him down and actually have a coherent conversation with him we just won't have any way to know how to deal with the situation. But Larabee has said we're in the clear here on most levels regardless, so I'm going with his estimation of things. We'll be generous with our Jimmy. Hell, we've tried to be generous with him all along. But this situation is going to require some finesse on our parts," she said.

		"Damn straight it is," he said, "damn straight!"

		
		The two men were sitting where they usually sat when tilting them back. "Hey, Jackie, another round over here, okay?" he said, loud enough so the flirty little offspring of Venus could hear and understand.

		"So you talked to them, told them what you found out," said Henry.

		"Not them, just the guy, Pollard, but yeah, I told him I'd keep them in the loop, so I have," said Sammy. His friend nodded.

		"Whaddya think they'll do?" said Henry.

		"They'll find him, talk to him, maybe convince him to get his ass in gear. The man needs to get with the program. He can't just mope around forever. Ain't no woman worth that much pain," he said.

		"You guys gonna run a tab, or am I just gonna continue to collect for each separate round," said Jackie.

		"Yeah, yeah run one," said Henry, "we're gonna to be here a while." The girl nodded, turned, and noted their choice on the pad by the register behind the bar. She meandered her way down the bar and got them their second round.

		"Yeah, he does have to get it together. You did right cluing the cheaters," said Henry. "For sure they can't do any worse than we did in trying to get the guy to be doing things right."

		"It may be that he's mellowed a little over this last year or so," said Sammy. "I mean if he's been hanging out at the Salvation Army kitchen and maybe the chapel; he might have found religion or something. Jesus I hope so. He's needs to find support from more than just you and me."

		The other man laughed. "Well, stranger things have happened than a man finding Jesus to save himself from himself. I mean oh yeah!" said Henry.

		"Yeah right," said Sammy. "But, who knows maybe you are right. I sure hope so. He's my friend, had my back a few times over the years. I want him to survive, I really do. And from what I saw, when I watched him go into that kitchen the other day, he's not doin' too good, not too good at all."

		"Well, all we can do is the best we can do. The man does have to do some of the heavy lifting himself; it can't all be just us doin' it," said Henry.

		"You're right. But the women, they got us guys by the short hairs and there's not a damn thing we can do about it," said Sammy.

		"I hear yuh," said Henry.

		"You know I just had an idea," said Sammy.

		"An idea?" said Henry.

		"Yeah, here we are yakkin' about him goin' to church and all. But well, we don't actually know if he is, has, whatever; but if he hasn't maybe we could arrange it so that he does. Or even better have some church guy come to him. Whaddya think?" said Sammy.

		
		"He found him!" said Rodney. She looked at him; his message registered, she squeaked some unintelligible noises. Then…

		"My God, or rather thank God!" she said.

		"Yes, it was a tough go. He'd apparently actually been out of town. Evidently him and couple of other guys down on their luck trooped it up to Littleton. Better places to shack up there I guess, that's the word that Donald passed along to me. But they're back now all three of them. They kind of watch each other's backs if Don has it right. Anyway, I've got the location. We can go there tomorrow," he said.

		"Oh my yes," she said. "Where exactly is it that they live; I mean now?"

		"In a truck park near Third and Main. Six or eight blocks from the kitchen. They shack up in the back of a covered loading dock. Don says they act as unofficial unpaid security for the foreman there. The foreman is an ex-con who used to be on the streets himself. Don was asking around, and he's the one who tipped him as to where to find our guy," he said.

		"My oh my, so this is it," she said, "almost three years."

		"Yes, this is it, and I'm nervous," he said. She nodded her understanding.

		
		They were early, very early; it was a little after 6:00; the sun wasn't even officially up yet though the glow of its impending arrival pretty well lighted their surroundings. They were parked a hundred yards up the street from the kitchen. He tilted back his McCoffee and sipped the steaming liquid. She was holding hers as if to keep her hands warm.

		"If he's coming here to eat, it shouldn't be too long a wait," he said.

		"How are we going to do this?" she said.

		"Honey, just like we planned. We'll wait for him to go in. Give him a few minutes to get his food, and then follow him inside and trap him between us," he said. "Hopefully the morning rush will be delayed long enough for us to make our case and then, if there is a God, we'll all, all three of us, go home."

		"And if he refuses to go home with us which frankly I think is as likely as not even considering the information we'll be sharing with him," said Claire.

		"Then, it's plan-B," he said. "We write him off and get on with our lives. No more of this moping around through life waiting for that erstwhile brother of mine and ex-husband of yours to get it together."

		She nodded. "Okay, I guess that's the best we can do," she said.

		"Yes, yes it is," he said, "and this time I mean it."

		"I love you Rodney. You're a good man," she said.

		"And, I love you too dear heart, never doubt it," he said. She smiled and nuzzled up against him.

		He raised his binoculars to his eyes and peered through them. "It's him," he said. "And he looks fucking emaciated and scruffy. Here, look," he said. He handed her the field glasses.

		"Oh my God," she said. "He looks pathetic. There's a couple of guys trailing behind him but close, must be his back up." He nodded.

		"Yeah, that's likely," he said.

		They watched as the trio of men walked inside the structure. Other men and a couple of women seemed to suddenly materialize out of nowhere, not a lot but quite a number at all events.

		"Rod, let me do this one alone. Seeing you… " she started. He looked her askance.

		"Okay," he said, finally. "But if you're in there for any length of time…"

		"Yes, then come and rescue me," she said.

		"He pulled the car up closer to the doorway. She got out and headed inside. She was dressed down for this potential meet up, no use rubbing her prosperity in the noses of the local clientele.

		She spotted her prey sitting against the far wall at a four person table. The coffee urns were but a few feet away from where he sat. She was wearing a beanie and sunglasses. She made the decision to get a cup of coffee as a prop for her meeting with her ex; she could tell he didn't notice her though she was but a few feet away from him at that point.

		Coffee in hand, she took the seat immediately next to him at the little table.

		"What the fuck are you doing here, Claire? We have nothing in common anymore," I said. Oops, he had noticed her.

		"Whoa, I was hoping to surprise you," she said, not unkindly.

		"Fuck it! I've had quite enough of your surprises and you being here, I mean here, is humiliating," I said, "I mean humiliating! So get the fuck outta here and go have your caviar lunch and a couple of martinis with your rich pals. I ain't up to your standards."

		"Oh Jimmy, I'm not here to make things hard for you, really I'm not," she said. "But, I've missed you, both of us have and I need to talk to you. It's important."

		"What, you need a kidney donation from me? If not, it's not important enough for me to bother with," I said.

		"No, it's bigger than that, a lot bigger," she said. "But that you'd be willing to sacrifice a kidney for me says a lot, and I appreciate it," She didn't crack a smile at her improvised attempt at comedy and neither did he. She did, however, now have his undivided attention.

		"Jimmy, you know I have a daughter, right?" she said.

		"Of course," I said. "Got that piece of info from the mouth of my ex-best friend himself. So what? The two of you are happy I hope."

		"Yes, well there's something you need to know. Something he and I found out after you disappeared from the radar almost two years ago, actually going on three now," she said.

		"So, what is it I'm supposed to know? Frankly, I don't give a damn about you and your family any more than you really care about me!"

		Just then two other men showed up at the table interrupting their conversation.

		"Jimmy," said the taller of the two intruders.

		"Yeah, Mack, Roy, this is Claire, my ex," I said. The two guys stared for a short minute.

		"Oh, okay," said Roy. "We'll give you two a few minutes." The two men took their plates to a table some distance across the room.

		"Nice of them," she said.

		"Yeah, they're nice guys," I said, "a helluva lot nicer than you or my ex-best friend."

		"Jimmy, the fact is you need to care about our family. You need to because you're a member of it in more ways than one. Jimmy, you're Rebecca's biological father," she said.

		I'd been raising my cup of coffee to my lips but it never got that far. My hand with the cup still in it was frozen in space and time. I stared. I lowered my cup very slowly.

		"What did you say?" I said.

		"You're a daddy," she said.

		"The hell you say," I said.

		"It's not the kind of thing anyone would be joking about, sport, and you know it. We've wanted to tell you for the longest time, but you were nowhere to be found; well, until now," she said.

		"Where's my ex-best friend," I said.

		"Jimmy, he's still your best friend regardless of what you think. He'd sacrifice that kidney for you if you needed one," she said.

		"Yeah, and steal my wife and family from me in the bargain. No thanks about the kidney. I'd rather die," I said.

		"Jimmy, your baby, our baby, is almost six years old. You need to meet her. I know this is a shock. How could it not be. But, it is what it is and that's the long and the short of it," she said.

		"A daddy you say. But you'll still be keeping the baby with you, right. I'd get to meet her and that would be that. Then I'm back here, and you're wherever you are, and that's the actual long and the short of it to use your words," I said.

		"No!" she didn't quite scream. A few heads turned and noticed them. "You will not be shunted off to the side if that's what you really think. You'll be taking your place in her life just like the real daddy that you are. The both of us, Rod and me, want that for her and for you. Believe me I mean it, sir."

		"I ain't got no money, nothing. I get by and it's enough for me. As for meeting the little girl, I don't know. I'm not into phony baloney fatherhoods. I know for damn sure that I would always be in the second place behind the asshole that stole you from me, and that alone would never allow me to be around the lot of you.

		"I'd just be dreaming about being with her, going to the zoo with her, helping her with her homework, daddy stuff. But, I'm sure you can see that wouldn't be happening; I'm too damn poor. So thanks but no thanks," I said.

		"Jimmy, that's one of the things that Rod and I want to discuss with you if you'd be willing.

		"You want to do those things with your child, our child? We will make that happen. Yes, Becca will be staying with us; I'm her mother. But, that does not mean that you can't be there doing all of those things you mentioned and more. Mister, that's what we, Rod and me, want you to do, to be able to do. I know you're going to argue with me hard core, but the fact is the both of us need you to do those things with her. We want her get to know you and to grow in love for you. And yes, before you ask, she does call Rodney daddy. And as time goes on she will eventually also call you daddy. Lots of children have two moms or two dads. Rebecca will too," said Claire Pollard.

		"I wanna talk to the asshole," I said. I was not being kind, but this was a loop the like of which I had not imagined I'd be thrown. "Where did you say he was?"

		"He's in the car parked down the street," she said.

		"You have your cell?" I said.

		"Of course," she said

		"Call him. Tell him to come in here. Him seeing me like this, well what the hell, a little extra humiliation won't matter all that much." She frowned, but pulled her cell from her purse and made the call.

		"It'll be a couple of minutes," she said. We sipped our coffees. I hadn't eaten and hadn't wanted to, but I was beginning to get hungry.

		I was never all that hungry in the morning. Semi-starving on the row had accustomed me to not eating all that much. I'd lost some forty pounds since my fall from the heights of the middle class. I was still five-six, but now I weighed in at 120 according the coin operated scale at the supermarket. I did feel good though, Slim had its advantages, and slim was what I was, okay, skinny.

		I noticed him first. He was dressed a lot better than his wife. It was just now that I noticed that she was dressed kind of poor, as in no money poor. I smiled, that had to have been for me. She knew where to find me so she had to know my financial status. She was trying not to rub my nose in it. He on the other hand had no such qualms.

		"You're smiling. Can I count that as a good thing?" she said. I didn't answer her; what would have been the point. He came up to us.

		"Hello Jimmy," he said. "You invited me in here. Does that mean we get to talk? I mean seriously talk?" His tone was serious but also condescending; well, that's the way I read it to be.

		"Some," I said. "So, she calls you daddy?"

		"Jimmy if this is going to be… " he started.

		"No, no, the question was rhetorical," I said. "Your wife says you have plans, or at least intentions, to include me in meaningful ways in the life of my daughter. That the truth?"

		"Damn right it is. Does your question mean that you'd be willing to lighten up some on us and maybe consider being part of the family again; I do mean the three of us as well as with Rebecca?" he said.

		"Not sure. Depends, I guess. I need to think about things. Maybe get back to you in a few days. That all right with you?" I said.

		Rodney Pollard looked over at his wife. He was asking for her input without saying the words out loud. Interesting, I thought.

		"This has to be a major shock to him," said Claire. "I think his request is more than reasonable."

		"Then so do I," said Rodney. "Jim, any chance that you'd come home with us now, meet the baby, and let us help you get back on your feet? At some point I think you must realize that you'll need to be doing that."

		"No, not yet, that is something, getting back on my feet, that I have to do for myself. But, as for meeting the baby, I guess at some point, soon, I'd want to be doing that if you really aren't going to be throwing up roadblocks to my being with her," I said.

		"Jim, I would never do that to you and neither would Claire. Grant us that much please," he said.

		"Okay, I'll come by to let you know what's what," I said. He nodded.

		We talked and I learned a little more about the baby, and then they were gone. They'd no doubt be talking about the asshole, me, who just wouldn't cut them any slack. As to that there was no doubt.

		CHAPTER 6:

		I was standing in line, trying to squeeze in through the door; well, it was fucking cold outside, and the line meandered a hundred yards around the corner this time of day. A guy in a navy blue blazer was kinda staring at me. The blazer was one of those things the leaders in the Salvation Army wore in cold weather. I knew who he was. Didn't really know him exactly, but he'd been pointed out to me before. He was the top honcho. Why he was looking at me was a mystery. But it was looking like it might not be a mystery much longer; the man came toward me.

		"Hi, Mister Clausen isn't it?" he said. "I'm Captain Traynor, I kinda run this place."

		"Uh, yes, I'm Clausen. I didn't do anything wrong did I?" I said. "I knew I hadn't."

		The man smiled. "No, absolutely not. But, if you could see your way clear to sit with me for a few, I'd appreciate it," he said.

		I didn't know the man, but he was in charge of feeding us, us losers, so maybe I'd be well served to talk to him.

		"Okay, I guess, sure," I said. He pulled me out of the line and led me out and around to the side of the building and inside. We adjourned to a smallish office in the back of the kitchen.

		"Have a seat," he said, brightly. I did as he asked.

		"You're probably wondering why I asked to speak with you," he said.

		"That would be a good bet," I said.

		"Yes, well, a couple of friends of yours put me up to it," he said.

		I only had two close friends that weren't bartenders: Sammy and Henry. I knew that Rodney and Claire would likely have described themselves as my friends, but I doubted that they'd have enlisted the services of the Salvation Army to convince me of that.

		"My friends?" I said.

		"Yes, Henry and Sammy," he said. I sagged back in my seat. I was right. So, Sammy and Henry knew where I was too. Big surprise. One of them, or maybe both, it likely was that cued my ex-wife and her husband as to where I was living; well, if what I was about could be described as living.

		"Okay?" I said.

		"Well, they seemed to think that me sitting down with you might be useful. Said you'd had a tough time of it. Divorce and what all went along with it is what they said," he said.

		"Reverend… " I started.

		"Captain," he said.

		"Huh?" I said.

		"In the SA we have ranks in the army of Christ," he said. "We don't describe ourselves as being reverend or father or anything like that."

		"Oh, okay, I didn't know.

		?"Captain, I don't know if anything you or anyone can say would make any difference. My best friend for forever took my wife away from me. And, I just found out that the last night she and I were together I'd gotten her pregnant. And now there is a six year old little girl out there that I have never met that's mine. Kind of makes it a tough nut to get by all of that wouldn't you say?" I said.

		Now, the man across from sagged back in his seat. "Wow!" he said. "I will say you do make a good case for the way you feel about your situation. Still, what's happened to you has happened to a lot of other people in times gone by; and the Lord can and does help those who come to him even with problems as large as yours, larger even."

		"I appreciate your concern, uh, Captain, but I just don't know…"

		"Would you do me a personal favor?" he said, interrupting me.

		"A favor?" I said.

		"Yes, come to chapel this Sunday. It's at 11:00am just four blocks down the street," he said. "We have a bit of social time after services too. Kind of a get to know each other time if you know what I mean."

		I looked at the man as if he were nuts, but for some reason or no reason I decided to test the waters.

		"I guess I could come once or twice," I said. In the back of my mind I wondered if I might actually meet a woman there who I could maybe entice into talking to me on a personal level. And another thing rolling around in the back of that same mind was a mission I was going to be on to pin a couple of friends of mine who had the unbelievable brass to set me up like this. Oh yeah!

		
		Marie greeted me like some long lost relative. Well it had been a couple of years now or close to it. She let me know that my targets wouldn't be in until after 9:00pm That suited me; I would need a couple of drinks to be in shape to talk religion to the two bozos. I was looking, no doubt, kinda ragged, but she didn't pay that any apparent mind.

		"Incoming," said Marie. I turned to see my two long lost buds not quite holding hands as they entered laughing. The laughing died in kind of a hurry when they saw me.

		"And here they are the local evangelists," I said.

		"Jimmy, how the hell are you, man," said Henry. Sammy just smirked.

		"He told you didn't he," said Sam.

		"If you mean Captain Traynor, why yes he did," I said, responding to his opening salvo. "He said you two were worried about my soul."

		"Well, not exactly your soul, but pretty much everything else about you, yes," said Sam.

		Then the word war, and then some drinking, and then the word war again was underway.

		"Anyway, yes we did talk to the Captain," said Henry. "Frankly we have indeed been worried about you. You just disappeared and we had no clue how to find you until Sam here happened to see you downtown at the soup kitchen."

		"Yeah well, they serve pretty good coffee," I said. "And yes, I am going to be looking for a better situation down the line, and the man has convinced me to try out his church, so I will be."

		"Wow! Maybe there is hope for you," said Sammy, meaning it.

		
		I'd decided, I guess, to go to church. Well, if there were a God, it might do me some good. If not, well, the food would be good at the least. And, I'd made another decision: I was going to see my daughter. Six years old she was and she'd never seen her daddy, her real daddy, just the interloper. I wondered if they had known she was mine from the beginning. According to them, not, but did I believe them. I guess I did, but the truth was I was guessing; I didn't really know. That's what lost trust will do to a person.

		At any rate, it would be tough on me being around them knowing I didn't have a chance in hell of having my baby live with me, but at least they'd not be cutting me out of her life. I was pretty sure of that much. I was also sure she'd without a doubt see me as the lesser of her two daddies.

		No matter what I did, I could never match up with his situation: money and mommy were his tools into the baby's heart. Me, I had poverty, no wife, and no prospects. What was to choose? Whatever the baby would think of me would be what the two cheaters wanted her to think, no more no less. Nevertheless, I'd take what I could get for the near term; I didn't figure I had any choice.

		I had no cell phone, and I didn't even have their phone numbers if I had had one. I was going to have to visit them in person. And, there was a small problem there too; I didn't know exactly where they lived. She'd said something about living maybe a mile and a half from Franklin's that time I'd bumped into her in the supermarket, something called The Towers, something like that. I hadn't wanted to know where that was at the time, now I had this problem and I had to figure out a way to contact them. Then, I had it. I did know where he worked. Pollard Associates was located in the Ralston Building downtown, ninth floor if I remembered rightly; I'd been there a few times in the distant past.

		
		I did have thirty-eight dollars in my pocket, saved from my clean up jobs at Marnov's. Still, I wasn't going to be using that. I'd not be taking a taxi to the man's workplace; I needed my money little as it was. Ten miles was too damn far for me to hoof it but I would be anyway; and no, I had no intention of calling his business and asking for a ride which I'm sure he would have condescended to grant me; the key word being condescended. I was taking nothing from him that wasn't mine his willingness to grant me mercy in those respects notwithstanding.

		
		The walk wasn't as bad as I'd feared it would be. I'd started early and I'd made it in under four hours. I looked up at the clock on the bank building across the street when I got to the Ralston Building. It was 10:33A.M. He'd be in, I was pretty sure.

		A security guard stopped me, and looked me over pretty good. Well, I was dressed in row-chic. "Name's Clausen. I'm here to see Rodney Pollard, ninth floor," I said. The guard tendered me a sour look, stepped behind a bank of monitors, picked up a phone, hit a button, and waited. He talked to somebody on the other end.

		"Okay, you're cleared to see Mister Pollard," the man said. His look told me he couldn't believe it and was mildly miffed because he couldn't do anything about it. The upshot was that I was miffed because he was miffed.

		I took the elevator up and stepped off and into the upscale suite of offices. Several people were milling around apparently busy making the big man richer than he already was.

		"You're Mister Clausen?" said a way too old to be a receptionist, receptionist.

		"Yes, ma'am," I said. The lady had to be seventy. I had to believe that she was way too good at her job to be replaceable.

		"You can go right in, sir," she said, pointing to a door at the end of a very short hall. I nodded and wended my way there.

		I paused at the door with my hand on the knob as second thoughts assailed me. I entered.

		He rose and came around his desk to greet me. He was all smiles. I was not, all smiles that is.

		"Jimmy, I am so glad you came," said Rodney Pollard. I nodded.

		"Okay if I sit down," I said. "I'm kinda tired."

		"Certainly, certainly," he said. "Can I get you a drink?"

		"Water, I could really use a drink of water," I said. I hadn't had a drop in the whole ten mile trek. I'd left early and had forgotten to take any water with me. I could have bought something along the way, but by the time I had actually gotten thirsty, I'd decided to just tough it out and get a drink when I got to my destination.

		He hurried to the back of his desk where a small refrigerator was located. He brought me a bottle of the precious liquid. I downed the whole thing in a gulp.

		"Man, you were thirsty," he said.

		"Yes, kinda," I said. I got right to it. "I decided to take you up on your offer to let me see my little girl," I said. His face showed a slight change in attitude when I said what I'd said.

		"Problem?" I said. "I mean you've changed your mind?"

		"No, no, of course not," he said, recovering his smile before it became grossly evident that he'd really rather have scowled; well, that's how I read things.

		"I wouldn't have bothered you here, but I didn't have any way to contact you and I don't know where you live," I said. Something seemed to occur to him.

		"You didn't know… oh my God," he said. "We didn't give you any of that when we met at the kitchen did we! Jimmy, I had no idea. I just assumed. I didn't think! Oh my God." Something else seemed to have occurred to him just as I set the empty water bottle on his desk top.

		"Jimmy, how did you get here?" he said.

		"I knew where you worked of course. I was here a few times in the distant pass if you'll remember," I said.

		"No, no, I know that. What I meant was how did you get here: car, bus, what?" he said.

		"Walked," I said. He walked back behind his desk and fell into his swivel throne.

		"Sweet Jesus! That had to be ten miles anyway," he said.

		"No big deal," I said, "don't make it big deal, okay," I said. He nodded, but he did so slowly, meaningfully.

		"You won't be walking back," he said, "and that is an absolute fact. Okay?" he said. I wanted to tell him that I'd do my own transporting, but the truth was I wasn't sure that I could make it; ten miles, okay, but twenty on the same day? Not real likely. I shrugged my surrender.

		He wrote something down on a post it and handed it to me. Our numbers and our address," he said. You can come any time, but you best call first in case we'd not be home. Is that all right with you?" I nodded.

		"Yeah, sure, that's fine," I said. "Well that's all I came to say. I just need you to tell me when you will allow me to see her. I'll come then."

		"Jimmy, you can come whenever you want, but for this first time, how about right now, today," he said. I had not expected that.

		"I'm not exactly dressed for the occasion," I said.

		"She's only six, Jim, Your dress will not be a factor," he said. I had to allow that his logic was pretty nearly irrefutable.

		"Well, okay, I guess. I mean if you will allow," I said.

		The odd thing, though we'd been talking, neither of us had offered to shake hands or offer much of anything in the way of polite greetings or the like.

		"Allow has nothing to do with it, Jim, you'll be welcome any time. I just ask that you call first as I mentioned. Okay?" he said.

		"Yeah, yeah sure," I said. He gave me a look that spelled frustration. The whole meet up was kinda surreal, oddly informal and surreal."

		
		The ride to the Crown Towers took us a good twenty minutes. I didn't have a watch, but there was a clock on the fancy Cadillac dashboard.

		"Nice ride," I said. He just looked over at me and telegraphed me a smile.

		"Thanks.

		"There it is," he said, finally. I nodded.

		"Nice," I said. "Nice car, nice place, nice wife." His expression changed.

		He parked in the structure designed for the purpose which was conveniently adjacent to the main building.

		"Come on," he said. We rode the elevator to the penthouse.

		The Otis stopped on the tenth floor. "We're here," he said. Before he opened the door to his place-which was directly across from the elevator-yes manually, he gave me a heads up.

		"Jim, Claire doesn't know we're coming. She'll maybe do or say something that might not be what she'd do or say if she did know. Okay?" he said.

		"Yeah, I get it," I said. He nodded.

		"Okay, let's do it," he said. We crossed the mini-hallway to their door, the only door on the floor.

		We entered right into the atrium and he led the way into the receiving room of the, as I found out later, the two level eight thousand square foot residence.

		"Hi honey," she said, rushing to him but stopping short as she saw me. "Jimmy!"

		"Yeah, it's me, the other daddy," I said. I was being unnecessarily snide, I suppose, but I was so jealous that helping it was not happening.

		"Rodney, you could have called," she said, and it was an accusation.

		"It was spur of the moment," he said. "He walked to the office. I made the decision to make this happen then and there. I didn't want our well-loved family member slipping away from us again. Anyway, like I said, it was spur of the moment." She nodded her understanding and agreement with his reasoning.

		"Yes, you did good," she said.

		"You look nice, Claire, very nice," I said.

		"Thank you, Jim, that's very nice of you to say," she said. "She's in the den."

		"But Rod, did you say he walked to the office, your office?" she said.

		"Yes, ten miles worth. And oh, I saved his life, I let him tank up on water as soon as I knew. Well, he was really thirsty," said Rodney Pollard.

		"Still doing crazy stuff huh, Jimmy," she said.

		"It was no big deal," I said.

		"Jim, it is a big deal. You could have called. We would have come for you. Anything," she said.

		"Didn't have your numbers or your address. But, I do now. Your husband gave them to me before we left the office," I said. Her hand went to her mouth.

		"Oh my! Jimmy, I didn't think. I mean I thought!" she said.

		"Like I said, it was no big deal. I walk everywhere, I'm used to it. Lost those love handles that nobody loves too," I said. She smirked.

		"Yeah, well maybe I'll do a little of what you've been doing one of these days," she said.

		"Yeah, you need to lose both of those extra pounds," I said. My attempt at humor got a smirk from my old bud, Rodney.

		"Jim, can I ask, are you hungry?" she said. "Would you like to eat and maybe talk a little before you meet your daughter? Or…?"

		"No, I'm good. I'd just like to meet my baby," I said. "I mean if it's all right with you guys." I was beginning to get emotional; I could feel it. I was also frightened. I didn't look good. I looked awful and tired and poor. I was actually afraid of scaring my baby. I didn't want to do that. I had a thought.

		"Are you sure?" she said.

		"Well, maybe I could borrow a clean shirt if that wouldn't be too much trouble," I said.

		"Done," he said. "I got a couple that are bit too small, we can make do. Okay?"

		"You're way too big for me, Rodney. But maybe one of hers, you know she's gotta have something kind of generic, right?" I said. I got a look from the both of them.

		"Look, I stink. I know it. I only weigh around one-twenty. Just something generic that's a neutral color that doesn't actually scream female… " My ex-wife nodded.

		"Yes, I've got something. It's actually a boy's-man's-shirt I got for trips to the park and such," she said.

		"Two minutes later I was wearing one of her T-shirts, navy blue, and it was a boy's, and it fit. It was the first new, or near new, anything I'd put on in a long time. Neither of them snickered that I was wearing something that was bought for a woman.

		"Come on, introductions are the order of the day," said Rodney.

		I was led down the hall and into the den. A small girl, with hazel eyes, my eyes, was playing with a toy, an action figure of all damn things. I could feel myself begin to cry. I had to stop that nonsense right fucking now!

		I pulled a dirty napkin from my pocket and wiped away the evidence.

		"Honey," said Claire, "I need you to meet someone." The little girl turned and smiled at her mother. I looked around behind me, Rodney was gone. It was clear he was giving me the floor for the moment at least. Much as I viscerally hated the man, I had to appreciate what he was doing for me. I would never forgive him for stealing my wife and my life, but at least he wasn't trying to make me look bad on this first moment with my baby girl, that was something.

		"Hi," I said, in my most tentative voice.

		"Hello sir," she said. God she was beautiful. She would be the mirror image of the most beautiful woman in the world, her mother, one day that was plain as hell!

		"You are so pretty," I said. "Is that Captain America?"

		"Yes sir, he's my favorite," she said in perfect English.

		"Mine too," I said.

		"Honey, do you think you could keep our guest company for a bit while I cook lunch?" said Claire Pollard.

		"Uh-huh," said Rebecca. My ex-wife didn't even wait for my okay. She just turned and did a disappearing act, just as her husband had done minutes gone.

		The two cheaters left me alone with my baby for the best part of an hour and a half. But inevitably, they both returned and announced that lunch was ready and enquired if we, the two of us, Rebecca and me, would join them in the dinette.

		
		Macaroni and cheese, well, everybody loves mac and cheese. We ate the whole makings up. I didn't realize till later that I had eaten the greatest portion of it. Nobody said anything. I guess it was clear to the two of them that I was undernourished and hungry Salvation Army soup kitchen notwithstanding.

		Lunch consumed the best part of an hour. It was 2:00pm before we were using our cloth napkins to clean the detritus from our faces.

		"Honey, it's nap time for you," said her mother.

		"Okay," screamed my daughter who literally jumped down form her chair and ran from the room and to her bedroom. Rodney followed her.

		"He's going to tuck her in," said Claire.

		"She's so beautiful. I'm grateful that you let me meet her today. It means a lot," I said.

		"You can be around her whenever you need to," said Claire. I nodded.

		"Thanks," I said. "I'll try to get some decent clothes soon, so that I won't be looking ridiculous when you let me see her again."

		"Jimmy, can you and I talk for a little bit," said Claire.

		"Talk?" I said. Her tone caused me to worry about what she might be wanting to say to me.

		"Yes, I think we need to, don't you?" she said. I shrugged. I didn't want to be around her, but I guess she was right; some things likely had to be settled though in truth I didn't know what those things were. I soon did.

		She led me back into the receiving room. She indicated that I should sit. I did as she told me. She sat across from me. I noticed that Rodney had once again disappeared. He'd apparently taken a powder right after he'd tucked the baby in.

		"Where's Rodney?" I said.

		"He went back to work. Frankly, Jimmy, he's trying his best to make things easy for you. I think you need to appreciate at least that much," she said. Her tone was almost accusatory. I was getting a very hinky feeling, but I kept my mouth shut of the moment. I did nod.

		"Thank you," she said.

		"You said you wanted to talk," I said, finally. My tone was level. I guess my defenses were up, something.

		"Jimmy, like both Rodney and I have said, we would be happy to have you come and be around your daughter, our daughter, whenever it's convenient for you. That said, I hope you understand that Rodney is her daddy too, just as much as you are. Am I clear?" she said.

		I could feel my face cloud up. "Yeah, I get it," I said. "He's her daddy. I got it."

		"Yes, and that's something that all of us need to be clear on. I don't want to be, well, confusing Rebecca," she said.

		I swallowed trying not to choke on my own spittle. "Sure," I said, "I understand. Can I ask what will you want her to call me? I mean…"

		"That's something I've done something thinking on," she said. "I think for the time being, maybe just your name, Mister Jimmy. Would that be all right by you?" I didn't answer, but I did nod in the affirmative.

		I think she was beginning to realize that her tone and her words were putting a sword through my heart. This was my ex-wife, the woman I had loved, and still did, more than my life. The woman who, with me, had created the baby now sleeping in the back room. I was being shunted off to the side. I would have some rights, but only those approved by her and him of course.

		"Sure," I said. "No confusing the baby. I got it."

		"Jimmy, I didn't mean to upset you just now, did I upset you?" she seemed genuinely concerned that she'd gone too far. She had gone too far, but the irony was that her plan to not confuse our baby actually made sense. If she had asked me to suggest something, some name for our baby to call me, I would have come up with something not unlike what she was mandating.

		"No, no, I'm grateful to you for letting see her. It was good. Everything is good," I said. My eyes were clouding up again, I could feel them. I had to get out of there and I had to get out of there muy pronto.

		"Jimmy, I'm sorry, I really didn't mean to upset you. You have rights too. I am fully aware of that," she said. "If you have another idea some other way, you know to not confuse our baby. I'd be happy to consider it. Okay?" she said.

		"No, no we'll do it your way. You know best I'm sure," I said.

		"Okay, if you're sure," she said. "I'll be back in a minute. I'll get us a bottle of wine to celebrate this little reunion. Okay?" I nodded. This was my chance. Just as she disappeared down the hall I slipped out; I took the stairs. I had to get back to town. But it was thirty miles off now.

		I'd spotted a 7-11 nearby as we came in. I headed for it. I was going to have to use my thirty-eight bucks to get me a cab. I had no choice. Fuck! I was going to be broke until a week from Friday, nine days away. Fuck!

		I was able to get a cab: the guy at the store let me use his phone. I was still wearing her T-shirt. Damn, I needed the one I'd come in with, and now I had no money to even get me a new shirt.

		I figured it would be a while before I'd get to be seeing my baby again, so I guess buying myself a new shirt and maybe even a newer pair of pants could wait a little. The SA thrift store might have something for me. The store was next door to the chapel. I was going to be there, at the Chapel this coming Sunday. I'd look in the store then for something and have them hold it for me till payday. I figured I could get that much outta going to church; I was pretty sure I could anyway. I had the cabby drop me near the truck park, my home, and where I kept my stuff-hidden of course.

		CHAPTER 7:

		"What! He just disappeared! What!" said Rodney.

		"Yes, I went into the back to get something. When I came back, he was gone. It was my fault I guess," she said. She had a sheepish look about her.

		"Claire? Is there something else?" he said.

		"Maybe, she squeaked. We, I, suggested that we needed to be careful about confusing the baby. I suggested that the baby call him by his name for the time being. Just for the time being, Rodney, I swear, I didn't mean to hurt the guy. Honest," she sobbed.

		"What? I'm not clear here. What do you mean?" he said. "What exactly did you say that he objected to? He did object to something right?"

		"I suggested, you know that, we have the baby call him Mister Jimmy. I thought it would be best for now, rather than have her call him dad or daddy so soon. You know so as not to confuse her," she said.

		"That doesn't sound so bad to me?" he said. "Did he understand that it would not be that way forever, just until the baby was ready to learn the whole thing?"

		"I don't know. I guess not. When I thought back to it, what I said, I guess it was my tone more than the words. I just don't know," she said.

		"Tone?" he said.

		"Well, I kinda made it sound like it had to be the way I wanted it to be, suggested it be," she said. "He may have thought I was, well, pushing him into some kind of second class daddyhood or something. In fact I'm sure that what he thought, erroneously thought," she said.

		"Fuck!" he said. "He may never come back now. We have to fix this and fix it now or it's over for all of us. Claire, he's just not ready to face up to any negativity.

		"How did he get home? Surely he didn't just walk back thirty-five miles to the row," he said.

		"I don't know. He just walked out. I don't know how he could have walked. If he had some money maybe he took a cab, but I just don't know, really," she said.

		"If he did it was probably his last bucks. Look I'm going to try and track him down. Maybe give him back his cab fare if he took one if he'll even accept it which I doubt. Do something. Okay.

		"Look, I'll be back as soon as I can. I'll call if I'm going to be gone too long. Okay?" he said.

		"Yes, good that's good," she said. "And do call. I will be waiting for your call."

		"I will," he said. He grabbed his keys and coat and hurried out.

		
		If he'd taken a cab, he would already be back on the street, he thought, and maybe at that truck park that Don had said he was shacked up at when not cruising the boulevard.

		It was a Wednesday, but it was late in the day; the gates to the truck park would likely be locked up tight, But if his quarry could get in so could he; well, he hoped he could.

		The drive had taken almost forty-five minutes; well, the traffic at 6:00pm was always problematical. He saw the park off to the right and at the end of an industrial cul-de-sac. He also saw a man, not his man, moving about inside. He wasn't sure, but he thought it might be one of his bud's associates on the row. He parked and approached the fence. He could see how they got in. The fence was partly separated from the post it had been attached to. He called to the man.

		The man approached and looked him up and down recognition seemed to register with him.

		"You were with the woman, Jim's old lady, ex-old lady," he said.

		"Yes, I'm the asshole that took her from him. Name's Rod. Any chance that James is around?" he said.

		"Yeah, he's cold. He's huddled up in the back. If you can crawl under there, I'll take you to him, said the man whose name, he now remembered, was Mack.

		"I'm Mack. I got Jim's back. Bear it in mind," he said.

		"Okay. But I'm not here to cause the man any problems really," said Rodney. The other man nodded.

		
		I saw him coming before he saw me. I thought about just cutting country and leaving the park. But it was cozy at night and I didn't have any place else to go that was worth a damn. Besides this was my house. No penthouse for sure, but it was mine not his. I wasn't gonna be doing the leaving he was.

		He finally saw me and came up to the niche I'd carved out for myself in the back of the overhang.

		"Whaddya here for, Rodney? Slumming?" I said.

		"Jim, you know that's not so. Any chance you'd have a cup of coffee with me," he said.

		"Yeah sure, just let me put on the coffee in the kitchen back there and we'll adjourn to my study. How's that," I said. I was so humiliated him seeing me like this that I couldn't help but be snotty and snide.

		"Jim, please. The diner down the street in ten. Okay?" he said. Oddly he didn't wait for me to respond. He just turned and headed back toward the fence.

		The Rooster, was a seriously greasy, greasy spoon that only the most desperate of hungry losers like me would ever eat at. But well, the coffee was pretty much generic, so nothing was going to be lost by having a cup with my favorite asshole in the whole world. I followed him, but not too closely.

		He was already seated when I arrived. He even had the coffees poured and waiting.

		
		"I'm paying," he said. "So no false pride bullshit, okay?" I shrugged. He'd be paying for damn sure. I sure as hell couldn't afford it, not even a cup of coffee. I did have three dollars left in my pocket, but that was strictly for emergencies, not for luxuries like coffees at the Rooster.

		"If you can afford it," I said.

		"No problem big guy. I'm fucking rich. I could help make you rich too if you'd let me. But you'd have to have half a brain to allow me to do something that big for you, oh, and a helluva lot less false pride," he said.

		Trading barbs like we were kind of reminded me of earlier times before all of the betrayals and lies and hurt.

		"Yeah, well all of the hurt and betrayal kind of gets in the way of all that," I said. "I will admit to thinking about your offers when the nights really get cold. But, my buds would also have to be getting rich before I would abandon them. They're honest and true to me. You know, unlike you and the woman," I said.

		"Boy oh boy, she really stung you today, didn't she? She didn't mean to, Jim. Really she didn't," he said.

		"Forget it. I will," I said. I wouldn't forget it of course, but it seemed like the smart thing to say at the moment. He nodded.

		"You gonna keep coming around to see the baby, your baby?" he said. Now he was getting serious.

		"You mean is 'Mister Jimmy' going to be coming around to see the baby who isn't supposed to let on that it's his baby?" I said.

		"Jimmy, she screwed up. She didn't mean to. It's all uncharted territory this. She was just trying, I don't know, to get things organized in a useful way."

		"Hmm," I said which was the same as saying nothing.

		"Look, if I have my way this little confab might last a while. Can I get you something, I mean even a donut?" he said. I laughed.

		"Look around you. Do you think that even a loser like me would be eating anything they serve in here?" I said.

		"Actually, yes," he said, smiling.

		"Touché," I said. "Fact is I've eaten here lots. But it was always against my better judgment."

		"Going back to something you said a few minutes ago," he said.

		"What?" I said.

		"That you'd consider taking a hand up from me if I included your buds. That a true thing?" he said. I looked at him hard.

		"Let's talk about something else, okay. I'm not into making decisions for other people today. And, in any event I just can't be around the woman on any level not required by law or basic humanity, not anymore, not after today," I said.

		"Man, so you are actually thinking of shining your daughter on! I mean because of my wife's dumb remarks. That right?" he said. I didn't answer him immediately, I just stared at him.

		"Not sure," I said, finally.

		"Fuck!" he said, loud enough to garner some stares from the few diners in attendance around us.

		"I don't know, Rodney. It was pretty clear to me that she really doesn't want me to have any influence or any say when it comes to my daughter. Oh yeah, very clear to me. And, like she said, and I agree with her on this one, she didn't want me to be confusing the baby, my baby girl. I would never do that not on purpose," I said. "Her assuming I would or even might, hurt a lot." My tone was earnest, not bitter, but earnest. I wanted him to take the message home to his woman; that was important to me.

		"Jim, I can see where you're coming from. It must be a little bit scary you coming so late into the baby's life and all. It has to leave you feeling vulnerable. By the same token she-no I'm going to say it-we are a little bit scared too. We've become used to a certain way of acting, believing, doing, all of it and really would have a tough time adjusting to any major changes in our situation. And it's not you so much as us.

		"I'm gonna ask you, no beg you, to do some stuff you shouldn't have to do, Jim," he said.

		"Like what?" I said.

		"Jim, one: I need you to be there in the baby's life, be around. How much will be your choice totally. Claire and I will support whatever it is and how so much ever it is that you decide. We owe you that, yes we do. Two, you gotta cut my wife some slack. She's consumed with guilt over what she did to you, what we did to you; and she is mortally afraid that in your anger that you might try to use the baby as a weapon to get even with us. Truth is I worry a little about that too. Can you understand where I'm coming from, Jimmy. I really need you to," he said.

		I had to admit he was being very persuasive. Everything he said was right on. Of course I wasn't sure about his opinion of how my ex was thinking. But, it made sense at least on some level that he knew what he was talking about, so maybe. Still that said, if he hadn't stolen my wife from me, I wouldn't be coming so late into my babies life; I'd have been there from the git go, and he wouldn't. But, even having only been with my kid for a very short time; I found myself attached to her, go figure. I made a decision.

		"Rodney, okay. I'll try to cooperate. You make a good case. But, on my side of the deal I need you to talk to her and make sure she really is willing to allow me access to my baby. If I'm going to be running into roadblocks every which where; then, I will just opt out. I do not need any more of what I've so far had to deal with. I mean any more of it," I said.

		"Understood and done. Do you have any notion of when you might be coming over again?" he said.

		"No, I'll let you know. I have your numbers I will call. Okay if I call you at work?" I said. What I didn't say was that I didn't want to be talking to her on the phone, making arrangements with her on the phone. I was still afraid at least to some degree that he did not have it right about her attitude. But, that said, we'd be seeing.

		"Okay, I think maybe we're at a place where we can start normalizing things. Is there anything else you have in mind you'd like me to consider or relate to her or what all?" he said.

		"No, not really. Well, maybe one little thing. I still have her shirt. I'll wash it and have it back to her soonest," I said. My ex-bud snickered.

		"Jimmy, I'm rich. I can afford a fucking T-shirt. Forget it. I can assure you she has," he said.

		"Whatever," I said.

		
		And there was morning and evening of the next day.

		I did wash the shirt and stored it in a plastic bag from the grocery store to return to her as soon as I next saw my daughter. I had tentatively made plans to see her as soon as I could get some clothes and figure out about a ride to get over to their house without having to walk thirty some miles. I really didn't want to do that, and I sure didn't want them to give me a ride.

		It was about a month later that I made the call, and I did make it to Rod at his business, not to her. But, I made it from the 7-11 near their house. I had made $257 that month and I was flush. The cab ride was $30 plus a three dollar tip. I'd cabbed it to the 7-11 and made the call.

		"Yes, yes… No, like I said, I have transportation. Don't want anyone putting themselves out for me. I mean it… Okay, you're sure she won't mind… I mean it is kind of short notice… Okay then, good," I said, hanging up.

		During the month I had had no less than two visits from my ex-bud offering me and my cohorts jobs. But, I was taking nothing from him that wasn't mine. I was sending the message that he should never have taken from me what was mine if he was so worried about how I would react to his deeds. Whether my message was getting through to him or not was a question, but I had no control over that; I just did what I could and that was it.

		I was sure she'd be welcoming me with open arms. I mean Rod had assured me that that would be the case, but I was still a little skittish. My hope was that she would leave me and my little girl alone; but, I figured that the chances of that being the case would be long odds for sure. I wondered what he'd told her of our conversation. It figured that he'd told her all about it, but who knew.

		She'd buzzed me up as soon as I'd hit the intercom. She answered the door before I even knocked.

		"Hi, Jimmy. It is so good to see you again," she said. "Rod told me you were in the neighborhood and would be by soon. I've kind of been lying in wait for you."

		"Oh okay," I said.

		"The baby is asleep, but she should be waking very shortly. She's been down for over an hour already; she never naps for more than two hours," said Claire.

		"Oh, okay. I didn't know. Rodney didn't clue me," I said.

		"No, and I didn't want him to. The plan is that whenever you want to be here, you can be here, period," she said.

		"Whatever works," I said. "It's kind of hard to get here too often I don't have much money and the cabs, well, you know, they're kind of expensive."

		"I know you don't want to hear it, but we'd pick you up, Jim, and that's an open offer. Just say the word. I also know that Rod has offered you, and I hear some of your friends, jobs; he has influence in a lot of places. You should accept his offer, Jim, you deserve it and we owe it to you at the least," she said.

		"No, no I do for myself. I don't need no handouts," I said. "I'm doing fine. I'm looking for a good job and when I find it I will be over more, I mean if you will allow, but for now this is about the best I can do."

		"Well, okay, I am under orders from the man to not pressure you, so I've said what I'm going to say. Please consider the offers regardless, okay," she said. "Oh, and of course we will allow any visitation you want."

		I didn't even respond to her last. It sounded like she was making the statement that it was within her power, or theirs, to allow or deny my visitation. Which of course was sure as hell the fact of the matter, but it still stung hearing it.

		"Sure, whatever you say," I said. "I know I have to let you make the rules and all. I know it's a matter of the practicality of things. No problem for me." She gave me a frustrated look.

		"Jim, I know I upset you the last time you were here. I didn't mean to. But, after I thought about it, after you left, I realized that I had. I am very sorry for that and I apologize," she said.

		"No, no, no apology necessary. You've done a great job raising our baby. I'm not going to be making any waves," I said.

		"Look let's have some lunch, okay," she said. "I know you must be hungry." I shrugged. I was a little hungry, hadn't eaten since breakfast at 7:00A.M.

		We were seated at the dinette table munching on boiled eggs and tuna sandwiches. They tasted real good too. She ate but mostly she watched me eat. I think she wanted to ask me if I was hungry all of the time on the row, and while a truthful answer would have been yes, I would have lied in technicolor had she asked.

		The baby awoke just as we finished up eating. I offered to do the dishes, but she pooh-poohed that idea. And went to get the baby and deliver her to me.

		"Hello Mister Jimmy," she said, when they appeared in the receiving room where I had stationed myself. I noted that Claire took on a sheepish look when she called me Mister Jimmy. I tried not to telegraph my discomfort at the name, title, whatever it was.

		"Well, and hello to you too," I said, in my best Mister Jimmy voice.

		And the meeting was on! Claire did give us some time alone. I counted that as a benefit. But, the fact was, after thinking about it, that I really wanted her to be with me so we could share our baby together. But no, that privilege would be reserved for my rival, my victorious rival. I'd get to be with my baby all right, on a limited basis, but I would be with her alone, never with my ex-wife. That fact bothered me. It bothered me a lot! I was going to ask Claire about it. I knew I'd have to ask kind of obliquely, but I was going to ask.

		It was maybe an hour later when the inevitable happened.

		"Mister Jimmy, I need to go to the bathroom," said Rebecca.

		"Well, then we need you to go," I said. "Do you go by yourself?"

		"Yes sir," she said.

		Claire had to have been waiting in earshot. Because she was in there with us as soon as the baby asked to go potty.

		"I'll take care of this duty," said Claire. I nodded my surrender. "Uh-James, will you be staying for dinner?" The baby was already running down the hallway to the bathroom.

		I could tell by her tone that she didn't want me to. I think my facial expression showed it.

		"We'd like you to," she said.

		"No, no, I won't be a bother to you Claire. I'll be going. Thank you for your hospitality and for letting me be with our child," I said.

		"Jimmy, don't be like that, really. I know Rod would love you to stay. Please do stay," she said.

		"No, but Claire, I do have a request," I said.

		"Okay?" she said. Her tone verily oozed suspicion.

		"Yes, is there some reason that you don't stay in the room with us when I'm here. I mean you are her mom and I am her dad. It would be nice if you did. You know so we could maybe one day get to the point where it wouldn't be out of line for her to learn that she had two daddies," I said

		I could see I hit a nerve.

		"Jim, I don't think… " she started.

		"Oh, okay," I said interrupting her. "I'll be leaving then. Have a good evening." I turned and walked out. She didn't say anything more nor try to stop me. It would be the last time I would see any of them for a long time, and when I did it would be a whole different kettle of fish.

		
		"Say that again," said Rodney Pollard.

		"He wanted me to be in the room with them when he visits. He wants to work up to having her call him daddy too," she said. "I'm not at a place where I can do that. You're her real daddy, not Jimmy, good guy that he is. That is your place not his. He can be a close friend a well-loved uncle, but a daddy, no."

		He nodded, but he was not at all sure of that he agreed with her. He loved and appreciated the truth that she saw him not his ex-BFF as the baby's real daddy, but inside he knew it wasn't right, him hogging all the important stuff wasn't right.

		
		"Oh hi Jenna," said Claire.

		"Yea, hi, thought I'd stop by. So the bio-dad made an appearance," she said.

		"Yes, second one in a month. But, I don't know; it didn't go all that well. He wants her to think of him as daddy. He wants to be 'the' daddy, the main daddy. I'm not letting that happen. Rod's got that job and that's the end of it," said Claire.

		"What's the difference, Claire. She's going to find out anyway sooner or later. You can just make it so you control the 'when later'. This way things you don't like could happen down the line," said Jenna.

		"No, no daddyhood for Jimmy. And I'll tell you why. One day she's gonna go to high school and then to college, and it's Rod who will dance with her at all of those father-daughter dos. Also, one day she's going to get married; it'll be Rod that walks her down the aisle. It'll be Rod who gets the honor of having her name her baby after him if it's a boy. I mean you get the idea? I do not want to be running into a ton of emotional controversy. I need my baby to be happy and safe and unconfused.

		"Yes, she'll sooner or later likely discover that he was her sperm donor, but when that happens it will only be in a clinical sense not an emotional one. Okay?" she said.

		"Okay, if you think that's best," said Jenna.

		"I do," said Claire.

		"One question," said Jenna.

		"And that would be?" said Claire.

		"Is Rod of the same mind as you in all of this?" she said.

		"Yes. I think he feels a little sorry for the guy. In fact I know he does, but I am going to be the strong one here. And don't think that it's all that easy for me either. I know I hurt the guy when I left him. And, I will go to my grave regretting that, but it is what it is and that the end of it," she said. Her friend nodded.

		CHAPTER 8:

		Three years and no contact with any of them. Would I have loved to see my baby grow and become the woman I knew she's going to be? Of course I would, but the woman, the woman who used to be my woman, wasn't going to let that happen. That was clear to me, so dropping out of their lives was the right thing to do, and really, my only option. There was no way that I could deal with the heartache I knew would be coming, that on top of the heartache I was already beset with. No, I had to be gone and so I was.

		Besides, I liked Littleton. It was far enough away from the black hats that I didn't have to worry about a visit from my used to be best friend. That's all I wanted: for him and them the lot of them to leave my ass alone. The good news? They had. And thank God for it!

		I was working at the Shadows. It was small, it was clean, and it was my kind of place. The pay wasn't worth a damn but in every other respect it worked for me. I did the cleanup and a bit of security guard duty in the wee smalls. I had a room in the back that I had gratis the management. It was warm, and it was small, and it was mine, and I only had to go eleven feet to get to work each day. Yeah, there is indeed an upside to everything.

		I did hear that the man had been looking for me. That was a week gone. He'd actually come into the bar, but Harold, my boss, knew that I did not want to be bothered by anybody from the old neighborhood. Harold respected my privacy; I loved Harold.

		The kid would be eight or nine years old now, I knew. I was pretty sure that she didn't know that I was her daddy. There'd have been no upside for the woman to be telling her, so I was certain that I was little more than a fading memory by now if even that. I snickered to myself. So much for granting me unrestricted access to my baby, my daughter.

		I had finally gotten my head out of my ass. I still drank but no longer at Olympian levels. And I had a place to stay, a regular income, and the prospect of getting me a small apartment in the not too distant future: I figured maybe a few more months. Hell, the way things were looking maybe I'd get to the point where I could give the moneyman a run for his money! Wouldn't that be the cat's meow.

		
		"It's her birthday tomorrow," said Claire, smiling the smile of the proud parent.

		"Yes, and something odd," he said.

		"Something odd?" she said.

		"Yeah, out of nowhere, she asked me why Mister Jimmy had never come back to see her. I guess my old bud made an impression," he said.

		"Now! You mean now! She asked you that now!" said Claire.

		"Yes, I ain't speaking Greek. It surprised me too," he said. He must have made an impression in those few hours three years gone." His wife took on a concerned look.

		"My God, I hadn't even thought about him in so long." She said.

		"Hmm, yes, well it was his decision to disappear. I kinda understand why he did it, but he should have stuck around and let things work out. We could have made it good for him. But the dummy just could never get by you leaving him. I empathize, but lots of people get divorced. He just didn't have the huevos to get on with his life and do for himself, and really Rebecca too. He needs to have a relationship with his daughter. Maybe not the relationship that he wanted, but a good one a close one nonetheless. I have to agree with you to a large degree on all of that," he said. "The man just over reacted."

		"To a large degree?" she said.

		"Yes, I do think you were a little too hard on him too soon," he said. "He was still smarting big time over the divorce and adding being second in line with our baby, well, I can see his side of it too," he said.

		"I guess you're right. But the mess, at the time, was new to me and uncharted territory and all of it. I was just worried about the long term fallout. But you're right; I should have gone at a slower pace, given him some say in it all. I don't know. Does anyone ever do these kinds of things right?" she said.

		"Probably not," he said.

		
		"Damn it man, why the hell did you have disappear like that. Are you nuts! Forget the broad. Get on with your life. Henry and I have been worried about you, and are more than a little pissed off. More pissed off than worried if you wanna know," said Sammy.

		"Yeah, well I just couldn't deal with the kinds of bullshit that she was piling on me, that in addition to cheating on me for the entire time we were married. Oh hell, I don't know. I guess I'm still madly in love with the bitch.

		"But running into you today, I mean here in Littleton. Obviously you had a run down here right?" I said.

		"Yeah, I'm done for the day. It's early, so I decided to stop in here and have a drink or two before heading back. I have to say there must be something in them stars this happening twice now in the same lifetime. I mean me spotting you like this," said Sammy.

		"Yeah, for real," I said.

		"You probably don't give a shit anymore, I mean it has been three fucking years, asshole; but your ex-bud has come around a few times looking for you," said Sam.

		"Yeah?" I said.

		"Yeah," he said.

		"Well, you're right about one thing, I don't give a shit anymore. I'm content. No woman, so that's a problem, but I don't really want one at this point anyway," I said. "I guess a guy can't have everything."

		"You gotta stop playin' the goddamn martyr and get your act together, Jim. Yeah, she was a good looking broad and all, and she is the mother of your kid; but there is no way she is worth throwing your life away for, not even," said Sam.

		"Yeah, I know you're right. I mean it's obvious that you're right, but it's damn hard to give up a love as strong as mine was, is. Anyway, sooner or later I'll meet a woman who is worth the time and effort to build a relationship with. Well, that's the hope," I said.

		
		"You're serious," she said. "Why won't you just let sleeping dogs lie!"

		"Claire, I don't know. And on one level, I agree with you: just forget him and get on with things. But, I just can't shake the guilt I feel about everything, I mean if we hadn't been cheating on the guy for the whole time you two were married, well… " he said.

		"I understand your feelings. But like I said back in the day, I didn't and don't feel any guilt about any of that. Yes, we cheated, but not really. I still gave him all of my love. For us, you and me, at the time it was just a sharing of our closeness. I even told him, after he discovered us, that it wasn't even the sex; it was the familyness that we all had together. Rod, we, all of us were not just friends. For me it was a lot more than that. I mean it," she said.

		"Yeah for me too. But not for him I guess. I mean he and I were close, and you're right, all of us were. But for him there was never going to be a situation where he was willing to share you in any truly intimate way. He was, and likely still is, way too square for any of that," said Rodney. "The son-of-a-gun loved you real hard and deep, maybe too much if that's even possible."

		"Oh, and how much do you love me, Rodney Pollard?" she said, and it was a serious question.

		"More than anything," he said. "But, that said, if you dumped me; I'd get on with things and find me another woman. I would not let you destroy me: that's loser city, and I am not built to be a loser. My old bud is. It's just the way things are."

		"So my good 'ole ex is a loser is he," she said, smiling now.

		"Yes, he is in those respects for sure. He needed to get on with things and have a life. He could've done it, and maybe he has. Who knows? I hope he has. I loved the guy; I really did, do," he said.

		She sighed, "Yeah me too," said Claire.

		"Anyway, to answer your question, yes, I'm serious and yes I am going to try to find him. I'm gonna put Don on it," he said. "I have tried to find the guy since he cut country, just not real hard. Now that changes. He's got to spend time with his daughter. If he doesn't, the time may come when Rebecca will blame us. I intend to short shank that from happening. In fact he'll have to get violent with me to stop me. If he does that; then, it 'will' be his fault.

		"I guess you're right, yes you make a good case. So do it, and I promise to cooperate," she said.

		"Yes, you'll need to," he said. "In fact you more than anyone the way I see things."

		
		I was sitting at the bar. My work was done. I start early and end early. I looked at the clock it was a quarter past noon. The guy was kinda watching me, but not watching me, and I know that makes no sense. But, it's what was.

		I finished my drink and headed out. I was walking long range a lot. I was doing three to five miles a day if the weather was clement and it usually was in the Littleton area this time of year. I'd gained some weight since moving to Littleton and getting a regular job. But, now I was interested in getting into shape too; hence my long range walking and my in-my-room daily exercises, well, nightly exercises. I was actually looking pretty good: a good looking body to go with my outstanding facial good looks.

		I think my efforts to improve my body were also improving my attitude and self-esteem. Well, I thought it was. I didn't feel so stressed and bitter and whatever anymore. Three years without being around the bad guys was also a factor. I still wanted my woman back, but I knew that that would never be happening. And my daughter? That one really rankled. My ex could have cut me some slack there, but well, she hadn't and so I didn't have a wife and didn't really have a daughter and I'd stopped letting those salient facts score my soul like they had heretofore. Life was good again, pretty good. I was even getting looks from a couple of women who were more or less regular at the bar. Now, if I could just translate those looks into something a little more substantial, oh yeah, that would be good, real good.

		
		I had been attending weekly services at the Salvation Army Chapel after having met the Traynors. The odd thing? The SA didn't have a full time staff in Littleton, but the Traynors motored down once a month and held pick up services in a local private high school that a group of citizens had built for the locals who didn't want their kids educated in the lone public high school which was overcrowded and understaffed.

		Of course, since I was now living and working in Littleton, I was attending church just the one day, the third Sunday, each month. The good news was that there was a particular lady who was also attending that service and manning the breakfast tables ante to it as well. And, that same lady, her name was Nadine Spence: age 25, 5'2", a bit chunky and kinda plain also claimed a seat at Shadows more or less regularly that being two and three days a week. Uh, and she was one of the couple of women who had been eyeing me. I figured that was fair; I was eyeing her right back which reality led to me standing next to her at this moment as we both exited the auditorium where Captain Traynor had conducted the service.

		"Uh, yeah, I see you in there sometimes," I said. "I work there, but early: cleanup and a bit of security duty. It don't pay much, but it keeps me in grub and my favorite brand of firewater."

		"Hmm, interesting. I wondered why you always seem to be around over there. You didn't seem to be a drunk or anything. I was curious. Now I'm in the know," she said.

		"No, not a drunk. I just work there, and I got me a room in the back. She smiled her understanding of my situation.

		"Sounds like you have a nice situation," she said.

		"So whaddya think?" I said.

		"About?" she said.

		"About my chances of getting you to have dinner with me tonight, and…?" I said.

		She gave a funny look? "And?" she said.

		"And breakfast with me in the morning?" I said, and I was smiling kinda willfully.

		Now she smirked. "How about this, dinner tonight and we'll see about anything else after the fact, okay?"

		"Sounds like a good deal to me," I said. "Pick you up or meet you somewhere?"

		"You can pick me up." She looked in her purse and pulled out a post it pad and a pen. She noted down her info and handed it to me.

		"Okay," I said, "sevenish?"

		"Sounds good to me," she said. Boy I was feeling good. There was one small fly in the ointment: I didn't have a car. We'd be cabbing it. I knew she wouldn't mind, well, I felt sure she wouldn't, but it was a small concern nonetheless.

		I did have a not too worn blazer that I'd actually gotten at the SA thrift store. It was dark blue, clean, and it fit me good. Well, at my wages, I was into second hand pretty substantially.

		The blazer, my new shirt and it was new, and my Dockers which were fairly new would be my style ensemble for the evening.

		She knew what my occupation was and probably had a pretty good idea of how much money I made, so I wasn't concerned that she'd expect much from me as far as puttin' on the dog was concerned.

		We'd be wining and dining at the Horse's Head. A simple steakhouse with a decent menu at prices that wouldn't make me cry when I saw the bill.

		I looked up at the clock; the cab would be picking me up in fifteen minutes. Then there'd be a twenty minute ride to her address, I checked, and I estimated that that would put me in some five minutes early at her place. I was giddy. I hadn't felt like this since my first date with Claire.

		I had my fingers crossed that I wouldn't blow my chances with the woman.

		
		She seemed to like the Horse's Head. The sirloins were good; she liked it medium-well same as me. I liked it that we were starting off on the same page.

		I was doing my best not to seem anxious, but I was anxious. I wanted to go home with this girl. I was hoping that it would be her home. She knew I was sleeping in the back of the bar, and if she didn't want me at her house on this first date the only other alternatives were no poontang or having to spring for a motel. I had the money, but not too much money.

		"So," I said, "Whaddya think." I had a comebacker no matter how she replied. She smirked, staring at me in the process.

		"Weeell," she said, smearing the word out. "The meal was great. You seem to be an okay guy socially. And, I'm probably as desperate as you to get some fun in, so let's take this little party to my place. I mean if you like," she said.

		"Well, you're wrong about one thing, and I mean absolutely wrong," I said. She gave me a look that actually showed worry.

		"But I thought…"

		"No, no, what I was about to say is that there is no way you could possibly be as desperate as I am," I said. I called for the check and we headed out. The cab stand was just outside the door so there was no problem with that.

		On the ride over to her place I did get one request on her part. "I know you don't have a car, Jim, so next time we'll take mine. You can buy the gas if you feel uncomfortable with the girl driving," she said.

		"You got it," I said.

		After being dropped off we headed inside for the evening's main event.

		Her place was a small two bedroom one car garage affair, an old house in an older neighborhood. But the place was sparkling clean and the couch she showed me to was not too soft or too firm. Couches in my experience were often either one or the other, but this one was just right.

		"Have a seat," she said. "I'll get us each a glass of wine." I nodded. This girl was really turning out to be a keeper, at least a good imitation of one for damn sure.

		She was gone but two minutes before returning and handing me a glass of some dark red elixir.

		We sipped in silence, she was smiling, I was shaking; and if I'd had to guess, I would have had to assume that she was smiling because she could see I was shaking. She set her wine on the coffee table in front of the couch and pulled me up to a standing position in front of her. I'd set my wine down too, and that worked for me now.

		"Jim, we both know why we're here, so why don't you drop your pants and let me see what I have to contend with. Okay?" she said.

		I didn't even answer her. I unbuttoned and unzipped my dockers; they fell in pool at my feet. She knelt in front of me and peeled my "Fruit of the Looms" slowly down my legs. She stared at my six inch weapon of love and smiled an evaluative smile.

		"Not bad," she said. "I'm kind of small down there, so you should be able to do me good when we get to stage two here tonight. But, first we gotta get stage one out of the way."

		Still on her knees she took my cock in her mouth and sucked; after a few minutes she pulled back a few inches and began to lick it and to suck on my balls. I exploded all over her face. I was terrified that she might be upset since I hadn't warned her that I was close. But, she just smiled some more and wiped the mess off of her face.

		"Oh my God, I need that," I said.

		"Figured you might," she said. "Now for stage two."

		She stood and pulled me by my still semi-hard cock to the couch I'd been sitting on before she'd returned with the wine.

		"Get on your knees mister, do it now," she said. I did as she said, as she took her place on the couch with her butt pushed back in my face. "Lick it and adore me."

		I was so willing to do as she said. I sniffed and licked and sucked on her pussy and anus for some time. She finally looked back over her shoulder and whispered, almost like she was out of breath. "Do me, now," she said. I was so ready.

		I stood and took a firm hold of her hips. I could feel her tense when I did that. I pushed my cock at her soaked opening and entered pretty easily. There was only a little resistance. I began seesawing in and out of her.

		She choked and stammered as I increased the tempo finally ramming her to bring her off. My first piece of ass in nine years: good didn't even begin to describe it. The truth was it was better than any I'd ever had with Claire, and now I began to suspect why that was so: I had never gotten Claire's A-game!

		We lay side by side for some minutes neither of us speaking.

		"That was very good, mister," she said.

		"Ditto that for me," I said, "oh yeah."

		We did have breakfast and she was the one that cooked it. Pancakes and sausages: a caloric catastrophe, but we'd burned so many of them, calories, the night before that I didn't give damn.

		"So it was good for you then," she said.

		"To say the blee-bloody least," I said. "Nadine, thank you."

		"You're welcome, sir," she said. She was stirring her black coffee with her spoon; nobody does that unless their minds are somewhere else.

		"Nadine?" I said.

		"Well, I was thinking. We seem to get along. Well, I mean if you'd be interested… " she started.

		"Okay," I said, waiting for the punch line.

		"Well, maybe you'd like to move in here, I mean with me," she said.

		I was surprised, no shocked. One date and a woman was asking me if I'd like to move in with her. Lots of women screw on the first date, but ask a guy who they barely knew to move in with them? Not real often I wouldn't think.

		"Well, okay," I said. "I mean if you're sure?"

		"Yes, I'm sure. I don't like living alone and, well, we could share expenses and stuff," she said. I nodded. She knew I was minimum wage, so her offer had to have considered that.

		"Okay, then, I'll move in tomorrow. But, just so you know, I mean I figure you already know, I don't make a ton of money," I said.

		"I know, and I might be able to help you with that," she said. "My company is hiring. I'll see what I can do."

		"Wow! Okay," I said.

		
		Over the next three to four weeks my life was completely turned around. It went from pure shit to an existential paradise. Well, maybe paradise is a slight exaggeration, but that's what it seemed like to me. And why?

		I had a house mate who turned out to be an actual sexual aggressor-my kind of woman! The home we were sharing, hers, was warm and cozy if somewhat dated and small. And I had a new job, which my new woman had gotten for me, making relatively small deliveries to numerous places around town; and, as it happened, back in the Valley as well; well, the Valley wasn't "that" far away.

		I think here would be a good place to clear up a few things. Nadine's job was pure office work. She was just a worker ant, but she was good at what she did. Good enough as indicated to get me a job there: management trusted her judgment. With her thirty grand and my twenty we were doing okay. That said, I had been lucky to get the job I got. The place hadn't had an opening in a long time, but they just happened to have one at the time I started dating Nadine. She knew I'd been a big rig driver, so it was pretty much a slam dunk for AHDS to hire me. Well, sometimes, if but rarely in my case, the stars were aligned favorably.

		Marriage? Not in the cards for the near future, but not exactly unthinkable in the long run.

		But, as if some demonic power had it in for me, he showed up. Who you ask? Why no other than the man who cuckolded me and stole my wife, and, my kid in the end as well. Yeah, I know I had a hand in losing my kid to the dynamic duo, but in my defense I did see the undeniable handwriting on the wall, and I'd just cut country to avoid the inevitable.

		At any rate here I was staring at the man across the room at Shadows wondering why the fuck now! I really didn't need this. But I did have an idea. If it worked maybe the sonovabitch and his ilk would finally leave me alone. He hadn't seen me yet. I made the call.

		"Yeah honey I need you right away if you can see your way clear," I said into the little used iPhone that I'd been able to afford because of my new job at Avril and Harris Delivery Services.

		CHAPTER 9:

		As I watched my ex-best friend across the room, he looked down, no, frustrated. If things worked the way I hoped, depending as I was on my own impromptu planning, I'd be changing that look he was wearing quite significantly. Oh yes, yes I would.

		I saw her come in. She was short, she was chunky, she was plain looking, and she was mine.

		"Okay, Jimmy, what's all of this about? Why the tone of voice, the urgency," she said.

		"You remember me telling you about my wife and ex-best friend?" I said.

		"Yes, what of it. You've put all of that behind you or so you said," she said.

		"Yes, I did, and I did, but they haven't," I said.

		"What? What are you talking about," she said.

		"He's here," I said.

		"Who?"

		"My ex-best friend," I said.

		"What?"

		I let my glance casually pass over to where Rodney Pollard was seated sipping a beer. It was clear he was there to see me. Someone must have cued him that I'd worked at Shadows. It was old news, my working here, but not that old. And, I still did frequent the place.

		"So that's him?" she said. "Nice looking cuss." I frowned.

		"Oh don't get your panties all in an uproar," she said. "Anyway, so what's the plan?"

		"I'm going to introduce you," I said. She gave me a look, then a broad smile, then a small giggle.

		"Oh, I see," she said.

		"Yes, indeed," I said. I took her by the hand and led her over to the man's table. We came up more or less behind him. It worked for me. We just stood there watching him, maybe two feet behind his left shoulder. He seemed to sense something. He turned and his eyes shot open.

		"Jimmy!"

		"Yes, Mister Pollard. Nadine Spence, this is Rodney Pollard, wife stealer," I said. "Oh and I guess daughter stealer too, but as to that I'm not sure if it was more him or the woman," I said. I was not being nice nor did I intend to be.

		"Jimmy, what are you… " started Rodney Pollard.

		"The question is what are you doing here? I got out of your way and left town. I did that in order to be left alone. Did you not get that part?" I said.

		"Jimmy, you and I have got to talk," he said. "Oh, and nice to meet you Miss Spence." Nadine nodded.

		"Why? Why do we have to talk? We've done all of that, and the woman made it plain that I was going to be towing her line or I wasn't welcome around your place. Kind of puts the boff on us having anything to talk about," I said.

		"She told me about the, well, the last time you came by. She felt bad about how she came off toward you, again," he said.

		"Really? Sounded pretty much like a rehearsed set-in-stone position to me," I said.

		"I won't kid you, Jim, she was a bit worried that you might, well, make waves down the line. She was trying to ensure against that. But none of it was meant to cut you out of Rebecca's life. That is also the truth," he said.

		"So whaddya want, Rod, old buddy? Why are you here?" I said.

		"Isn't it obvious? I, we, want you to come back and be in our lives and part of the family and all of it, again," he said. He tendered a hopeful glance in Nadine's direction. She'd sat across from him and was stony faced and not adding anything to the conversation.

		"But, I'll still be Mister Jimmy. That also true?" I said.

		"No. Claire, after the fact, realized that asking that of you was too much. She didn't think it was that big a deal at the time, and she was worried that calling you what you really are, might confuse the baby, but, she's moved on from that thinking. You'll be daddy too, if you will, just like me," he said.

		"Just like you?" I said. I looked over at my woman.

		"Whaddya think, Nadine? Think I oughta chance it one more time?" I said.

		"Well, it's your call, honey. The worst they could do is betray you again; then of course there wouldn't be any doubt about their intentions. And, if it's really on the up and up, well, you'd be able to be around your daughter again. How old is she now?" she said.

		"She's nine," said Rodney. Nadine nodded.

		"Honey," she said looking at me, "given the young girl's age it might not be a bad idea to chance it. She's still young enough to learn to see you as her dad."

		Nadine referencing Rebecca as "my" daughter and me as her dad didn't seem to faze my ex-best friend. I caught myself nodding in the affirmative.

		"Does Claire know you're here tonight?" I said.

		"Yes, but she's at the hotel down the street. She didn't think that we'd actually have any luck at finding you tonight; she's resting. I should tell you we hired a PI to find you. He said that you sometimes came here on weekend nights. We planned to sandbag you and talk to you if it took us a month to connect. This is the sixth night in a row that I've come here. And you surprised me; I didn't notice you coming in," he said.

		"Yeah, I gathered that, I mean that I'd surprised you. But then, you've surprised me in the past haven't you," I said. "So maybe I get a pass this time." My sarcasm was not lost on him; he looked down.

		I looked over at Nadine. She was very slightly nodding yes.

		"Okay, Rodney, go back to your woman and tell her your mission was a success that the long missing daddy of our baby, hers and mine, has been found well and willing to see what we will see," I said.

		"Okay, okay, oh damn 'kay," he said. "Jim, you won't regret it. Nadine it is really good to see you. Jim has needed-a friend-I'm glad he found you."

		"Nice to meet you too," she said.

		"Oh, and Rodney, I'm coming, and Nadine is coming with me. No problem with that, right?" I said.

		"No, no problem whatsoever," he said. I nodded.

		We said a few more things to each other relating to the when and the how we would be coming down, and then the man was gone. Nadine had not met Claire of course, not a good thing, but not a bad thing either. That little fact however was going to lead to some difficulties quite unforeseen at that moment but inevitable given the overall situation as it would play out over time.

		
		We'd set up a time for me to revisit the Pollard residence back in the Valley. I was following Nadine's orders. I didn't trust the Pollards, but Nadine seemed to; well, she didn't know them, I did. The time and day selected was the following Sunday at lunchtime. We'd be staying the whole day, and have dinner as well at the Pollards' plush digs.

		I was anxious and worried. While I did have an almost violent urge to see my baby, I was not going to let her, her being my ex-wife, dictate what I could and could not do, read interfere with my being able to influence how my child was raised and grew into womanhood and adulthood. No, if I was going to be cut off or controlled by Claire; I would be gone. There'd be a whole lot less heartache for everyone if that turned out to be the decision that I had to make.

		Nadine's car was a ten year old Hyundai. It ran good, but had over a hundred thousand miles on it, and she'd bought it new! Put another way, Nadine did a lot of driving. Littleton was a couple of hours by car southeast of the Valley. There were maybe ten thousand souls resident in Littleton. It'd suited Nadine and me.

		We pulled up in front of the Pollards' residence ten minutes early. Pretty good time if I do say so. Well, I had been, and actually still was, a driver. I knew how to estimate ETAs real close.

		She'd been driving as she usually did. Well, it was her car. I was saving up to get me a used pickup. Every family needs a pickup as a second vehicle. And no, Nadine and I weren't a family yet, but I was thinking more and more about putting move on her to get married. But, we'd both been stung pretty badly in our respective pasts. Neither of us was jumping into anything.

		Parking, she looked over at me. "Well, this is it. Jim, either it goes well or it doesn't. We'll just play it one day at a time, hell, one hour at a time. If she's gonna do things good, well then good. If not, well it will be what it will be," she said. I nodded.

		"Exactly," I said.

		The man met us at the door to the building, as soon as we'd traversed the circular driveway that wrapped around the building in a "U" with parking to both the north and the south of the complex, and parked.

		"Jimmy it is so good to see you and you too Nadine. Let's go up. Claire is waiting for us, and Rebecca too," said Rodney. He sounded sincere in his greetings. The ride up was short.

		"Thanks," I said.

		The two of us followed him inside the spacious condo. My ex-wife was some twenty feet across the room waiting; she was smiling, how sincerely might have been arguable. At her side, and to her right was my daughter. Rebecca marched, not walked, but marched toward us. "Hello, dad," she said, looking straight up at me. Okay, she'd startled me. It looked like I was going to get the full court press; they sure as hell had scored with their opening gambits. I actually felt tears begin to cluster at the corners of my eyes.

		"Well, and hello to you too," I said. She came close to me and hugged me. That she'd been coached was so obvious it was comical. But, that said, I was grateful for the display. It looked as if my first firewall had been breached.

		At that point in the tableau Claire came towards me, stopped, and came forward again closing the distance between us and hugged me. She stepped back, turned and offered her hand to Nadine, a bit less enthusiastically than might have been, I thought. But, maybe I was being overly suspicious. I guess we'd be seeing.

		
		"Look, Rod, I'm okay with Jim being around her. He isn't here that much and won't be given his new address and job and all. And, her calling him dad, after you and I talked it over, that's okay too. I guess he deserves that much recognition for sure. But her, his new lady friend? She could really complicate things. What if they decide they want to share physical custody at some point. They won't get full custody, I know that. But, they could go for summers or some other complicated formula of 'Becca staying with them. That could impact our plans for Rebecca. That must not happen. When he was living on the row and inside the bottle, there was no problem, but now, I just don't know…"

		"What are you saying, Claire! You want him drunk and on welfare? Is that what you're actually saying? I'm surprised at you! The man is the baby's father, her biological and real father. I'm her real father too, and he realizes that."

		"Yes, but if he marries Nadine there will be a new set of relationships to deal with," she said.

		"So what! We'll deal with them. It's called life, Claire. Chill, okay. Stop worrying about problems that aren't even problems. And if the time comes when there are complications, as you say, then we'll deal with those then too. Period," he said, "Okay!" She nodded.

		When her husband put his foot down, well, he put his foot down and there was nothing for it except to do as he said. It was one thing about Rodney Pollard that she admired, his strength of character. It was also one of the things that drove her nuts. Had her Jimmy been half the man that her Rodney was, well, there might not have been a Rodney in her life, not in any meaningful sense.

		"Okay," she said. "I'll do the best I can. I'm just concerned that's all. Jimmy didn't react normally to my divorcing him and marrying you and that's weighed on me a lot ever since. Okay? I guess I'm just a worrier."

		"Okay, honey, but don't worry. Let me do the worrying for us and for Jim and Nadine as well. I can well imagine that they've got their concerns. Whatever happens we'll just deal with it." He said.

		"Look, I'm inviting them to stay over. We can take them out to breakfast tomorrow, and maybe lunch too. I do have a building to check out tomorrow that I'm thinking of investing in. I'll do it after breakfast and be back in plenty of time for lunch. It's that highrise downtown that Marcort Industries is building. I've been thinking of buying it and doing a turnaround sale of the place to make the big bucks. My crew has done the ground work on the possible buy on it and after I get a look see at progress on the building and whatnot; well, it might be ours before the end of the quarter," he said.

		"Well, okay, but what about our guests while you're out evaluating where our next billion is going to come from? I mean just me… " she said. He took on a thoughtful look.

		"Hmm, yes. Well, they could come with me, us. I might even offer Jim a chance to have a small piece of the pie. I mean you and I have long thought of any number of ways to try and give back to the guy some of what we took from him. Though he has always told us to take a hike, now, with Nadine in the mix it might be a go. I mean he might be willing to think a little more rationally," said Rodney.

		"You know that is a very good idea. If he did accept a piece of the deal, maybe he'd be beholding enough to us to be malleable when we needed him to be malleable in terms of Rebecca," she said. She was actually smiling with a semblance of glee. We could even couch the notion as an investment that he could make in her, Rebecca's, future, maybe her education or something."

		"Look, let him do his own thinking. If you start making noises about how he should do things, well, we both know the guy. He'd turn us down in a heartbeat because he doesn't want anything that he does to be anyone else's idea but his own. Got it!" he said.

		"Hmm, yes, you're right. You're always right, dear. It's what I love about you. Well, that and your penis," she said and laughed.

		
		"Breakfast was very good, Claire," I said.

		"Yeah, mommy, it was great!" screamed Rebecca.

		"Yes it was," echoed Nadine.

		"Well thank you all of you.

		"Jim, did Rodney speak with you about today?" said Claire.

		"Yes, we had coffee on the deck before you all came down. I guess we'll get to see how the big man does his business, some of it anyway," I said.

		"Sounds fascinating," said Nadine. Claire smiled weakly at the comment by Nadine.

		"It can be. Keeps him busy for sure," said Claire.

		"Yeah, chasing the big bucks," I said.

		"Yes, well it is what he does," said Claire, "You could too if you wanted. I know Rod has long wanted you to be a part of things-business-wise," she added quickly, realizing that her words could have been interpreted very differently.

		"Don't have to be so touchy about things, Claire," I said, "not anymore, the past is past now."

		"Okay, and thank you for that," she said.

		"And Claire," I said.

		"Yes?" she said.

		"I very much appreciated Rebecca's greeting yesterday, and I know you know what I mean," I said.

		"I guess," she said. "Before, well I was in the wrong. I don't know what I was thinking back then. Anyway that's ancient history now. Now, we start new and more sensibly."

		Something about the way she said this last raised a few small red flags, but I laid it off to my always imminent paranoia.

		"For sure," I said.

		The big man came in just as we were indulging in our second cups of coffee.

		"Everybody ready for a little sightseeing?" he said. "I'm pretty proud of what you're going to be seeing."

		Everybody laughed and yeaed and sputtered their coffee and what all in agreement with his proposal.

		"Okay then, let's hit the road," said Rodney.

		The ride downtown in his Escalade was smooth and fast. I would've liked to own one of them, I thought. But it was way out of our price range, mine and Nadine's.

		We pulled up in front of the building that was going to make my rich ex-bud, who was beginning to be my bud again, even richer. I think I sighed, but maybe gasped would have been a more accurate term.

		It was a really fancy piece of the architect's art. It must've been twenty stories and its girth filled two solid blocks in both directions. Parking as we discovered was subterranean, and there were three levels of that. This was not a building that paupers and start-up companies were going to be leasing space in. No indeed, this one was for the big boys and girls for damn sure.

		The building looked to be three quarters done; well, that was my very uninformed opinion.

		We spent the best part of an hour touring. It was interesting and very tiring I'd have to have said.

		"Well, we best get going," he said. "I have a lot more to show you before we hit the road."

		We'd been in the parking garage and were exiting the building in two groups. The Pollards led and Nadine and I lagged behind maybe a dozen yards.

		"Honey," said Nadine, "have you noticed anything in the way that Claire's been looking at me?"

		"Huh? No, I don't think so," I said. "I mean she doesn't know you and I know for a fact that you were more than a surprise when she found out about you." I smirked.

		"Hmm, maybe," she said.

		"She's probably jealous of your amazing good looks and youth," I said. "I know I am."

		"Smart ass," she said. "She is way prettier than me and most other women too for that matter."

		We'd just cleared the entrance to the garage. I heard something, no, sensed it. And then I saw it. Scaffolding from halfway up the building's side was coming down, coming down fast, very fast. The Pollards including Rebecca were right under it holding hands. I ran hell for leather crashing into them and ramming them out of the way of what I'd learn later was a half ton steel structure just as it thudded into the cement driveway. The three of them went sprawling into the grassy frontage across from us. I heard a horrendous scream or screams, not sure which. Then everything was black and quiet and spiraling.

		
		The room was dark. I was awake and I was warm, very warm. I thought these places always had the air-con on full bore. Oh, and it was a hospital room; there was no doubt about that. I'd seen enough of them over the years. The sign above some equipment lined up against the wall announced that I was a resident of Grayson Memorial Hospital.

		I'd never been here. It looked to be truly upscale. And, one more thing: I was in a private room. I sure as hell hoped that somebody else was footing the bill. I knew something about hospital costs, and this room was way out of my price range and Nadine's too for damn sure.

		I was groggy, but I was alert enough to understand my surroundings. I saw the little nurse caller. I clicked it twice. I was almost immediately surrounded by two female and one male nurse or orderly. This wasn't good. That much attention was always a bad sign.

		"Mister Clausen. We are so glad to have you with us again," said the most senior of the three visitors.

		"Yeah, I guess," I said. "What's the deal? How long have I been out?" I knew I'd been out a while: I felt stiff and hungry and thirsty. Yeah, I'd been out a while, probably over night or maybe even two nights. Suddenly I was worried.

		Tall nurse was looking sheepish. "You've been out for five days, sir," she said.

		"Huh? Five days? Huh?" I said.

		"The doctor will be in to see you shortly. He's been called. We called him just now as soon as we knew for sure you were awake," she said. The orderly, for that is what I pegged him to be after the fact, was hanging a bag on the intravenous tree that my hand was connected to. The backup nurse was wrapping my arm in a blood pressure belt.

		Over the next fifteen minutes a number of measurements, I guess that's what they were, were taken of me, and then she came in: Dr. Mildred Montrose, her badge declared.

		
		She looked at some papers on a clipboard that had been hanging from the railing at the end of the bed I was in.

		She pulled up a chair. "Mister Clausen," she said. She stopped and actually looked down before looking up and into my eyes. I had a really hinky feeling.

		"That bad," I said. I'd been feeling kinda feverish, warm. I was real worried.

		"Mister Clausen. You saved three people's lives. They would definitely have been killed without your intervention," she said. I relaxed. She was going to give me the hero's speech. I really didn't give a damn about that. I wanted to know about me. I was in the freakin' hospital. And, so far nobody had told me much about anything. And apart from being too damn hot; I was feeling okay, not wonderful, but okay.

		"Okay, okay, doctor, but what about me. I feel so warm. Something's going on with me, right?" I said.

		"Yes," she said. "Mister Clausen, we had to amputate your legs. We tried to save the left one, but it was no use. You suffered a direct hit by the beam or scaffolding or whatever it was. It crushed your legs too badly to be saved." I stared at her.

		"My legs?" I said. "Both…"

		"Yes, sir, I'm afraid so," she said.

		She'd stopped talking. There was a long moment of dead silence.

		"Can I be left alone for a little while," I said. "I need to be alone for a little while."

		"Certainly. Just buzz the nurse if you need anything, anything at all. Mister Clausen, I am so sorry for your injuries, sir," she said.

		"Yeah, thanks," I said, "but just some alone time, please." She nodded and left me to my… something."

		She'd closed the door behind her that was good.

		Well, if it wasn't for my bad luck I wouldn't have any I guess. Nadine would be leaving me now, about that there was no doubt. All of them knew the situation I was sure of that. They'd be wanting to visit me and tell me how awful it was and how much they loved me and were going to help me and that I had nothing to worry about.

		Fuck! I didn't want any of that. I didn't want to see any of them, not even my baby. Maybe even especially her. Well, Claire would be happy, nobody to interfere with her plans now. No, that wasn't fair. She probably would be sad as hell for me. Make special times for me and Rebecca if I wanted. But Becca would not want to be around a loser like me now. I had a thought.

		For sure I'd get some money from the builder's insurance company. Yes, that was the ticket. That's how I could do for my kid. I would get the money and put it in a trust for her. Set her up for when she finished college. The other guy could pay for that, for her college career. I wondered what she'd want to be when she grew up. My thoughts brought on something else: my tears, my desperate tears. My life was over, any hopes I'd ever had had ended. They came now, did the tears, and I needed them; damned if I didn't need my tears. I needed them bad!

		
		I slept and slept some more. The following day after my meeting with my doctor, I got another visit from her.

		"How are you feeling this afternoon, Mister Clausen," she said. I kinda shrugged.

		"Not good. I mean well, you can imagine," I said, I was not being sarcastic.

		"Mister Clausen, a number of people have been here waiting in shifts to see you. Do you think that you could see your way clear to let them in for a little while. I mean I know you've wanted some solitude. But…"

		"Who are they?' I said. I knew of course that the Pollards would be among the throng, but who else was less clear to me.

		"Well, Mister and Missus Pollard are here of course. A fellow from the Salvation Army who says he knows you is here, or was, I think he left a bit ago, a service he was conducting or something, not sure," she said. "And a couple of fellows who say they are or were coworkers of yours."

		Well everybody but Nadine. I didn't figure her for not at least saying goodbye, but I guess I was wrong about her. Probably a good thing that I didn't end up marrying her if she was that shallow. No, that wasn't fair. She was young and needed to live her life, not be with an invalid who would be making huge demands on her time and care. Well anyway, it was what it was.

		"Okay, but not everybody at once, maybe two at a time. I'm just too exhausted to deal with crowds. Okay?" I said.

		"Certainly, and we wouldn't let more than one or two at a time in anyway, sir, them's the rules," she said. I nodded.

		Well now the sympathy brigades would be doing their thing and then going home and living their lives and I would be alone again and doing an imitation of living that nobody would give a rat's ass about. I saw that as fair; I didn't give a rat's ass about it either.

		CHAPTER 10:

		The two of them came in together. Just wanted to gang up on me I was sure.

		"Well, hello asshole, just had to play the hero didn't yuh," said Sammy. "Now, look where it's got yuh. You're gonna be rich while the rest of us suckers are still gonna be sweating blood for our daily bread."

		I knew the man was trying to make me feel better, but I really wasn't into it right at that moment. "Yeah, well it is what it is," I said. "Anyway, thanks for coming by, you guys. It means a lot. Henry had been holding back; well, he was older than us.

		"You okay, Jim," he said, finally. I shrugged.

		"Yeah, more or less," I said. "You know how it is. Sometimes the bad luck outweighs the good. In the end it's all the same. I mean I guess it all evens out, yuh know?"

		"Yeah, I do. Tough break, Jim. The toughest, especially for a guy like you. You deserve a better gig," said Henry.

		"I don't know about that. But what you said, Sammy," I said looking at him. "I am gonna find out my rights about that falling beam or whatever it was. I mean the part of the scaffolding that damn near killed me and the others. Maybe I can at least do for my kid if there's any insurance there. I mean if the builders have any insurance. They gotta have it right?"

		"You betcha," said Sammy. "Want me to check it out?"

		"Nah, I'll get a legal eagle to do that. I figure he'll do it on the come if you know what I mean," I said. The two visitors nodded.

		We talked for some time and then they had to go.

		After Sammy and Henry left I got kind of an unusual visit. Captain Traynor came and he was accompanied by his wife, Dora Traynor. It occurred to me that I'd been seein' the guy for the last few years, but I had never heard his first name. Kind of a nuthin' thing, but for some reason or no reason it bugged me.

		"Hello Jim," said the Captain.

		"Hi Captain. Dora. Nice of you to come by," I said.

		"We've tried a few times these last days," said Dora, "but you were under. We just got back from downtown: Tuesday Bible study." She noticed that I kept glancing back at the door.

		"Your family is letting everyone else have their moment," she said. "I believe they'll be in and stay for the rest of visiting period after the rest of us are gone." I sagged back in my sheets.

		It came to me that I had not even seen my stumps. I hadn't tried. I was, I realized, frankly afraid to see them. I knew I would eventually have to, but I was in no hurry. No indeed.

		The Captain and Dora and I talked for quite a while. They told me about some of the programs that the church had that might be of help to me down the line, including furnishing me with a part time job if I decided that that might be a good fit for me. I knew I might have to consider that very thing down the line. There weren't many places gonna be much help to me in finding a job, not with no legs. Still, there were other things I had to take care of first.

		One of those things was going to be getting used to using a wheelchair, and being in one virtually every waking moment. I'd need to learn how to take a shower and cook my food sitting down and how to drive a car with controls on the steering wheel if I ever got to a place where I could afford a car again. Yeah there was going to be a lot to do and no help around for me to depend on; it'd all be on me.

		Oh, I knew I was going to get an offer from the dynamic duo, but could I stand being in their house knowing he was going to be fucking her just up the staircase? I just wasn't sure I could do it. Especially knowing I would probably never have another piece of ass as long as I lived. And the tears came again, that just as the Traynors were leaving. I don't think that they noticed. That was something to be thankful for I guessed.

		It was some little time before the Pollards showed up. They were a forlorn looking group. I think I was actually feeling a little sorry for them. I was also afraid of them. The thing I was most afraid of was maybe having to depend on them even in the short run. God how I feared it, and apart from letting myself starve to death there was going to be little choice. But hell, maybe they wouldn't even offer. Hah, there is indeed a "potential" upside to everything.

		"Oh my Jimmy," sobbed Claire. "Oh my! I am so fucking sorry, sir, so fucking sorry!" She came to me and wrapped her arms around my sweat soaked body. Well, I was warm, very warm. She pulled back and her husband came and literally knelt by my bed. Oddly he didn't say anything but his tears did. Well, what the hell, I'd be shedding a lot more of those myself in the near future that was a fucking given!

		"Jimmy," said Claire, coming around to the other side of the bed, "you can't stay in your house. Her house. She's…"

		"I know," I said, finishing the sentence for her.

		"Yes, well, you need to stay with us at least until you figure out what you want to do. Okay?" she said.

		I thought it odd that she put potential limits on my staying with them. Maybe I was still just being paranoid, or cynical or something, but that's what it felt like she was saying to me: I could stay with them a while, I knew that. They undoubtedly felt that they owed me, oh yeah. But them giving up any significant anything to make life better for me was not gonna be in the cards that was for damn sure; well, that was my thinking. But, for the short term I would need them and there was no getting around it. But as soon as I could I'd be getting out of there and leaving them to their happy lives that also "a" very certitude for damn sure.

		"Don't worry, Claire, I won't be bothering you. I'll get a place soon enough. I can stay with Sammy until then," I said.

		Sammy had offered me a room in his place until I could get on my feet-yeah and those were actually his exact words-and I had told him I'd let him know. Problem with Sam was that he was finally talking about getting married to Miss Watson, and I sure didn't want to be in the way of newlyweds. But maybe for the short term.

		"What the fuck!" said Rodney, speaking for the first time. "Of course you'll be staying with us. Nobody is putting time limits on you staying with us. You can stay forever if you want. All Claire was saying… " She held her hand up to stop her husband from talking. She took over.

		"All I meant, Mister, was that you have always been so hard to keep around that I didn't want to seem like I was forcing you to do anything that you didn't want to do. I know how you think, Jimmy. So just stop this martyrdom stuff right now… " she started.

		"Well fuck you, Claire, ex-wife, cheater, rule setter! Just fuck you! Get the fuck out of here! Now!" I screamed. "I don't need your fucking charity!"

		"Jimmy! Stop it. I know I do things wrong say things wrong, yes, even think things wrong; but now it's you doing it wrong. Please goddamn it forgive this whore of an ex-wife. I need it Jimmy. I need your forgiveness. I need it bad! Okay!" Her sobbing actually broke my heart, go figure.

		It was clear that the bitterness I was feeling, and had let boil over, was more than apparent to the two of them

		"Yes, you've been hurt real bad, Jim. And you got hurt saving my life and the life of my husband and of our baby, yours and mine. Oh-fucking-'kay!" she said. I nodded.

		There was another of those long moments of quiet. Even Rodney whose tears were staining the floor around him wasn't talking.

		"Okay, I guess," I said. I did feel a little chastised by her words. In point of fact they, the words, did make sense on some level.

		
		On day nine of my stay at Grayson, she finally showed up-Nadine.

		She came in looking down at the floor. "I am so sorry, Jimmy. I should've been here sooner. I know what you must think of this girl, but… " she said.

		"Nadine, I'm going to make this as easy for 'me' as possible. Okay?

		"I know how you must feel and all. I understand, really. Have a good life and know that I will always be grateful for what you did for me when I was down and out. I wished it could have worked out, but you're still young and you need a man who can, well, be a man for you, Not an invalid who would be nothing but a burden. It's all right. Come here. Give me a kiss," I said.

		She edged closer to me as though I were some toxic thing. I actually felt sorry for her. She came to me and gave me a kiss on the lips.

		"Goodbye, Nadine. Have a good life. She touched my cheek, turned, and walked out of my life. I would never see Nadine Spence again. Goddamn it I was sad. I was looking at maybe being sad forever. Damn it!

		
		I was out of the hospital on day ten of my incarceration there. And, in spite of Claire's protestation to the contrary, I was still wary of going to their place to stay. It was, frankly, the last place on earth that I wanted to be staying. So as we drove I was doing my level best to think how I could shorten my stay there.

		"I did have to give Claire credit for thoughtfulness on one score. She'd gone to our place, Nadine's house, after our meet up in the hospital, and gotten all of my things. There wasn't that much. Nadine had apparently been there and had helped her pack it all. In addition to having gotten my stuff, she'd had my pants altered to allow for the fact that I no longer had any legs. I hadn't even thought of that until we were leaving the hospital and she'd handed me a pair of my altered Dockers to put on. And yes, she was there to see me do it. I guess she didn't trust me not to run away.

		I gave her a look when I saw the shortened version of that element of my wardrobe. "I had it done. Don't get mad, but I measured you while you were sleeping. It had to be done, so I did it," she said.

		"Thanks," I said, "that was nice of you." I know my look had to have been ultimately sad; she didn't comment.

		
		It was late afternoon when we arrived at the house. Rebecca greeted me, kinda formally which was nice but likely under orders from the woman of the house.

		And it was nine year-old Rebecca who informed me that my room would be a little while in being made ready for me. It seemed the part time maid that the Pollards employed was making the final arrangements. Oh, and she informed me that my things were already inside it.

		I thanked her, and I got a hug from her in my new and shiny and electrically mobile wheelchair. I would find out later that it was custom made to order for me by my ex-best friend.

		I was glad my stuff was in my room. There was an item I really wanted to get my hands on. Well, I did and I didn't. It was my mini-recorder. I would soon know whether or not I was actually welcome at the Pollards. I had the feeling that Rodney would have been fine with my being there, but Claire, not so much; that in spite of her words at the hospital.

		Well, I didn't have to hurry. I would spend the next few days making plans. I wanted to talk to my baby some, I needed to contact a lawyer, and I wanted to be able to plant my listening device for best effect. Problem was that particular venue was their bedroom. And, their bedroom was upstairs. But, I'd figure out something; there had to be a way.

		My opportunity to find out what was what came three days into my stay with them. A period by the way, which had been more or less uneventful. On day three the two of them had a business do of Rodney's to go to. They would be out for the next several hours and Rebecca was with a friend at the other's house, some birthday party or other.

		I wheeled myself over to the stairs and used my arms to push me up and out of my chair. I sat backwards on the bottom step and, using my arms, I propelled myself up one step at a time, there were fifteen of them, all the way to the top. I used a modified method of pushing myself up and skittering a foot or two at a time into their room. It was a nice room, and very large.

		I looked around as I sat on the floor with my ass a bit on the rough side having done the stair-climbing bit. Then I saw the perfect place, her vanity. I placed the recording device under where the chair was supposed to go and all the way to the back and just behind the edge of the vanity's backside. I'd set it for voice activation. It'd likely be a few days before I could retrieve it, but that was the breaks. Something else got my attention just before I started my exit: pictures of the two of them all lovey and family and everything; Rebecca was in some of them. It occurred to me that I had no pictures of my baby, none, nor of Claire and me from when we were married either.

		I reversed my strategy to get back to the ground floor and waited. It would be hours before they came home but I was good. Everything was good. I knew they had a church thing to go to on Sunday: they were Catholics of the dyed in the wool kind, except when it came to divorce of course; but the new pope didn't seem to have the same hang ups as did the popes of yore. At any rate I'd be able to collect the evidence then, well, if there was any.

		
		"So you're going to church?" I said.

		"Yes," said Claire. "You can come along if you're of a mind to."

		"No, no, not today. I'm still not doing too good. It was a challenge getting in and out of the bathtub this morning. I need to learn to do for myself better than I so far have," I said. She nodded, but her look screamed that she wanted to say something, something she was apparently concerned that I might not like. I called her on it.

		"Claire? Something you wanna say?" I said.

		"Jim, if you need help with any of those kinds of things… " she started.

		"Claire, please. The last thing I need is you helping my naked self get into the shower. Okay!" I said.

		"Okay, okay, I didn't mean anything by it. I just meant, well, you know… " she said.

		"Okay, no harm no foul," I said. I think she was embarrassed. Hell, I could relate, I was embarrassed too.

		They went to the 9:00 mass. The baby was with them. It was my time. As soon as their car was out of the driveway I was repeating my up the stairs tactics of a few days past. I was a bit better at it too. I made it in less time and with less hassle. And, I got what I needed and was back down and putting on the headphones way before they got back from the church.

		Looking at the read out on the device, I was surprised to see that I had almost five hours of recordings. I had my phones on. I had them plugged into the recorder. But, I paused. Did I really want to know the nitty gritty. The short answer was no. But the basic answer was that I had to. There had been just too many bad things done to me, the way I saw things, to not be in the know. What is it that people say: fore warned is fore armed or something like that.

		A lot of the first hour was nothing but her messing around in the bedroom. Maybe putting away things or what all and talking to herself or singing. She was alone and so nothing was said. I fast forwarded to the second hour on the tape. They were in the room together.

		"How was work," she said.

		After that greeting, I had to listen to almost twenty minutes of mundane conversation about his day, her day, Rebecca's day. It seemed Rebecca had a friend that would be coming over on Saturday next. The odd thing was I was so jealous of them hearing about their family time and all of it that it almost seemed worse than them talking about me, which they hadn't done-yet.

		Hearing all of that I knew that I just couldn't live with them; I just couldn't. But then they went to bed. And then it got very interesting, bad interesting.

		"You look good in your suit," she said.

		"My suit?" he said, "I'm naked."

		"Yeah, your birthday suit," she said.

		"Smarty pants," he said. She giggled. There was a long moment of silence.

		"I wonder what he's thinking about down there in his room," she said, finally.

		"Don't dwell on it," he said. "Yeah, he knows that we do it up here. He probably does wish it was him, but he has to suck it up and hope that at some point he can find himself a woman that can deal with his disability. It's just the way it is. He sacrificed himself for us, and for that he is going to get as much help as we can give him to make his way, and I mean even if he doesn't want the help. I got him that wheelchair, nine thousand dollars by the way, and he hasn't said anything about it. And, I don't want him to. I don't want him to give it back to me, and he would.

		"He told me yesterday that he would be contacting a lawyer about suing Marcort for his injuries. I offered to introduce him to Larabee, but he wants to do his own thing. But, I've cued Larabee anyway just in case."

		"Hmm, yes, and now it begins," she said.

		"Now it begins?" he said.

		"Rod, I get it that we owe the guy. And, I am more than willing to do what I can for him. But what I do not want to happen is for us to have to change who we are and what we do and be running after him and cleaning up after him and solving all of his needs for him. I'd rather just give him money, a lot of money, and let him look after himself. He wants to do it his way anyway," she said.

		"He saved our lives, Claire, literally! We owe the guy a debt that we can never really pay. Money? Give him money? He'd never take it; I know the man. Hell, that would be letting us off easy. We have one-point-two billion when all of our resources are added together. I could give him half and he'd still be in a blue funk, maybe been a bigger one than he's already in!

		"You say you actually offered to help bathe him? Do you have any idea how threatening that had to be for a man like him, knowing how turned on he was undoubtedly going to be with you doing something like that for him; and, him unable to do a damn thing about it! Trust me what you said to him was beyond the pale. Don't ever do that again, Claire, I mean it," said Rodney, "If you do you might as well kill him. It would be kinder."

		"Wait, wait, number one, I did not offer to bathe him, just help him get into the tub. He said he'd had some trouble getting in is all.

		"And, please, I do not want you to think that I am ungrateful to the man. I am. How could I not be? But there are limits, Rod. There are going to be uncomfortable times with him being here. You've said it yourself. He knows what we will likely be doing tonight, and he will be wishing he had a woman to be doing it with too. And never doubt it, I am very worried about that particular little problem. And, it is every bit as much our problem as it is his while he is down there in that room in this house beating his meat trying to get as bit of relief," she said.

		"Yeah, I guess," he said.

		"But there is another problem: the matter of Rebecca. She asked me today why her other daddy is always so sad. She is aware of his disability, but she thinks that he should be happy because he gets to stay here with all of our fine furniture and cars and stuff. That's a problem, Rod. His attitude about his injuries could cause major difficulties down the line if he gets the idea that Becca doesn't like how he is," she said.

		"Hmm, yes, that is something to consider," he said.

		"But anyway, I think it's time to let all of this rest until tomorrow," she said. "I need you to bring that naked body over here and do some of the things that you do best with it. Things the other guy never could do even when he was a whole man."

		"Claire, he is a whole man. Yeah, his body maybe not be whole, but the important part, his soul, is every bit a man, a big man. I wish I were his equal," said Rodney.

		"You're right, I take it back," she said.

		"Yes, well anyway, let's see how long it takes me to make you scream. Uh, just not too loud," he said, "no use rubbing his nose in it."

		She must have been naked too, because the next things I heard were kind of squishing sounds mixed with moans and choking and yes, some low screams. They, she, actually seemed to be trying to minimize the chance that I might hear her. Nice, I thought, real nice-not!

		I'd listen to the last two hours of the recordings tomorrow.

		
		"Hey there sleepy head," said Claire, looking straight at me as I wheeled myself out of the back room and into the kitchen.

		"Yeah, I guess I did kinda over sleep this morning didn't I." I said.

		"That's okay, you have reason to be exhausted for sure," she said.

		"Where's Rod, he already off to work?" I said.

		"Yes, he's usually out of here by 7:00A.M.

		"He told me he offered to loan you our attorney to help with your case against Marcort," she said.

		"Yes, but I need to do these kinds of things on my own. I don't want to be putting you out any more than necessary. I remember something Benjamin Franklin said," I said.

		"Benjamin Franklin?" she said.

		"Yes, 'Fish and visitors smell after three days." She smirked.

		"Yes, in general that might be true, but not you. You're a special case, Jim, never doubt it," she said. She almost sounded convincing, well, she would have had I not heard what she'd said to her husband the night before.

		"Hmm, maybe," I said. "Anyway, yes, I do need to get some things done, and one of those things is to talk to a lawyer. I have some ideas about what to do with the money if I get any."

		"Oh?" she said.

		"Yes, I'm gonna set up a trust fund for Rebecca. I need to do my part for her. I know you guys have a lot of money, but even so; I have to do my part. I hope you'll support me to that extent," I said. My little speech got a frustrated look from my ex-wife.

		"Jim, your heart is as big as ever there was one. But don't you think that saving her life was kind of bigger than whatever you're considering doing with any money you get from Marcort?" she said.

		"It's the way I see things," I said. "Anyway, I haven't gotten anything yet, so worrying about it doesn't mean a damn thing at this point."

		"I guess," she said.

		"Question, where is Becca. It's almost 11:00A.M." I said.

		"She's outside playing with the neighbor kid," said Claire. I nodded. Without the other man in evidence, the scene, me talking to her like I might a wife about our kid, felt kind of good. I knew it, the feeling, was illusory but it held reality for me in the moment.

		We talked more about her day, what she was planning on doing, her and Rebecca; and me, if I was interested.

		
		Kevin Donnelly was his name: graduate of UC Davis School of Law. He was willing to take my case on contingency. Sixty years old, and an independent now, but he'd come up as a highly touted trial attorney with Courtney and Drummond Associates. He'd gone independent after a disagreement with CDA's top management. He was almost rubbing his hands together in glee when he saw me and heard my story.

		"So what are we looking for, ideally," he said.

		"I don't know?" I said. "What's usual in situations like this?"

		"That depends. We could perhaps get millions. But, to get that kind of money you'd likely need to be willing to wait for a considerable period of time and go through a lot of rather nasty stuff leading up to it, the millions. We'd win, just not fast, and just not have much fun in the getting," he said.

		"No way to get it sooner, you know, shorten the wait time?" I said.

		"Sure, ask for less, say half a million. I'm pretty sure I could get that the same day we asked for it. You just have to decide whether the quick turn-around is worth losing out on a truly big payday," he said. I nodded.

		"I need to think," I said. "Could I call or come back later today?"

		"Sure, just let us know what you decide," he said. "And Jim, whatever way you finally decide to go, I'm going to be there for you."

		"Thank you, sir. If it matters, I needed to hear that," I said. He smiled and we parted.

		Having left the man's office, I felt good. I was sure the man would get things done as fast as he could. I just had to give him a target amount to deal with and then we'd see. I had the cab, really a cab that was a van for disabled people, deliver me to the Crossroads. I'd done much of my best thinking at the C. I needed a drink to help calm me and by the way to make up my mind.

		
		"Rod, are you seeing what I've been seeing?" said Claire.

		"How do you mean?" he said.

		"The man has been acting kinda strange these past few days. Nothing really overt, but kinda, well, not the Jimmy I know. I mean am I nuts?"

		"Claire the man's had both of his legs amputated. He's been traumatized real bad. Of course he's not the same guy we both used to know. Nobody would be in his situation," said Rod.

		"You're right of course. You're absolutely right. I guess I'm just being paranoid," she said.

		"I will say I'm deathly afraid for the man. I mean he has almost no hope of ever having a woman again. If he was an old guy, maybe it wouldn't be so bad, but a man like him, in his thirties, to know that he will never be able to have a woman to be there for him; well, it's gonna be real bad for him for the rest of his life," said Rod.

		Claire took on a seriously troubled look. "I see what you mean. Yes, it is going to be very bad for him and all because he saved me and you and our baby," she said. "I have to say as much as you are afraid for him, I'm afraid of him. I'm afraid he might do himself harm," said Claire.

		"Don't even go there, Claire. We cannot let that happen. We cannot. We've just got to come up with something that can help make life worth living for our Jimmy; we just have to!" he said.

		"Well, I'm open to suggestions," she said.

		"For real," he said.

		
		I'd spent at least a couple of hours in a booth at the Crossroads trying to make up my mind about things and I finally had. I made the call and laid it on Mister Donnelly, who I did speak to directly, that I wanted him to go for the half mother-in-law. I was told I did have to come in, as I had earlier told him I would, in order to sign the papers. That done, he assured me that I would hear from him in a day or two at the most with the initial results of his presentation of my demands to Marcort Industries.

		The good news, I guess it was good news, he got back to me late the next day.

		And then there is today, the day after yesterday, today.

		They say that once a body reaches rock bottom that there is only one way for things to go and that's up. Well, if anybody ever had proof that he had hit rock bottom it had to be me. And, as if to prove that rule, the call I just got from my law dog, the second such in two days, did just that.

		Marcort had accepted my offer. I was to get half a mother-in-law for my injuries and any and all medical costs related to them with no kill date. I was covered for life for all medical expenses directly related to the misadventure of losing my legs when the scaffolding collapsed. The actual settlement apart from the medical stuff was for $700,000 dollars. But, $200,000 went to my lawyer; that seemed fair to me. My cut was enough, I was satisfied.

		CHAPTER 11:

		Lawyer Donnelly was nothing if not knowledgeable of how to do these kinds of negotiations. But, he was wrong about getting the check on the same day that the deal was consummated. It took two days. The guy was actually apologetic. I was sitting in his office looking at the actual check from Marcort.

		"They actually thought they'd be in litigation for forever," said Mister Donnelly.

		"Well, I guess they got something out of this too then, right?' I said.

		"I'd say that that's a fair assessment," said Mister Donnelly.

		"Okay. Sir, I need you to help me set up a trust for my child. Someplace safe and that pays a little interest over the next fifteen years or so," I said.

		"Okay, how much of it," he said.

		"Excuse me?" I said.

		"How much of the half mother-in-law do you want to be put in trust for her," he said.

		"All of it," I said.

		"Huh? All of it?" he said.

		"Yes. I don't want any of it. If I didn't have a child to support I wouldn't have asked for anything. I don't care about money. I need enough to eat and stay dry and by the occasional new pair of shoes or new shirt, but other than that I couldn't care less," I said. "Oops, scratch that. I won't be needin' any new shoes," I said, "that was only a figure of speech."

		The man slowly shook his head. "Mister Clausen, you are a strange fellow for sure. But, I see you as a good man. Good luck to you sir, and if you ever need anything, legal stuff, well you've got my number," he said.

		"Yes, I do, and thank you," I said.

		
		I'd checked out places in Littleton while I was waiting for the money to arrive. I did have some bucks from my previous job, the one Nadine had been able to get for me that I no longer had of course. It was enough to set up housekeeping, and a bit more. I was going to be fine. My social security disability would have to be enough to get by on, and that was the long and the short of it.

		My new place was a ground floor apartment actually near the Shadows B&G.; I counted that as a plus even though I was under orders to myself not to drink so much in the future. Oh, and didn't I say? There was the letter: the one I wrote to them.

		"Well Claire, I'm out of your hair. I do need to thank you, the two of you for your help these past days, it was good of you and I damn sure needed the help to get back out amongst 'em as they say. But, like I say I won't be bothering you anymore.

		"You won't have to worry about changing who you are, or doing different than you like to do, or cleaning up after me or solving my needs for me. And, no there is not enough money in the world to tempt me to be less of a man than I consider myself to be-even though half of me does appear to be missing.

		"Nor will you have to help me in and out of the tub, Claire. You'll be happy to know I've figured that one out, and it's not a problem anymore.

		"Finally, I'm leaving mostly because I don't want there to be any uncomfortable times for you because I'm down stairs hearing the two of you getting it on. I do have to say I am a little hurt that you find it necessary to make fun of my love making skills. But, whatever, I guess I won't be having to disappoint any other woman now. There's an upside to everything as I am always saying.

		"The best to all of you. Give my love to our baby.

		"Love, your used to be Jimmy.

		"Oh my God!" she screamed, "he heard us! The other night, he somehow heard us!"

		"Oh my God is right. But he couldn't have heard us. He wasn't up there with us, and I know he couldn't hear us talking that easily from down there. And the door was closed. No, there was something else.

		"He had to have recorded us. He somehow got up here while we were gone and bugged the room. There's no other explanation," said Rodney.

		"Rod, we've got to find him and make this right," she said. He slowly shook his head.

		"No Claire, there may come a time, and I hope it does, but that time is not right now. He'd spit on us and I wouldn't blame him," he said. "The things he heard… " She slowly nodded her reluctant agreement.

		"I wonder where he is?" she said.

		
		I had to talk to Sammy before I actually got out of town. After leaving the big house I had the cab company drop me at a motel near the Crossroads. I'd stay there, at the Saddleback, for a couple of days getting my act together.

		I called Sammy to meet with me at the motel. I needed to keep him from joining forces with the cheaters to look for me. Oh, I knew the rich guy could find me. And, I pretty much knew he'd be coming to Sam and maybe even Henry to intercede for him when the search began if there were a search. I needed for my buds, my true buds, to help guarantee that mister rich guy and the rich woman would get the message. I had a plan to guarantee that Sam at least would help me out in that regard.

		The door to my room was slightly ajar. I was sitting at the little table in the place with my recorder and my headphones lying on the table in front of me.

		Sammy knocked once and that pretty much opened the door thereby.

		"Come in Sam. Good to see you," I said as he closed the door and took the seat across from me."

		"Jimmy, what are you doing here? I thought you were staying with your ex and her husband at least for the next while," he said.

		"I was, but it didn't work out. That's why you're here. I need you to listen to something and then we'll talk," I said.

		"Okay," he said. He eyed the recorder and the headset.

		"Put 'em on," I said. He did so, but he did so without a lot of enthusiasm.

		For the next fifteen minutes he listened intently. His facial expression changed from interested to surprised to shock to actual anger. He removed the headset and placed it gingerly on the table.

		"I see," he said.

		"Now you know why I'm not there anymore, nor will I ever be there again," I said. "Sam, do not help them find me. Please. Okay?" He nodded.

		"Jim, you can stay with me if you want. I do have an extra room," he said. I smiled.

		"Sam, I appreciate the offer. But, you and Colleen are tying the knot, and I really don't feature listening to her screams of pleasure each night while you too get it on. No, I had a totally different reason for having you hear that recording.

		"Sam, the man is likely to come after me, I know him. And, I'm betting that he will ask you to talk to me, try to convince me of his sincerity and hers. I don't want to deal with it and, like I said, I am asking you to not cooperate with him," I said.

		"Okay, Jim, but he didn't sound too bad in what he said on the recording," said Sam. "Her, maybe yes but not him."

		"No, but he also sees me as a burden; he's just willing to deal with it. I don't want to be a burden to anyone.

		"No, I can't be there. I'm moving back to Littleton. My disability money will take care of me basically, and in spite of my situation, I'm going to try and get a job, any job. Just something to keep myself busy if you get my drift," I said. My bud nodded.

		"You got it man. You know, I have to say it, but you're better off without her. I can't believe after all you did that she actually thinks like that. Well, I guess there's no accounting for what some people do and say," he said.

		"No, no accounting," I said.

		
		I was back in Littleton, The Starlight Apartments sported monthly rates and no long term lease to complicate my life. The place was shabby, but at a mere $400 a month with utilities except phone included, I could afford it. My $1,500 hundred a month disability would be covering my expenses quite well actually. I still had to eat, and cabbing it everywhere was going to be kind of costly, but I'd get by.

		And, yes, I did think about my ex and my baby, and even my ex-bud sometimes; well, it was inevitable. I did miss my baby. I'd not been around her very much, but the little I had been had been an eye opener. I actually understood my ex-wife's misgivings. I would have been a major interloper where her plans were concerned. But, that would have been the case even without my accident. The difference was that my saving her life forced her to be way more accommodating than would have been required of her in a more mundane situation. It left her in a place where she had almost no control of things; I'm sure, her being the kind of person she'd turned out to be, that such had to rankle big time. I had to smile at that particular truth.

		What I didn't realize myself at that moment was how the reality of her position was going to play out in the long run. Her guilt resulting from her attitude and my discovering it was way more consequential than I would ever have guessed or imagined. But it would be a long time before those chickens came home to roost-six years is by definition long time.

		
		And then it was six years later and I got the visit. It would turn out to be the most stunning visit in terms of content that I ever got or would likely ever get, oh yeah.

		I was poor, but getting by. I had heard nothing from or about the bad guys in over six years. I was forty-two years old. I was healthy sort of, read I wasn't drinking too much and I was psychologically stable if not actually happy. Well, to be happy a man has to have a woman who is his woman and who cares about him and only him. I didn't have that and likely never would, more's the pity.

		It was actually my birthday. I'd gotten a card from Sammy and Henry, both of whom I'd had some minimal contact with over these last several years. They were good. Sammy and Colleen had tied the knot and by all accounts were doing good. I had to sigh yet again, why not me too. Well it was what it was.

		My birthday and no party and no visitors. I did have a nice bottle George Dickel Rye, so the evening wouldn't be a total loss. I toasted in the direction of the Valley. It was almost 9:00pm He was probably fucking her as I toasted. "Have a nice fuck!" I said aloud to their spirits of the night.

		Just as I took the ceremonial sip, there was a knock, a knock on 'my' door! I was sitting near my little table and I almost fell out of my chair with surprise.

		I had not to this moment felt especially vulnerable being legless and wheelchair ridden, but for some reason I did now. I swallowed and rolled over to the door and opened it.

		"Claire!"

		"Yes, it's me," she said. "May I come in?" I didn't move, didn't respond; I just stared. She took matters into her own hands and slipped past me into my less than ostentatious digs.

		I pushed the door closed, well it was cold on this November 6th night. I turned to see that she'd taken a seat, uninvited, at my little table. "Got another one of those?" She was referencing my old fashioned glass still almost full of Rye.

		I still hadn't said word one since speaking her name upon opening my door. I wheeled myself to the sink and reached up; it was kind of a stretch. She grimaced when she saw that I had to struggle a tiny bit to get the glass. The good news was that the bottle was on the sink. At least she didn't say anything out loud. I poured her one finger and wheeled it over to her.

		"Thanks," she said. She downed half of the shot. I gave her a look that wordlessly asked the obvious question.

		"To see you of course. I mean it has been forever," she said.

		"So what? I know what you think of me and how interested you are in having me around especially around Rebecca. So, so what if you haven't seen me in forever.

		"Oh, and I'm doing good, Claire; I don't need the stress of your sympathy. I don't need the hassle of having to worry whether or not I'm in the way of your happiness. I don't want to be a problem when it comes to my daughter, yours and mine. So why then the hell are you bothering me this late on a week night," I said.

		"Whew, I've got my work cut out for me don't I?" she said.

		"No you don't. I'm not asking anything from you or from him, not anything," I said. "You have no work to do whatsoever as far as I'm concerned."

		"Jimmy, I am so damn sorry. Over these past few years I've had a lot of sleepless night, because… " she said.

		"Because he's keeping you up late making whoopee with you," I said, the sarcasm literally dripping from my tongue.

		"Jimmy! Stop that right now!" she said.

		"No! You stop it! Stop telling me what to do or to think! I'm none of your goddamn business. You divorced me. Leave me the hell alone. Got it!" I said.

		"Oh Jimmy, I am so sorry. I don't mean to do any of that. Did I do that?" she said.

		"Yes!" I said.

		"Jimmy, I've come here tonight on a mission that you just have to let me succeed in the doing of," she said.

		"Huh? What mission? Making me miss the reruns of Days of Our Lives?" I said.

		"No, no," she said. "No, I've come here to talk to you long and deep, and…"

		"And?" I said.

		"Well, and to fuck your eyes out," she said. I stared. I stared hard. I stared at her.

		"Huh?" I said.

		"Jim, I know you've been, well, without for a long long time, and it's my fault. You need to let me make amends, at least a little bit," she said.

		"A mercy fuck for me? A pity fuck for me? Gee, I can't tell you how turned on I am to that absolutely wonderful idea. Forget it woman! I may be hard up but I will never be that hard up. Getting your husband's sloppy seconds has no allure for me whatsoever! Got it!" I said.

		"Jimmy, shut the fuck up. You need to think for once in your life and give me a chance here. If anybody's getting mercy here it would damn sure be me, not you!" she said.

		Well, okay, I shut up. And, hearing her reasoning, I had to admit she did make a good point. I would in fact be having mercy on her more than she would on me. But I was still skittish, unsure, in doubt, and didn't have a clue what I should do. The one thing that was for sure true: I was hornier than I had ever been looking at the beauty sitting across from me.

		"You make a good argument," I said. "But well, I don't know. I mean, yes, I'm desperate, For sure I'm desperate, but… You are so damn beautiful; I want you so bad, Claire… but… " I started breaking up.

		"It's okay with Rodney," she said. Until she said that, I was caving, but not now.

		"So, you asked his okay to do me, but you didn't grant me the same privilege for the three years you did him behind my back," I said. "Just forget it, Claire. Get out and stay out. Go live your rich happy life with our baby and never darken my door again."

		"Look, Jimmy, give me a chance here. Yes, I betrayed you, so did Rodney. But we're different now, older. We owe you for many things. And, you shutting us out without so much as a chance to redeem ourselves is almost as bad and cruel as we were to you. Damn it, Jim, give us a chance, me a chance. Please, I beg of you," she said.

		She was so desperate that I began to actually feel sorry for her.

		"You say my old bud was actually okay with it, me doing you. I mean legless me?" I said. "I guess he wouldn't be too worried about a legless pauper like me would he. So, why not sacrifice his wife's pussy for one night. Right, Claire?"

		"It's not like that, Jim. We know you're hurting, how could you not be. And yes, I am looking for a little mercy here. And why shouldn't I. I'm scared, Jimmy, very very scared. I need you to love me again. No, not like before when we were married; that's not happening. I have come to love another that way, but I love you too, and maybe even on a higher level in some ways than my husband. And, connecting with you tonight is maybe the beginning of rebuilding our relationships," she said.

		"I'm not going to let you dishonor your marriage to the other man. But for what it's worth, in these last minutes, I have come to a decision to forgive and forget or try to.

		"But Claire, what I do not and cannot do, not now, is reconnect with you as you put it. I can't be around you. I love you still, and yes, I mean that way: the way you can't love me as you say. Being around you is just a tease. If I can't have all of you, and why would you want only half a man, and that's what I am, I don't want any of you. I hope you can understand where I'm coming from, Claire. I just can't be around you. I will miss you and my baby, my God how much I am going to miss her. But that's the way it has to be. Please honor my request okay?" I said. I was breaking up big time and sobbing, and choking out the words and there was nothing for it.

		"I am going to miss her, my baby so much, Claire. Please leave, I can't do this. Please!" I was screaming.

		"Jimmy, I am so damn sorry. But I guess I do understand where you're coming from. And, I want you to know that as time goes on, well, maybe God will be good to both of us and bring us back together once again. Jimmy, I have to hope that that will happen. Okay?" she said. I just shrugged and sobbed and sobbed some more. I wanted what she wanted, but there was still too wide a gulf between us for anything like rebuilding a relationship of any kind.

		"Just go, Claire, just go!" I said.

		"Jimmy-I… " She looked down, rose from her seat, and walked out. I think she was actually embarrassed. Well hell, so was I.

		
		So I'm a charity case am I, well, things could be worse. I could have been dumped by my wife for money, I could have fathered a child that the mother didn't want me around, I could have been condemned to a wheelchair for the rest of my life: oh my God! those things did happen to me! What am I going to do?

		The answer to that question was to feel sorry for myself, be depressed, and be lost and lonely forever. So, rethinking my first thoughts: things really couldn't be any worse than they already were. Fuck! I needed a woman, any woman, Quasimodo's twin sister would've been good, oh yeah.

		There was one thing that did come out of my conversation with my ex-wife. I finally realized that being eternally horny was not good for my health. I had to find me a piece of ass somewhere that could look past my legless self and allow me to get my rocks off.

		Thinking about it, there was only one thing left for me to do: find me a girl of the evening who could be had for the kind of scratch that I could afford. I could do a hundred for an hour of a prostie's time. It's not like I'd be doing it twice a week which is what I really needed. Once every couple of months would at least keep me from going nuts; yes, it would. Problem was: where could I find such a lady. I wasn't exactly skilled in the art of the pay for play scene. And, add to that, Littleton wasn't exactly a hub of opportunity for guys lookin' to get their rocks off especially guys who couldn't dance.

		Well maybe the barkeep at Shadows could steer me. Bartenders knew everything, right? I fell asleep dreaming of my next piece of ass; the last had been with Nadine some six years gone. I had hope.

		
		I was on my third round of JD, but I'd just started it, so I wasn't out of it, yet. I looked down the bar to where Sub was polishing glassware. Sub, Sebastian Goode, was my guy at Shadows. He actually knew how to make a Singapore sling; I mean who the hell ever orders one of those. Nobody I know, well, except me-on special days. We'd been talking one day and he bragged that he could mix anything. I called him on it; he backed up his brag.

		I raised my hand in the universal signal for service. He saw me, lowered the glass he'd been polishing and came down to me.

		"Jim, you've hardly touched that one," he said.

		"No, no, I don't want another one; this one's gonna be my last," I said. "I'd like to ask you kind of a private question, know what I mean?"

		He gave me a concerned look. I was always getting looks like that as soon as anybody saw my legless situation. "Okay, sure," he said, finally.

		"Sub, where would a guy go to find, you know…?" He gave me another of those looks, but then seemed to get it.

		"Oh," he said. "You mean a…"

		"Yes," I said. He looked dubious, but he nodded toward a lady I'd never seen before at the other end of the bar who was sipping a wine. He'd been talking to her off and on while he did the dishes.

		"Her?" I said. He nodded in the affirmative. "Could you introduce me?" He shrugged and went down the bar. He spoke to her. She looked toward me and came down the bar to me.

		"Hi," she said. Then she saw my situation. "Uh, I'm sorry, but I've something I gotta do or… " She all but ran away from me and out the door.

		It was so clear that I was getting blown off. Shit I couldn't even get a prostie to do me. Maybe I should've taken Claire up on her offer. My humiliation would have been total, but wasn't it already. Fuck!

		I threw a twenty down on the bar and wheeled myself out. I didn't even look back to wave goodbye to Sub. I was so humiliated that I wasn't sure that I could ever even go back to Shadows. I probably would, but not tomorrow. I had to take a deep breath and just try to forget my latest failure. This was my life. I knew it and I just had to learn to deal with it. Fuck!

		The cabbie dropped me home ten minutes later. My digs never seemed so lonely as they did just then. The good news was the place was quiet. I guess it was good news.

		As I reached for my keys, the kid that had night duty on weekends came up behind me surprising me.

		"Let me get that for you, sir," he said. He opened my door for me. "Uh, Mister Clausen, you have a message."

		He handed me a slip of paper. It was from Sammy, he was going to come by the next day. Well, a little friendly company would be welcome for sure.

		CHAPTER 12:

		"Yes, I met with him, sandbagged him really. The good part was that he listened to me. The bad part was that in the end it didn't make any difference. He still sent me packing," she said. He shook his head slowly.

		"I guess we could have predicted the last part. But, maybe him talking to you at all means that some of his anger, despair, what all is fading just a little," said Rodney.

		"Maybe, it was like he wanted me to give him an excuse to come in out of the cold. But, in the end, like I said, he just couldn't make the leap. And, well, how can I blame him. What he heard that day must have absolutely destroyed him. Thinking about it later, well, I don't know how I could have been so shallow and cruel," she said, "even in private."

		"That goes for me too," he said.

		"Hah, not really. As I recall you were on his side in the argument," she said.

		"Yes, but he heard me talking about doing you; that was way worse than what you said. I essentially questioned or threatened his manhood. There is nothing worse than that not for a guy," he said. She nodded.

		"So what are we going to do?" she said. "I offered to do him and he even turned that down. That in spite of the fact that his dick was as hard as a tree trunk. I could see the bulge in the front of his pants quite plainly. He wanted me, no, make that he desperately wanted me; but his pride, ego, macho manhood whatever got in the way."

		"I just don't know at this point. Someday we have to try again. But when 'that' someday will be; well, I just don't know," he said.

		"If I'd been physically strong enough I would have raped him just to get his ball sack emptied out. He needs that in the worst way, I know that, every woman knows that about a man," she said.

		"Yes, and that's a true thing for sure," he said.

		
		I was sitting at a table in Shadows tipping one back. It was my first of the day. I'd been waiting for the man who was approaching from across the empty dance floor to where I had taken up residence.

		"Hi, Jim," said Sammy, plopping down on the bench across from me. "How's tricks?"

		"How's tricks" I said, repeating his words. "Interesting wordology, Samuel."

		"Huh?" he said.

		"Nothing, just the timing of you coming to visit and my most recent experiences," I said.

		The man looked at me curiosity painting his features. "Huh? What experiences?" he said.

		"I tried to be this gal's trick the other night and she declined my invitation, and I had a hundred bucks to offer her. Maybe she couldn't believe that I might be that well heeled," I said. "Or maybe me being legless was the ultimate turnoff even for a working girl." My friend looked away.

		"Jesus," he said, finally, "that is a major bummer. Jim, I don't know, can't know, how bad it is for you. But, I can maybe guess some of it. So what did the broad say exactly?"

		"Not much, she looked interested, even with me in the wheelchair, but then she looked and saw and was no longer interested. Said she was sorry but just remembered that she had to be someplace," I said.

		"Man, I don't know what to say. I mean that's just something really not good," he said.

		"Yeah it is. But tell me, how are you and Colleen getting on," I said.

		"Good. She loves me and me her. You know. She's a good woman, Jim. You need to find one like her. Asshole prosties notwithstanding there are plenty of women who are looking for a real man, and you are most definitely one of those," he said.

		"Yeah, well hope springs eternal," I said. "My ex hunted me down a few nights ago. She actually offered to spread for me. Said my ex-best friend was okay with it too."

		"And, judging by what you just said, you turned her down, right?" he said.

		"Yeah, I turned her down, that's all I'd need is a mercy fuck from my cheating whore of an ex-wife," I said. "If she wants somebody to make her feel less guilty about all she's done me, she's gonna need to be looking somewhere else. I ain't got no time for her, nor for him either if it comes to that. The stuff I heard them sayin' about me makes any kind of liaison with them a non-happening."

		Sam and I hung out till the last of the dogs were hung. It was good having a friend like Sam even if I didn't get to see him much.

		
		"Hello, Sam," she said, coming up behind him and surprising him. How is everything with you and your wife," said Claire. He gave her a "What business is it of yours." look.

		"We're fine. Nobody's tried to steal her away from me; well yet at any rate," he said. She winced but didn't take any obvious offense at the implied analogy. "She'll be joining me here in a few."

		"I'm glad you're doing well," she said. "Mind if we talk a bit?" He shrugged, but didn't tell her no. He'd been cued by Jimmy that she might try to enlist his help to get her ex-husband to lighten up about having anything to do with her or her husband.

		She led him to a booth against the far wall. The Crossroads wasn't all that busy at 3:00P.M on Saturdays.

		They settled in. He'd taken his beer with him. A bar girl came by and asked her what she'd like.

		"One of those," said Claire pointing to what her booth partner was having. The girl nodded, and headed off to fill the order.

		"We've been here before haven't we Sam," she said. Her hands were folded on the table in front of her.

		"If you mean you've chatted me up fairly regularly since your divorce from my bud, well yes, we've been here before," said Sammy.

		"Sam, I'm not here to cause anybody trouble or to make anyone uncomfortable. I just need to find a way to help our Jimmy to get it together and be able to make a life for himself. Jesus, Sam, I need your help. God damn it I do," she said.

		For the life of him he was feeling sorry for the woman. He could see she meant what she said. But the problem was it didn't make a damn bit of difference. She'd destroyed his bud, and then he'd gone and sacrificed any chance he'd had for a normal life by saving hers and that of her whole "new" family. It was pretty damn clear that there was absolutely nothing she could do, any of them could do, to help the guy. He didn't need sympathy he needed a woman's love, and the odds of him ever getting it were long to say the least.

		"You know I went to see him recently?" she said.

		"Yeah, he told me. He was sick at heart for days because of that, you going to see him. I think he would have liked to take you up on your offer, but he would never do anything to help you cheat on your now husband. He's not that kind," said Sammy.

		"He told you about that!" said Claire. Sammy nodded.

		"How embarrassing," she said.

		"Yeah for him," said Sam. "But my man lives with embarrassment every day. No damn way to escape it now, not after, well after." She nodded.

		"He needs to try and find a woman of his own. A better one than I ever was," she said.

		"Yeah, well he's had a little trouble in those respects," he said. There was something about the way he'd said this last that caught her attention.

		"Sam?" she said.

		"After you left him that night. I think it was the next night in fact. He hit up a prostitute. Because of your visit, he was super desperate to get his ashes hauled. The prostie at first showed an interest, but then when she saw his legs, what was left of them, she dumped on him and ran off. I know for a fact that he actually cried, sobbed, out of frustration after that. The man is ultimately desperate. I almost wish he were gay. Hell, I'd bend over for him if he were, anything to help him out," said Sammy.

		"Oh my God!" she squealed. "Oh my fucking God! Could anything else bad happen to that man!"

		"I don't know about that," said Sam, "but if there is anything else out there that could hurt a man, he'll probably run into it. The man just hasn't got a chance if you know what I mean."

		"Sam, I don't know what to do. I need your help. I need it bad. Any chance?" she said.

		"Nope. He told me that he really and truly just wants you and that man of yours out of the picture. He needs time, a lot of time. You and that man of yours bugging him ain't gonna cut it, Missus Pollard. Just walk away. Leave the man to his life what's left of it," he said.

		"Can't do it, Sam. I know you're right. It might indeed be best if Rodney and I left him alone. But I just can't. I have to believe there is something left of his feelings for us and I aim to find out what it is and use it to help the man. I have to," she said.

		"Apart from you divorcing your husband and remarrying our guy it ain't happening," he said. "And, I might add you having control of his little girl and cutting him out of her life like you have is kind of the coup de gras to him having anything to do with you."

		"Sam, I never had any intention of cutting Jim out of Rebecca's life!" said Claire. "Did he say that!"

		"No, I heard the recordings. It was pretty clear to me that you think he would be nothing more than a troublesome problem and you intended to make sure you could control the situation with him and her," said Sam.

		"Oh," she said. "Sam, what I said that day was born of worry, I admit. But, I would never have stopped Jimmy from seeing or being a part of his daughter's life."

		"No, but you'd be controlling things to make sure everything was done your way. And you see him being around her as just 'another' problem that you'd need to be dealing. All of the things you said, lady were killers of any hopes Jim had of having a significant relationship, a parental relationship, with his baby. You said it, he believes it, and so do I," said Sam.

		"Sam, really, it may have sounded that way. I guess it did. But it's not what I really think or believe," said Claire.

		"Yeah, well you'll play hell trying to convince anybody who hears that recording of that now, including me," he said.

		"Sam, when you see him. Could you would you please…"

		"Assure him of your good intentions? Can't, Claire. I don't believe you myself. I think you're telling the truth when you say you want to help our guy, but you will never convince me or him that you'd give him free rein with Rebecca, his Rebecca. And that's what it would take to even begin to normalize things. Well, at least that's what I think."

		She gave him a look that spelled interest. Could she do it; could she give the man free rein with their child? She would be talking to her husband that very night on that topic.

		
		"So no dice with Sammy?" said Rodney Pollard.

		"No. He pretty much told me to get lost, not in so many words but that was the import," said Claire.

		"Man oh man," he said.

		"He did say something that I want to run by you," she said.

		"Oh?" he said.

		"Well, it wasn't anything he heard from Jim directly, but it was what he, Sammy, thinks and he does kind of have the inside dope if you know what I mean," she said.

		"Okay?" he said.

		"Sam thinks that my words relating to Jimmy and his relationship with Rebecca were the last straw for Jimmy. Sam says that Jimmy thinks that I don't want him to have any influence or authority when it comes to making decisions for Rebecca's welfare. Further, Sam thinks that there is no hope of getting Jimmy to lighten up until and unless he were to be given unrestricted free rein in making decisions about our daughter," said Claire.

		"Okay, I can believe that that is so," said Rodney. "So are you thinking of offering him that?"

		"I don't know. Maybe. What do you think?" she said.

		"I don't know either. I mean how far would you take it or allow it to be taken I guess is the way to say it?" he said.

		"I think that Sam may be right. If he is, Jimmy would not be satisfied, not anymore, with any restrictions whatsoever. To give up any influence you and I would have or hope to have per our baby, and it is our baby yours and mine as much as his, well it might be just too much," she said. "I mean too much even given all he's done for us."

		"Hmm, maybe," he said. "But, what if we just asked him what he wanted and expected. Put it on him?" he said. She gave her husband a look.

		"Yes, yes that might work. If we task ourselves with setting limits or even no limits we'd probably be harder on ourselves than he would be. Well, probably," she said.

		"Yes, that would be the hope. I mean that he'd be more reasonable than we would be. Yes," he said.

		
		I'd been studious in avoiding the bar, Shadows. I didn't need whiskey, I needed a woman. So since I didn't have one I dreamed about having one. Dreaming while not as good as whiskey in some respects allowed me to feel sorry for myself far more efficiently. And feeling sorry for one's self was actually therapeutic as I'd discovered over these past years. Also, not being at the bar as much-I did still warm a seat there once or twice a week-I was minimizing the chance that I'd be easy prey for them to just walk in on me and embarrass me.

		My fears per this last were not unfounded. Sebastian had clued me that I'd gotten visits from the bad guys a couple of times. They hadn't talked to him, but he'd recognized them when they came in on two separate occasions, and he'd clued me. It was clear to me that they were not done harassing me.

		I hadn't seen Sammy since our last conversation, and I kinda wondered at that, but then he was a married, so maybe that made sense. If I had a woman, she sure as hell would have been dominating my time and attention, not some whiny loser like me.

		But the well paid plans of mice and men do occasionally go awry. It was again a late week day evening after 9:00pm by a few. The knock on my door upset me. I had a premonition as to who it might be. I was right.

		Wheeling myself over to the door, I opened it. I surprised them. "Greetings to you visitors from cheatersville," I said, smiling, I was clearly not being nice in spite of the smile. I got looks from the two of them on several levels. It was clear they were confused.

		"James?" said Rodney.

		"Who else would be bothering me at this hour on a week night," I said.

		"James, we're not here to bother you. And, I've brought the wine," he said. So far the woman hadn't uttered so much as a hello, so I did.

		"And hello to you, Claire, you look especially lovely tonight," I said, and she did.

		"Thank you, James, and hello to you too," she said.

		I wheeled myself back into the center of the room, leaving them to either come in or leave. They opted to come in, oh, and they did shut the door behind them which saved me having to do it for them.

		"Well?" I said. "How do you plan to make my life harder this time?"

		"Jimmy, please, you know damn well that we have no intention of making your life hard or any of it. Exactly the opposite," she said.

		"Really, Jim, Claire and I only want to help you and, well, make you an offer you're going to have a damn hard time trying to refuse," said Rodney.

		I laughed out loud. I laughed hard. My side began to hurt I was laughing so hard. The two of them were clearly disconcerted. I finally caught my breath. "I gotta ask you, Rodney old bud. Were you really okay with me doing your wife; she said you were?"

		"Jim, I… " he started.

		"Jim?" said Claire, not understanding my hilarity, "why are you laughing?" I ignored her meaningless question.

		"If you're here, Rodney old bud, to offer me a job or money or gifts or an hour with your naked wife then you've wasted your time coming over here. I don't want anything from you, either of you. More I wouldn't accept it even if my life depended on it. Am I making myself clear?" I said.

		"Jim, I hurt you. I know it, and I apologize, sincerely apologize. But no, we're not here bearing gifts though you could have damn near anything you want if it comes to that. All you have to do is ask, hell, just hint and it's yours. But no, that's not it tonight," said Rodney.

		They'd tweaked my interest. "Oh?" I said. "You know I should tell you I almost caved when Claire offered to do me the other night. But, I remained strong. I don't stab best friends in the back it ain't who I am."

		"Jim, it's about Rebecca," said Claire. Now I was concerned.

		"She's hurt? What?" I said.

		"No, no, no," said Rodney. I breathed a sigh of relief. The look I got from Claire for my moment of concern and subsequent relief said a lot. She was glad. Why she was glad was still a mystery, but there was no doubt about it, she was glad.

		"Oh, okay," I said. "So how is my baby. You know, the one you don't want me to be around too much." I got another look from Claire that was pure frustration.

		"Jim, the stuff you heard on that recording. My God how that must have hurt you," she said

		"Well you are sure as hell right about that one," I said, still smiling but no longer laughing.

		"Anyway, after thinking about it every damn day since, I came to realize just what a paranoid asshole I'd been. Jim, you have every right to be in that girl's life and in ways that you see fit, not ways that I see fit or Rodney," said Claire.

		"Oh, and you came to this realization when, how?" I said.

		"Truthfully, as a result of a conversation I had with a friend of yours," she said.

		"Sammy?" I said.

		"Yes," she said.

		Things were becoming clearer now. They hadn't actually said much yet, made no actual offer. But I was feeling that they were about to make me an offer that would allow me a larger role in my baby's life. How much larger was the question and it didn't matter to me anymore anyway. It wouldn't matter because they would still be the ones ruling the roost and setting the limits. The limits might be generous, but they would be their limits; I'd actually have no real say. Hence, their offer would be meaningless to me and totally unacceptable.

		"Jim, we owe you more than we can ever repay. We know it, and you for sure know it. So we're here tonight to make you an offer you really can't refuse," said Rodney.

		"Oh, and what are the rules going to be?" I said.

		"No rules. Well, none that Claire or I set. You'll be setting them," he said.

		"Huh? What are you talking about?" I said.

		"Jim, your word is going to be law when it comes to our baby," said Claire. "No limits for you whatsoever. Well, except for you to tell us what you expect, want, need, what all."

		"I don't understand," I said.

		"Jim, apart from the fact that Rebecca will be living with us, which is just a practicality, whatever you say in terms of her upbringing, visitation, whatever you want will be how it is going to be. And as for visitation or residence, if you get a better place than this cheapass apartment, she can live with you part of the time too. How much time would also be up to you, and maybe her. We'd appreciate a say in that, but it would still be your decision not ours," she said. They'd stopped me, boy had they!

		"And how would I know that you'd keep your word?" I said.

		"Well, I mean I don't know," he said, apparently stumped… but then he seemed to get an idea. "Jim, how about we, no you, if you want, get a lawyer to draw up a contract detailing what we say tonight. We'd sign it and then you'd have legal papers to assure you that what we are saying is really and truly the way it would be." I was nodding.

		"Maybe," I said. "Maybe."

		We talked some more, mainly about the baby and how she was doing and all. I'd had to agree with them on one level: they had made me an offer I couldn't refuse. And, I did consider that they were being sincere, yes I did.

		I'd be going to their place to pick up the baby to make a day of it at the zoo Saturday, three days hence. I had to admit to being nervous. I knew the score: almost everybody felt uncomfortable around a double amputee. Well, there was nothing for it. My baby would have to get used to it at some point. She'd seen me before, and she hadn't seemed to be too uncomfortable, but… Man I was nervous!

		
		The dynamic duo had offered to have the two of us, Rebecca and me, chauffeured around, but I nixed that. It would set a precedent that I couldn't take care of my own needs; I didn't want that, oh no, I did not want that.

		The public van picked me up and took me to their castle on the hill. I had to wonder how my kid could be made to be interested in residing with me, even part time, that at any place I could ever afford. But, maybe, kids were funny and maybe she wouldn't see it as too much of a come down or even notice the difference; well, one could hope.

		"Hi again, Jim," said Rodney, coming down the drive to greet me. Rebecca was only yards behind him. The upside of that was that I didn't have to get out of the van, get my wheelchair out of the back, go up to the entrance of the Towers, get the kid, and the come back down the drive, put the chair back in the van, and get back inside with my daughter. I guess I appreciated the thought on his part. I Guess I should mention if I haven't already, that the drivers of the vans are experienced and have and do help with all of the above mentioned practical matters. Anyway, that's the gig, just to clarify things; and yes, I do still have to pay for transport; they are regular cabs and a private business.

		"Hi daddy," said Rebecca. "I've missed you." Oh my, how nice that sounded to me.

		"Well, I missed you too baby," I said. Rodney waved goodbye and she got in the van and we got going.

		"Daaddyyyy," she whined, taking her seat. "I'm not a baby anymore, I'm 13!"

		"Oh my, I'm sorry," I said. "You most certainly are not a baby. Thirteen, you say. I should've known that, but I didn't realize it."

		Our day at the zoo went off without a hitch. I think my daughter was trying her best to not make it hard on me in terms of where we went in the place and what we saw. I had to appreciate that at the very least.

		We got home just before dark: we had gone out to get something to eat after the day at the zoo. Well it was still daylight savings time. It didn't get dark till almost nine. My ex-wife came out to meet me when the van arrived.

		"Hi guys!" she said brightly as the van's door popped open.

		Rebecca got down and hugged her mom and ran inside. "You had fun then," said Claire.

		"Yes, yes we did," I said. "She liked the bird sanctuary the best me the big cats."

		"Really, I like he big cats too," she said. "Look, Jim, could I persuade you to join us for dinner?"

		"Uh, not tonight. Rain check?" I said.

		"Yes, yes, of course," she said. "We'll be looking forward to it." I nodded.

		We shared a few more words and then it was time to get going. The ride back to my place was a time for me to think about the day and how it had gone. And, even the more so, the proposition that the two of them had come up with to get me to soften my feelings toward them. I had no illusions about it all. They felt guilty and wanted to make amends. I wasn't actually into making it easy for them, but the baby-thirteen or not-was my main concern at this point. I had no woman, but a kid was almost as good, yes it was.

		CHAPTER 13:

		"Well, dare I hope that the worst is behind us?" said Claire.

		"Not by a long shot. He'll be looking for evidence that everything we've proposed was a sham, but over the long haul maybe it'll all work out," he said. "And, he didn't ask for a lawyer to get involved yet, but he still may, so that's a small concern."

		"Yes, well, all we can do is hope I guess," she said.

		"That cab, van, he's always using to get around in that has got to be a super hassle for him. There are cars that have the equipment to make it possible for handicapped folks like him to drive and get around," he said. "They are super expensive. He couldn't afford one, but we could. Getting him to accept something that big, big to him, would be the problem."

		"Yes, I've heard of cars like that. But you're right, even suggesting something like that to him would get him to thinking that we were trying to buy him off. No, it has to be his idea. And if he ever did ask us about it, we mustn't seem too happy to accommodate him. Man, that ex of mine is kind of a pain in the ass sometimes in spite of everything," said Claire.

		"I guess," he said. "You know that is one area where we might actually be able to convince Sammy to give us a hand. It's worth talking to him about it if only obliquely."

		She gave him a look. "You know, yes, I think that that might be the way for sure. And like you said, obliquely. We can't seem to be pressuring him," said Claire.

		"The good news is that Rebecca may be the catalyst to solving all of our problems, his and ours," he said.

		"Seems so," she said. "But, the other biggee is still out there waiting to bite us in the ass."

		"Yes, a woman. Hell, I'd buy him one if he wouldn't ever know about it and end up hating us more than he does now," he said.

		"Funny," she said. "You cannot buy love and slavery is still illegal. And, in case you're wondering you did not buy me."

		"I know. You are one of the few incorruptibles who actually does marry for love and not money. I got lucky there," he said.

		"And, so did I, get lucky I mean. That is one thing I do regret about marrying Jim in the first place. We were young and thought we had it together. But, then you came along and I realized, deep down I realized, that I'd made a mistake. Not because Jim wasn't a good husband; he was good husband and a good man. I just didn't love him enough to be a one man woman, not for him. Talk about shitty decisions," she said.

		"Yes, well all water under the bridge. At some point we have to hope that he'll find someone, some woman, to love him the way he deserves to be loved. Anyway that's the hope," he said.

		"You know, I'm going to take matters into my own hands and talk to Sammy about the car thing and how it would facilitate things for Jim and Rebecca. I really think that is one thing that must happen. The man needs to be able to get around. He has to accept our help this time. I think if we are delicate enough about it that we can get the ball rolling. We can even ask him to pay us back. Him paying us back, him owing us, might be a winner. I don't know; whaddya you think?" She said.

		"Yes, I think it's a god idea, like I said. Can't hurt regardless," he said.

		
		She saw the man at the bar; he was alone. She strode up to him.

		"Sammy, fancy meeting you here," said Claire Pollard. "How are things with you and your family today?"

		He looked at her and smiled too. "Good, and thank you for asking," he said.

		"Well, good. Your wife's name? Colleen isn't it?" she said.

		"Yes, it is," he said.

		"So, you're here alone tonight, no Jimmy or Henry?" she said.

		"Yes, my wife works nearby. She'll be joining me, but not the boys, not tonight. Henry's got a poker game going and Jim is exhausted," he said.

		"Exhausted!" she said, showing concern.

		"Yes, that's what he said when I called him today. Colleen and I are going out to dinner and invited him to go along, but he declined said he was still gassed," he said.

		"Gassed? Why?" she said.

		"I guess he took his daughter to the zoo last weekend and it really got to him. I guess he's not as strong as he thought he was. But, according to him it was the best time he'd had in a coon's age," said Sammy.

		"The zoo! That was a week and a half ago, not last weekend," she said. "He seemed fine when they got back from the trip. But you say he's still gassed?"

		"That's what he said. He doesn't begrudge getting overly tired. He just said that in the future he's gonna plan a little better when it comes to outings with his kid," said Sammy. She nodded.

		She had to think. It was true that they hadn't heard from him in nine days. Becca, had gotten a couple of phone calls, she knew, she'd told her about those but no visits or requests for any. A matter for concern? She'd be talking to her husband.

		"Sammy, we, my husband and I are concerned about him. He must be having trouble getting around and all. You looking after him still?" she said.

		"As much as I can. He's kind of an independent cuss, but you know that I'm sure," he said.

		"Oh, yeah, I do know that for damn sure. If he'd let us we'd help him out a lot more, but like you said, he's too damn independent and proud to allow anything big to be coming from us.

		"I'd like to get him one of those cars that are set up for handicapped folks, but I know he'd shut me down if I even suggested such a largess. Well, you know what I mean," said Claire.

		"Yes, well I figure that's about right," said Sam.

		
		"So you talked to the man," said Rodney.

		"Yes, I think it went well too. I did mention the handicapped enabled car. But I didn't ask him to say anything to Jim about it. If he does it'll all be on him not you or me," said Claire.

		"Hmm, well good, I guess," said Rodney.

		"Where's Rebecca?" said Claire.

		"She's over at her friend's house, Gloria's," he said. She nodded. Young teens do have their moments, she thought.

		
		"So how was your time at Gloria's?" said Claire.

		"Fun," said Rebecca. "Her mom took us to the movies."

		"Well good," said Claire.

		"Mom, how come dad hasn't come by?" said Rebecca.

		"Uh-I don't know, honey. But he has called right?" said Claire.

		"Yes, four times since we went to the zoo. But that was two weeks ago!" she said. "I asked him to come over. He said he would."

		"Okay, I'm sure he will soon then," said Claire. Her daughter nodded.

		
		"She's actually concerned that he hasn't been by. Shouldn't we call and ask him over?" she said.

		"Yeah, I guess. I didn't want to be putting any pressure on him, but it has been a little while. I mean I would have thought that he would have called you or me or come by already. I mean after we gave him carte blanche like we did," he said.

		"Hmm, yes. Well, I'm going to call him. I've got his number. He gave it to me after they got back from the zoo that day," she said.

		The two of them turned toward the phone attached to the wall of the kitchen they were standing in. It was ringing as though on cue.

		She went to answer it. "Yes," she said, to whoever was on the other end. For the next two minutes she listened intently to whoever was on the other end only grunting understanding at what must have been appropriate junctures.

		"That was Sammy," she said. "Jimmy's in the hospital!" she sagged down into a chair at the table. "My God, can't that man catch a break!"

		Her husband shook his head. "What hospital?" he said.

		"Grayson Memorial," she said. "I'm going. I'm going now."

		"It's seven in the morning. They won't let you in to see him yet. Maybe in a couple of hours," he said. She nodded.

		"I'm going anyway. I want to be there when they do allow visitors. I need to be able to say we cared enough to try," she said.

		"I see what you mean," he said. "Okay, I have to go into the office. Call me when you get there. I'll come as soon as I can. Okay?"

		"Yes, that'll work," she said. "I wonder what the deal is? I mean what the matter is?"

		"Yeah for real," he said. "Sammy didn't say?"

		"No," she said. "He was in a hurry for some reason but knew we'd want to know. He's a very good friend to that man for damn sure. If he ever needs anything himself…"

		"For sure, we'll be there for him. I agree," he said.

		"Yes," she said.

		"How about taking Rebecca with you? It might make him feel a little bit better," he said.

		"It's a school day, but okay," she said. "Yes, I will."

		
		"Yes, Doctor, I am his ex-wife, and I still have a relationship with the man. We have a little girl together, this little girl," said Claire, motioning toward the thirteen year-old Rebecca.

		"Well, okay then, Missus Pollard, your ex-husband has an infection. It was very bad, but, we were able to bring it under control. Missus Pollard, the man hasn't been taking care of his legs like he needs to. If you can get him to be a bit more scrupulous in that regard then he'll be fine, but… " said Doctor Mildred Montrose.

		"I understand doctor. I'll take care of that little matter, I promise," said Claire. The good doctor nodded, and glanced at the teenager seated across from them.

		"And yes, you can go in for a few minutes. He's awake, but maybe a bit disoriented still, the medications, so please do not excite him," she said.

		"We won't," said Claire. The two women entered the darkened room.

		She noticed that the man's breathing was shallow. "Jimmy, what are we going to do with you, sir?" she said. Her tone was kindly but her words were reproving.

		"Claire? Rebecca?" I said, barely squeaking out the words. I was genuinely surprised. It had to be Sammy told them. I did not want them to know. I was tired of the phony sympathy. They didn't want me or need me. I was just in the way. Yeah they were glad I was there that day, but they were more glad that they were not the ones who were destroyed by that scaffolding.

		"Yes, we heard about your infection. I talked to Doctor Montrose just a bit ago. Jimmy, if you can't at least take care of yourself, we're going to have to tie you up and do it for you," she said, she was smiling but it was a smile laden with pseudo-sympathy.

		"No, no I'll do better," I said. "I'm fine. How are you Rebecca?"

		"I'm fine, daddy. I wish you were around more, at the house or your house or something," she said.

		She'd clearly been coached; well, that's what it seemed like to me.

		"Doctor Montrose said if everything goes the way she thinks that it will that you'll be out of here is a few more days. Jimmy, you have to come and stay with us until you really are better. I mean it. Rod is at work but he's coming down as soon as he can break away. Okay?" she said. "He is insisting that you stay with us, me too."

		"Me too, daddy," said Rebecca.

		I had been about to tell the woman that I would not be staying at her house. But Becca's words stopped me.

		"Okay, but just till I can get back on my… to normal," I said. She caught my mistaken wordology.

		"Yes, well good," she said. "Rodney will be pleased, as pleased as am I."

		"Okay, well good," I said.

		We talked for some time. I learned some of what my baby had been doing over the past couple of weeks plus. Then, they left. The man did show up about two hours after the women left. He was a deal less sympathetic than she had been.

		"Jim, you're being downright stupid. I mean an infection! Really?" he said. "No more of that. I'm sure Claire told you the same thing. No more, okay!"

		"Yeah sure, whatever," I said.

		The fact was that I hadn't neglected myself on purpose. But I had run out of the lotion, medicine, whatever the stuff was that I was supposed to apply to my stumps and hadn't gotten the prescription renewed. I would now. But, my stupidity, as my ex-best friend referred to it, would not be repeated.

		He looked over to the side of the room across from me where my Hospital chair stood. "How's the chair working out?" he said. And he said it in kind of a strange tone of voice.

		"Good," I said. "They gave it to me. Some charity donates the things I guess." He nodded.

		"Yes, I've heard that they do that sort of thing. So it's a good machine then?" he said. I shrugged.

		"Can't have sex with it, but it is a lot easier to get around with than the non-electric kind," I said. He nodded and changed the subject.

		"Claire told me that you've agreed to stay with us for a while," he said.

		"Yes, I guess so. Becca asked me to. Hard to turn her down, so yeah," I said.

		"Yes, well good," he said. "I'm glad somebody in this family has some influence with you. And, by family, Jim, I do mean the four of us. Okay?"

		I shook my head. "Rodney, I'm going to give it to you straight. I'm not a member of a family of four. I'm a member of a family of two. I know that's not what you want to hear, but you and my wife, my ex-wife, will never be part of me again. Yes, we all share in the life of my daughter, yeah Claire's and mine, okay. That's something I have to accept. But, be a family with the two people who betrayed me and made me a cuckold and that for all of the time I was married to the woman? The humiliation alone will never allow me to be that close to the two of you again," I said.

		"Jimmy, please. You've got to… " he started.

		"Rodney," I said, interrupting him, "the white hot hatred I had for you for so long a time has faded. But the reality of what you did to me, and the reality of how you talked about me behind my back even after she got rid of me: well, there is no way I can get by that in any possible world I can imagine. The fact is, Rod, old bud, I'm sure you still diss me behind my back. I can smell it every time she comes around and opens her mouth. She holds me in contempt. And yes, I know that some of that is my fault because I am such a wimp when it comes to her. But, Rodney, I do not deserve to be talked about that way. I do not," I said.

		"Jimmy, you are so wrong. Yes, she and I did say some unconscionable things in the past. I admit it. But, since you caught us that time we have never, and I mean never, dissed you since. I swear it," he said.

		"Yeah right," I said. "Just let it be, Rod. I'm able to deal with it now. I couldn't before. But, since I've gotten to know my baby, well, things are somewhat different. I may never have a woman again; I know that. I'm nothing if not a realist. But, having a daughter, who I do believe cares about me, is almost as good, not the same, but still good. She respects me; that's important to me. Boy is it."

		The man was beginning to cry. He was fighting it, but he was crying. Well, what the hey, I'd done enough of it.

		We talked for a few more minutes. He said his goodbyes and left with a final salvo vowing to prove to me how wrong I was about the two of them. I just waved him off.

		
		"Man-oh-man that guy is hurting so bad it's almost too much for me to take let alone him!" said Rodney.

		"Are we bad people, Rod?" she said.

		"No, I don't think so. You could maybe sell me on the possibility that we're stupid people. That one I could buy, oh yeah," he said. She snickered.

		"Yeah well actually, I think that that's probably a given," she said.

		"He'll be here the day after tomorrow. We will not, I mean not, be putting any pressure on him. We will give him all of the space he needs or wants. And, we will not even think about dissing the guy even in our sleep. And the biggee…

		"He gets all of the quality time that he wants with Becca. That'll be the key to ever getting back to anything even remotely resembling normal," he said.

		"I agree. Yes, no dissing, and quality time for him and Rebecca," she said.

		"Taking a page from your book, we will be watching him closely to see that taking care of his legs becomes a habit," he said. "I just can't believe that he was so careless. But at least it explains why he was so lackadaisical about coming around to see Becca," he said.

		"Yes, I breathed a sigh of relief if you want to know when I found out he'd been in the hospital for so long.

		"And, you say he thinks that the hospital or some charity bought him that expensive wheelchair?" she said. "It's a different one than the one he abandoned here the last time, right."

		"Yes, smaller and way more sophisticated, a technological marvel actually: $20,000 dollars' worth. He never even mentioned it to me while I was there. I brought it up, but he didn't. I just asked him how it was working. He just said that it was good, working fine. He has no idea it was us paid for it. It's best we leave at that. I have a sick feeling that if he knew he'd give it back to us and pay us rent on it to boot. It's who he is."

		"Yes, and you're right. There is no upside to telling him.

		"So are we picking him up from the hospital?" She said.

		"Yes, I was able to get him to allow that. So yes. I'm borrowing Al's pick up so that we can get the chair in and out of the car, the truck, easily," he said."Good thinking," she said, "smaller or not the thing is kinda bulky."

		
		Because my chair is electric, and I can get around pretty easily even in my weakened state, I was already waiting for him in the lobby when he arrived to pick me up four days after our little talk. Oddly, I did feel a little bad laying my feelings on him as I had. Everything I said to him was true of course, but he was trying to help me. And it wasn't his fault that the accident took my legs, and essentially any future I might ever hope to have as a man. But all of his proffered help paled in comparison to what he did to me when he stole my wife and took over first place with my daughter, and he did have first place with her; I was fully aware of that little reality. But, a daddy, even a daddy in second place, felt things toward his children that were undeniable and impossible to ignore.

		"The pickup was a good idea," I said, as we drove toward his castle in the sky. "I've been thinking of getting one when I get to a place where I can afford a car. They make 'em so that guys like me can drive and load up the chair pretty easily, you know. Expensive but they do make 'em."

		"Yes, I've heard that too. Haven't actually seen one of them, the kind you're talking about, but I know they can be gotten.

		"You know if you'd let me, I'd get you one. I owe you way more than the cost of a fucking car," he said.

		"No, no, I've got to do for myself. I'll be able to get one one of these days. But, Rod… " I started.

		"What?' he said.

		"Well, the other day, I was pretty cold talking to you like I did. I apologize," I said. He gave me a look that screamed disbelief. He didn't push it.

		"Apology accepted. But, truth told, I deserved it. I've done you bad, Jim. I know it. You have a right to be angry and all. In my 'weak' defense, I couldn't help myself any more than you could have in my situation. She is just too much woman for any man to resist. And for what it's fucking worth, I apologize too," he said.

		I know he was waiting for me to say apology accepted too. I didn't say it, and he didn't push that either.

		"Jimmy, over the next days, we need to get along. I mean be, well, almost friends again. Would that be all right with you?" he said.

		"Yeah, I guess," I said. "Don't worry, I won't be getting all mopey and problematical. I need to have a good relationship with my baby. If what you've said turns out to be true, I mean in terms of my rights with my baby. Well then, we'll be able to get along if only for practical reasons."

		"Yes, and I hope that as time goes on we will get on for way more than just practical reasons," he said. I didn't respond to that either.

		We pulled into the structure and parked. He got my chair down for me, and wheeled it around to where I could literally drop into it from the truck's seat. I'd learned that trick while cabbing it. I was actually getting pretty good at stuff. Well, one does adjust when one has to.

		The ride up in the Otis was short, and, we got to the penthouse in short order. He let us in and the smell from the kitchen was actually tantalizing. Hospital food wasn't the best and I was pretty hungry. I was going to get my fair share of whatever it was that was cooking even if it was her doing the cooking.

		She came out and looked absolutely dazzling: dark hair and wavy, purple midi-dress with a demure neckline, low heels, makeup perfect, and the smell of her enslaving; and oh yeah, tall. Problem was he got to be her slave not me. I think I actually frowned, but I'm not sure.

		"You look very beautiful today," I said, as if that were the exception to prove the rule which it was not.

		"Well, thank you, sir. You look nice too, and very much better now that you've got your health back.

		"Jimmy, welcome, okay? I've taken the liberty of making us kind of a welcome home lunch for you," she said. I nodded. I didn't state the obvious that it wasn't my home and never would be.

		"Yes, and I'm grateful for the food; I am kind of hungry," I said. I smiled what had to be the phoniest smile of all time. Just then Rebecca joined us from the room in the back.

		"Hi dad," she said. "You look good today." I smiled. She'd clearly been coached, but I decided to not make an issue of it or of anything else for the days I'd be staying with them. The doctor had released me contingent on my willingness to be cared for at least two or three weeks. I'd agreed.

		I told myself a couple of weeks wouldn't be too bad. I still felt uncomfortable being around the woman, but on the plus side, I would also be around my daughter. I figured the two conflicting realities would be a wash.

		CHAPTER 14:

		The food, beef stew, was really good, and I did eat more than any of the rest of them. Well, I really was hungry, damn near starving. The woman seemed to be happy that I liked her food. Truth was I didn't even know she could cook like that. She never had while we were married. I mean she did cook just not like she did today.

		"So, the food was good then?" she said.

		"Yes, very good actually," I said, "thank you."

		"You're very welcome. I've been practicing. Made it kind of a hobby, actually," she said.

		"Well, you seem to be getting very good at your new hobby," I said.

		"Dad, would you like to go outside with me for a little while?" said my almost fifteen year-old daughter. I gave her a look.

		"Sure, I guess," I said. I was kind of surprised that she would ask me to go outside for an outing with her. I knew that there was a small park behind the Towers and it would be pleasant, I was sure, tooling around in it.

		The Crown Towers was a ten story complex with a curved driveway with parking areas to east and west sides of the building. The front was essentially a garden separated from the building's main entrance by a curved driveway leading to the parking areas. But, to the rear of the building was an actual cultured park which, as I learned later, consisted of two hectares of winding pathways and little copses replete with concrete tables and benches for the residents to picnic at. It was a very nice place.

		I hadn't been down to it, the park, any of the other times I'd been to their place, but I'd seen it through the picture window each time I'd visited.

		It took the best part of three minutes for us to get down and into the park area. It sure was beautiful; I had to give the man credit for a choice location for his residence.

		"You did good, dad," she said. I looked her askance. We were moving slowly around the grounds. The paved path meandered in and out of the verdure and among the tallish trees.

		"I did good?" I said, not knowing what she meant.

		"Yes, telling mom you liked the food. She spent a lot of time trying to make it just right for you. I know because I helped her," said Rebecca.

		"Well, she deserved to be complimented, she, or the both of you I guess, did real good," I said. "It's been a while since I've eaten a meal I liked as much, a good while."

		"Well, thank you," she said.

		We'd been touring the grounds for some little time talking about purely mundane stuff. I learned she'd just started the tenth grade the month before. I learned she was an A/B student. I learned that she didn't have a boyfriend that was anything like steady, but she had been on a few dates. Her school was a private-secular affair, Morningside High, with relatively high standards. She and her mom were close. What she didn't offer was how close she was with the man: I thought that very significant. Probably coached relative to that subject too. She'd likely answer any question I had, but wouldn't be offering anything otherwise-read she wouldn't be rubbing my nose in it. Oh yeah, she'd been coached. I let things be.

		"Dad," she said, as we were on our way back and nearing the lobby and the elevators.

		"Yes?" I said.

		"Dad, my other dad really feels bad about everything. I hear him and mom talking sometimes. I mean about you and everything. I hope you can like each other," said my daughter.

		"Anything for you, dear heart, I love you," I said. "Your-other-dad and I will get along. But no matter what, I won't let anything come between you and me; I mean if I have a choice in the matter. Okay?"

		I could tell that she got the nuance of what I was saying and that she didn't much like it, but she would go along with it for the moment; well, that's the feeling I got from her looks. This kid, my kid, was likely a helluva lot smarter than me. Probably read a lot of books.

		The rest of the afternoon was resting time for me. I came out about 4:00pm and heard Becca and her mom talking. The man was nowhere around at that moment.

		"Mom, it's Sunday, and I haven't had any fun at all this weekend," said Becca. "Gerald asked if I could go with him to the movies. Please mom!" she cried.

		"Becca, your dad, told you no. You have to be here for our visitor for the near future. He needs you and he needs us. Okay?" she said.

		So, he was her dad and I was a visitor, and the kid was being cloistered because I needed to be coddled. I decided to put an end to that charade immediately.

		I wheeled into the room. I'd surprised them. "Let her go to the movies. I mean if you know the young man. This 'visitor' does not want to be in the way of your normal lives. Okay," I said. "Her 'dad' told me I had a say in these things. So do I or don't I?"

		"Jimmy, I… Of course you do.

		"Okay then, Becca, since your dad here says okay, you can go to the movies with Gerald," said my ex-wife.

		"Becca was startled and I think feeling a little embarrassed by the scene. That said she wasn't near as troubled as I was.

		I wheeled around and headed for my room. The woman didn't follow or say anything else. She'd be regrouping and figuring out how she was going to handle what I'd overheard.

		
		"Oh my," he said. "So did he say anything else?"

		"No, but he stayed in his room all day. I didn't mean anything by what I said. It just came out that way. But I'm sure, given everything, that he is ascribing all kinds of conspiracies and wrong motives to them, my words, regardless," said Claire.

		"Yes, I'm sure that he is. Jesus, I was so hoping that we could make inroads into ending this undeclared civil war we've got going here," said Rodney Pollard.

		"I know, me too," she said. "Rod, it just slipped out. I'm just not used to him being around and having to worry about everything I say and how I dress and everything. I don't know if I can do it. The way he looked at me when you guys came home. Yes, I dressed up for him, but not to turn him on or tease him, really! I did it to honor him."

		"You, and me too, have to figure this out. Maybe we even need to include him in our figuring it out. It's a helluva lot harder for him than it is for us, Claire. Anyway, so Becca went out with the kid?" he said.

		"Yes, she felt bad for Jimmy and didn't want to go after the fact. He was obviously hurt and she picked up on it for sure. But, in the end she did go out. But, Rod, that's another thing. He's going to be making things hard on her too. He won't mean to, but he will be, just like he did today catching us talking about him like that," she said.

		"Fuck," he said. "Only the first day and we already have conflict. Damn it!"

		
		She'd left me alone all day, and I actually appreciated that. I didn't want to get into it with them. I had to stick around for two more weeks and that was the bottom line. I knew she'd be calling me in for dinner, or he would. But until then I was going to just be not in the way. Fact was I just didn't know how to handle things. I had to allow that maybe she didn't either. I didn't think that she meant to demean me, calling me "the visitor" but she had and she knew it was hurtful after the fact.

		I also knew she didn't actually respect me. She was grateful to me for saving the lot of them, but I was a nothing to her compared to her current lover and husband. I'm sure she was virtually always comparing the two of us. She might, as she said and he said, allow me great latitude in dealing with Rebecca, but that was it wasn't it: she was doing the allowing not me. I actually had little or no real relevance when it came to anything. Yes, she owed me. Yes she felt guilty for betraying me. Yes, she wanted me to find another woman-talk about the impossible dream. But the fact was I was pretty much nothing when it came to their lives and mostly just in the way. I was sure she'd have just loved it if I only showed up on the big holidays and left it at that. Fucking wonderful! Well she was going to get her wish in just about two more weeks.

		
		Then it was a week later. It was Saturday, and one of Becca's friends, Jill something or other, was overnighting it. As it happened each of the four bedrooms in the condo had small balconies. The cheaters had theirs in the west wing. The other three rooms were in the east wing. Mine was next to Becca's. I think that they did that, the room assignments so as to maximize my interplay with my daughter, another crumb thrown my way is the way I saw it. All of the foregoing having been said, the room assignments turned out to be fortuitous after the fact. I was out on my patio relaxing while the two teenagers were out on theirs. I heard it all.

		"No Jill, I have to be around for him. Well, he is my biological dad. And I do like him. I mean how many daddies actually save the life of their kid? He saved me as well as mom and dad. So no, I can't be going out all of the time even if he tells me to. I need to be around for him," said Becca.

		"I understand," said her friend.

		"Well, thanks for that," said Becca.

		"That chair that he uses sure looks like it cost a lot and it's not much bigger than a chair in your dinette. I'd like to have one of those myself," said Jill, laughing and changing the subject.

		"Yeah, dad got it for him. He doesn't know it either. Dad is afraid, that if he knew, he'd give it back and get one of those cheapos. Dad pulled me aside to make sure that I knew not to say anything about it, ever," said my daughter. "The thing cost a lot almost twenty thousand dollars. I was with dad when he bought it for him.

		Well, my daughter was right about one thing, or the man was, whichever. I would be giving the fancy dancy chair back to him. There was no way I could come up with the cost of the thing; and truth told I would like to have. It did make things way easier than they were going to be now in terms of getting around.

		I did have a grand in the bank, kind of a backup fund in case I needed a little cash for a rainy day. Well it sure as hell was a rainy day now as far as I was concerned. I'd have to keep quiet about it until I could leave of course.

		
		My plans to leave, though I hadn't said anything about it to the cheaters, were set for the Monday morning of the following week, two weeks and one day, since first coming to their house. Things had gone relatively smoothly since my overhearing the two girls that one time. I had some quality time with Rebecca over the two weeks that was something I guess. The two cheaters seemed to be going out of their way to make it easy for me. I was glad for that. It might be a long while before I was going to be able to see my kid again. I would not be going back to their house not for anything, not ever again. No, if I got to be around my daughter again it would be at my house or some other place, but never at the Pollards'.

		I did have my cheapass phone. It was good for making calls and texting but that was it. I'd used it to call Sammy and get him committed to picking me up after the man went to work. I'd also sent him a check for eight hundred dollars for a new chair, well, it wasn't new; it was used, but supposedly it was in good condition. At any rate that's what the seller on eBay said. Sammy did all of the ordering and had done the pickup for me too. He had a truck and he'd be coming over in the morning after Claire left to do her usual Monday morning shopping trip. I'd leave them a thank you note attached to the seat of the fancy dancy chair they'd gotten for me, on the sly, for me to use.

		I was sitting back on my little bedroom patio when she came in to see me. "Hi," she said. I wondered at her tentative tone.

		"Oh hi," I said.

		"You up for a party?" said Claire.

		"A party?" I said.

		"Yes, a little barbecue. Your friends Sammy and Henry are coming over Saturday. You haven't had a chance to see much of them these past weeks. I had the idea and I ran it by the two of them and they're onboard. I mean okay?" she said.

		She'd really surprised me, and it was clear she knew it. "Uh-sure I guess," I said.

		Two days before I was to cut country and we would be having a party. Well it would give me a chance to talk to Sammy and take care of any little details per my plans that might come up.

		
		We were actually having an okay time. Well, why the hell not. The beer was imported, the hot dogs were all beef and great, and the mood music my thing. It would be the last time that we would be having anything like it ever again; oh yeah, that was a blood mortal fact! I'd gotten to the point where I couldn't stand being around the cheaters, and my daughter was on thin ice.

		The interesting thing was the fact that Claire was spending so much time talking to Sammy and Colleen. I mean they did know each other; we all knew each other, but neither Henry nor I were getting much confab time with her, some but very little. Rodney, on the other hand, was at pains to make sure I wasn't lonely. He and Henry almost never left my side the whole damn day. Had I not known better, I would have to have considered the possibility that I was being scammed. How, I could not have imagined, but it sure looked like something was going on, I decided to ask my ex-best bud about it.

		"Want another one of those?" said Henry, noting the state of my beer bottle.

		"Yeah sure," I said.

		"Me too," said Rodney, if you don't mind.

		"I'm on it," he said. He'd be gone for a minute or two.

		"So, Rodney old bud, what's going on with Claire and the Gilchrist clan?" I said.

		He gave me a kind of startled look. Then he sagged back on his feet a bit. "Nothing really," he said. "But, since you asked, Claire and I, well, we are kind of conspiring with Sammy and Henry to help put your true self back together. Nothing nefarious, really, we just think well, that you need to kind of kick start your life again."

		"Really, kick start my life you say. Just how do you think that you might accomplish that virtually impossible task?" I said.

		"The operative term there is 'virtually'," he said. "I know it can be done. But, for it to happen you have to be willing to help us out a little at your end."

		"Me help you out?" I said. "You mean like you helped me out taking my wife away? Oh, and my relationship with my daughter too for that matter?"

		"Jim, we are not and were not at any time trying to cut you off from your daughter. Did we do everything right and according to Hoyle? No. And, I've apologized and Claire has apologized seven ways to Sunday about that. You have to give us credi