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A story in nine 'flash' scenes.
* * * * * * *
Scene One: "Poker Night"
(297 words)
* * * * * * *
"There's three stages of sex in marriage," announces Don.
"Yeah," says Milt, "Dating, engaged, and who cares." Tom is reshuffling the deck. Ike is pouring himself another Irish.
"The first stage is the kitchen stage."
Peter passes some popcorn to Bill.
"That's when the newlyweds do it all the time, trying every conceivable position and location, even the kitchen table."
Peter and Bill yell "boo" almost in harmony. Milt adds, "If they'd try inconceivable positions, there'd be fewer kids!" Tom keeps shuffling. A few cards fall on the table and he has to start over.
"Next is the 'bedroom' stage. Wanna know why?"
"No!" yell Peter and Bill.
"Because they always do it missionary style, on Saturday night, and..."
"I know!" yells Tom. "In the bedroom! Right? Do I win?"
"Tommy earns an 'A.' Now the last stage is the 'hall' stage."
"'Cause It takes place in the hall?"
"Shut up, Tommy. Wanna know why?"
"Please, please tell us why!" chime Peter, Bill, and Milt.
"Okay. Every so often you pass each other in the hall and yell 'Fuck you! Fuck you!'"
General booing. Tom shoots cards at Don and some fall to the floor. Milt growls, "So my wife is normal?" Ike asks, "Will you pick up the freakin' cards, Donnie? I gotta win more of your money."
When Peter slips into bed, Maria stirs. He kisses her and runs a hand from her shoulder down to her hip.
"Hi sweetie." Yawning. "How'd you do, tonight?"
"It was fun, honey." He caresses her thigh.
"That's nice. Fill me in, in the morning." Maria gives him a peck and turns on her side.
Peter lies in the dark, his hand draped over Maria's hip. After a while he sighs quietly. The joke got it all wrong.
* * * * * * *
Scene Two: "Domestic Life"
(300 words)
* * * * * * *
Peter asks Maria, "Are you sexy?"
"I'm sorry, honey."
"That's okay."
The next night they're lying in bed, talking and touching. Peter kisses Maria and caresses a breast with his fingers.
"I'm sorry, honey. I have a little headache."
"I'll massage your head."
"That would be nice."
Maria lies with her head in Peter's lap and he plays with her hair, massages her temples and forehead, and runs his thumbs lightly over her eyelids. It's not long before she breathes her first contented moan. After a while he asks, "Would you like me to get you anything?"
"That's okay, sweetie. You're so good to me. You're all the medicine I need."
"Well, get your sleep. I hope you feel better in the morning."
The next night they begin kissing and Peter touches his hand to the triangle at Maria's mound. She grabs his penis through his underwear.
"You're wearing too many clothes," she says, and they strip.
"I want to kiss you all over your body." He sits up and moves his face down toward her vagina, kissing her nipples and belly on the way, but she stops him with her hand.
"Not there," she says softly. "Come inside me."
There's a flash of disappointment on his face. He turns his head until it passes, crawls between her legs, and kisses her before he begins to pump. She sighs a little. When he's done he says, "I'll get the vibrator."
"No. That was just fine. You is my sexy wuvver."
They kiss and talk for a while, and then Maria turns on her side to go to sleep. After a minute she reaches back for Peter's hand and places it on her waist, where he keeps it for a while.
The next day Maria tells Peter her period has started.
* * * * * * *
Scene Three: "Poker Night: II"
(292 words)
* * * * * * *
Peter's stomach is bothering him tonight. He has to leave the game early.
At home, though, there's a strange car in the driveway. A gray Camry. The house is dim and the kitchen door is locked.
By now, Peter's chest has gone tight. He opens the door quietly and closes it without a sound.
"Do it, you bastard! Do it!" It's Maria's voice, coming loudly from the bedroom. "Fuck my ass! Fuck me! Fuck me!"
She's shouting. A man's voice responds.
"You fuckin' slut! I'm gonna fuck your ass off!"
Both scream out "ohhs" and "ahhs" and other sounds. Peter puts his hands to his face. After a few minutes he turns around and leaves quietly the way he came. Before he drives off, he looks at the license plate on the Camry.
Back at poker the guys are surprised to see him. "Well," he explains. "How often do I get a chance to take your money?"
But he has to go home sometime.
Maria stirs before he gets to the bed. "Hi, darling. Was it fun tonight?"
"Not so much. My stomach was bothering me a little."
"Well, you should have come home. I'd have fixed you something."
"That's all right. How was your evening?"
"Quiet. Mom called and we talked for awhile."
When he's in bed there's a hesitation before he leans to her for his goodnight kiss, then Maria turns away to go to sleep.
Peter doesn't touch Maria. He lies on his back and stares into the darkness. He hardly breathes. When he does finally move, it's to wipe his face with his fingertips, but after more time has passed he eases out of bed and tiptoes to the den, where he cries for a good long time.
* * * * * * *
Scene Four: "A Room With A View"
(297 words)
* * * * * * *
"Have fun at poker." Maria gives Peter a kiss. "Win enough to take me to Paris!"
Peter drives half a block, parks, and switches on a little device. He doesn't have to wait long. Within a minute there are seven beeps. She's dialing. A man answers.
"He's gone, Ron. I'm all yours."
"Good. Prepare to get reamed out completely tonight."
"Big words!"
"From a man with a big sausage."
"Oh, sausage man, give me your mustard!"
"You'll swallow my mustard, you slut, and get it in your buns too."
"You'll have to make me, you Neanderthal!"
"Oh, I'll have fun making you. You're my bitch! My come-sucking bitch. You better get your mouth and ass ready!"
A car turns the corner and pulls into the driveway. Ron has been talking and driving. The lights begin going off inside the house, so by the time Ron gets to the door the house is at rest. Peter can just make out Maria opening the door for him.
Peter stays away until midnight, driving in circles. He passed the house twice, and Ron's car was gone by 11:00. Before he gets down the darkened hall, Maria calls out, "Hi, honey!"
"How was your evening?"
"Quiet. How did you do at poker?"
"So-so." He fumbles at something in the dark. "I'll be up awhile longer. I'm pretty wired."
"Oh sure. Make me spend the night alone and then sleep alone, too."
Peter gets fresh underwear and a tee, and carefully lifts something tiny from atop the armoire. He closes the bedroom door, carries it into the den, connects it to a port on the computer, and watches. The video lasts about two hours. He doesn't move the entire time.
"That bitch!" he whispers. "That come-sucking bitch! That no good, come-sucking bitch!"
* * * * * * *
Scene Five: "The Letter"
(296 words)
* * * * * * *
A man is standing in the driveway when Maria gets home.
"Can I help you?"
He hands her two envelopes. "These are divorce papers. This other envelope is a personal letter from your husband."
Maria hardly breathes until the man has gone, then staggers against her car. She tears open Peter's letter.
Hello Maria:
I know all about your sex sessions with Ron Brightman. Frankly I'd have thought you could do better. I'm through, though. Peter the patsy. If you had asked, I'd have given you a no-fault divorce. I'd have given you anything! Well, we're far past that point. I don't care to ever see you again.
Now: business. I cleared out our joint checking and savings accounts, including our CDs, mutual funds, and IRAs. Did you know there were substantial penalties for early withdrawal? Was that a problem with Ron? I cancelled our credit cards. Get your own. I got an apartment and I'm through paying for the McMansion. I took photos I wanted, jewelry I gave you, papers of mine, etc.
You'll notice the CD-ROM. I set up a nanny cam on the armoire and made a video of your coupling on Friday the 13th. It's amazing how long you two can go at it, and how loud you are. Imagine my surprise! I took the liberty of sending a copy to Ron's wife. I'd sure like to be a fly on the wall when she shows it to him! I also sent a copy to your boss, since Ron is in your office. Tsk!
Oh! Right. Almost forgot. I sent it to everyone in our email address book, including your mother and some names I didn't recognize. They've all gotten it by now.
Is there anything else? Just this:
Fuck you!
Peter
* * * * * * *
Scene Six: "Hail Maria, Full Of Grace"
(299 words)
* * * * * * *
The last thing Maria's mother said before she hung up: "You should get down on your hands and knees and beg him to take you back, if it isn't too late!"
"Thanks for nothing, Mom!" Maria is debating with the air. "Take his side! As though he had nothing to do with it! As though no woman ever made a mistake before!" She's crying and talking and walking at the same time, down the hall to the den, kitchen, living room. Sit down, Maria. Get up. Back to the den. Turn the TV on, off. To the bedroom. Pick up a book. Throw it down.
Later, she rises slowly. The sun is gone, the house now full of shadows. A lamp pushes them back a little, and she avoids them. In the lamplight her eyes are swollen. Her footsteps echo faintly, but when she stops to listen it is deathly still.
Maria wipes her eyes with her palms and stands in the hall, halfway to nowhere.
In the kitchen, she pulls a paring knife from the rack and stares at the blade. She draws it across her thumb. A scarlet smile follows it. She carries the knife to the master bathroom, smudging blood on her slacks as she walks, and opens a medicine bottle. She starts filling the bath. She strips. Her crying has an odd, keening pitch now. When she wipes her face she leaves a red smear. There's another smear on her body. She swallows the whole bottle, washing the pills down in batches, steps into the tub, and holds the blade to her wrist.
The phone rings. Maria turns her head. Two rings. She starts sawing. Three. Blood dribbles into the water. Four.
Then: her mother's voice. "Pick up the phone, Maria. Please!"
Rivulets of blood.
* * * * * * *
Scene Seven: "Before I Wake"
(300 words)
* * * * * * *
Peter stands in the doorway looking down at his wife. She is unnaturally pale and tiny, head on a small, unrumpled pillow, hands crossed over her chest. There is a faint hum but almost no other sound.
"How did it happen?"
"She took pills and cut her wrist. I called just as she was doing it."
"Is she sedated?"
"It's the pills. They'll take time to get out of her system." His mother-in-law looks away, then directly at him. "Take her back, Peter. Please."
"I'm not taking her back."
"If I hadn't called she'd be dead now."
"Is that my fault, Margaret?"
"That's not what I meant. She was devastated. She really loves you."
He gazes over at his wife but his eyes are hard when they return to his mother-in-law.
"She loves my money. She loves to fuck other guys."
Margaret recoils at the word 'fuck.'
"You don't know that. That there were others."
"Well, I know all about this one, don't I?"
Maria stirs. She moans. Her left forearm and hand are wrapped in a balloon of bandages. She pulls the bandaged wrist to her forehead and twists rhythmically. Peter walks to the bed. He has just arrived when she tries to open her eyes. She can't quite manage it, not quite, against the weight of the drugs, but eventually she can see a little.
"Peter!" Her voice is drugged. She isn't all there. "You came to me! My Peter! I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry. I couldn't live without you. I'm so sorry!" She reaches her good hand to him and grabs his at the bed rail, and squeezes it until the drugs pull her back under so that, slowly, slowly, she releases him.
"Shit!" It's under his breath. "Shit!"
His mother-in-law tries to suppress a smile.
* * * * * * *
Scene Eight: "The End Of Something"
(300 Words)
* * * * * * *
"Can't I make it up to you? I'm sorry!"
"All I want from you is freedom."
It's going badly.
"How could you become so cruel? It's not like you."
Peter, laughing, "You starved me for sex and slept around."
"I made a mistake. I love you! You know that! When I saw you in the hospital, I knew you still loved me!"
Peter doesn't respond.
"Was I fooling myself?"
"I was the one you fooled."
"I'm sorry!"
"Whatever. I'm not your sucker anymore. Don't worry, though. Lots of guys would love to have you, if they haven't already."
"Don't say that!"
"Well, how many did do you?"
Silence. Maria's lips go tight. Oh no.
"Can't you remember them all?"
She looks sick to her stomach.
"That many! My, you were busy."
"No!" Suddenly Maria is screaming. "No! It wasn't like that! I just made a mistake!"
"How many?"
She's fumbling, quaking, stammering. "Couldn't we just start over? Please? I'll be faithful! I promise! Forget the past!"
"How many?"
"No!"
"The number!"
"No!"
"The goddamned number!"
"You'll jump on it! Any number!"
"You fucking bitch!"
"Three!"
Something passes and it becomes suddenly quiet. Maria wipes her eyes with her bandaged wrist. Peter exhales.
"There were three." She says it softly, woefully.
"The truth."
"There were three. None for very long." She won't look at him.
"I want their names."
"Don't make me. Please." Staring at the floor.
"Their names."
A few seconds pass. "All right."
"And I want to know every single thing you did. Everything!"
She starts weeping again: "You'll never forgive me, will you?"
"We'll see. I'm going to do everything to you they did. Not just once or twice. All the time!"
Maria looks up. She tries to speak. Finally, a quavering little reply, "That would be okay..."
* * * * * * *
Scene Nine: "Moving On"
(299 Words)
* * * * * * *
It isn't as though it's unusual to see a couple walk hand-in-hand, but after Maria heads off toward the parking lot, Milt sidles up.
"You two look like a couple of space cadets. Don't give Marlene any ideas."
Peter grimaces. "How's things?"
"Okay. We miss your moolah at poker."
Peter shrugs. "Well..."
"I know. You're too busy selling your house." Milt frowns. "Seriously, I'm glad it's working out for you guys. After that video..."
It's Peter's turn to frown.
"Don't worry. I deleted it like you asked, though you know it'll end up on the Internet."
Peter shrugs again.
"But my point is, if it was Marlene doing all that... I don't know..."
The words hang in the air.
Peter finally responds. "You can't know what you'll do." He mulls something. "Besides, would Marlene kill herself for you? Maybe kill you..."
Milt laughs. Peter doesn't. Meanwhile, Maria returns, waves hello to Milt, and passes into the pharmacy.
"Well, you're a better man than I am, Gunga Din. To give her another chance."
"Her? Me."
Peter eventually catches up with Maria. He hands her a basket full of items, including a rubber enema bag, packs of ridged condoms, and mentholated ointment. She stares into the basket.
"Is this all for me?"
"Nothing's too good for my girl." He's smiling.
"What will the clerk think?"
"Whatever. Well... are you going to ask?"
Maria glances out the door.
"How was Milt?"
"He's just fine. The hypocrite."
"Do you think he knows?"
"He doesn't have insight, empathy, or a clue. I felt like destroying him."
Maria take's Peter's hand.
"I'm glad you didn't. Marlene doesn't need to know. And if it weren't him, it would have been someone else."
Peter kisses Maria's hand, her wrist, her mouth.
End.
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My love's hands are deformed. They were deformed at birth. If you see her on the street, or walk up to her at our library's reference desk, you will see that three fingers on her right hand are shortened and webbed, and her thumb is curiously shaped. Her left hand is more affected—all the digits are stubs, so that it looks something like a paw. On its own your face will swing to her hands. You won't notice, or will forget, her tired-looking eyes, always tired looking though green and bright, and though she never acts tired. It will be at later meetings that you will realize her eyes are the centers of galaxies of freckles, or that her lips are full and her mouth is friendly. You won't be able to help yourself. You'll try to look only sideways, in glances, but you'll miss the auburn hair that brushes her shoulders. You might notice her breasts. I did. Her breasts are round, and they stand apart as though competing for your attention. Using only the library's poor reference collection, she solved a research problem for me before I officially started teaching at her school, and I noticed her breasts when I first saw her. But there were her hands too.
I don't think she has any real limitations, but that isn't the point. Of course other children were cruel to her, and adults showed too much concern. With the best of intentions they focused attention on her hands, so she was always an outsider, always the different one. Oh, she developed an engaging way about her and was studious and competent. She even had boyfriends and was once a little wild, I think a little desperate. Everyone liked her, but she didn't believe that any man could ever really love her, because she was a freak. Well, she was wrong.
* * * * *
The library is a quiet place where she can meet people on her own terms, where her competence shows through, and where she can help people. Any library is holy to me, even a small one in a liberal arts college up in the hills. It was an auspicious place for us to meet, on my third day on campus, my office just set up. I was jumping into research as part of the plan to start anew. The need for a reference librarian would give me a chance to learn something more about my new home and to talk with someone. The department was pretty vacant, it being summer, and there was no one in my empty apartment.
She was efficient, but also warm and friendly, and I saw immediately the things she did to take attention off her hands — wearing long, loose sleeves, holding her left arm a little behind her, keeping her right hand partly closed. I had written a book on stigma and the practices of people with stigmas, and I thought: Don't mention the damned book! And don't stare, either at her hands or away from them. We would get to them if we became friends.
I thought: Look at her breasts. They're safe.
We chatted for a bit, and I knew she knew that I was trying to keep her hands from being a focus, and she was resigned to it. I can't just ignore these things when I first encounter them any more than anyone else can. You have to get past that first meeting. But her face and her breasts helped.
She had been reading a copy of "Snow Falling on Cedars" when I came in, and she had put it down the wrong way, spine up. I asked what she liked most about the book. "Oh, the description of the landscape. I love the details of it, how beautiful and important it is, but I can't get past the irony of how it is finally just a setting for human conflict."
I told her I had read it mainly for the sex, and she laughed, her tired eyes crinkling and her lips opening. She answered, "Then you must have been disappointed, since it was mostly unhappy or unconsummated."
"What? There's some other kind?"
She laughed again, and looked around quickly to see if any rare summer patrons were offended by the noise. She talked about the issue of love between Japanese and whites in that period, and I said something enormously romantic like, "Today Asian American women have the highest out-marriage rate of any group in the U.S."
We sociologists do have the golden tongue. But there was a spark, by God! I could feel it and, tired as they were, her eyes showed it. I leaned in toward her over the counter to talk. I was already wondering what excuse I could use to come back, but the time wore on, with me looking for any sign that she needed to get back to work, or wanted to, and she showing no sign of either, instead coming up with new topics when we finished old ones. Finally I simply had to leave, and I must have forgotten to be concerned about her hands, because I just stuck out mine to shake hers. Oh shit! She had to shake it, of course, but I could see she was reluctant. Her hand was soft.
* * * * *
It was a dark wood house on a hillside. Deep twilight. The other hills stood out as blue-black shapes against the midsummer sky, and the shapes of trees were easy to make out. Close by, individual leaves were lit eerily green with moonlight. There were a few scattered houses in the distance, lighting the hills like large stars, and more were clustered down in the hollow. Above were the real stars, and one or two feathery clouds framed the moon.
I was glad she was at the party because I didn't know many people yet, and because she was alone. We were both singletons. I'm sure that was planned by our hostess, to have equal numbers of men and women. It was too soon for people to have started trying to set me up with single women, the game I hate. I'd almost rather be alone. She was well-known enough for people to have stopped trying to set her up, so there were no pressures, and I could enjoy being with her.
I circled the veranda, chit-chatting, learning the folklore of the school. She drifted aimlessly over to ask about my research, and pretended to be interested in it. We got drinks and went over to the railing, where we could watch evening mist sift out from the woods and set a backdrop for the fireflies.
There was a time when I would have gone on about my research until I had bored her completely. Times change. The moon lit her face while she told me about a grand sexual scandal that had led to the departure of a president a decade past. It was a great story, but I could see individual eyelashes. Even individual freckles showed, but not on her throat. That was pure cream. I had an idle thought about what she would do if I bent to kiss it on the line between shadow and light. I thought, Sweet cream lady, I could eat you with a spoon. What would you do if I said that out loud? Instead I asked, "You think Puck is down in those woods?"
"Robin Goodfellow? Oh heavens no! I'm sure he's off on some errand involving a changeling. Oberon and Titania summer down there, though. It's a little known fact. And nights like this are reserved for passion, surrounded by all their court of fairies."
"In a group no less! You know, I always lusted for Titania. And in these woods!"
"Hand in hand, with fairy grace, will we sing and bless this place."
My, she knew her Shakespeare, or at least that play. A lucky choice on my part. Or was it? By coincidence or not someone started a CD of Mendelsohn's "A Midsummer Night's Dream," those otherworldly, opening strings, and we both suddenly had chill bumps. We had to laugh. Had someone been listening to us? It would be too eerie otherwise, but the night had now gone mystical. When we laughed we leaned into each other, and I kept the contact as long as I could without being crude.
She asked, "You don't think that's an omen, do you?" Her pupils were large now.
"Maybe a summons. Maybe we should go down there to seek enchantment."
* * * * *
But instead we were called in to play "Trivial Pursuit." We resisted leaving the night, but it was okay, because we were teamed together, squeezed against each other on the floor around a tiled coffee table. We were a very good team, too.
We were especially good because of our unique strengths—she knew the answers and I cheated. In the middle of the game I told her to watch me, then I picked up a piece of pie and put it in our token right in front of everyone, and nobody noticed. We almost couldn't continue because she was laughing so much. I did it again. Folks were wondering what was so funny with us. We were wiping tears and we leaned our heads together conspiratorially, and then we kissed.
It was just a quick kiss, not much more than a peck, but we looked at each other for a second, maybe two, before going back to the game. I 'fessed up to everyone about my conniving and put back the pie pieces.
Sometimes coincidence deepens into magic. Things happen for some easily explained reason or no particular reason, and the world transmogrifies, changing itself into an enchanted garden where everything has special meaning and nothing merely exists. It happened. For her next question my freckled librarian was asked the role Mickey Rooney played in the 1930s version of A Midsummer's Night Dream. We had to stop to stare at each other. No one would believe it. We hardly believed it either, but it happened just like that, and I felt my hair stand on my neck for the first time in years.
She shivered and gasped and I put an arm around her and said, "Maybe we're already under a spell."
* * * * *
We walked under the moon. It wasn't too late yet—the party wouldn't wind down for awhile. We talked about nothing in particular, just wanting to be in the magic. We put arms carelessly around each other's waists and walked touching hip to hip, chatting. I didn't feel nervous with her. A gravel path led down through a meadow and into some trees. Toward the bottom we passed some other people who were out there, said hello, and went through the trees. On the other side a wooden bridge crossed a little stream, from which the mist rose especially high. We walked to the center of the bridge, to where we were in the mist, infused with the sweet night smell of it, and we paused. She leaned back against the bridge rail and then I stepped in and kissed her again.
This kiss didn't just happen. Everything was progressing so quickly, because of the night or the fairies or just the time, and it simply seemed right to kiss, so before I stepped to her I knew I was going to do it, and she was already waiting. We kissed long and sweetly. I caressed her cheek with my hand while we moved our mouths softly over each other's, so softly we barely touched. We pulled back to look, eyes into eyes, then went back to kissing. Her breasts were soft bumpers against my chest.
I put my hand back to her face and used my thumb to feel how soft her mouth was, and she bit it gently, held it in her mouth with her teeth while she licked it, and then she sucked it completely inside. I used that hand to lift her head, and I kissed her neck like I had wanted to do earlier. I went further, down to the indentation where her neck meets her chest. Her chest rose and fell like the swells of the sea—deeply. I could feel her heart beating. By then my hand was out of her mouth and she bent to lick my ear slowly, circling to its center. When we rose we returned to kissing again. We moved our tongues together, back and forth, sucking each other in turn, breathing into each other's mouth.
I was completely aroused, caught in the night magic, in her magic. Her breasts moved against me and I wanted to kiss them and caress them and then move down to her hidden magic, between her legs. Oberon whispered to me to do it. I almost did. I should have. Instead I thought: this is going too fast, don't push things, don't scare her. So I played safe. I took her hands instead.
As fast as lightening flashes the enchantment was gone. It was the same scene, but everything was different. She stiffened when I took her hands, jerked them away, held them just behind her back for a moment before bringing them out to her sides. She looked both sheepish and frightened.
"I'm sorry. You're sensitive. I wasn't thinking." What could I say? You can't apologize your way back into the magic. We both tried. She said, "Oh no. I was just so silly."
She put her arms around my waist and we hugged, but something was wrong. We kissed, a little kiss. We weren't comfortable together. The moon was just the moon and the night mist was just water. After a few moments she said that she really had to get home, and I walked her back up the hill to the party. I did kiss her good-night.
* * * * *
It is a family curse that I often don't sleep, so in that one way the night was like all other nights. Those events. They were a puzzle, something just beyond my grasp. How had I been so suddenly taken with a woman, and so powerfully? I had been infatuated several times, and in love. I knew them well. This was familiar, it was like infatuation, but not. What was it? I recalled dropping acid in college, and how the experience was something like smoking very good marijuana, though no one would ever confuse the two. This was like that. I wouldn't confuse it with infatuation. Perhaps I really was charmed? That would be okay. The heart has its reasons that Reason knows nothing of. I didn't need to know the reason.
I kept remembering the whole evening, one part in detail, then another. It always ended with the crashing end, where we had both suddenly awakened to ourselves. Ah damn. Damn.
Outdoors, then, to walk around the campus. Two a.m. A lovely campus, a lovely night, but no magic. Ending at the library. Don't do this, idiot! So, across the Commons, past the Union, along residential streets.
A still night. I had seen one car and no people. A few windows had lights behind them. I came to a lake and walked all the way around it on a bike path, listening to my footsteps, some crickets, and one or two night birds. There were only the night creatures and me. I thought, here you are, alone again, your natural place in the world. The lake was covered by a low, flat mist. In places I could run my hand through it. It came away just a little damp.
Finally back to my apartment. I found my old Shakespeare, turned to the plays. There was the line she had quoted, by the fairies. I read the whole play, then went to the sonnets, the ones that explore regret.
The sky was starting to brighten, just a little. I thought I might get on the Web and go to a porn site, to get some pleasure at least. It might help, but I just didn't have the heart for it. Oh to sleep, perchance to dream. What was that? Hamlet? I slept.
* * * * *
Everyone tells me it is common for people to have that experience, to have been open and free with a special one, then the next time to be shy. We were like that, remembering the kissing and the caressing and the moonlight, but caught in the fluorescent lights and Formica-topped library tables. Surrounded by the knowledge of nations, neither could think of much to say. Saying and thinking were different things, though. I kept wondering what she looked like naked. I knew this game my mind played with me, knew it made talking harder and that I should concentrate. But no. Thoughts slipped in, asking myself what sounds she made when she fucked, wondering if she would like the things I liked, while we hemmed and hawed about office hours and some professor I'd have to meet. We said nothing about the kissing. Finally, in desperation, she invited me to dinner.
It was the same there at first, even in her ancient little house so rich with history that it had a plaque on the front porch. Even with a yard that had been converted mostly to shade gardens, which made it a much better candidate for fairies than the house last night had been. The house gave her something to talk about, and the cooking gave her something to do. Me? She let me open the wine.
She had decorated the house to fit its age, and it had that aura, like the old and spooky house of my grandmother, that I had loved as a child. I sipped Cabernet and leaned on the kitchen counter while she prepared the salad and checked the pasta and told me about all the families who had owned it before it became hers. I appreciated the house, and I liked her histories. It was nice to watch her be domestic, wearing an apron and puttering in the kitchen.
Could she go on like that if I were to play with her body? I had quick flash images of fucking her on the dinner table, of smearing the butter all over her body and licking every bit of it off. My mind was playing games with me again. When she showed me through the house, and we got to the bedroom, I saw us doing spoons naked under the comforter, the window open on a chill autumn morning, watching leaves fall like snow.
She had candles everywhere. We ate in a room lit by candles in antique lamps while something other-worldly played, something by Arvo Pärt. Finally, with the second bottle of wine, the evening began to shine for us and conversation became natural. The candlelight flickered on her skin. When she moved quickly I almost saw ghost images following her.
At some point I made up a little haiku about her house and its atmosphere. I did it off the top of my head. Haikus are so easy. All you have to do is count the syllables, and it impresses people. It impressed her, but she snapped back with a naughty limerick.
"Whoa! Poetic one-upwomanship."
I almost went with something from Andrew Marvel's "To His Coy Mistress," but I couldn't remember enough of it, and before I could stop myself I had done the limerick about the man from Nantucket. As punishment she made me wash the dishes.
Later we sat on her quaint porch swing and held hands, her right and my left, while we talked and joked. The time came to get up, and I hesitated, not sure. Should I be aggressive? But she took over matters.
"Men! Do we womenfolk have to do everything for you?" She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down to kiss.
* * * * *
Lying naked in her bed, eating her softly, filled with the taste of a woman again after a long time gone, watching her undulate by candlelight.
She had made this so easy. After we'd kissed we had simply walked to her bedroom together, not talking, just looking at each other, back to our route, then again to each other. When she'd let me strip her, I had been careful of her hands. It was an odd thing, but I didn't care. I would have recited the catechism to her if it would have paved the way. When she had stripped me, she had used her right hand and her teeth on my buttons, my fly, and my belt. Oh, it was good. She had shifted herself so her right side was more to me. It hadn't mattered but I'd noticed it.
Her head was back and her eyes were closed. I played with her breasts while I ate her. The word "luscious" came to my mind, but whether I meant her breasts or her pudendum I don't know today. Both were a little plump, a little over-ripe, perfect. She was a quiet lover, showing her passion mainly in sighs, only occasionally with little growls. Her right hand lay on my head, her left was beside her head, under the pillow.
I watched her move as I sexed her, watching her body respond to her pleasure, knowing what she must be feeling to move like that. She came right to the crest, and I slowed down, just breathing on her sex, to let her slide back into a trough so I could prolong this and make her high again. I love watching a woman inflamed.
She pulled at my head and made a sound of impatience. I took her sex in my mouth entirely, sucking her and licking her clitoris. In only a moment her sighs turning to those growls that began softly and became louder. Her body went rigid and she started to buck against me, and then her right arm started flicking up and down almost spastically. I was buried in her, my face pushed into tightly curled hair, but I watched and I saw everything: her face, her twitching arm, her closed eyes.
Afterwards she lay spent for a bit. I moved up to her head and stroked her hair and gave her butterfly kisses. My prick was like a dog waiting to pounce, sitting pretty but wanting the treat. The dog won't wait forever. Her breathing finally slowed and became normal. She opened her eyes to look at me and got a puzzled look that turned to a smile. She pulled a couple of pubic hairs off my face.



"Oh my poor dear," she said, "I hope I didn't give you splinters."
"I just needed more fiber in my diet."
"You said a mouthful."
There was more, equally inane, bedroom banter. We thought we were being cute and creative, and basically I think you had to be there to appreciate it. I'm glad no one was.
She ended the conversation by rising half up and pushing me down to my back, then moving to crouch over my hips where she could look straight down at my penis. I knew she was going to take me in her mouth. Yes! She knelt right at it and held the head up to her mouth, red mouth and bright red cock, then looked me in the face and said, "Oh my love is like a red, red rose."
For a second I thought I was supposed to return an appreciative chuckle, though what I wanted more than anything else was for her to move down and swallow me. Which she did right then. She was on my left side, kneeling, and her hair fell across her face as she started sucking me. She grabbed my prick with her right hand and pumped it up to her mouth while she moved her head downward. Her left hand was folded somewhere under her. I wanted to see my prick in her mouth while I was feeling it, so I brushed her hair back.
She was sucking and doing something with her tongue that brought me up awfully fast, so I used both hands, one to grab my penis, the other to stop her head.
"Wait, wait." I was panting. "Stop. I'm almost coming."
"I know, darling."
"But you don't have to..."
"I know. Now lie back down like a good boy."
Of course I lay back down. I didn't have to be gentlemanly for her, so could just experience what she was doing to me. She stopped for a moment, breathing on me, a lot like I had on her, pumping me very slowly, and then she started again. I held her hair back again to watch her suck me. I wanted to feel where my dick went into her, so I reached my right hand out to where my penis met her lips. Deep in her mouth she was wet and hot and I could feel her flesh moving over me. It was happening. Soon I forgot to watch, and my hand fell away from her hair, but I kept my other hand right at her lips, where I could feel myself slide in and out of her mouth, and I felt her mouth with both my penis and my hand as she brought me up and over. When I started to come she sucked and pumped until I was milked completely dry.
* * * * *
In the shower I soaped her first. I stood behind her to soap her, and reached around to feel her slippery breasts move rubber-like through my hands, her nipples big against my palms. When it was her turn she worked my prick with soapy hands, and Lordy if it didn't start to grow. I washed her underarms, her pussy, the tight crack of her ass, then she did me, returning to my penis after everything else was soaped.
It was time. I said,
"I want to wash all of you."
I held her forearms, pulled both hands out, and kissed her left hand. I tried not to show that up close I suddenly found it grotesque. I hadn't expected that. Just for a second I wondered how long it would be before I could become accustomed to it. She didn't like any of this at all, and averted her head. She didn't jerk her hands away this time, but it wasn't good. One step too far, I thought, but I decided to brazen it out.
"I want all of you."
She spoke without looking at me. "Please. It's awfully hard for me. I don't want you to see it. Or to touch it." She nodded toward her left hand.
"I let you see how scarred up I am."
"That's different. Scars on men are okay. Also they're, how to put it," and here she did smile a tiny smile up at me, "alluring to me."
"Well, there's something about you that's alluring to me. You come as an alluring package."
But I let go of her arms and didn't press the issue any more. Instead we wrapped arms around each other and hugged. Her slippery belly was against mine, and again I felt her slippery breasts, though with my chest, and again they were rubbery and malleable, and I could feel her nipples easily. We kissed. My penis was half erect, busy being tickled by her pubic hair.
"I'm sorry," she said.
* * * * *
I hadn't yet fucked her and wanted to, not perhaps as much as she wanted me to, but enough. My poor penis wouldn't obey though, and wasn't going to get more than half cocked. There are only so many things you can do and so much time you can use before the end becomes obvious.
I asked if she had a vibrator. Of course she did. So we made spoons and I put my little cockette into her. She held the vibrator and brought it all the way down to where it touched both of us, touching the base of my penis and brushing my balls. The vibrations were intense and flowed all the way up to the tip, enough that they made me tense up. They helped me grow, so that I could move in and out of her without slipping out, and I could fill her better. My hands were free, allowing me to play with her body while she moved the vibrator. She roused quickly and I raised up to watch her face. I wasn't going to be able to come, but she didn't need to know that, and I got to watch her as she got closer and closer and started making those growls again and came beautifully.
I dozed. When I woke she was asleep, half curled and facing me. The blinds were open and the light was enough for me to be able to see her. I watched her sleep for awhile. She was breathing so deeply it was almost a little snore.
I moved closer to her and put my face on her cheek, lightly, then moved up and kissed her forehead through her hair. I didn't want to wake her, so I lay still with my face in her hair and touched my hand to her cheek. I caressed her arm just below the shoulder. Her breathing stayed constant, the only sound in the room. That empowered me to move my hand to the hollow where the flat area at the front of her hips starts to swell out to her belly and the skin is exquisitely soft, and I moved the backs of my fingers over her there, my fingertips just barely touching her hair. I did the same thing to the front of her breast. Her nipple was almost flat now.
Almost without a break in her breathing, she said "Hi" in a sleepy little voice. I pulled away just enough to see her face. She was smiling a sleepy little smile that matched her voice, and her eyes were barely open.
"I'm sorry," I said in just over a whisper. "I didn't mean to wake you."
"Oh that's okay," in that same voice. She yawned, then swallowed, opening her mouth twice while she did it, like a small child.
"Go back to sleep, love."
"Okay." She yawned a second time, then she snuggled up to me until her head was touching my chest, and she was asleep again almost immediately.
I placed a hand on her shoulder and lay as still as I could, watching her sleep.
* * * * *
So went the weekend. She woke me early and we walked into town under a red sky, to a little breakfast place that had sections of the New York Times spread around for people to read. I wondered how they got it out here. We sat outside under an awning to eat, and she kept glancing up from the book reviews to catch me looking at her. A mourning dove cooed softly about being alone in the world.
She wanted to show me everything, and dragged me all over town. I was happy to go but needed sleep. After lunch we went back to her house and fucked softly with the blinds open, so that I could see her sweet body clearly while we did it. It excited her to think that a neighbor might see something and it excited me that she got excited. When we were finished we lay together on our sides, face-to-face, me still in her. Our legs were braided together. My left arm was under her head and I held her tightly to me with my right, and I kissed her face all over while we murmured.
I fell heavily asleep, so heavily that I didn't even notice when she rose. I slept for hours while she sat in her rocker beside the bed and read. Finally, in the evening, we collaborated on dinner, nothing much really, just being domestic together, desperately in love and not wanting the time to end.
None of this, nothing, prepared me for what happened when I walked up to her in the library on Monday.
* * * * *
Something was wrong, I could tell it before she knew I was there. Her posture was off, stiff, and her face was like a mask. What was it? What had happened?
"Why didn't you tell me about your book?" Her lips were tight. Her voice was tight, too. Suddenly her expression made sense. I knew exactly what was coming. She'd found my book about stigmas, and she thought she was a project of mine. How to respond?
"My book? What do you mean?"
"You know exactly what I mean! How could you?" Her eyes had some tears in them, that she was trying to get past.
"Practicing Stigma. Did you really think I wouldn't ever see it? What was I, more data for you, for your next edition? Maybe about how girls with messed up hands try to deal with men?"
She was more hurt than angry, but she was angry enough. I couldn't get past that, knew it wasn't possible until time had passed, but knew I had to try, to start.
It was a miserable failure. Sometimes you can see what's important in life dribbling away, can know it's happening, and know you should stop it but not know how. The words, the sentences come later. Oh they're there in abundance after the fact, showing up after the battle is lost, asking "why didn't you use me?" You stand in a world that just moments before had been solid, secure, and experience an epiphany of desolation. The room seemed darker, and I felt myself grow smaller as I listened to her build a case for my guilt, a case I couldn't dispute. It was just so complicated. Finally she dismissed me, saying, "Please, just go away. I don't want to hear anything you might have to say." She waited until I started to leave, then turned away.
Trudging out, finding a path between the stacks, trying to be manly, trying not to be weak, failing, I finally turned and half shouted, "You're wrong. You're wrong. That book had nothing to do with us. It didn't. It just didn't."
She never turned back to look at me.
* * * * *
I was sitting on a concrete bench under a dogwood, near a little fountain. The fountain has only a weak string of water that scarcely bubbles into the pool. This is a tiny square formed from two old buildings and two old enclosed walkways. Only a small door and a low arch lead to it. They are connected by a sidewalk, and there are stepping stones to the bench. The ground is covered by moss instead of grass. It is a good place to be alone. I've never seen anyone use it, not even the squirrels who otherwise panhandle for food. I stared into the fountain until it grew dark.
* * * * *
Hollywood gave me another chance. She wouldn't see me, so I walked to her house and stood on her porch passively, ignoring the fact that she ignored me, until she couldn't stand the tension. I had seen this in a movie, and I didn't know what else to try. Probably she would have talked to me after awhile no matter what, but it must have gotten me points as an eccentric. Or a stalker.
She gave me five minutes and said that after that she would call the police, which I think she would have done. So, I quickly apologized about the book. Then I told her I could prove that none of that had anything to do with her, if she would come by my apartment. She wouldn't agree, so I told her that if the weekend had meant anything at all her she owed me this one thing. I had seen this in a movie, too. It seemed a better line than anything I could make up, and it worked. She would come. And I? I had seen Animal House and had decided it was time for a stupid and senseless gesture.
So, when she got there I pulled out a pair of modified gloves. I had sewn the fingers down so that the wearer would have to close her hands into fists to get them on. The gloves were long enough to reach her upper arms. I had fitted Velcro straps along them to hold them on tightly.
"Well?"
"Well, you're so sure that your hands are everything. So cover them. Put these on."
"That's idiotic! What do you think you're trying to prove?"
"Now just do this for me. You'll see in a minute, or you can walk out of my life."
As I said it I wished I hadn't added that last part. I wasn't at all prepared for her to walk away, and suddenly I realized how stupid this really was. Nevertheless, I took the gloves and pulled one up her left arm, then the other up her right. She tried to push her hands all the way through, not realizing the nature of the gloves, and she didn't figure it out until I had strapped them on securely with the Velcro straps.
"Now, you're just like any other woman who is bound for pleasure."
She grew irritated, angry. "You think I'll wear these just so you can have your fun and not have to look at my hands? How does that make me like other women? They wouldn't have to wear them for you! I'm not going to humor..."
"Oh no. Wait. If you'll just turn this way..."
I fastened the gloves together, then quickly lifted her, and put the straps over a hook above the door. She wasn't heavy. She had to stand partially up on her toes to keep from hanging by her arms. She looked up and pulled at the gloves and for a moment was stunned.
"You see, any woman at all who was going to experience helpless sex would need to be fitted like this."
I pulled her to me and kissed her. Her breath rushed in and out. She pulled at the fastenings, struggling. She screamed at me, "Let me go! What are you doing?"
"Wait just for a minute. No, wait. Okay. I won't hurt you. And I won't do anything you don't want. I'll let you down in a minute. There's a point. Just let me make my point. Please."
She quieted, standing bound with her hands pulled over her head, as odd a situation as I'd ever been in. I knew she wanted me to be able to set things right, and that she thought I was crazy.
"You hate your hands. You think you are polluted, right? I don't know if I can make you think I accept your hands, but listen."
I started in my best reciting voice,
"Thou blind fool, Love, what dost thou to mine
eyes,
That they behold, and see not what they see?
They know what beauty is, see where it lies,
Yet what the best is take the worst to be."
Yes, I had memorized it just for this. For a moment she went completely slack, stunned again. I kissed her again during this. Then, her tired eyes grew a different look, but a complicated one, as though she were between states of mind. She started struggling a little again, but laughing too. Not a sweet laugh.
"So I'm the worst? That's what you think, wee Willy Shakespeare?" But I was ready.
"No. No, you're the best. Listen again."
"Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate."
I kissed her again, and yes she did kiss back a little, but she also laughed again, this time a laugh with some possibility of happiness in it. When I stepped back to look in her eyes, I could tell she had decided that maybe it was okay to make a point this way. She leaned out to me to kiss, stretching in her bonds, then said, "I appreciate what you're trying to do. I really do. But that last couplet was written to a man."
But there was a hesitation, so that it took her two tries to say the last sentence. Perhaps that was because I started unbuttoning her blouse in the middle of it. She twisted back and forth, but not seriously, and her look turned to that of one who was beginning to enjoy the game.
"By heaven, I think my love as rare
As any she belied by false compare."
She stood quietly while I finished her blouse and reached around to unfasten her bra. She had nothing to say to this. I raised the bra and bent to kiss her breast, to take her nipple gently in my teeth and give a little bite.
"Let me confess that we two must be twain,
Although our undivided loves are one."
"That doesn't mean what I think you think it does."
She had a hard time saying it, with the little gasps she was making. I slipped her skirt down off her hips to the floor, and then her panties. I ran my mouth all the way down her front, ending at her pubic hair.
"I like, slowly stroking the,
shocking fuzz of your electric fur,
and what-is-it comes over parting flesh... "
"That isn't Shakespeare, you cheater!"
She was breathing faster. She pressed her vulva out to me. I put my arms between her legs and spread them and put my face up into her and sucked on her. She groaned and pushed harder against my face.
I let her down, unfastened the straps, and slipped the blouse and bra to the floor. I wrapped both arms around her waist and hugged her to me, and she put both of hers around my neck, and we put our mouths on each other and feasted on each other. Her eyes looked almost feverish.
I wasn't done with perversity. Though it was in a good cause it was making my prick hurt, but it had its own magic, my magic, and it was working. I wouldn't let foolish consideration disenchant our world again. I told her, "Lie on the bed and stretch out all your limbs." It was my first bit of non-poetry in awhile, but I couldn't think of a line that said just that.
She spread herself out, looking me in the eyes, moving seamlessly between wantonness and anxiety, not sure at all but wanting to see this through. She hiccupped. I tied her softly to the four bed posts, then began tickling her body, licking her, then going back to her mouth. I took off my clothes while she watched. I squatted over her abdomen and pushed her breasts together and moved my penis back and forth between them. Ahh. Then I said, "Lady, shall I lie in your lap?"
She had an inspiration.
"My darling, sweet man, will you please shut up and fuck me?"
* * * * *
We are lying in her bedroom, the dark broken only by the moon, the stars, a street lamp, occasional headlights, and the five candles we had lit. It is the best we can manage, and it is enough because we are together. Early autumn here is cool. Her house is open and while there seems to be no breeze the drapes move just slightly. Her bedroom overlooks a creek, so we are serenaded by frogs and crickets.
We could watch leaves swim to the ground, one here or there, but we aren't watching leaves. We're playing serious games, I, on my back, looking up at her, she kneeling over me, my penis in her hands. She holds me erect in her right hand, and with her poor left she rubs up and down my shaft, then around the head. Her left hand is especially soft. She leans further down to take me in her mouth and excite me, and I close my eyes. After a bit I make a noise and move up into her mouth.
"Oh no, darling, don't move. Remember, you're mine tonight." Her tired eyes shine.
I love her not because she will take my penis in her mouth. Yes, for that too. Also, though, because she trusts me with her hands. Oh, too because she's smart and pretty and has large, lovely breasts and freckles, and she knows poetry, and... well, let me count the ways. Right now I love what she is doing. I hold my ass tightly to the mattress while she moves her wet mouth up and down my prick and pumps me with her hands. We don't wonder if we are being watched by court fairies.
End
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On the second evening of the Yangtze River cruise, I slipped on deck and saw two women from our tour group kissing. They had found a niche formed by some superstructure and a lifeboat, where they thought they would be hidden, where they thought they could see anyone who approached. I slid to a shadowed area and watched them kiss.
They were roommates, but more, always together. Any time one was there, the other was close. Of course there had been friendly speculation that they were gay, but they were circumspect and the speculation was just to pass time on the tour. If they had been older no one would have thought about it at all.
Or maybe they would. The couple made a lovely contrast. One was an administrator from my school, fair, with blown-dry, gray-blond hair. No, not fair, but pale. Creamy, English pale. And funny. She had an unlimited supply of jokes, could spout Simpson's lines, and once, when we had over-sampled the local beer in Shanghai, she had managed to count to five in one belch. I would laugh at her jokes and try to one-up her, but I also liked to look at her. Her friend was dark, with dark brown eyes and dark curly hair. She was quieter and more serious. Perhaps she had a darker soul? She listened more than she participated. Both were athletic and trim, one trait they shared.
Now they were kissing and everything was different. I watched them brush their lips on each other's, their mouths open only slightly. The pale lover put both her hands on the brunette's cheeks, caressed her cheeks with the backs of fingers, moved her mouth over cheeks, eyes, back down to mouth. She combed fingers through that curly hair.
I was creeping, slowly, quietly, to see better, but they had become lost in each other, so had grown oblivious to the possibility of discovery. There were murmurs and I heard one say, "Yes, please." I couldn't hear their breathing but I heard rustlings as they moved. I was that close.
I hadn't been aroused in, how long? Days? Weeks? That dry spell was over. The dark lover moved her hand in a lazy s-shape all the way down the other's front, ending between her legs. I heard her unsnap and unzip slacks, and she must have pushed her fingers deep inside panties. She ignored a soft protest: "No, not here." Her companion didn't mean it, not really. She leaned back against a rail and pushed her hips out. I caressed my penis, the full length of it.
I was surprised at first that they were taking this chance, but the moon was full and the terraces marched up the incredibly steep slopes of the gorge, almost from the water all the way to the stars. Everything white -- railings, life preservers, deck chairs, walls -- had a faint iridescence, as though illuminated in black light, and there was enough light in their hideaway to show their faces. It was enough to illuminate the pale lover's teeth, to make them unnaturally white. It was enough to show her cupping both her hands over the other's breasts, even as she tilted her head back.
When I left the bar I had been captured by that otherworldly light, so different from the fluorescent glare in that vinyl-clad room where our group watched karaoke sets on the TV. If I had not been quiet, because the spirit of the night demanded it, they would have seen me. They must have been captured the same way: the night had called them out. There were only the three of us in the world, our little world. They moved their mouths over each other's and then moved their breasts against each other's in circular motions, but the darker woman kept her fingers buried. She moved her hand in and out, smoothly, over and over. My penis swelled enough to push against my slacks. I rubbed the head; it throbbed. The blonde made a sound in her throat and the other bent to nip the tip of her breast.
They were suddenly aware of me and jerked apart, trying almost comically to appear nonchalant, the way Lucy would if Ricky had caught her giving Fred Mertz a blow job. One was fooling with the snap of her slacks, though, and both looked stricken. My fair lady seemed about to cry. In the moonlight I could see liquid gleaming in her eyes.
"I...I'm sorry. I didn't mean to intrude."
It always helps to sound a little hesitant in these situations, to let people know you aren't being predatory. Though of course I had been. I backed away, turned, and went inside, to my cabin and my wife. They hadn't said anything, or moved after they'd pulled apart. They could have been statues.
*****
I lay in bed that night, listening to my wife coughing occasionally in the dark, but mostly playing the kiss over and over while moving my hand quietly, tickling the shaft of my penis, using my thumb to rub my fluid in a circular motion around the underside of the head. I saw the movement of the brunette's hand, heard, "Yes, please." Were they worried about my catching them? I rubbed my slippery penis. I was very still and worked hard to control my breathing and not to shake the bed. I saw a face, so wan under the moon, and then I stopped. Her look had been woebegone. Lost. Her eyes had been swimming in tears.
After a bit I entered a fantasy in which her eyes were half closed and swollen with desire. I did something to her to bring her to ecstasy. She whimpered, "Yes, please." Then I came.
*****
They weren't at breakfast the next morning.
I thought to go to their cabin, to look in on them, but decided it would just compound their embarrassment, and anyway I didn't know what I'd say. That I was sorry I'd seen them kiss and caress each other? They were, both of them, successful in their careers, and they must be tough-minded. They would live it down. But I couldn't keep my mind on anything else. I wanted to see them and didn't want to. I asked casually if anyone had seen them around.
Around midmorning she sought me out in the bar, my pale administrator. She certainly was not creamy now, but washed out, almost pasty. She was trying to look nonchalant again, and again not doing a very good job of it. Her eyes were bloodshot. I think she hadn't slept. She always wore a little bright red lipstick, but not this morning.
I was schmoozing with some other tour members. She stood beside and slightly behind me, sipping a diet coke, pretending to listen to people's stories, waiting for a time when attention was elsewhere. From time to time I turned to her to smile and nod in a friendly fashion, really wanting to talk with her, but she wouldn't look me in the face. Then she seemed to screw up her courage and bent to whisper to me, asking if I would come outside with her.
We went out the back exit, not talking or looking much at each other, and climbed to the open observation area over the bar, away from everyone. The sun was brilliant, so that we had to shield our eyes. The wind blew with the passage of the ship along the river.
She didn't know how to begin. After a false start, she said, "Look, I can guess what you think you saw last night, and maybe what you thought was happening."
Then she stopped. She didn't know what to say or even what to admit. She had to think I would out her, ruin her career, and destroy her social life. Frankly, I don't think I could have accomplished all that, and maybe she should have realized it. But how would I take it if someone had discovered my dark side?
I waited for her to go on but she was frozen, even her mouth. The wind blew her hair into her face and when she pushed it back I could see she was again almost crying. She was facing the sun and the light made her look odd, ghostly, like she might disappear at any moment. I decided that I would have to step in.
"I didn't see anything last night. I was in the bar all evening. I saw nothing anyone will ever know. Please now. Don't go expecting the worst."
"But what, I mean, what, well what must you have thought of us?"
She wasn't hearing me. Her chin was quivering. I'd never seen that in an adult. She had been cheerful and confident and outgoing. Now she was terrified, trying not to cry, swallowing hard, and she looked so vulnerable that I fell in love with her right then.
I liked her and would have liked to fuck her, but I didn't want to love her. Nonetheless, it happened. I could almost stand outside of myself and watch the transformation, and amidst everything else that was happening at the same moment I made out a mocking comment from some odd corner of my mind: A crush on a lesbian? Why not just shoot yourself?
"What I thought?"
It was time to take a chance. Carpe diem.
"What I thought was that you were beautiful. The two of you were, but especially you. I didn't think anything bad of you."
The ship's horn blasted through us. It was announcing us to any boats coming upstream, as we rounded a bend. We were far too close to it, so that it vibrated through bodies and drowned out everything. But it gave me time to think. Then:
"Maybe for a moment, just for a moment, I felt some ... jealousy, or regret. Because I could imagine how your mouth felt. I could imagine sharing your breath. And I knew you weren't for me."
Oh hell! End this nonsense!
"I wouldn't ever expose you. Please believe me. Go tell your roomie. You don't have to worry."
Then she did start crying. She had been holding everything in all night and had believed whatever the absolute worst was. Her face crumpled. She was standing there helplessly, not even trying to hide it, while I looked around to see if anyone would stumble onto this scene.
I took one of her hands and whispered, "It's okay. It's okay. Really. Here."
I pulled her close, pulled her to me. She put her face between my left shoulder and my chest. Ah damn, damn it, no! Don't do this to me! I was completely aroused again, and I hated myself. I put my left arm around her waist. I stroked her hair a very light stroke with my right hand. I kissed her hair. She smelled wonderful. This would be my one time to feel her body against mine. "There, there," I said.
*****
At lunch they sat at our table. They looked tired and drawn and said they'd been a little sick. Everyone understood. Who hadn't been? As time passed, though, they entered the conversations, grew jollier, sampled the dishes off the lazy Susan, told tales. My wife ate a little and returned to our cabin and the jokes and comments continued.
To his darling: If I love you, what business is it of yours? The line I was thinking is an old one, from Goethe. The couple was sitting directly across from me, acting as though nothing had transpired, and I was trying to do the same. More, in fact. I had to hide what I knew of them, which wouldn't be difficult. The hard part was hiding my feelings from them, so I was helping them play a role for the audience at the table at the same time that I was playing a role for the two of them. It was hard work.
We were joking about administrators and about using The Force only for good. When the couple got up to leave, my ghostly darling stopped behind me, put her hands on my shoulders, and announced that henceforth as a new adminstrator I should be called "Grand Pooh-Bah."
I said "Make that Grand Pooh Bear," but my attention was focused on her hands and I found it hard to be witty.
Her hands were soft and warm, the way you'd expect. There was nothing out of the ordinary about them except that they were perfect. I didn't want to feel like a moonstruck teenager, but there she was standing almost against me, resting those hands as lightly as ectoplasm on my shoulders while she joked with someone, and I was filled with that fantasy about being the one guy who is man enough to turn her straight. She bent and kissed the top of my head theatrically. I patted one of her hands.
Then she put her mouth next to my ear and said, "Can you come up to our cabin when you finish here?"
No, I don't remember the rest of the meal. Would you?
*****
I'm adult enough to know what fantasies are and aren't. They aren't to be taken for the genuine article, for guidance on how to act when she confesses her love and slips off her robe, revealing a perfect body, because that isn't going to happen. My fantasies wouldn't stay banished, though. They were worlds better than what was going to happen. Most likely she wanted to apologize for crying up on deck earlier. In the worst case they would formally thank me for keeping their secret, reinforcing what I already knew, that I was forever an outsider to them.
But she was alone, and serious, and wanted to talk.
It was as awkward as it could be. "I ... wanted to thank you for being so kind to me today."
I had a retort about rescuing damsels, yadda, yadda, but it wouldn't come out, so I said something about being happy to be able to help. It grew quiet awfully fast. The cabins had lovely, dark paneling, and she moved her hand back and forth over some wainscoting, going with the grain. A boat went past the window traveling upstream, and still nothing was said. Finally, in hardly more than a whisper:
"Did you mean what you said this morning? I mean about us? About me?"
Cyrano de Bergerac would have the magic answer that would clarify everything and win her, but that wasn't me. So after another moment I just said:
"Yes. Everything." Then, "I'm not usually so bold."
Again, silence. We couldn't have been more than three feet apart in that tiny stateroom. This wasn't right. I shouldn't have said anything. I shouldn't have come. I should make my excuses and leave, so I could be miserable alone. I almost did, when she spoke:
"No one ever said anything like that to me before. It won't leave my mind. It was the most beautiful thing anyone ever told me."
Then she stepped forward and kissed me very lightly on the lips.
My hand went to her cheek and I stepped backward, bumping the desk behind me. Something was squeezing my chest. I didn't know what to think. It was hard to talk, without any air. Finally I managed:
"I shouldn't have said that. I'm sorry. I know it can't be. I shouldn't have said anything like that when you were so upset." The thought came unbidden: so lovely.
She was suddenly relaxed and happy. She put her right hand up on my left cheek.
"Don't be so certain it can't be, you silly head. A lot of us have been with men before, and some of us like men."
'Silly head'? What was she leading up to? Her 'us' was my 'them,' and that was what made this impossible. She paused, then became serious:
"And I like you so much."
She came to me again and we started kissing. I had a hand where her waist flared out to her hip, and one in her hair. She kept caressing my cheeks while we kissed. Her tongue flicked between my lips and I captured it and sucked on it. I still didn't believe it.
Things are complicated when you're an adult. There was something I had to know. "What about your roommate? Will she barge in on us, or do we have a limited time, or what?"
She giggled. I wouldn't have expected that. It just burbled up out of her. Her eyes were half closed, but she smiled and said: "She doesn't mind. She and I, we're not like that. We're not lovers or anything. We're just friends who like to get together sometimes to travel and play. And the fact is, she thinks you're cute."
We kissed some more, and I stroked her neck with my finger tips. I was still shy about touching her body, but growing bolder. "So," she finished, "we have all afternoon if we want it."
"Maybe we could all play grown-up games together?"
She used a Mae West voice: "Not today, big boy. I'm all you get."
*****
There are only so many ways to sex your partner, only so many things that you can do, and you enjoy doing them over and over. It isn't any different if you really care for someone. It is in one respect, sure. The experience has a different quality if you've fallen. Still, there isn't anything you can do in love that you can't do just for passion. So shall I tell you what we did? Do you want to hear it again?
How often have you unbuttoned a blouse and pulled it open, or had yours opened? She wore a white blouse, a white bra, white on white on her white skin. I undid her pants so I could take the blouse off completely. She reached behind her back to unfasten the bra, and I pulled it off. She looked at me the whole time she did it. Do women know how erotic the unfastening is?
The first look at our partner's body is exquisite, always different than we expected. She was like other women, her own version. She held her hands to her thighs and presented her chest to me, and it was obvious she didn't need the bra. Her small breasts wouldn't sag; they went with her body. The flesh of her breasts was more creamy even than her face, and had beauty marks. It added to her ghostly aspect, but her nipples were long and pink. I suddenly thought of that limerick about the man who made love to a beautiful ghost. But she was solid, a body of flesh to fuck and love.
I did what lovers do, what you have done. I licked and sucked on her nipples, first one side and then the other, while she kissed my head and ran her hands down my back. When I looked up, she had gone red and blotchy from the tops of those breasts, up her neck, all the way to her chin. No ghostliness there! Her eyes were swollen and half closed, exactly as in my fantasy.
My penis ached from being confined to my jeans. I didn't want to take it out too soon, in case it might ruin things. When had she last seen a penis? You say you never worry about that? I hadn't with any other lover, either.
I pulled her slacks down and helped her get them off. She wasn't shy. It was as though she was used to someone undressing her.
Her panties were pale blue, setting off her belly and hips. I knelt and kissed her belly, which was smooth and firm, and rolled her panties down. Her sparse pubic hair was like corn silk, but on her it looked almost dark. I would get down there soon enough. She had a faint appendicitis scar, paler even than her skin.
She kept stroking my hair. Was she like this with all her lovers? Was I? Every lover is aroused by different things. I gave her a hickey just below her navel, leaving a red mark on her belly, and she gasped and then held my head tightly to her while I did it. I stayed there for a moment, feeling her belly move in and out as she breathed.
"Oh, you're bad a man."
She used a breathy, Marilyn Monroe voice. She was still holding my head to her. I pulled back to see her face.
"I'm usually more evil than this. Am I being too soft on you?" I would be softer if she wanted.
"How evil are you?" Still in the Marilyn voice. Then she shifted the topic and offered me much more than I expected. "Do you want to do bad things to me?"
During the last sentence there had been a catch in her voice, and a little extra breathlessness. She couldn't know what I liked; no one here did. I looked up at her and her expression was anxious and excited. Have you seen that look? I stood.
"I want to do every bad thing to you. Everything you'd like."
After I said that she looked in my eyes for a long moment, then wrapped her arms around my neck and put her head to my chest. She held me very tightly.
In her own voice she said, "I'd like you to do things to me. But I'm a little afraid. I'm really not very experienced -- oh don't be so surprised. And I'm just finding out things about you."
She held her head against my chest the whole time she talked.
I moved my hands lightly all the way up her back from her flanks and felt her get goose bumps. I loosened her arms and held her back from me a few inches. I looked in her eyes; just below was her mouth, slightly open, inviting me. What would I like? What would we like? If I didn't talk right away I was going to start kissing her again. I pulled her arms behind her and held them at the small of her back. She leaned against me, head back, looking back in my eyes. Why wasn't I naked too? I took a deep breath.



"Everything about you surprises me." This made her smile. "Let's just take this one step at a time, and find out all we can about each other. There's plenty of time to try whatever we want. Right now I'd like to explore your sweet body. So ... can I handle the merchandise?"
"Well, only because you're one of our favorite customers."
But she wanted to undress me first. She started with my shirt and followed the same basic order I had. Once my shirt was off she moved her hands over my chest, starting with my nipples. Her palms were on my nipples and her fingers were on the skin around them, caressing. She licked up my breastbone, then took my nipples in her lips and sucked at the same time that she fondled my upper-chest muscles, my ribs, my stomach. Her hands explored constantly. I held her face to my nipples; she was sucking almost too hard, but I didn't want to make her stop. I thought my prick would explode.
Once she had my jeans off she wouldn't stop looking at my underwear, and then she wouldn't stop looking at my penis. It curved up out of my graying hair. It bobbed a bit. It was dark, such a delicious contrast to her skin. It almost always is, no? And we love that. I went up to her and moved it back and forth across her stomach. It was hotter than her skin. She stared down at it.
"Close your eyes."
Why do women get so excited by this? Why do I like it so when they do it? I started touching her as lightly as I could, running my fingers here and there, up her back, over her breasts, across her ass, along her throat. Light strokes always seem best. Her breathing grew shallower and she became flushed again.
"Spread your legs."
She did, swaying dangerously in the process. She kept her eyes closed. As lightly as before, I ran my fingers up the insides of her thighs, on both sides, then on up through her lips and over her belly, ending at the hickey. The first feel of her pussy, when slippery fluid coats just the opening of her lips, is exquisite. She made her first tiny groaning sound.
I wanted to play with her ass -- I always do -- so I had her kneel down with her head and shoulders on one of the beds. Her eyes were still closed. She started to say something and I shushed her.
Her anus was like anyone else's, brown and puckered. I tongued it and she groaned again. She was curling and uncurling her toes. I tickled her ass, moved my fingers around and around her anus, then tickled her on that spot right between anus and vagina that is so sensitive to brush strokes. Have you ever done that? I pushed two fingers all the way into her vagina, but I stayed well away from her clitoris. I wanted to give her sweet torment for awhile. My fingers went right in.
I got up and rummaged through their toiletries to find some petroleum jelly. I lubed my right thumb, put it to her anus, and pushed in softly. Her eyes flew open.
"Wait, no, wait, just a minute." She had been caught by surprise.
"Do you want me to stop this?"
She paused, but only for an instant. Then, "No. I'm sorry. I just wasn't ready. I didn't mean to make you stop."
She was so willing for anything I wanted to do, one of those people who are stirred by having things done to them. I lubricated my thumb again and pushed it all the way into her rear. Her sphincter was tight around my thumb. It might have been virgin. I played with her vagina with the other hand, until her breathing deepened again, then I began fucking her ass with my thumb. It brought me currents of sexual pleasure. I hand-fucked her front and back, moving my hands slowly.
During this she was lying with her cheek on her hands, her eyes closed again, and I could study her face while I played with her. She was marvelously expressive. She would close her lips tightly, and a vein would stand out on her forehead. Her eyes were not just closed, but squeezed shut, as though she was concentrating, and she kept tilting her head back. Then, she would open her lips in an 'O' and pant. Among her pants were little whimpers and groans, not loud at all, but loud enough for me. I played with her and watched her and listened to her for awhile.
I wasn't sure what to do next. I stood and pulled her up. I picked her up like you would carry a sleepy child, kissing her mouth and letting her feel how strong I am. She curled her body into my arms, her head on my shoulder, one arm around my neck and a hand barely resting on my chest, ready for whatever I wanted her do. I could smell her hair when I wasn't kissing her.
I told her, "You are even more beautiful right here."
I couldn't hold her very long, at least not easily. It felt a little silly, though I did enjoy it, and I wondered what to do next. After a few minutes I lay her back on the bed, spread her legs, knelt between them, and began licking and sucking her.
Don't ask why I took so long to get to this. Maybe I was shy, thinking perhaps that I couldn't satisfy her, she who had been eaten by women. Maybe I'm an idiot.
I shouldn't have worried. She was a lover of the mouth, urging "yes, yes," in a hoarse whisper even before I had begun, cooing, tangling her fingers through my hair and pulling.
Though I know not all women like cunnilingus, I confess I've never sexed one who didn't. I once knew a woman who disapproved of it because it wasn't Biblical, but thank God she was never a lover of mine. I've had partners who asked me to do it, or who lit up in joy when I started, as though it were a rare gift. Can it be that most men won't pleasure their loves this way?
She lit up. She responded no matter what I did. She pushed herself toward me with her hips and tried to pull my head to her. I sucked her lips into my mouth and nibbled on each of them. I got some of her corn silk in my mouth. Her clitoris was a tiny, pink nub that I licked very softly, using just the tip of my tongue, as lightly as I could, tasting her. She tried to get more sensation but I just kept touching her lightly, making her crazy.
I moved down and tasted inside her. Of course she wasn't sweet, like people say; yes her vagina was like a soft fruit of some kind, but tangy and musky. I pulled back and breathed on her sex, then went back to her clitoris, tonguing just at her scant hood. How high could I get her without her coming? She grunted at every lick.
Once she was very high I moved away from her, helped her kneel up on the bed, and put my erection to her mouth. What would she do?
She opened her mouth and licked the underside of the head and made a little face.
"What is it?" I asked.
"It's a little bit fishy tasting."
I laughed. "Well, I didn't know this was going to happen. I'll wash it now. It won't take a second."
"I like fish."
I laughed again. "Well, then lick it, and use your perfect mouth to pleasure me."
But she really didn't know how to do that. She had been truthful that she wasn't very experienced, at least with men, so I had to help her. It was almost enough just to feel her mouth and to know she liked doing it. I nearly came right then, and pulled out and throttled my penis to stop myself, just in time.
She didn't know what I was doing and thought she was disappointing me. Dear God, no. I kissed her and told her she was wonderful. We knelt in front of each other for a moment and kissed each other's faces and I strummed my fingers up and down over her breast and she fondled my prick.
Then I pushed her onto her back again and licked and sucked her more strongly. I ran my whole tongue in long, smooth strokes over her sex. When she began to come she was moving her hips up and down, and twisting to the side. I crawled up between her legs. I found her opening, and I pushed all the way in while she came. I always savor that first stroke, when her flower isn't yet fully opened and my penis is pushing her walls outward. I fucked her until, in just a minute or two, I came, and I heard myself making crying sounds and I collapsed on her completely. She continued to come the whole time.
*****
We were snuggling and drowsing. Even though we were leaking madly she wouldn't let us put our underwear back on, so we were damp and sticky. Touching her afterwards was affectionate and quiet, except when I found a tickle spot. She was fascinated with my spent penis. She kept stroking it and commenting on how soft it was. I asked her not to go on so much about that.
"I want to see you tonight."
"Oh, my big, strong man, I want that too. But I'm not sure that we can. There are other people to think of."
Big strong man? I didn't know if we had any future, but for the moment I was content to be called her anything. She liked me, liked being with me afterwards. I turned to her.
"I didn't mean for sex. At least not necessarily. I'm at an age when it might even be difficult." I had almost said 'hard.' It was twitching, though. She should quit stroking it.
"I just want to see you in that moonlight again. And your roommate is welcome. I think I'd like to see her there, too."
"Oh? You want to watch us kiss, so you can get turned on again?"
"No, I thought she and I could kiss, to get *you* turned on again."
"Well what about your wife?"
I used a Bogart voice: "Shweetheart, I'm all you get."
We snuggled some more.
End.
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Part I: Ache
She is a long woman, lean and pale. Long legs pull your eyes up to where they meet. Her long neck carries them further, to her face, that sweetly weak chin, her mouth. Only her lips are full bodied.
She has never liked her body, thinking that she is much too tall, that her hips are too wide, that her butt sticks out, that her chest is too flat; but men, and some women, enjoy watching her walk past and turn to look when she can't see them, to imagine her naked, imagine crawling between those never-ending legs, imagine her eyes swollen and half closed with desire. Many a man or woman has sighed with a private disappointment after she has passed, the strength of the sigh depending only on the strength of imagination.
She is right, though, at least about her absent breasts. Her chest is flat: two peas on an ironing board, as some men used to joke. No one will move his (or her) hand from chest to breast and delight in the smooth curve, because there is no curve. No one will feel the rubbery texture when her breasts are pushed up from below.
She could fix this, she supposes, by having a doctor insert gelatinous bags beneath her nipples, but it wouldn't any longer be her. It might even -- one might think -- take attention away from her neck or her mouth. Perhaps her breasts would grow larger if she had a child, though she is unlikely ever to know. People come as complex packages. This is what comes in hers.
What else comes is fascination. She watches the breasts of other women in her dance classes surge forward with centrifugal force during their steps, then bob around; furtive looks so well camouflaged that no one has ever suspected her, mixed with chatty commentary on technique but full of longing, enough longing to make her ashamed. She sometimes gossips about how men talk about tits and bazooms, but that's an excuse. She has seen her own reflection in the studio mirror often enough, and found nothing noteworthy there.
She is certain she couldn't attract a real lover and hasn't a clue as to how her husband came to want her. She thinks it couldn't have been her looks. Now that several years have passed since they married, and his interest has diminished, she understands that he must be tired of having to work himself up for someone who lacks a true woman's body. Along with that understanding, she has almost convinced herself that she is reconciled to a life of little passion.
That reconciliation is an illusion: while standing before the mirror after bathing a few weeks back, she suddenly made a despairing cry and began smacking her chest with her hands. It took almost an hour to regain composure, to fix her face, before she could meet people with her usual gracious smile, backed by an inner light.
*****
In any event, while a life of little passion defies longings it doesn't banish them. Hers is as deep a well of desire as anyone's, producing forbidden fantasies that entrance like visions of water on the desert, but being a good Christian woman she isn't going to act on them. It shames her a little that she even has them. Hers may be a liberal church, full of good, open-minded people, but she struggles to be morally straight. Judge not. Only judge yourself.
Her fantasies slip into her mind at night when she is most vulnerable, forming from the swirls of almost- sleep thoughts, little universes of lust growing out of nothing, brushing her belly, awakening her body. She doesn't feel she deliberately calls them out, but there they are, and they are insistent, full-color images of sex with this man or that from her job, movies, even her church. Sometimes he is anonymous. It really doesn't matter. They didn't used to include full naked bodies on display.
Ever more during one of these fantasies her hand will slip from her side to her waist to her pubic mound, over the almost hairless mound to a spot where she can stroke herself with stealthy fingers. On occasion she resists. When she does touch herself she moves the fingers slowly between her labia, circling her clitoris, getting high, afraid of waking her husband while surrendering yet again. There are times that she can't keep herself still or quiet, when she'll finally go into the living room or bathroom to finish.
The acts she conjures once came mainly from R-rated films or the explicit romance novels she has taken to reading, but that ended when she stayed alone at a hotel that had a pay-per-view adult movie channel. On a whim she picked a movie almost at random and was devastated. Which was stronger, disgust or desire? She probably doesn't know to this day, but her repertoire of fantasies began growing that night.
After masturbating, once her breathing has slowed and she considers the visions that have driven her pleasure, she feels vile. Shame is her other secret burden; so much of it for such a good person. She certainly wouldn't ever cheat with any of those men. Once or twice a man from work came on to her, just a little, and she cut him down right away.
*****
For awhile there was one man in her fantasies more than any other, a dance partner in their little community ballet. They've teamed on and off in "The Nutcracker," practicing once a week, then meeting daily during performance week. She is a principal dancer. He is a volunteer from the community who replaces a non-existent male dancer, there being no senior men in the company.
They've enjoyed playing dress-up, dancing, pantomiming. They've held hands. He has kissed her hand, often, often. He is actually the only man besides her husband whom she has touched regularly in any way for years, and one evening last Fall the hand kiss suddenly made her wonder what it would be like if he kissed her mouth. What if he pulled her to him and ... did what? That. All of that.
She had been expressing amazement at the dances of Herr Drosselmeyer's toys, paying attention to the actions and positioning of the party goers, but at the thought her vision was obscured by quick flashes of fucking. She wouldn't use that word, but it's what she saw. It was followed that night by a detailed fantasy of degenerate sex that wouldn't make her feel guilty: what if he kidnapped me and forced me to submit? What would he make me do?
Please don't hurt me. You don't have to hurt me. I'll do anything you want.
The intensity and the pleasure frightened her, enough that she decided to avoid him, to talk only when on the floor, but the thoughts recurred throughout the season, finally fading only after the performances ended, when she wouldn't see him for eight months because their lives are completely separate and he too has a spouse.
How many little ballet troupes are there, hundreds? All performing "The Nutcracker"? How many fantasies are generated by them? How many come to nothing?
*****
One shouldn't think that hers is a life of quiet desperation. She keeps telling herself it is a good life, economically, religiously, intellectually, and much of the time it is exactly that. Every life has some issues, she argues persuasively. She keeps herself busy.
And yet.
She has growing periods when can't stand to be around other people. She withdraws to her room to think and be alone, to trace the passing of the years, to fantasize and to wonder what happened to her life, how at one time everything had seemed possible.
Along with her romance novels she has started reading poetry from her old college textbooks. One Sunday afternoon she read "To His Coy Mistress." When she came to the line "time's wing'd chariot hurrying near," she threw the book across the room.
*****
That was her life until this evening, when something happened.
What was it? As winter passed, her fantasies had shifted around to focus on some stranger she saw at the grocery, when she unexpectedly saw him -- *the* him. It is out of season for him, late spring, but there is a party thrown by a couple who turn out to be friends of friends of each. It's how a small world works. It's also how her God shows His sense of humor by -- just for the fun of it -- setting the stage for her seduction. Or perhaps He has another wager with Satan.
The earth is enjoying one of its magic times, the air rich with unimaginable varieties of blooms. The flowering began weeks ago and will continue another month, first early bloomers like forsythia, fruit trees, and daffodils, then the later blossoms to carry springtime along. The azaleas and their kin are colorful; the dogwoods, though, are achingly white and this is dogwood country.
It rained earlier today. The air is still sweet with it, the walk damp underfoot, and isolated drops still fall from the oaks, but the sky is almost clear and there is the slimmest crescent of a moon. Lone baby clouds scoot low in the sky, hurrying to a place people never see. Down below, the trees and shrubs have been waving to the sky all afternoon, a physical hosanna to whatever deities of Spring they worship.
She first saw him when she looked up from the walk, her mind filled with patterns of mud and raindrops, smelling the rain-cleansed air, aware of the clouds. He arrived in a sudden gust, without his wife, and when she saw him she felt the earth lurch, or the time, or something. Her husband was with her, but he groused about these boring parties and finally asked if she could find a ride home later, so that he could leave. Then *he* gallantly offered a ride.
So the air was charged from the beginning, exactly the same as always, but different in that indefinable way known to shamans, as though an invisible wave had washed away the part that was familiar, leaving a world that is alluring but strange. Jamais Vu. She feels shaky, physically ill at ease, and she thinks if she has a bite to eat it may help her. Or if she gets away from him. She doesn't want to think about him.
He walks to the table with her.
They have to talk, of course. She comes up with something interesting to say while he spreads baba ganousch on pita, nothing really, but they are able to chit-chat. It may all amount to nothing. She takes fresh vegetables and some kind of dip. It may be easy. She feels nothing special, and is about to relax when he takes her hand to pull her away from blocking the kitchen door.
Yes, the hand feels the same. It is a large hand, warm, not rough, and without warning there is the memory of rehearsal, of how his hands always did feel especially warm to her.
She hadn't considered his hands when they first met, when his daughters took ballet and he spent his time playing with the smallest children, helping them do backward flips and giving them airplane rides. She had just thought he was funny, still a big kid though much older than she.
His hands. They announced themselves later, when the two of them had played husband and wife so long that they could casually hold each other's before going on stage, and his would help warm hers until the lights heated the air.
There is another, related memory, the one she doesn't want to remember, the one of yearning and remorse. It is of that first, really cold night of dress rehearsal last December, how she had been shivering and huddling backstage, and how he had seen her and put his tuxedo jacket over her shoulders without being asked. When she had hugged it around herself she had smelled him and been suffused in his body heat. Though this was after her decision to avoid him, the smell and the feeling and the fact that he was so thoughtful had made her think about him all night long and want him to hold her.
It was bad, so bad that she had forgotten a step during one of their dances together.
She couldn't not think of him, but she'd stayed away from him as much as she could and she hadn't really thanked him. She knows she was cold to him and once again feels shame.
The memory arouses fantasies and regrets from wherever they have been resting, leaving her shy, making her wish she could extricate herself, making her want to stay. Oh, why did her husband have to leave?
She puts aside the plate of vegetables. He gets her a drink and their hands touch when she takes it.
Someone asks them to show a step from the ballet. This inspiration is doubtless generated by higher powers: these are arts people, sure, but there is no reason for this. The question leads to discussion of which step to show, a hasty improvisation, and the required holding of hands. The kiss on the hand. She tries to look lighthearted.
There is real improvisation when he spins her under his overstretched hands, catches her, and lets her lean down in his arms like a swing dancer. Their bodies touch, brush, catch on each other. For a second his face is right over hers and he looks her full in the eyes while she leans against his arm and body and tries not to look back up at him. She is frozen. She thinks he may kiss her right now.
An epiphany: all at once and without words she knows that he desires her.
Why doesn't she laugh and get up, move away? She could. It would be easy, if only she and her body weren't so busy betraying each other.
So she lies back in his arms and looks up at him blankly, swallowing, unable to muster the coquettish look she would once have used, telling herself not to be stupid but out of the blue feeling those sensations, the tingle or spark or subtle movement about her sex, the sensation like a tiny electrical current, the odd stirring in her lower belly. She knows them well, just hasn't felt them from contact with a man -- not like this -- in a long time. She feels herself growing vaguely damp where her vagina touches her panties. She thinks she can feel a bit, just a tiny bit, of trickling, a minute tickle along the walls of her labia, before finally he lets her up.
He wants me. He does. Me.
The thoughts echo, circle, blend with the fragments of fantasy and the sensations in her belly, and tell her that something is happening to her. Can anyone else tell? She looks around at the other guests, laughing and clapping or not paying them much attention at all. Thank you, Lord.
She needs separation and self-control, so leads him to a couch where she sits in a corner, but her leg touches his because all the seats are taken. She crosses her legs and her arms and leans as far into the corner as she can, to make herself invisible, to sort her feelings and get control of them.
There is general conversation. He is telling stories about major blunders during their performances, about prima donnas and untied Pointe shoes. She makes just a small comment now and then. She's normally active in these things, but she needs to look at him closely and can't do it while people look at her.
Why does she feel this way? Is there a clue in his flesh? If he acts childlike sometimes, and he looks younger than his years, how can his eyes be surrounded by fine wrinkles that form folds upon folds when he smiles, and why does one eyelid droop a bit more than the other? Was he injured once?
The hostess announces a fresh plate of canapés. She calls them "munchies."
Our good woman is not hungry now, not at all. She looks around the room. The picture window is framed with a deep green cornice and drapes. She tries to watch the man via his reflection, but there are ghost figures behind him. When she focuses on them they become two teenagers who must belong to people inside, embracing just outside on the sidewalk. Their foreheads and noses touch as they talk, then they kiss deeply and open-mouthed, pasturing on each other.
Her mind flicks instantly to the political campaign, how Al and Tipper Gore had kissed at the Democratic convention. She hadn't liked it at all, because it was so hard and unmoving -- a fifties movie kiss.
Back flicks her mind and she is again being held by her dance partner, but this time he does bend to her and start to kiss, the kiss of the teens, lips and tongues, a kiss that goes on and on, lovingly and sensually, until there is one final flash and she realizes two things: that they couldn't kiss like that in front of everyone and that the hostess is holding a tray of munchies out toward her.
The conversation is all party talk, never turning toward anything serious, but twice, when someone asks about her husband, she says, "Oh, he's fine," in *that* voice, the one that says she doesn't want to talk about him. The second time, her dancer friend turns just a little to look at her with a serious expression.
"Isn't it stuffy in here?"
Yes it is, suddenly. He asks if she would like to walk on the deck out back.
Thank God! There may not be such an easy opportunity to stop this later. He hasn't been obvious, but she saw how he looked at her. She knows he wants to be alone with her, and that he knows that she knows, and all that. They understand each other completely, so when she says 'no' he will understand that, too.
"Just a minute. I have to find my shawl."
*****
It is time, time for time to accelerate. Not the clock, but the experience. There is a sense of something rushing, of movement in the earth, though the wind has gone away to rest, and the air is finally still. Expectant. Naturally the night is empty for them, as though prepared in advance.
She feels it. Does he?
It is cool enough for her to pull her wool wrap tightly, but the night doesn't seem to affect him a bit; he doesn't even wear a sweater.
What's he saying? There's some flowering ajuga just below the deck. There, see? He leans out over the rail of the deck to make his point, standing closer to her than he should and she can feel the heat pouring off him. She looks, but she's too aware of his closeness to pay attention, so just says "Um hmm."
It isn't that she's thoughtless. She's thinking the whole time, setting scenes and conversation, visualizing possibilities. How would he take it if I put my hand on his arm, if I simply rested it there? I could lay it there only for a second. What would he do? Would he freeze? Get shy? Take it as an invitation?
She almost does it. No, no, no! This is getting absurd. It's time to go back in.
They don't. Different music begins, something slow and familiar that she can't quite place. He asks, "Dance?" and takes her hand at almost the same instant. Inside her the alarm bells go off, clanging in the night, warning her that this isn't any longer fantasy, telling her to refuse as she turns toward him to look, first to his mouth, then up to his eyes. She sees the party inside through half-open blinds, only for a second before the view is blocked by his body. Say no thank-you, she tells herself. She doesn't say anything at all.
This is how it happens, not to everyone but to her. She hasn't decided in her mind to let this man fuck her. She probably couldn't make such a decision, not coldly, not in advance. There is simply a flow to events. One would think that she would get help with her resolve.
So they begin to dance. It is slow motion. It is like lightning. She puts her free hand on his shoulder, feels his hand on her waist, lets him begin the step, judges his stride and his rhythm. They're too far apart, dancing like children, so ludicrous. She is talking to herself, trying to understand what is happening, though what seems most important is that she shouldn't stand so awkwardly apart from her partner, so she steps closer and lets him slide his hand around to the small of her back, to pull her gently to his body. He is large; he almost envelopes her.
Her face is at his shoulder. It brings the memory of December, how his tux jacket felt, the heat, the faint smell of Mennen now replaced by the real thing. She can feel his real heat with her cheek. Then, without any internal argument at all, she lays her head on his shoulder and leans her body completely up against his. It is a big step, her first one to push the situation along, and it scares her to death.



Their hands had been almost touching his shoulder and her face -- right between them. He releases her hand to put both arms around her waist, and she puts both of hers around his neck, so that as they rock slowly together on the deck their bodies touch all the way down. She makes a tiny grunt, scarcely a high-pitched whisper, that she hopes he doesn't hear. She makes it because she wants him and she is afraid to want him.
Good Lord, I'm thirty-five, almost middle-aged. Why am I acting like a fourteen year old?
She's skidding on her straight and narrow. Does this make her guilt more pleasurable? Or a greater barrier? She wants to stop everything; she can do everything except make it stop. No, she might yet break away.
What is he doing? He is leaning his head to her. He kisses her hair, making her shiver, beginning a little frisson that sweeps all the way down her back from her scalp to her ass and brings a catch to her breathing.
The next thing isn't a single thing. It is two, more than two, some number, something kaleidoscopic. There is no order that she can recall later. She smells him again, with her cheek feels a muscle move in his chest, feels herself pull him closer, for the first time feels his penis as a hard shape against her belly. She holds her breath again, memorizes the outline of his cock on her body.
She can feel herself growing wetter, hotter. The feel of wetness seeping is obvious now, so beautiful a sensation, so perfect a mark of longing if he would touch her there. He kisses her hair again and inhales her. She can feel his breath. His penis. His face. A hand at her chin, lifting her face. He is erect against her. They begin a kiss.
Only then does she step back, all at once, gasping out her regrets.
"No. Please. I'm sorry." What can she say? "What are we doing?"
*****
Almost everyone knows that passion in the night can be frightening with its power to push aside all daytime considerations and lead people to a world in which there's no wrong or right, only hunger. How many know its other characteristic, its fragility, how a word can stop it dead, break it like a light bulb, leaving only useless remains?
He lets her stand apart from him but he doesn't let her go. She could walk away but it would have to be her choice. She wants him to talk, because she has run out of things to say that wouldn't make this worse. Maybe he can end it gracefully, in a way that will salvage their friendship. Perhaps, so she waits, but he doesn't answer for a moment.
What he does is take an enormous breath that comes back out as a slow breeze, like exhaling cigarette smoke, and only then does she realize how deeply he is affected.
Finally, hoarsely:
"I'm sorry." He looks away from her, then back, as though unsure what to say.
"No, I'm not." Another stop.
"I am and I'm not. Oh damn. I *am* sorry I did something your weren't ready for."
He pauses.
"But I wasn't alone in it, was I?"
She decides, without deciding, to be flippant in her defense, and a little cruel: "Do you always come on this fast with other women?"
He drops his hands and jerks away.
No, no, no, no. I didn't say that! Say I didn't!
There is no place to hide out here. One hand rises to cover her mouth before she knows she is doing it. He starts to say something in an angry tone, then stops himself and turns toward the railing. She thinks he might just walk away, which she won't be able to stand, but instead he stands almost perfectly still for a moment, then turns around slowly toward her, takes another large breath and finally starts talking in a very quiet voice, so softly that it is not at all accusing, so long that it is almost a monologue.
"How long have I known you? A decade? More? Have I ever come on to you before? Do you think I never wanted to?" He laughs a little self-deprecating laugh, though there's no amusement on his face.
"I've wanted to for years. Well, some things you know are never going to happen. I knew I wasn't ever going to try to seduce you."
He pauses for an instant.
"Anyway, before tonight I knew it. So I decided I had to stop thinking about it. I thought maybe I could just enjoy being with you for a bit, and let it go."
He leans against the deck railing and looks out to the lawn, while she pulls her wrap around herself more tightly and looks at the floor, knowing she has ruined everything. Her mind flicks back to the fantasy of the kiss; the hostess interrupts as an omen, the munchies are symbols of dread. He is talking.
"It didn't work. After awhile I realized that, yes, I'm sure there are people who can do that. Mother Teresa came to mind." He makes that little laugh again.
"Not me, though. I couldn't keep from looking at you. You must have noticed."
She is about to say something but can't bring herself to talk. She stares at a post of the deck rail, as though it is the unmovable center of all creation. He continues.
"Last fall I think you were upset with me. I guessed I was being too obvious, so I tried to stay across the floor from you as much as I could. Anyway, it was actually a relief when 'The Nutcracker' ended, because I didn't have to see you all the time."
He takes yet another enormous breath, exhales, goes on:
"Then tonight, you were different. I ... I don't know how exactly. Willing. There was something in how you looked at me. Hell, I probably imagined it. I'm sorry I put you on the spot. Anyway. You can say I'm inappropriate, wrong, whatever. Just don't say I'm fast."
She listened quietly during most of it, not moving, not even taking her hand from her mouth. Only her eyes changed, growing wider and sadder and then wet. The exception came when he got to the part about her being upset with him. Then she squeezed her eyes shut and wiped them with her fingers. Now that he has finished, she has to say something:
"I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to say that. Please believe me. I've just been ... I mean I was ... I'm afraid. I am. I was afraid of where we were heading. I can't do that. We had to stop."
She wipes her eyes again and looks at the ground so that he won't be able to see her face. Her voice becomes so quiet that it scarcely rises above the music filtering through the closed door:
"And, no, you weren't in it alone."
It is done. So why, as they stand on the deck looking at each other, each reluctant to go back to the party, each knowing they need to, does she hope that he will stall a little longer?
Jumbled lines from some poem steal upon her like ground mist, telling her that her whole world has rolled up in a ball, moving her toward an overwhelming question, and that because she was afraid she couldn't give the answer that might make her happy. For one brief moment she had almost been happy. But now it is time to go home.
Continued
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Part 2/2: Redemption
Reset the scene. The air has leaked away. The night isn't expectant; the joke has been played. Two people stand apart and alone, batting idle thoughts into the dark. Nothing of significance will come of this.
She has made her decision to do the right thing, to live with that burden. Now she can't stand the thought of reentering the crowd, nor can she stay on the deck with him. There is a third option. She turns toward the steps and walks down into the yard, to be alone.
Everything is hard. She thinks: How will I get home tonight?
If this were a movie he would follow her, to confront her. She would welcome that; it would give her the chance to give in, having tried to be good. Nonsense. She knows that she wouldn't, gets almost teary thinking: I'll always do the right thing. If she gets far enough away she may be able to let herself cry over doing the right thing.
What he does is follow her and take her hand from behind.
"Don't go. Please don't. Stay with me for awhile." He is still speaking very softly, but urgently.
"Please stay."
"I don't know," and she looks to the house. Do the right thing. She needs an excuse to repulse him. "What if someone had come outside just then? We could have been caught."
Oh you idiot! No! That's not what you mean. Tell him the truth. Tell him you can't be with him ever.
He counters: "Then let's just walk in the yard and talk. Just talk. No kissing, okay?"
He makes a wan smile, more a grimace than a grin. She gives up on leaving, and she leaves her hand in his. Neither really knows what that means, but it is something.
Of course she loses her words again, distracted by his hand. He leads her across some stepping stones, past a few new bushes in mulched earth and a dogwood that is so bright it gleams in bits of reflected light. They are holding hands. She stumbles a little, and so has to catch onto his arm, an arm that is as warm as the rest of him, while she tries to hold her wrap tightly to her chest.
Why are we still holding each other?
Anyone could tell her.
*****
Her behavior last fall weighs on her. She didn't know then that she had hurt him, not exactly, not like that. She wants to apologize, but how do you bring that up? She certainly can't tell him what drove her. There are some things one just doesn't say. They are both so shy now that they may not say anything at all, but she tries because she can't stand the silence.
"I'm really sorry about ... back there. I shouldn't have let things go so far. I think I led you on. You must think I'm terrible."
He doesn't say anything, though it's his turn. They are still holding hands but he isn't saying he doesn't think she's terrible. She stops waiting, and goes on.
"I don't know how it happened, and it frightened me. And about last fall ..."
A deep breath. The night is full of such breaths. He pauses in mid-step, eyes open wide in the dark, and finally says something, finishing for her:
"You don't have to tell me. I know I should have controlled myself more."
"No. It wasn't you. Oh Lord no. Please believe me. I did try to avoid you. I'm sorry about that too. But it wasn't your fault. There were other things going on. I really can't talk about them."
"That's okay. You don't need to excuse me. I'm sure I deserved it."
"No! No, you don't understand. Listen. Oh God!"
She finds herself looking desperately left and right, to the trees, the lights, the house, looking for the right words. They aren't there, so she gives up and stares him directly in the face:
"Look, the truth is I was attracted to you, and it scared me then, too. Okay, I said it!"
To whom is she confessing?
She can't face him and looks away right after she finishes, then waits to hear him respond, but he is silent again. When she looks back to him he has the strangest expression. What parts are amazement and delight, thoughtfulness and fear she can't tell at all. He takes both of her hands, holds them firmly, and she is afraid of what he will do, but then he drops one and they start to walk all over again. As they move through the dark he keeps turning toward her as though to express something he can't quite say.
They avoid the center of the long yard, open grass lighted by floodlights, and hug the landscaped edges. Some tiny night bird flashes away, perhaps tired of watching them from an oak. It must have seen the two people walk randomly, slowly, always to the side, away from the open yard, to the hidden areas. There are footsteps, nothing else. They look to the ground, occasionally to each other. That cool, damp ground is heady and sweet. Too cool. She lets him put an arm around her to warm her ("Is this okay?") and as she nestles against him in their walk, she can feel the night reviving itself.
*****
Far out in the shaded part of the gardens, hidden by a magnolia from the house and the possibility of discovery, he turns to her. He is very close, though touching only her hand.
"May I kiss you again?"
"No. We agreed: 'no kissing.' I don't think we ... "
She doesn't finish.
Just as she started talking he had lifted his free hand to her cheek, not quickly, almost lazily, not quite touching it. It is an odd movement. She has a dreamy memory of the way her cat sometimes touches her face when she is at the computer and he wants her to get him food, reaching out very gently and very slowly, pads getting closer and closer to her cheek.
She stops to look at his hand, hovering not an inch away. It seems as though he is waiting to see her reaction, then his palm is at her cheek again and, yes, it is still warm. She thinks: he'll seduce me with temperature.
What he uses to seduce her is the most unoriginal of lines: "I'll stop anytime you ask me. I won't do anything you don't want me to do."
Her response will be that he should stop now, that she doesn't want to do *anything*.
She doesn't answer.
It's been scant minutes since their crisis; can there be a second chance already? How did it build so suddenly? She draws in a breath to say the words that will end it finally. They look at each other, half covered in shadows, empty of words in their shelter.
It seems quieter than it really is. There are distant music from the party, some car tires hissing on the streets, this or that other noise, but nothing makes any impact. They are two breathing statues, and they stand that way until they both realize that her answer is "yes."
This time she doesn't stop him. He moves his mouth over hers, opens her lips with his, and brushes them lightly. Their lips caress one another, back and forth, first the outside parts, then that exquisitely soft flesh just inside the mouth. When his tongue probes into her mouth she is blindsided by such an unexpected jolt of lust that at first she does nothing but breathe and feel him invade. It is several seconds before she sucks his tongue in deeply and tastes him. He sucks both tongues back into his mouth. She knows that he could do anything with her that he wanted and she wouldn't object. She has crossed over.
*****
They may have kissed forever before he moves his hand from her face down to her neck, then to her chest. It is another dreamscaped movement, as a feather pulled by gravity, until his palm comes to rest on her left nipple.
At that she stiffens, especially in her shoulders, though she doesn't completely step away. It is like a dance with them tonight. Together, apart. Where will it end?
She speaks in an odd, low voice. Anyone could tell something was different, not just from her tone but from her choice of words, the way she looks at the ground, and her shoulders. The night birds could tell it. It is as though she is shouting to the trees, not of a rejection of the touch, but something else.
"You're barking up the wrong tree, there. You won't find what you're looking for."
He knows what she means. He leaves his hand on her, lifts the other to her chin and raises her face with exquisite care. If she had resisted he wouldn't have raised it. They gaze.
"Won't I? Won't I? I've known you so long, I know what you have. Believe me that you have what I want. I'm not sure how to convince you of it, such a beautiful woman."
He has an idea.
"Don't you ... yes, don't you tickle when stroked?"
He brushes both nipples with just the tips of the fingers of both hands, and watches closely as takes an almost inaudible breath. Her shoulders are still tight, but she's waiting.
"And don't you have skin so tender that your breath stops when you're caressed like this?"
He moves his hands up above her nipples, then slides his fingertips down and around them, barely touching her on the outside of her thin blouse, then up across her nipples and again down and around. Up, around, barely touching her, letting quivers follow his hands over and around her nipples. She begins to pant quietly while he does this, and her eyes close almost completely. Her shoulders finally release.
She is a still life. She is holding the ends of her wrap to the side, away from her front, and she stands silently except for those shallow breaths, looking down at his hands, leaving him to do what he will.
He doesn't hesitate. He unbuttons her blouse from the top button all the way down, and she lets him. Then he caresses her fully on her bare skin, through the opening in the blouse, again following that circular pattern, becoming familiar with her breasts, happy in her responsiveness, confident in his touching. He pinches her excited nipples as his hands pass over them, until she seems in her own mind to be all swollen nipples and goose pimpled flesh, until she is all shivers and her eyes close. She begins to sway.
He pulls her to him and holds her, faces together, and starts kissing her again. She pants into his mouth.
"Take off your panties."
She is back in the present before his words disappear. Her eyes go to the deck and the back door. When she speaks she is breathless and her whisper squeaks:
"We can't do that here!"
"Just your panties. Please. Give them to me."
She stares at him for five seconds, ten seconds. It is time for a final decision, the one she's already made. So she rucks up her skirt and grasps her panties to pull them down her thighs. At her knees she reaches the tops of the boots she has worn against the weather and has to work them down.
He takes the panties and shoves them into a pocket. Then he takes her with his left arm while he snakes his right hand under her dress and up the insides of her thighs to her pudendum. While his hand is moving up she again tilts her head back, but instead of swaying she leans against him. When he reaches her sex, where she is so wet and slippery that his fingers go right between her lips, she moans, almost silently because she has so little air.
That's when she sees the back door open. A figure, now three, are half out onto the deck.
"Someone's there!" She whispers, hardly getting the words out, wanting his hand but afraid of being caught. He has already pushed two fingers up into her vagina as far as they will go and is massaging her with his thumb.
He turns around to face the house but continues to hold her to him and to pleasure her. Now she can't see the house. She listens but doesn't hear anything, and it is hard to concentrate because he won't stop sexing her. His hand never moves away. His thumb moves slowly up and down inside her lips, just barely grazing her clitoris going in both directions.
What do I do? She trusts him with her security and forces her face into his shoulder, working all the while to be quiet while her body surges.
"They're gone," he whispers down to her finally, then he is moving his face over her hair, kissing her hair, her face, and she turns her face up to him, searching for his mouth, finding it, breathing hard.
The Moody Blues were wrong. You can't keep getting higher and higher. There are limits, and what was held back breaks loose. Her explosion is waiting impatiently. She feels herself at the edge. But then he stops. He pulls his hand completely out of her and out from under her skirt.
"Over here." He has to half-pull her, to a wooden bench set further back from the open area.
"Damn! Wait here. I'm going to get something to dry it with."
No! He walks to the house, leaving her teetering. She has to hold the back of the bench with a hand to keep from swaying again. Her other hand goes to her mound and holds it hard, to keep the feeling in. She has a superstitious thought that it will spill away.
She needn't worry. He walks back out of the house carrying an entire roll of paper towels, strolls to her -- it seems to her that he is in no hurry -- and dries off the bench. He helps her to sit, then to lie back along the slats. The rest of the roll goes under her head. Her feet are on the ground, but he lifts her right leg all the way to the back of the bench and hooks her heel over it. He lifts her skirt to her waist. It is utterly unromantic. She is completely exposed, mortified because he looks straight down onto her spread vagina.
She intends to let him do whatever he wants and to watch the house for him, but when he leans down and puts his open mouth on her she forgets to watch. She has just one moment of panic, thinking: Don't do that! I didn't wash for you. I didn't know.
It is too late.
He sucks both labia deep into his mouth and chews them with exquisite softness, and she forgets everything. His mouth crowds out everything else. The house is still there, still a source of danger, but she can manage only one or two glances, then thinks a little prayer: Please don't let anyone come outside now.
Does she realize the irony of the request, certain to pique her Lord? Unmindful, she puts her fate in His and her lover's hands, again releasing herself to pleasure, and lets her head fall back. Her eyes close completely. She had started to shiver from her exposure to the air, and the contrast with the wet heat of his mouth is astounding. His body heat was nothing compared to this. He sucks on her, licks her, giving her more pleasure than she can endure. Her orgasm begins with a vibration that spreads outward from her sex. Suddenly she is crying out and then his hand is over her mouth to stifle her and she is crying into it.
She has never done this in sex before, cried loudly. Afterward she will recall it as being shrill, like a banshee's cry, and won't believe him when he tells her there was no real danger of being heard. She is loud enough.
He pushes his hand harder on her mouth, still sucking and licking her, and she pulls the hand in with both of hers, getting the edge of it well into her mouth, screaming behind it but unaware until afterwards that she is biting it as well. She can't help the crying, keeps coming, tastes his hand as part of her orgasm, comes again, still, and finally pushes his face away from her because she just can't breathe anymore.
It doesn't end quickly, at that. She moans and makes keening sounds for what seems a long, long time. When she can finally pay attention to her surroundings she finds that her face is wet -- she really has cried -- and that he has changed hands, rubbing the first one against his leg and shaking it in the air. She is dizzy, winded, languid.
*****
It is a terrible time for people to come outside and walk their way.
God has honored her prayer, but just barely. They are almost to the bench before she hears her lover's sharp whisper, and then she is horrified, legs still splayed open, vagina naked for the world to see, but he rises, slips her leg off the back of the bench and helps her sit up and smooth her skirt. When the couple get to their hideaway he is telling her the derivation of the term "blue moon." They can't see that under her shawl she is pulling her unbuttoned blouse together.
"Evening folks. Beautiful night, isn't it?" Yes, they agree it is and they stop to chat.
She is still trying to get final control of her breathing, can't think of much to say anyway, and believes that almost anything will give her away. The night is bright enough with the floodlights that junipers are blue-green in the light, while dark gray below, and this strikes her as a thing she could mention, if she could bring herself to speak. Her body isn't completely done with her.
She tries to look attentive, her arms crossed over her chest, leaning back away from him, looking at the couple while they talk, but really looking more closely at him. What is he thinking? What is he feeling?
Will he be irritated at her emptiness with the other couple? No. When they finally leave, before they leave, when they have first begun to walk back toward the house, he pushes his left hand along the bench to her to touch her leg. Three more steps, then she takes his hand in her right. She brings it to her mouth and kisses it during the next few steps, then eases over to him, puts her head down on his shoulder, moves her left hand lightly to his chest so that her fingers can rest ever so lightly over his right nipple. She can feel his breathing in both his shoulder and his chest. Though she is starting to chill again, he is as warm to her as ever.
"Oh darling, I thought they'd never go."
She stops. "Darling"? Will that scare him away? Worse, is she going to scare herself away?
None of this is going to happen. He says:
"Oh Jesus! 'Blue moon.' What was I thinking?"
He turns to kiss her, and when he does she smells herself on his face and is aroused all over again.
*****
It is so good to be away from all those people.
They had made their exit quickly. Each had to get home, they'd said. She had poured wine into two plastic cups while he washed his face, then they'd gone straight to the door. They drove more or less toward her house but turned off into a hidden little parking lot. There is a tiny grassy area with a tree and a picnic table that no one has ever been known to use.
Here he half sits against the table-top while she leans into him and they talk. He moves his hands all over her. She surveys the night, nuzzling his neck, scratching her nose luxuriously on his whiskers, making soothing sounds over his poor hand. How will he explain the bite to his wife? She counts the tooth marks in dim, yellow light and kisses them one by one.
She says: "My poor baby." She thinks: My dearest. We don't know what he thinks.
The night is so different from every other night. Where is she going? What is right and wrong? Will she wander a sexual wilderness? Will she be alone or will he lead her through it, her Moses? No, not Moses. He got me all the way to the promised land. She smiles at her wit.
She is still sexually high. Or is it again? She can't tell. She thinks: where is there a bed when you need one?
She wants to pleasure him back, but he tells her that being almost caught once in a night is enough. He can't mean it. Every time she leans between his legs she feels his hard penis pressed into her. Has he been hard all evening? That is something else she can't tell.
She decides to take action. She reaches for his zipper and pulls it down all the way.
"Wait. Don't. What if a cop came by?"
"Well I'm not going to strip you, darling. Just keep an eye open for them -- if you can."
She tries to pull his penis out through his underwear and open zipper, but there are difficulties, given how erect he is and that she's never done that before, and finally he has to unfasten his pants and belt himself and push everything down. She grasps his prick and pulls it forward and back, masturbating him. Even in the shadows she can tell that the head is glistening with a thin liquid coating. The penis is darker than the rest of his skin and it is hot to the touch.



It's his turn to pant. She holds his prick still and tickles the underside and his balls, then masturbates him again. She knows what she is going to do, something from her fantasies, something he will love. She leans down to take the head of the penis in her mouth. It tastes meatier than she had expected. The shiny fluid is faintly salty. She licks it like a lollipop then sucks on it while she jacks him.
It doesn't take very long at all. His panting grows faster and deeper and then he makes quiet grunts that ignite her, puts his hands on her hair, and pushes his penis to her, pushing it a little further into her mouth. He comes, and no one watches for cops.
She had thought she was prepared. She isn't.
She would have been content if she'd only orgasmed earlier. Having done that, it would have been enough to know the feel of the cock in her hand. It caused her breathing to speed, little pants that didn't allow her to exhale, that grew because this was going to get dirty. Having felt his sex, she reveled in the smell and taste. That made her hotter, narrowed her focus, caused little quakes in her vagina.
It certainly wasn't enough when he started seeping fluid. By then she was kneeling on the ground, ignoring the pebble under her knee that would leave a perfectly circular bruise. She was making a noise that would have sounded like "Ohhh" if her mouth weren't full. She isn't prepared for him to come, because there's only one step up for her to take.
She lets him spurt into her mouth and swallows and swallows, feeling the quiver that begins in her vagina, while she glories in her descent. A wave of vertigo sweeps over her and then her vagina takes over completely. Without being touched, she orgasms for the second time this evening.
She felt it coming. She isn't even surprised by it, but she is lost in her pleasure and his penis. There are words in her mind, scarcely audible in the rush as she sucks and swallows and comes: Oh my God. I'm a slut. Oh my God. Oh dear God.
Then they are both finished and after really only a few seconds they float gracefully back to earth, to the night and the picnic table and the grass. She holds his penis in her mouth as his breathing settles down -- as their breathing settles down -- and his penis starts to shrink. She is astonished by these new things she has experienced. No they can't be new, she thinks, but I never knew them. She feels depraved, and happy.
His hands still hold her head.
She leans away and looks up at him from under her eyelids, bashful at what she has done. She takes her cup and drinks the wine, all of it in one long drink.
"I can't go home with your taste on me."
So he finishes his wine too, pulls her up to him, and holds her very firmly and very quietly. Then he kisses her open mouthed. They caress tongues, brush their cheeks to each other, move lips softly, softly over each other's. He starts touching different parts of her body again.
"Wait."
He pulls up his pants and fastens everything. Then he pulls her back to him.
"That's better."
*****
The lights are on at her house.
They had agreed not to kiss at her house, or to sit in the car together, so she gets out and walks directly to the door. She hesitates before entering, though, smelling one last smell, some clover someone mowed. It will be different inside.
Yes, inside the house is exactly as she'd left it. Somehow she'd thought it would be changed.
Her husband is watching TV. They chat a moment before she gives him a peck and says she will get ready for bed. He makes a little comment about the alcohol on her breath. He doesn't watch her ass and legs from behind as she climbs the stairs. There's a game on.
*****
There is a small spot of semen on her skirt. She rinses it with water and drops the skirt in the laundry hamper, then she takes a long bubble bath. Just as she's getting in she has a dreadful thought: what if his wife finds her panties?
The bath is long enough to make her red and wrinkled. When she has dried herself, she walks to the floor mirror and looks at her body. She tickles her nipples, touches her pubic hair, investigates everything closely. Finally she dresses and walks out into the bedroom. Her husband is still downstairs.
She turns back the bed sheets and gets in on her side, sitting up and leaning back against the pillows. She sits that way for several minutes. The atmosphere of the house in bringing her back.
Finally she sighs. She might as well get it over with. Fumbling around, she opens the drawer of the bedside stand and pulls out her old Bible. She will have to do this sometime.
She doesn't read anything, though. Not tonight, not her. She stares at the wrinkled black cover for several minutes, then she puts it back away, sets the alarm clock, and turns out the reading light. She will go to the early service tomorrow morning. She snuggles in, pulls the covers to her neck, and closes her eyes.
End.
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End Game
Miriam is dead. Nothing else is important.
You don't die that soon, not after your first surgery, do you? If I'd known I'd have gone to her, I don't care who would find out. I'd have to. But then, no, I wouldn't. You know that. I couldn't let her husband know, her kids know, and leave her dying in bed and needing them while they worked through knowing she was a whore and had betrayed them.
She wasn't a whore. I'm only saying that because it's what they'd have thought. She was just a sweet woman dying. Through most of her life she hadn't even been particularly sexual, though I hardly believed it when she told me. She said some things just seemed different to her with the clock winding down.
So I didn't get to see her again, not really, or say good-bye. I didn't get to touch her or kiss her or do any of the things I wanted to do. That I still want to do. I did sneak into the hospital after they cut on her, after visitors' hours so no one would know, but it didn't work out because she sent me away. She said she didn't want me to see her like that. I thought, maybe later, but she spiraled down. Hospice was called.
I can't even grieve, not around anyone I know. Her husband could, though. He couldn't stop crying at the visitation. He tried to be brave, but he couldn't do it. I've never seen anyone so stricken. He shook my hand and mumbled "hello" while his daughter held his other hand and their minister kept butting in to tell him how all things work together for good to them that love God. I think he remembered me from when our kids took strings together, but who knows? What I remember was feeling his big hand in mine and seeing his eyes all wet and his face red and wanting to smack that fat, red face.
She wanted you, you stupid son of a bitch. She wanted you, not me. I was just a substitute. It was always you, but you wouldn't give her what she needed and now it's too late.
It was crowded in the funeral home. Everyone was there because everybody knew Miriam and everyone liked her, so it took forever to reach the front of the line. They all knew her, but not like I did.
Her body didn't look right. I've never seen one that did, though people have told me of lovely dead aunts or grandfathers, but it didn't matter. I was only depressed by the shell-like aspect for a minute, not more than that, with that awful wig and terrible make-up, looking not asleep but as though she'd never been real, and then I saw her as she'd looked in bed with me, so thin and waiflike, so beautifully pale and smooth, hairless, her breasts distinct balls because she'd lost so much weight. They'd put a falsie on the corpse to make it look realistic and the fake breast made me think of the tiny lump she didn't want me to touch.
I guess I stared at her for a minute, certainly not long enough to make people wonder what was going on with me, then I went out somewhere, looking for something that doesn't exist.
* * * * *
God I loved her. I had to be careful how I told her, though, because she wanted the fantasy that it was only sex that joined us. When I told her I loved her she insisted I really loved my wife and she loved Al. I had to say I had enough love for more than one woman and that she knew what I meant. I know she really did love her husband, and I know the sex really did draw us together.
She loved everything about the sex. She liked my penis. Yes, I know. Lots of women like penises, and some don't, but this was different. She liked mine during sex but also afterwards, when it had shriveled and shrunk to almost nothing. She thought it was cute.
"Cute? What the hell is 'cute,' Miriam? This thing just fucked you, lady!"
"I know, silly, but when it gets so small after sex it's just, well, it's cute. And don't use that word!" She made a little pout. "Al's is always about the same length. It just gets rounder and harder and sticks out when, well, you know."
Oh yes, I knew. She went on,
"But yours. It gets so teensy-weensy when you're done. It's just precious!"
I didn't answer her for a moment. It wasn't what she said. She had that Carolina accent that always makes people sound simpler and more innocent than they really are, so it would have been hard not to laugh at the way she said "precious." I was just surprised, because it was the first time she had spoken her husband's name in bed. That was bad luck for her. It brought the guilt on.
Other places she'd talk about him and her kids all the time. I remember walking that path through the hill behind her subdivision, through the trees. There's a little creek with mossy rocks and dragonflies during the hot months and all those things that seem magical though they can't keep you from dying, and there we could walk holding hands, and she'd go on and on about her family. We could kiss. I could feel her up. Once I moved my hand down, all the way down inside her panties, and massaged her while I was kissing her, and I got her so high she almost came right there, her breath on my face accompanied by little whimpering sounds and her eyes completely closed, but when we broke away to walk some more she told me how she was arranging things to ease the transition as much as possible for Al and the kids, when she passed on. It was only in bed that she couldn't mention him. Until we got to penile comparisons, it seems.
"You know," I told her, "it would be just as easy to talk about how big and hard it gets when you make me all bothered. A little pixie dust from you and it can fly."
"Oh you men! You really do have the frailest egos." She had been tickling my ear, but now she moved down to my groin and used her mouth to boost my ego.
* * * * *
We'd never have sexed if she hadn't gotten cancer. We didn't know each other that well, and when she came over to me at a celebration for a professor who had died I didn't recognize her at first, because she'd lost so much weight and was wearing a straight, blond wig. Her eyes were a little bloodshot and her eyelids were inflamed.
"It's just from the chemotherapy. It was really bad, but I'm feeling so much better now. I'm going in for a second round that will be shorter, so they can get the tumor shrunk before the surgery."
We got together because I didn't react very well to finding out about her breast. It wasn't terrible, but enough to eat at me, so I sent her an email volunteering to be her sounding board when she needed to talk to someone besides her usual family and friends. A week later the need was upon her.
* * * * *
In my mind I can see the transformation happen. I see it from all angles, the two of us on the hiking path in Towne Park, passing through that wooded patch where no one can see us. It's warm and sunny, awfully warm for October, so the red dogwood leaves seem out of place. We're holding hands. It's innocent. I took her hand because she was a little down and I thought it would help, and neither of us feels disposed to let go.
What were we talking about a second ago? I don't remember that. How did we come around to it? I don't know. It isn't out of the blue, though. Something leads to something else. It isn't out of the blue when she stops walking and jerks her hand from mine. She turns half away and says, "They're going to cut my breast off and I'm going to die and my husband won't even make love to me!"
She is looking at the ground and I don't for all the world know what to say. No one ever prepares you for that, do they? She isn't crying but it's terrible. Because I never know what to say, I've learned not to be stupid and to say nothing. I don't croak "you're not gonna die," because she'd think it was dumb and it's only part of her point. The one thing I can think to do is step to her and put a hand on her shoulder. Then, because she doesn't respond, I lean forward and kiss her on top of her head. The wig isn't like hair. I can't smell or feel her through it.
She leans her forehead against my chest just for a second. When she lifts off she has this tight little smile.
"It's not his fault. Really. I didn't mean it that way. I'm just a mess right now. My hair is all tufts and scraggles because of the chemo. It's like I have mange or something."
"Oh." What should I say next? "I thought all of a person's hair fell out from the chemo."
"Maybe it will eventually, but not yet. It's pretty ugly."
From somewhere I get the most brilliant advice in my life.
"Why don't you shave it smooth?"
"What?"
"Shave it smooth. Um, isn't it the patchiness that's the problem? Shave it off and make yourself beautiful."
She smiles at me. "You think a bald head would be beautiful?"
"Ah, sure. Of course. Your legs are bald and they're beautiful, aren't they?"
"That's not the same. Who'd want to go to bed with a bald woman?"
"For starters? Me. Not that I'm coming on or anything." I don't think I am. Probably I'm not. But I'm starting to feel flirty.
"Bald?" she says.
"Bald. No wig. Lovely smooth skin to caress. Like caressing your legs. Did the chemo affect your body hair too?"
"Yes. Not on everyone, but it did on me."
She's looking at me with a different expression. There's something subtly hungry about it.
"Well then take the time you're saving shaving your legs and use it on your noggin."
Now she does smile and seems about ready to laugh. "It isn't that simple, you goof! My body hair is patchy too."
"Oh. Uh, all your body hair?" I string out the "all". I decide I *am* starting to come on to her.
"You mean ...?" and she gives a quick nod in the general direction of her crotch.
"Uh-huh."
She blushes. Oh jeez does she blush. I haven't seen anything like that in years. She doesn't look away though. She looks me straight on, red-faced and all.
"Well, yes. It's patchy too."
"Then shave it."
"Shave it?"
"Shave it. Make yourself smooth and beautiful."
"And then I suppose you'd want to go to bed with me?"
"Oh that! Shoot, I already want to do that. This would just make me want to worship you!"
"You goof!"
She laughs. I laugh. We're enjoying the silly moment. I say "Come here" and pull her in and we hug. That's the instant of the transformation. It's quick, a blink. We're hugging and laughing and we look each other in the face and I kiss her.
We're not laughing. We're not saying anything. Her eyes grow wide, then she leans into me and we're both kissing, mouth over mouth, lips touching and brushing, sucking, breathing each other's air, our bodies touching all the way down. I can feel my penis start to grow between our bellies and I know she can feel it too.
Then we're not kissing anymore. She's stepped away and looks frightened.
"I'm sorry. I have to go. I really do. I really appreciate your talking with me. But...you know."
What have I done?
"Look, I'm sorry about that kiss. I didn't mean anything. It just happened."
"Oh I know. It's just that I really have to go. You know. I'll call you later, okay?"
"Sure. I really am sorry."
"No. Don't worry. It's okay."
So we're both fumbling around with words, trying to make everything normal between us while we walk to our cars, she afraid that she's shamed herself and afraid of the complications, me afraid I've fumbled the role of confidant and driven her away, and that's how things stand when she starts her car and leaves. It's a terrible memory but at least she's alive in it.
* * * * *
It happened that I was looking for a copy of some book and when I turned back Miriam was in my office doorway. Like a spirit. When Ebenezer Scrooge first saw Jacob Marley's ghost, it was as a transformation in his door-knocker. Miriam was a transformation in the space of my doorway, suddenly standing there in a raincoat, out of nothing, and I got a chill up my back.
"Hi," I said, finally. "I was a little worried about you."
I had decided she wasn't going to see me again, or return emails, or anything. I had given up when she came by.
"Can I come in?"
Her voice was little, and quiet, somehow obsequious.
"Sure."
I rose. What to do?
"Do you have a little time?"
Of course I did.
"Can I shut the door?"
Then, with the door closed, "I have something I want to show you. Is it okay?"
"Of course. That's what friends are for."
She looked around the office. It was far too quiet.
She said, "You have to be honest with me, Jake. I couldn't stand it if you weren't honest, even if I don't like the truth."
"I will. Whatever you ask, I'll tell the truth." I didn't know if I would or not.
She fumbled with her wig and then she was holding it down by her hip and her head was smooth and bald.
"Is this...horrible? You have to be honest!"
I thought she might bolt.
Then I did walk up to her, slowly, to keep from spooking her. I thought she was like a young colt, in everything but appearance. She was odd looking without hair, but I never thought her ugly, just unusual. Just needing getting used to. Like the women in "Alien Nation," who were seductively beautiful once you'd seen them enough.
I went up to her and she didn't move, and after a minute I put both my hands on her scalp. Just my finger tips at first, then my palms, and I moved my hands all over her head. She was silky under my hands. She didn't bolt. She didn't move at all, just looked up at me from under her eyelids. After a moment I pulled her head down a fraction and kissed the top of her head. It was enormously better than kissing the wig. I ran my lips over her, then pulled back and raised her face by putting the backs of my fingers to her cheek. She still hadn't made a sound or a move. With her face up we looked in each other's eyes and I knew I could kiss her again, and I did.
It was just like in the park, except that she didn't stop things. She began panting almost immediately. I think she'd been holding her breath. I used my right hand to pull her to me and kept caressing her scalp with my left, and my mind was seventeen steps ahead because she'd trusted me with all this and I knew what else she'd trust me with.
"You look just fine. Wonderful. Don't ever worry again about how you look with a smooth head. Never again."
We kissed again. We heard someone walking down the hall outside the door, and we clung quietly to each other. When the steps were past we began kissing again. As a child I had caressed my pillow case with my lips. A wonderful thing for a child. Now I did that to her skin, a wonderful thing for an adult, but in a minute she put both hands up to my chest and softly pushed me back.
"There's something else I have to show you."
She undid her belt and began unbuttoning the coat, and I knew before she finished one button that she wasn't wearing anything under it. With that I knew everything else that was important. She had thought about me every day since the kiss and had finally shaved her body for me. She must have considered it a long time. Maybe there were false starts and vows to stop being stupid, and worries about the sinfulness of it. Shaving off her pubic hair would have been the kinkiest thing she'd ever done. Did it make her hot to do it? She'd wanted to prepare her body for me, and now she was going to offer herself to me.
"Does it look weird?"
She let her coat slip down her arms to the floor so that it formed a pile against her ankles, and she kept her arms straight down by her sides, as though fighting a desire to cover up. Her legs were close together. Her head was bowed. She wasn't looking directly at me. I think she couldn't. Again, I knew what she was thinking. What if I rejected the offer? Could I accept it?
She must have stood something like that in front of her mirror, looking at her body, certain she'd never actually be able to show herself to me, or even to Al. Her desperation must have been terrible. Nothing in her life had prepared her for such a step, but her need would have kept the thought there, the idea of being transported by sex. Did she lie in bed at night thinking about it, thinking she couldn't die without experiencing it? She must have hated how she looked.
The hate was misplaced. She was thin and marvelously pale. Were both from the chemo? I could see her ribs and the bones of her chest, and faint bluish veins in her breasts that radiated from nipples that were dark and womanly against that white skin. I couldn't see a lump. Though she held her legs together I could see her labia, slightly darker than the rest of her, and the little, reddish slit of her vagina where it disappeared between her thighs. It was as shy as the rest of her.
I stepped back up to her and spoke as quietly as I could, "Don't move," and I began touching and caressing her everywhere.
* * * * *
It was far easier to find times and places to fuck than I had ever imagined. We did it two or three times a week, in my office or at her house or mine. It wasn't enough. For me it wasn't, and she said it wasn't for her, and I believed her because she called and sent emails to try to set up trysts we couldn't work out. We were almost caught only once, and it was so silly that it seemed afterward to be almost something from the Three Stooges. We laughed about it hysterically when we got together that very night.
I wish we could have done it every day. She'd missed out on so much, and we just couldn't cover everything. Me, I'm not young but everything of mine worked for her and I'd have taught her everything I could. Miriam, sister of Moses, found water on the desert. Miriam found water in me. I'd get hard at night, trying to fall sleep, after we'd fucked that day.
We were so conspiratorial, plotting to do this and that. She wanted to try almost everything she'd never done, and she'd done very little. A good, Southern Baptist girl in a Southern Baptist marriage. Almost everything was sinful. She'd had no ass-play ever. Nothing oral beyond a little kissing and licking as foreplay. She was afraid to suggest things at first. Was she afraid to compound her sin, or was she just shy at the thought she would disgust me? That first day, I pushed her down onto the couch and knelt between her legs to eat her. I'd never done that with a woman who shaved.
"Don't," she said when I started.
"What?"
"You don't have to do that."
"I'm not going to pass up the chance at a naked cunt."
"No, that's not what I mean. And don't use that ...oh!"
She kept saying things, though they became less words and more grunts and gasps. Later she told me it was the first time ever for her, and the experience was overwhelming. By the time she told me that, she wanted my mouth almost every time we were together. This first time she didn't know how to act, or what to expect, and she kept jerking and twisting, and whimpering "what are you doing," and "oh God," and "please, please." When she began building toward orgasm she grew even louder. I had to stop for a minute and wait for her pleasure to subside, so she was only gasping, not crying out.
"I love doing this, but you're going to get us caught. Try holding both hands over your mouth."
So she muffled herself and I licked and sucked and she came. She yelled into her hands, silencing herself pretty well, though anyone walking past the door would have known exactly what was happening.
After she finished she lay on my couch and cried. She was inconsolable. I had to hold her for the longest time, and kiss her and murmur how everything was going to be fine, before she finally quieted. She never told me why she cried. I only have guesses.
* * * * *
She was awfully thin. I could feel her spine and all her ribs through her clothes. She was a bird, a sparrow, hollow and empty. I thought I could lift her with one arm. We were walking in Kilkelly Garden and no one else was around because it was so out of season. My left arm was around her waist and I just lifted her up and swung her around to face me.



She gave a little shriek.
"Jake, no, don't!" She tried laughing, an embarrassed little laugh. Then, "Jake, I can't breathe." She brought both her arms to my neck and I held her up with both my arms around her waist. She was flying, her legs in the air, and it was so good to kiss my little bird, sparrow-like in everything except her breasts, which were round and hard against me. She tried to push against me and whispered "Please, Jake, I can't...can't breathe." There was almost no air behind her words.
So I put her down and loosened my hold, and she leaned against me, breathing ragged gasps, my weak little sparrow. I loved her more then than before, and I hated myself. It was the first time I felt she might actually die -- the first time it seemed real to me.
* * * * *
It was always a different place. She couldn't go anywhere without running into someone from her church, so our rule was to never be seen in the same place twice. She'd be working at this or that charity effort, and it was always hard for her to get away on any kind of a schedule. It was harder to talk face-to-face than to fornicate.
One memory. She's in the new place, standing, waiting for me. It's the best place, closest by, the landscaped courtyard nestled between two wings of Old Main building, screened from the curious by a raised, enclosed walkway and a hedge of arbor vitae and some massive azaleas, a place no one ever goes. It's so protected the ferns haven't yet died. She's standing there while I duck in, under the walkway. For me she's just stopped crying.
"I showed Al my body last night."
She smiles fiercely, forcing an ironic grin, then drops the other shoe.
"He wasn't interested."
"What do you mean? You mean the dope was shocked because you shaved?"
"No. No. It wasn't like that at all. He was surprised, but I told him I shaved because of the hair problem. You know. So he accepted it."
"And?"
"And, well, it's been so long since we've made love. I said 'would you like to try it out?' I thought maybe he'd think it was sexy, but he just looked away from me and mumbled something about how he had some things he had to do."
Oh Jesus. The bastard.
"So he was shocked."
"No. You don't understand. It was more like he was afraid. Like he's afraid of my body or something."
A tear or two get loose. She can't stop them all, so I get to hold her again. It almost doesn't matter that she's miserable, because I can hold her and give her comfort. I'll get her naked body too, tomorrow or the next day, and she'll forget all about Al for a little while.
"Jake, you wouldn't do that to your wife, would you? You love her. You wouldn't deny her, would you?"
Oh no. Not that. That's not your place, darling. You're out of line. I want to shake her. You're the other woman, the one who causes the breach, or steps into it. You can't be her protector. What can I say? Shut the fuck up, my dearest? Butt out, my one, true love? Should I tell the truth? Finally I look her full in the face and say it as honestly as I can make it sound.
"Of course I wouldn't."
The only "of course" is that life serves up cheap irony and my wife wants sex tonight. How seldom does that happen? How much water under that bridge? Sometimes we grow so guilty we aren't doing it that we do it. I don't want to do it tonight. I really don't. But Miriam says I have to love her.
So I take a Viagra and futz in the bathroom forever, until I can feel it start to work. In the end it isn't so bad. It never is, really, once we get started. With candles I can imagine she's the smooth skinned girl I once adored. I can imagine she's Miriam. I can fantasize anything. My wife massages me with baby powder and plays with my penis, which gets nice and hard. She's a little surprised at first but then gets cocky at her power. It's Miriam sucking on my balls. It's Miriam licking the head of my cock while I masturbate her. We lie down to spoon, me coming in from behind, and use her vibrator. Fantasizing Miriam, I come easily and don't have to fake it.
Afterwards we touch each other affectionately, tickling and kissing, and we say we still have it after all these years.
* * * * *
Miriam's second round of chemotherapy was hard on her. I couldn't see her while she was getting it, and it laid her low. She couldn't eat. Everything came right back up. She was weak, and when she'd sit up or -- especially -- try to walk, the world would spin and she'd be sick again.
I knew this because she'd call me at my office, from her bed, and talk to me in her weakened little voice about it all and about nothing. I felt like a teenager. I hated having to hang up to get my work done. In the middle of one conversation she suddenly broke a sentence with "oh wait," and there was silence, and a distant retching sound. Then she came back on, and her voice was more breathless than before.
"I'm sorry, sweetie pie. My tummy caught me a little by surprise."
The next morning she called again.
"Jake," she said, "I'm so horny for you. Can you come over?"
"Are you feeling better?"
"No, but I'm going out of my mind being sexy. I can't move without getting dizzy, but I keep thinking of you and touching myself. Please, can you come over?"
"Are you alone?"
"Yes, silly. I told Mee-Maw I was feeling a lot better, and that I needed some time alone. I acted undizzy, but oh it was hard! I'm just finally getting it back under control."
She was telling the truth. She lay flat on her bed, arms and legs half spread, and even my moving on the bed made the world swirl and float for her. I undressed her carefully and slowly, unbuttoning her teddy and peeling it back but not removing it, then pulling off her panties. They were loose and came down easily.
She looked completely washed out. Dark bags circled her eyes, but the rest of her was all pallor. She'd grown still thinner, and her skin hadn't shrunk as much as the rest of her, so it was loose over her breasts. Her naked vagina, though, was pink, and I could see she'd been touching herself. She'd been doing more than that, she was so wet.
I had to be gentle at this.
"Okay, Miriam, nice and easy does it. You just lie here and let me play with you."
She tried to stay completely still. I reached between her legs and, yes, she was as slippery as she could be. There was almost no resistance when I stroked her, moving my fingers up almost from her anus, through her vulva all the way up over her little stub of a clitoris, to the top of her crease. Then down all the way. I was just softly strumming her. A truly wet woman is absolutely slick, and no one who has had the chance to touch her then will ever forget the sensation. I played with her vagina like this for several minutes, until her eyes would close during the stroke and half open afterwards. She wanted to control her breathing for fear she might get sick again, but she still made a little gasp of inhalation at every second or third stroke. I spread her fluid over her labia with my strokes, then began pulling on the labia themselves, letting the slippery things pass through my fingers.
Then I noticed her breast.
There were a few drops of an almost clear fluid coming from her nipple. I leaned closer and it was then I saw the lump for the first time. Wasn't it supposed to be getting smaller? Maybe it showed up better because she'd lost so much weight? My hand must have moved up from her vagina on its own, because I found myself caressing the breast as softly as possible. The lump was obvious to my fingers.
"Don't, Jake," she whispered.
"Shh, love."
"That's what's going to make them cut it off."
"It's not off yet, darling. It's still there for me to love on."
I bent my head to it and tasted the fluid. It was almost nothing, maybe the slightest bit sweet. I took her nipple between my lips and sucked, and a little fluid came out.
"Don't, Jake."
"Does it hurt?"
"No. But it's poison. The cancer makes it do that."
"I'll suck it all out."
"No, Jake." But I began to suck her harder and a little more fluid might have come out, and at the same time I began masturbating her again, faster, up and down through her vulva, two fingers up and down while I sucked. She crooked her arm up to hold my head to her breast and she began breathing harder. Her chest rose and fell now, and her gasps became moans and then words. One word. My name. She was moaning "Jake...Jake...oh, Jake" while I sucked on her diseased breast and masturbated her, and then she began to move rhythmically to the hand, the muscles of her abdomen and her arms and legs pulling together, and the moans grew louder and more ragged, and then she came.
And then she threw up.
In mid-orgasm she twisted toward the side of the bed and made an urping sound into a little plastic bowl, then lay there, on her side, panting. Of course I stopped masturbating her. I lay my hand on her hip, felt her, caressed her. Her skin was clammy and I became terrified of what was happening to her. Don't fall apart, I told myself. Be a comfort. Finally, slowly, her panting subsided, and I could tell she was crying. It was time to be strong for her, to pretend everything was fine.
"There, there, darling." I moved up to kiss her cheek, but she put a hand back against my face.
"I'm so disgusting! How can you stand me?"
For a minute I stroked her shoulder through the silk of the teddy, feeling her tremble with the crying, and tried to control my breathing. Finally I thought I could say it, but it was obvious from my voice.
"You're the best thing that's ever happened to me, Miriam. You're the easiest person to stand I've ever known."
She turned her head around to look at me and saw that I was crying too, and she seemed astounded.
I wiped my eyes and crept off the bed and took the plastic bowl into the bathroom. There was a tiny amount of greenish liquid in it that I washed away. I got her a glass of water so she could rinse her mouth out. When I came back I brought a fresh towel and dried away the clamminess.
"Jake, will you get me some crushed ice, please? I need ice chips. I can hold them down." So I got crushed ice from the kitchen, and Miriam took a few chips and let them melt in her mouth, and I massaged her arms and her legs, each leg and then each arm. By and by she became settled and managed a smile.
"You didn't get to come, Jake."
"I don't need to."
"But you're still a little hard. I want you to have the sweetness too."
"Well, anything we'd do would make you sick, love. When you're feeling better we can do things to our hearts' content."
"No, Jake. That would make me feel worse. Look, I know. You masturbated me. Now do yourself, and when you're almost there I'll take you in my mouth."
"No. I don't think so."
"Do it, sweetheart. Please. Do it for me."
I'd never masturbated in front of anyone in my life, but Miriam made it a test of my love and that was that. I would do it because she knew I loved her. So I stood beside her and grabbed my erection just behind the head and began. My foreskin moves back and forth over the head when I jerk myself off. Miriam watched it closely, like she was fascinated. I think she'd never seen anyone masturbate. Anyway, it was difficult with her right there, so I began slowly. After a minute she reached out a hand to touch the base of my penis, where it emerges from my balls, and she kept her hand there the whole time. It helped. I sped up. It was good with her touching me, and I began to get breathless like I do when I'm getting close. It was almost time. Almost time. It was time, and I gasped it out to her,
"Okay. Okay. I'm almost there. I'm going to come."
She opened her mouth and leaned the tiniest bit forward and pulled my penis into her mouth. She sucked on it and pulled it about twice and my orgasm rushed from my balls all up through my body and I came into her, feeling myself pump again and again. I half fell onto the bed and had to brace myself on my arms to keep from crushing her.
Afterwards she smiled at me while I lay still beside her, recovering. She took some ice chips and said,
"See, Jake? It didn't make me the least bit sick. You're my meal for today. You'll make me stronger. Maybe you can feed me every day."
But I never got to feed her again.
* * * * *
That night I had a dream. Miriam and I were fucking, and then suddenly her breast wasn't there, only a bloody gash, and it was shooting poison milk everywhere. I awoke terrified about what this might mean. I lay awake for hours, even after the fear had passed. I thought of what she would look like mutilated. Would the scar affect me? Would I be able to get hard for her? I was afraid I'd be like Al.
The next morning she called. They were taking her in. The cancer wasn't responding like it should, and they had to decide what to do right away. I think she was calling to say good-bye, because before she hung up she said, "Jake, you know I love you."
After she crashed there was a special prayer service at her church, but I couldn't make myself go to it. Instead I went to Towne Park by myself.
God, please don't let her die. Don't let her die. Please, God, please. I'll do anything. Let me die. I'll stay away from her. I'll join the church and be a good Christian. I know I haven't been a believer, but I'll change. I promise. Just don't let her die. Please! I'm begging you.
I would have kept my promise.
* * * * *
I think it helped Miriam to be a believer. I hope she prayed for forgiveness and got the peace that passeth all understanding, but I'm not sure she would pray for herself. I'm sure she prayed for me, and told God I'm a good person, and to please let the Holy Spirit work in me. That prayer is destined to go unanswered. Still, I'm trying to be a better person, for her, though she'll never know it.
I know I'm not the only one, that thousands are grief-stricken, and people recover, and with time the sun shines again. Maybe some day. Now I just don't know what to do. I've visited all the places we went together, but though people have told me they suddenly see their beloved everywhere they go, I don't see Miriam anywhere. I visited her grave and tried to talk to her, but it wasn't any good. She isn't there, either.
My wife has noticed I've been down a lot lately and I told her part of the truth, that it's because Miriam, whose daughter took strings with Patty, died. My wife is touched that I'm so affected by the death of someone we didn't know well. I've taken to snuggling her in bed before we fall asleep. I want solitude, but I need to touch someone too.
Other than that, I take long walks through the parks and in open fields, getting away from everyone I know, whenever I can. The days are longer now, and warmer, and the breeze pushes through the long spring grass, as though it's writing cryptic messages on the earth. Sometimes I try to read things into them, but when the breeze moves on, the messages disappear.
End.
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Chapter One of Five: "The Show"
"Exhale and suck in that gut so I can tighten this properly." Even his voice is beautiful.
"I'm trying, darling. Please. I can't breathe." Her voice is beautiful too, soft and high, but there is no force behind her words.
Somewhere in a basement the images and sounds become digitized, sweep through banks of servers, and are accessed by thousands of viewers somewhere else in the world, in homes and apartments, in offices, in labs, in dorm rooms. They are mainly in North America, but viewers in Europe, primarily in England and Germany, stay up late or rise early to see it happen live.
Internet billing records show hundreds of subscribers in South Africa, South America, and Australia, and many hundreds more in Asia, mostly in Japan. There are enough that he has renegotiated his bandwidth contract, and now he has his own mirror site. A letter on the desk in the corner announces in formal terms that volume could double before new bandwidth problems would develop.
So, even though his equipment isn't really adequate, viewers see her clearly enough, and hear the conversation, see her expression, and understand her desperate tone, even over the music he's chosen: "Sympathy for the Devil." How appropriate.
On the monitor the viewers watching the scene from Camera Five see a blur as he strides past the camera, around in front of her, and gets up right to her face. Camera One catches both their faces nicely. The picture snags for a second, and rectangular sections of the screen become blurry and still. Sometimes this happens to an important section of the screen, such as over the part of her he is hurting, but he's never gotten a complaint about that from a viewer.
"You're not trying, you bitch." He doesn't spit out the word "bitch." It comes out smoothly, sounding almost affectionate.
"Please. I'm trying. I'm sorry. I'll try harder." Her voice is hardly a whisper and hard to make out now. She hasn't any air. As he looks at her closely, her face gets small and tense, and her voice becomes even tinier, and tight, and squeaking, the voice viewers love according to the emails.
He slaps her. One side, then the other. Then both again. Her only response is to wince and cry one weak little whimpering gasp with each slap. Last week she dodged one and he told viewers there would be a special, private punishment later, one that he might provide as a video.
"I know you will, you sweet bitch. Now what do you say?"
Weak, whispery sentences, with quick little breaths every three or four words. "Thank you darling. I know I need. Your help. For this. I love you so. Much."
He walks away again. On some screens everything freezes for a second. The computer in the corner is visible on Camera Three. On it a viewer might barely make out text that announces a steady arrival of emails. A few times he's read some out loud. They are full of suggestions for what the writers want to see him do to her.
She sways a little from her ropes, and her scrawny arms, almost stick-like now, are bent slightly at the elbows because he let her put her feet on the floor. He says into his mike, "She needs to be elevated. I'm going to pull her off the floor and stretch her between her wrists and ankles. That'll make it easier to tighten the corset. It's hard to tighten now because she's almost out of body fat."
Viewers can tell there isn't much more lung capacity to squeeze out either. It's obvious. Last week he read them an email from a viewer who asked if he would suffocate her live on the Internet. He could always get a new wife, it said. "Suffocate her live." He read the oxymoron out loud and laughed his rich laugh. He told the audience they were having great fun and making lots of money. "Besides," he smirked, "there might be an investigation." His dancing penis told everyone he was certainly having fun.
Viewers can choose among five camera angles by clicking appropriate buttons, or they can view miniatures of all five at once. Pity those who have only 56K modems. It might seem a one-man operation, but it's sophisticated. The Number Two camera is focused on the jack handle he cranks to work the mechanism, Number Three is on the pulley itself, and Number Four shows his erection, which soars out of his leather suit.
Number Five displays all of her, his wasting little wife, wan and emaciated, made up beautifully and carefully lit with red and blue stage lights so the audience can't tell how pasty she's really become. She shows up well against all the shadows the lights throw. The coal black corset makes her waist impossibly tiny and pushes her little breasts out so they look larger than they really are. On her gaunt torso they look big.
He works the winch and the viewers watch her stretch. First her arms straighten out. Then she lifts up a fraction, then another fraction. Another. Again the image freezes. Then they see her shoulders begin to give, her arms stretch up from her pits, and those watching the image on Camera One can see her muscles and tendons and ligaments press against the surface of her skin all the way up toward her elbows and down toward her ribs and breasts.
She makes a tiny whining sound the viewers can barely hear, but then her panting becomes faster and, if possible, shallower. Little pants that bring in all the air she'll be able to get. Every once in a while a pant comes as a whimper. She seems passive, not fighting the machine. He cranks it one more time. Her panting is as fast as that of a dog.
"Suck in your gut."
He takes the lowest strap again. The viewers can see his effort and hear her make another little whining sound among her pants. It won't give, but then it does. One more notch. The straps have notches every quarter inch. He showed the whole thing in a close-up the week before he began the project. He pulls the strap at her middle. As tiny as her waist has become, it still seems easier to pull this one than the first one, probably because there isn't a hip bone to interfere.
"Fifteen and three-quarter inches," he says. "I told you I could get you below sixteen, you sweet slut, but you didn't believe me." She doesn't answer. Would she ever disagree with him about anything? And does she even hear him? She's stretched her neck out and tilted it back a little, probably to help herself breathe. She doesn't seem to be paying much attention. The Number One camera shows that her eyes are barely open and she doesn't appear to be looking at anything in particular.
Viewers can click an icon and get a pop-up explanation of how the corset works. It claims that the waist strap doesn't affect her breathing very much. It mainly hurts her digestion. She will have cramps and be almost unable to eliminate. Everything will be crushed down against her bladder, so she will be able to hold only a tiny amount of urine. It says he will make a video showing him using this fact in her discipline.
He talks into his mike again, "This will keep you from being so hungry all the time, you cow. It'll be easier to follow your diet."
Now the lower part of her rib cage. Pull. Pull.
"Exhale, bitch."
She tries to obey and he cinches it the quarter inch. On to the next one, number four of five. Again he tells her to exhale and again he manages the quarter inch. Number five will be the hardest, because the top is the only place she has any air left.
"Exhale." He pulls. He's cutting off her air. For the first time she looks panicked but it doesn't make any difference. She can't fight him. He tightens it, then he leaves her to hang, stretched out for the viewers, her head falling to the side, her body swaying slightly and her breaths almost nonexistent, little more than a vibration.
Thousands of people on six continents are transfixed by her, watching her try to breathe, waiting for him to return. Thousands pay twenty-five dollars a week for access. He is expensive but worth it to them, because he gives a true show. Most other sites are make believe or crap.
This is legal, too. Passably legal. Body modification and BDSM between consenting adults. How many viewers are masturbating to her right now, jerking off or frigging a clit, getting a blow job, or spewing into the ass of a partner? Emails come from viewers who get together in groups, to pool the cost, and one BDSM club manager wrote that they want to show her on a large projection system before their Friday night sex games, so can they purchase a site license for commercial purposes?
[I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness]
The master of ceremonies certainly wouldn't know Geoffrey is watching, though why would he care? Oh it might give him a little charge to know he could rub Geoff's nose in this, but truthfully he hardly knows Geoff. She might care, if she could think of anything besides the fact that she is suffocating. She wouldn't want Geoff to see her because once he loved her and she loved him.
"That's tight enough for now, my pretty. Down we go. Time for your workout. You need to stay toned, you know, and it helps with your weight control."
He works the lever and she moves slowly to the floor. Her skinny arms become loose, looser, then fall ever so slowly together, down to her hips. They are tied together at the wrists with a red silk scarf, and she has bright red fingernail polish, so together they make a splash of color for the camera, against her pale thighs and pale, naked pubis. And the black corset. Everything that is actually part of her is almost fish-belly white, except for some bruises. For contrast there are all the silver- and gold- colored rings and pins in her ears, eyebrows, nipples, navel, labia, and clitoris.
She is breathing more easily with her shoulders down. Still panting, but breathing nonetheless. She sways and staggers a little, then raises her head and begins looking around at the lights, and her husband, and at things in general, as though she isn't familiar with them. He seems to be adjusting the cameras again and Camera Three catches a stage light and its picture bleaches out. It's off for a few seconds, while she sways in place on Cameras One and Five, panting. It comes on again.
He needn't have shaved her pubic hair. An email suggested he burn it off, and last week he told viewers he might let her grow it and burn it off for them later. But he could easily have left it, it was so fair. Everything about her is almost vanishing in the studio lights. People on an alt.bdsm newsgroup had a flame war over how often he bothered to make her shave her underarms and legs. Maybe he makes her do it when the stubble bothers him as he uses her. That would make sense. It might be different if he had better quality equipment or a darker woman.
He left the hair on her head long -- straight, thin, yellow hair that falls almost to her waist. Sometimes it is braided, and sometimes she is tied by her hair. She is so blonde, so pure and innocent looking, exactly whom the alt.bdsm people want to see degraded.
He unties her feet and leads her to the treadmill.
"Come on, now."
* * * * *
Who watches such shows? Many types, probably. Addicts of darkness, ghouls of pain. Law enforcement officers trying to document offences. People satisfying curiosity, or wanting to see something outré. And a one-time lover.
"I didn't believe it at first either, Geoff, but it's her."
"How long has this been on?"
"This is the third time I've seen it."
"But how long total, Bill?"
"Well, the archives show that it's been on about six weeks. This is the seventh show."
"Show?"
"It's like tonight. They're live every Friday at eleven for a half hour or so. The rest of the time you can play the archived shows."
"Archived shows."
"You can get them in three different formats. Plus they have photos of him training her and other sorts of things. Links, other video clips, the sort of thing everyone has."
Geoffrey hasn't moved since the show began. He is sitting in a wheeled desk-chair and his knuckles are white from gripping the armrests.
"How'd you find out about it?"
"A newsgroup. The site's been there several months. The live stuff is new."
"You've watched it for months and never told me? And you knew it was Anne?"
"No way, Geoffy! This is my third week. The first week she was masked and I missed the intro. I called you as soon as I knew. I really wasn't even sure it was her at first. Damn! I can't believe how skinny she is."
"Yeah. She was always thin."
"And her waist. Shit. It's like her waist was cut out completely."
On the monitor, Anne's husband has left her to stand on the treadmill, while he attends to something. She leans on the bar. Bill is talking again.
"This is a contest Geoff. He makes her walk the treadmill, then he speeds it up. You can see the settings he's gonna use in advance. You won't believe it. When she runs out of air and starts to collapse, he whips her ass and legs with something like a fishing rod. The people who guess closest to how long she'll go before she falls win a week's free membership."
"Jesus," says Geoffrey.
"I came within three seconds last week."
Geoffrey jerks around toward Bill in time to see him massage his penis through his jeans. He turns back away. Somewhere in Iowa a man tells his girlfriend it's time for her to go down on him.
"You don't have to look at me like that! It's consensual. It's what she wants. If it were anyone besides your ex- girlfriend, you'd like it too."
"Yeah, I guess. Sorry. You know I've still got problems about her."
"I know. Maybe I shouldn't have told you?"
"No. No. I'm glad you did. I'll be okay."
Anne's husband turns on the treadmill and she begins walking. She isn't whimpering, and she doesn't protest doing this. The fifth week of the treadmill. She has to know what's coming.
Sometime during the interval, "Sympathy for the Devil" ended. Now something new starts, first faintly, then louder. It's Saint-Saëns, "Dance Macabre." No one could miss the significance of that, could they?
"He's the one, right? The one you called 'Satan?'"
"Yeah," answers Geoffrey. "He liked to call himself Lucifer. When Anne left with him she wrote that she was marrying her Morning Star." Geoffrey looks like he's bitten into a dead rat. He shakes his head. "Tell me who he looks like to you."
"Easy. Ted Bundy. I told you that before. What's his real name?"
"He's a devil all right. An archangel. Beautiful and evil. How does he make women do those things and like them?" Bill gives an odd look at the word "beautiful," but Geoffrey ignores it and goes on. "It's not just Anne. Before she went with him she once said he had some special way about him, and that he could get women to do all kinds of things. More like Charlie Manson than Bundy, I think."
"I wish I knew his secret."
This time Geoff doesn't glare at Bill.
* * * * *
The treadmill goes faster. Somewhere in a darkened room a viewer turns to her girlfriend and says, "She's going to fall now. Listen to her!" The machine goes faster. Anne begins to stumble. Her husband swings the whip-like fiberglass in a sweet, graceful arc. The viewers can't hear it swish faintly in the air, because "Dance Macabre" is louder now, but they can hear it snap against her ass if the volume is turned up.
On six continents they lean forward to watch her arch her back and make her loudest cry yet. On six continents people play with penises and clitorises. In Japan a recently laid-off salary man begins to use his belt on his wife, who is tied to a chair facing him. Her cries are muffled with a ball-gag like the one he saw used on the show. He hits across her breasts, the belt going "splat" when it connects, once every ten or fifteen seconds. A woman in England is pleading, "Whip me now. Do it! Do it!" Geoffrey leans forward and cups his hand in front of his penis, so Bill won't see it push against his fly.
[I would find grievous ways to have thee slain,
Intense device, and superflux of pain;
Vex thee with amorous agonies,
and shake Life at thy lips,
and leave it there to ache]
The stroke gained Anne four or five steps, but she's out of gas, so the next stroke licks at her almost immediately. It is hardly effective. The next comes quickly, the next instantly, and then she's down and the moving treadmill pushes her body to the back.
Her husband turns it off and leaves her to try to get air on her own, sprawled before one of the cameras while Saint-Saëns reaches its crescendo, those quick violin strokes of the dance rising above the thundering percussion as it turns down the stretch. It's timed so well that her fall might have been choreographed to it. The audience saw her knees turn to rubber just as the last section began, watched her stagger and lose stride even with the stimulation of the whip. The music ends, and the screen is almost silent. The audience can hear her wheezing.
Geoffrey is breathing quietly, whispering "shit" with each breath. Shit. Shit. Shit. After a minute he turns to Bill again.
"Damn." His voice is soft.
"It was real, wasn't it?" asks Bill.
"It was real. I don't know how she can do it, but she was going that way before she left." He turns back to the screen. "Still, something's not right."
"I don't know. You saw the intro. Do you think she was faking it? She told what was going to happen to her, and she was loving it. She's changed, man. That's all I can say. He changed her somehow."
It is still quiet on the screen. Anne is still lying in that heap and the music is over for now. Viewers can hear something heavy being moved.
Bill goes on, "You're not going to believe this last part either, Geoff. Maybe you don't want to watch."
Geoffrey cocks his head.
"He hurts her in this part. He always does something different and makes her scream. Last week she passed out."
"Jesus."
"It all depends on the vote of the viewers. He advertises the options a day or two in advance. This week viewers have four options. Look."
Bill pushes a button on screen and the four options appear on a pop-up screen. Viewers can vote for needle play on her nipples, a new piercing of her labia, electricity applied through wires pushed into her ass and vagina, or burning her vagina with a cigarette. The vote totals are visible, and the cigarette has won.
"Jesus," says Geoffrey, again.
"Maybe you should go," says Bill. He isn't offering to turn the show off.
"No. I'm going to see the whole thing."
So Geoffrey watches Satan lead Anne back to the winch. In close-up he sees her strapped in again and stretched, sees her legs spread wider and the rings in her labia used to open her vagina wide. Geoffrey watches while Anne's husband lights a cigarette.
He hears her whimper, "Help. Please."
He hears Satan say, "What do you mean?" and watches her face collapse.
She gasps, "I'm sorry. Darling. I was. Just. Afraid. For a. Minute."
Geoffrey watches Satan stuff a ball into her mouth, then start some new music Geoffrey doesn't really hear. He watches Satan squat in front of Anne and begin to touch the lit end of the cigarette to the flesh inside her labia. It doesn't last long. She bleats through the gag, her body jerking this way and that. After five burns Geoffrey can tell she has passed out. The show is almost over.
In the last part Anne's husband rouses her and makes her suck him off. She is good at it. Something else different.
* * * * *
Geoffrey has no erection.
He drove half way home, then turned off into the countryside, past a world asleep, farmhouses looking picturesque, the moon gliding along the horizon and keeping pace with his car. It's his only company.



There's an Amish farm with a light in one window. Why are they wasting the oil? Are they fucking, an Amish couple adoring each other's bodies, pleasuring each other in ways they can't have learned from the world, doing something besides a kiss and a caress and some rutting under the covers? Are Amish women satisfied, knowing nothing of vibrators? Do they frig, or is it too sinful?
Maybe her husband is whipping her with a belt, thinks Geoffrey. Maybe he's punishing her because his dinner was late. Maybe he whups her for awhile, telling her she has to be quiet so as not to bother his mother, then turns her over and fucks her to show her how to please her man, the head of the family even as Jesus is the head of the church.
"Shit," says Geoffrey. He smiles. A ghastly smile. Probably it's just that someone is sick. Probably Geoffrey is sick.
[This is the way my world ends]
The countryside is something from Norman Rockwell or Winslow Homer, if either had had room for dungeons and poor bound figures, women and children and fat men tied and burnt for the pleasure of the mob. Hurt and hurt again, they suck, returning ecstasy for torment, good little girls and boys trying to be obedient, pathetic beings unable to disobey. What would Satan's Web site look like if Homer had painted it? What if the geeky husband in a Rockwell painting could be heard planning to be kinky and diddle his wife all night long? Out of sight of the artist he hands her a pair of gold-plated nipple clamps. "Keep smiling," he says. "I'm going to start tightening them as soon as the kids are in bed." Did Ozzie spank Harriett? And spank her and spank her?
"Shit," says Geoffrey again. He parks his car in some desolate spot and walks.
"Well what did I expect?" he asks out loud. "It's not like Bill didn't warn me." Then, under his breath, "Damn."
The air is sweet with dew. Pure. Nothing evil about it. Geoffrey keeps inhaling it until he gets dizzy, but it doesn't wash away the thoughts: No wonder she left me. She turned into someone else.
A hound barks from the end of a long driveway and runs down to the road. It bays at Geoffrey until he is well beyond the house, but Geoffrey merely stares back at it, daring it to challenge him up close. The hound wags its tail the entire time. Be careful doggy, thinks Geoffrey. You can't tell so easily with people what they're all about. The half moon slides behind a cloud and the road becomes almost invisible.
What happened, he thinks. Shit, I know what happened. He happened.
[This is the way her world ends]
Geoffrey kicks a rock.
There's a mystery to it. There's something beyond my understanding. How did it go down? How did she change? It was so quick.
Geoffrey kicks the rock again, down the road, like a soccer ball, kicking and walking, kicking and walking, finding a new rock when the old one goes into the ditch. The half moon re-emerges and he begins talking to it out loud.
"So that's what makes her happy, now. Can it be? She couldn't really like it, could she? What do you think? I sure as hell don't know! Shit. Could anyone like it so extreme? Could anyone stand it? Maybe he's forcing her. Damn. Maybe that's it! Shit!"
When Geoffrey says "shit" this time it sounds like he means "aha!" He stops walking and looks into a field. The man in the moon looks down on him benevolently, so he stares back up for awhile. He gets a vision of a cruel-faced Ozzie Nelson cracking his belt on Harriett's ass, smacking her over and over, her face buried in a pillow soaked from her sobbing, drowning her screams in goose feathers. Afterwards she looks up at him and smiles, her mouth and eyes wet with tears. Her whole face is wet, but happy. Oh thank you honey. Thank you. Thank you. Geoffrey looks down at the road and says "shit" again, softly this time, as though in mourning.
[This is the way our world ends Not with a bang but a whimper]
I disagree, thinks Geoffrey. It ends with a bang and a whimper. After a few minutes he begins walking back toward his car. It's time to go home.
End of Chapter One.
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Chapter Two: "Loss and Remembrance"
A world dark and asleep. A world for Geoffrey, spread across the night and empty of people. There are always some people up and about, aren't there, even at the end of the evening? Not now and not here. Geoffrey drives along a parkway, watching the streetlights move by smoothly and quietly, one every few seconds, an endless procession of them, dignified and calm. He passes through a few blinking traffic lights. The green of the dashboard dials is so peaceful it makes him think of things far away and untouched, soft luminescence from distant stars or the bottom of the sea. He is playing space music on his car radio, playing it quietly, as background. It fits the otherworldly instrument lights. It fits the majesty of the street lights. The world is almost perfect. Stille Nacht, Heilige Nacht. The air smells green and sleepy.
Geoffrey stops at a 24-hour gas station. Someone is moving around inside, but Geoffrey pays by credit card at the pump. There are no other cars. Near home he passes a police car, going the other way fast without the blue lights flashing. On his street one house has a window lit. The rest are completely dark. He finally sees another person, a middle-aged black man riding an unlit bicycle on the other side of the street, peddling smoothly through the night.
The house is stuffy. His and Anne's house, filled with things of hers he never got rid of. Anne's overdone couch. Her Modigliani print.
The perfection of the night drains away.
One of the cats greets him, so he pours her some dry food. He gets out four slices of bread and spreads peanut butter and strawberry preserves on them, and he pours a glass of milk. Then he takes the plate and the glass into the guest bedroom, off the living room, and turns on the computer. While it boots he eats the sandwiches and drinks the milk.
He types the URL of the Web site. He types it in with no hesitations or guesses. When the site comes up, he clicks on the "Subscribe Now" button. He pulls a credit card from his wallet.
Bill had shown him a streaming video file, the one that announced the live show. He decides to go there first. Start at the beginning. Click the fucking button, Geoffy.
* * * * *
I lost her. Shouldn't I let her go? Move on. She isn't for me anymore. She hasn't been for a year. Almost a year. When was it? September twenty-second. The first day of Autumn. My autumn. Oh quit being so melodramatic. Yeah. It's just that I can't seem to do it yet.
He stares at the keyboard.
Anne and Geoffrey, sitting in a tree, f-u-c-k-i-n-g. They loved each other and lived together, and they were going to be married. It's like a breeze in the summer, something light and ephemeral and fresh, the sort of thing people turn their faces toward and smile. It is always like that until Geoffrey realizes he is going to follow the train of memories to the end. Then it's like waiting for the train wreck one knows is coming. Waiting for disaster.
"You're my Anne of Green Gables," Geoffrey told her their first time together. When he thinks of her it is mainly of their sex. An effect of the Web site? More likely an effect of how and why she left. There were other things, their plans, their work, dinners, friends, but they fade. He remembers calling her his Anne of Green Gables. He remembers a lot about their first time. He was tracing her contours with his hand, across her small breasts and down her tummy and over her mons. He always wanted to touch her after sex. Sometimes it led to round two, but the touching was good whatever.
"I can't be," she laughed. "I've read that book, and he doesn't get her, but you got me almost right away."
"My nature girl. Pure-D luscious."
"I'm not that pure either, you dope. And I like cities. Unless you'll be my Tarzan and carry me away to live in the jungle with you. Our neighbors can be the Swiss Family Robinson." Then she said in a stage whisper, "We could spy on the parents making love at night." She never used the word "fuck." But truth to tell, she wasn't that pure, not in the old sense. He remembers when she bought him an illustrated "Kama Sutra" for his birthday and insisted they read it together and try some of the more plausible positions. She got to talking about lingams and yonis, much more erotic, she said, than penises and vaginas.
"My yoni is yearning for a long lingam to love," she whispered in his ear as he sat reading the paper one Sunday morning.
"Does that mean we're having pasta?" he teased. She bit his ear and he had to chase her into the bedroom and wrestle her to the mattress for a couple of hours.
Geoffrey remembers that he first seduced her by cooking a meal of eggplant parmesan, angel-hair pasta, garlic bread, a store-bought Caesar salad, and a bottle of cheap sparkling wine. With Anne's help, his cooking improved dramatically. She could use some food now, he thinks. He told her one day he would eat a whole meal off her body. "Promises, promises," she smirked.
Then out of the blue, one night, Anne said, "You can try kinky things with me, you know." He wonders. Did that signal something, something I missed?
"Like what?"
"Well, what would you like to do to me?"
So Geoffrey blindfolded her and caressed and tickled her all over. He said, "You have to lie still, as though you're tied up."
When she was really hot he raised her legs up and pushed them to her chest. Then he spanked her, little stinging spanks he alternated with pushing fingers inside her.
But it wasn't just work and home, and it really wasn't just sex. He tries to think of things besides their sex. On weekends they sometimes drove up into the Smokies. In the summer they rafted or kayaked, once on the French Broad River, the other times with the hoards of weekenders on the Nantahala. Even thinking of those weekends, it's mostly the sex that stays with him. Anne looking for public places where she can stroke Geoffrey's fly and chance getting caught. Or searching out a clearing only yards from where rafters are floating by, and fucking within earshot of them. People are laughing and splashing the whole time, and Geoffrey muffles Anne's cries with his hand. Then they lie together and count how often dragonflies rest on their toes. Somehow Anne gets poison ivy on her leg.
A winter weekend they drove to the Biltmore Mansion, almost empty because of rain, where Anne pulled Geoffrey into an empty room filled with nineteenth century portraits and 1920s-era bric-a- brac. She closed the door and they did it dressed, just their pants pulled down, leaning against the door and listening for docents, though if someone had actually come along they wouldn't have had time to get dressed. Leaning against her afterward, she leaning against the door, Geoff couldn't stop himself from saying, "My favorite play: 'A Winter's Tail.'"
Later that winter they tried sex outside during their one big snowstorm, but Geoffrey almost got frostbite. No, not on his penis. That was kept nice and warm.
She liked his parents; he tolerated her mother. "She's not so bad, Geoffy. You just have to get used to her ways." Surprise of surprises, neither mother minded if they slept together when visiting, but his father wouldn't let them do it. Oh the fun, sneaking into Anne's room right next door to the parents and trying to fuck quietly on those old, squeaky springs. Of course they tried to get time alone in their parents' houses, so they could fuck on parental beds. Doesn't everyone?
Geoffrey wonders if Anne's mother knows how far her daughter has fallen. All the way down into Satan's world. Does she want to be in hell? Is it her desire? Does Anne visit her mother, and does her mother try not to mention how skinny her daughter is, or how odd she looks with all those piercings? Does her mother worry about anorexia?
Geoffrey proposed to Anne in the middle of cooking a six-course Chinese dinner for some of their friends, his shirt covered with stains from sauces and drippings, surrounded by dishes and pans. The kitchen was full of steam. He left the wok unattended to ask her. "Geoffy, you are so romantic!" They announced their engagement to everyone when they served the flan for dessert, and they toasted it with plum wine.
* * * * *
Anne coming home laughing about Satan. It's his first day. It's the end of the good memories. The spiral is quick in retrospect.
"You'd better watch out, Geoffy. He's the most gorgeous man any of us has ever seen."
"Who is?"
"The new exec they've sent down from New York to straighten out the Carolina division. Victor Bruno. They hired him from a firm that saves troubled companies like ours. Jane calls them a 'cut and slash' group because they give out a lot of pink slips. Anyway, you should have seen Maureen moon over him."
"And how much did Anne moon over him?"
"Oh, is my poor Geoffy all bothered?"
"And how safe is your job?"
Later -- how much later? -- she comes home impressed. "He knows these things, Geoff. He knows the problems we're having, and he knows what questions to ask. He's not like those clowns they sent down before." Here's Victor slashing the office workforce by twelve percent and promoting Anne to be his administrative assistant. Anne spending ever more time with him. "I have to work late again, Geoff." She talking about him all the time. Yes. And not just about work. "Victor's been everywhere, Geoff!" Geoffrey remembers her repeating stories about sexual shenanigans among the high mucky mucks in boardrooms and executive offices, in Congress, in embassies. Victor isn't judgmental. "He's even joined in sometimes," Anne says. She almost gushes.
"Pretty cool. Did I ever tell you I was on the grassy knoll?"
One day, "Victor says he's like Lucifer."
"What does that mean?"
"That he rejects... how does he call it?... artificial restraints imposed on his actions. He says he's free to pursue life on his own terms, one of the few really free people."
"So he's really the Devil."
"Don't you dare say that in front of him!"
"Oh I won't. Just remember, though -- God is on my side." After a second he looks over at her and asks, "What does my good Catholic girl think about his philosophy?" Anne ignores the question and continues making the salad.
The acceleration. Another day: "He told me you should tie me up and beat me, Geoffy."
Geoffrey just looks at her.
"He said you were lucky but shouldn't trust your luck. If I were his woman he would tie me naked in the hallway, and when he came home from work my body would be there for him to play with."
"Anne? What the hell is this? You're letting him come on to you?" Is that all I said? I probably wasn't even that strong.
"No! No he wasn't. It sounds strange, but you had to be there. We weren't alone, you silly. There were four of us there, Maureen, Jane, Victor, and me. Our work group. People were joking about relationships and it came up, somehow, about love and trust and things. You know. Anyway, it was funny when he said it. Funny but sexy too. It made me want to have you tie me up."
"I don't think so." Do it, damn it! Do it! Shit.
"You could spank me for being a bad girl and having this naughty conversation with my boss. I'm really awfully horny."
Finally looking Satan up on the Web. It's later in the game than you think. There's a Victor Bruno, all right, and he markets sex films, but there's no connection at all. Satan probably appropriated the name because of the sex tie-in. What's his real name? Does he have a real name? Oh don't be stupid.
Then. No reason to rush through this any further. Geoffrey's gotten to it. He didn't know it at the time, not exactly, and not certainly, but yes. Anne went with Victor to an organizational meeting at the Chicago office. When she came home she wanted to make love in the dark. They'd always used candles, but it was the second week before she'd consent to candles again. She also stopped talking about Victor. Geoff didn't press her on it.
A few weeks later, Anne came home very late from work. It was a Thursday. She had told Geoffrey she'd have to work late, that there was a deadline, but it was two a.m. when she slipped in. He'd called her at ten, just to make sure she was okay, and the phone had rung a long time before she'd picked it up. She'd sounded breathless.
"I had to run down the hall from the copier room, Geoff," she had said. "It may be the wee hours. The whole work group is staying late."
Two a.m. She bathed and dressed in the bathroom and came to bed in a long gown. Too long for summer, and then she didn't want to snuggle. When she felt up to sex, a few days later, she wanted to make love in the dark again, but Geoffrey grew impatient and turned on a bed lamp and before she had a chance to cover up he saw a long, thin bruise on her left breast.
He can still see the bruise.
"What is that?" It was terribly silent for a moment, then she answered.
"I got banged by a filing cabinet, Geoff. Why? Am I suddenly under suspicion of something? Do you want me to account for my every moment?"
And Geoffrey apologized, of course. You don't accuse your beloved of what he thought, not without better reason. The next day, on a pretext, he called Jane, and during the conversation he asked if she'd enjoyed "E.R." last week.
"To tell you the truth, I've had it with that show. Dave turned to CNN half way through and we went to bed early." No, no, the meeting hadn't been as bad as all that. They'd gotten take-out Greek food, and it had broken up around eight.
* * * * *
What do you do when you know? There are several options, none of them very good. Survey all the people who have had this particular revelation. You'll find people who have tried each, with indifferent results. What can you do? You can yell, but calling someone a whore seventeen times loses its effectiveness. Or be noble and talk about it. Then you're a wuss. Demand to know her intentions. But. But. Do you really want to be told you're number two now? Or worse? Leave, or better yet, kick her out. Now we're getting somewhere! Revenge! But it doesn't change the fact that once you were desired above all others, and now you're not.
There's the other option. You can hide what you know, push it far down inside and try to pretend it doesn't exist. Try to act normal around her. Maybe it will pass. Maybe it's a phase, a thing, nothing. Try to touch her and kiss her in the usual way. Try to fuck as often, do the usual things, don't grimace when her mouth comes at you. Say "I love you" in your usual voice.
Don't you dare cry in front of her!
Cheat on her as much as she's cheating on you, by keeping everything secret, because you don't know what else to do and you're so afraid of losing her.
* * * * *
After staring out the window most of the day, Geoffrey drove home and began dinner. He made some angel-hair pasta and was broiling salmon to go in it when she came in the door.
"What's the special occasion?" she asked before she kissed him.
"Nothing, sweetie. I just wanted to show how much I love you." He gave her a peck. Was that semen on her breath? Oh sure. "Sparkling wine is open in the fridge."
They laughed a lot over dinner. She told a funny story about Maureen's boyfriend. Because he had cooked, she did the dishes, and while she was at the sink he walked up behind her and reached around to take both her breasts.
"I know. There's nothing like a woman being domestic. Right, Geoffy?" She shrugged him off and finished up.
He went to bed early and lit three sandalwood-scented candles. He worked himself up and waited for her, but when she finally came back she said, "I'm sorry, honey, but I had a bad day. I really don't feel up to it."
Of course. He understood. No he wasn't upset. He wasn't really all that sexy himself.
He lay in bed while she slept with her back to him, looking up at the ceiling, his left hand resting on her hip. After enough time had passed he went out into the living room and sat on the couch awhile.
* * * * *
Would it have been different if Geoffrey hadn't gone home when he did? If he'd endured the campus a few more hours? Met a few more students? Who among us can know the destinations of all the paths we don't take? He's thought about it and decided it wouldn't have made a bit of difference.
He left campus at lunchtime, and he remembers the glossy black Saab in the driveway. Victor hadn't bothered to park it down the block. Geoffrey parked at the curb. It was sunny. A mowing crew was working across the street. He waved to them. No jets fell from the sky to take his mind off what he was going to find. As he walked past the Saab he stared into it, at pale leather seats. Everything neat, precise. Tidy. Anne's car was in the carport. He didn't look at it, or at the crumpled burger wrappers, wax drink cups, or napkins she'd collected. He turned the kitchen door knob. It wasn't locked. No security at all.
Of course their voices carried out to the kitchen. They were in the guest bedroom, which opened off the living room, the room Geoff sits in now, clicking the icon that will show Anne announcing her subjugation to the world. Geoffrey leans forward and turns up the volume so he won't miss anything. It needs to be loud enough. Last year he was quiet. He closed the kitchen door silently. Anne was making sex cries, only partly cries, mostly gasps. The same breathy sounds she made for Geoffrey.
"Are you ready? It's time for you to cry." It was Victor's voice, Satan's voice, the one Geoffrey had only heard once or twice. It was a warm voice, deep, confident, well-modulated, the beautiful voice from the Web site.
Anne gasped once more, then said, "Please, Victor! Don't do it where it will show. Please don't. I can't hide everything."
Satan laughed a pleasant laugh. "Oh you'll have to hide these. Until they heal tell him you can't screw because it's your period."
Anne made another gasp. "I can't." She was panting. "It won't work. He doesn't care when I bleed."
"Well neither do I. Here we go."
Anne said "Aaaa!" It went on for several seconds. There was pain in it, but it wasn't a desperate sound. Not a loud cry, but high pitched and jerky and even more breathy. By the time she stopped Geoffrey was almost to the guest room. He stopped behind a dieffenbachia, as though he could hide behind it. Tonight he feels stupid about that, but the dieff almost stopped him. When he moved to the side he'd be able to see them.
Satan said, "You're a sweet little bitch, aren't you? You want it, don't you? I'm going to suckle it."
Anne cried "Aaaa" again, but it changed into a sex cry in the middle. A sex cry, but different. Her cries went on. Then her voice, breathless, "Finish me. Don't make me wait! Oh God, I'm so high!"
Geoffrey was just outside the door, gathering himself.
"No. First I'm going to do it where you can say it *is* from your period."
Anne started crying out. It was then that Geoffrey rounded the door. Anne was tied tightly to the bed with cotton ropes, hands and feet at the four corners. There was a large towel underneath her body. Both she and Victor were naked, and along with everything else, Geoffrey remembers how struck he was by Victor's beauty. He had fine facial features, high cheekbones, large eyes, thick dark hair. He was muscular, dark, with a little chest hair, and he had a pale erection that ended with a thick head.
Victor was leaning over Anne's vulva with a cutting tool in his hand. It held a single-edged razor. Anne's head was back and her eyes were closed. She's so beautiful, Geoffrey thought. Her face and neck were red and a vein swelled on her throat. There's more. A thin line of red ran off a nipple, meandered down her breast, and stopped at her chest wall.
They would have noticed Geoffrey eventually, but he didn't wait.



"You'll have to stop that now."
Anne shrieked, but Victor turned to him with an amused look. As though he'd known Geoffrey was there all along.
"Well Anne, love. It looks like you're going to have to explain things to him earlier, rather than later." So they'd discussed him.
Victor rose and dressed, not in haste, not trying to hide his erection. Anne pulled at her ropes and turned her face from Geoffrey to Victor and back, while Victor buttoned his starched, white shirt. He dressed in a charcoal suit with faint pin striping. He draped a yellow tie around his neck. Anne was struggling and breathing hard. Not sex pants anymore. She looked desperate. Geoffrey never moved. He just stood there, waiting for Victor to leave. Another bit of red was visible at Anne's vagina.
Finally, Victor loosened Anne's hands from the head and foot boards by giving each rope a quick pull. He walked past Geoffrey, who moved away to let him go, and down the hall. Tonight Geoffrey doesn't think he looked amused. That wasn't it. He looked satisfied.
* * * * *
"Anne. We're going to have to talk sometime. If you want me to leave, I will, but we have to talk eventually."
The moment she was free, she had grabbed her clothes, run into the bathroom, and locked the door. That was forty-five minutes ago. She hadn't responded to him, to his knocking or his voice. When he stood close to the door he could hear her breathing and moving around.
Geoffrey sat down on the edge of the bed again, his hands clasped together between his legs, looking at the carpet. A drop of blood lay about three feet from the bed, on the bathroom side of it. He inhaled enormously and let the air out slowly. Another ten minutes passed. He got off the bed and walked to the bathroom door.
"Okay, Anne. I'll go now. You can get hold of me at my office. When you can do it, we have to talk." He hadn't raised his voice once.
There was the sound of something brushing against the door, then her voice came through it. "Don't go, Geoff. Don't. Please. Give me a minute."
He stepped back, and a minute later she opened the door. She emerged slowly, looking downward, stepped around him, and sat on the bed. She was dressed in blouse and skirt, no shoes, no stockings. She looked at the floor. She was solemn. Geoffrey seated himself beside her, very carefully, far enough away so they didn't touch.
They began the conversation. Many have had it. It marks almost the end of Geoff's memory of the event. It was quiet, with false starts and long breaks between statements. There was no reason for anyone to lie anymore. Not too much, anyway. The facts one might most want to hide were public. Anne spoke in a voice just over a whisper. Geoffrey spoke quietly and evenly, the voice of a man controlling himself, a man who mostly needed to resolve things, who knew there was nothing to be gained by shaming or yelling or threatening. The voice of someone resigned. Tonight he wonders: Why didn't I act more like a man?
She spoke first. "I'm sorry Geoff." She sighed. "I guess you know what was going on."
He didn't answer for a second. Then, "I know enough. What I don't know is, are we through?" His voice broke at the word "through." He squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them she was looking directly at him for the first time.
"I don't know. I love you, Geoff. I'm sorry for all this. I do love you. I just don't know what is going to happen."
Geoffrey grimaced. He clenched his fists and took a breath. "Then I'll be going."
"Why?"
More silence, while he thought.
"If you don't know, then you know. You want him. You want what he does. I can't stay with a person who wants another man like that. I can't, Annie." He stood.
"Wait. Please Geoff. Please don't go. I don't want you to go."
"So what am I to do? Be your housekeeper and hand holder while you decide how much you want someone who'll tie you up and mutilate you? You can't have everything, Anne. I won't do that for you."
After a minute, "He didn't mutilate me."
Her first bit of resistance. Geoff almost smiles at the memory of the statement. Nice and feisty. His strong-willed Annie, throwing off her shame to set the record straight and assert herself. It was the first bit of herself in the talk. His Annie indeed. He didn't see it that way at the time, though. He didn't almost smile that time. He screamed at her.
"Oh, excuse me for misinterpreting!" Geoffrey stopped himself. Anne had cringed when he yelled. He held up his hands, fingers spread, and moved them out and back several times as though pushing away his feelings. When he spoke his voice was quiet and soft again.
"It doesn't matter, Anne, just exactly what he was doing to you, or what you were doing with him. It's things I can't do. That I won't do. I won't compete for you that way. And I won't just wait for you to finish this voyage of self discovery. You can have him, but I'm leaving."
She started crying.
Two o'clock. Three o'clock. A lot gets said. A lot doesn't. There are agreements and there's bargaining. She won't see Victor anymore. She'll quit her job. They'll stay together. They'll sleep in the same bed. There's no hurry on sex, is there? They'll get through it. But three weeks later he came home to an empty house and the letter.
Geoffrey realizes how everything about breaking up is trite, repetitive, derivative. Maybe everything in life is like that. You fit yourself into one or another pattern that millions have followed and to you it's unique. It doesn't matter how common it is. It's your life.
So there was a "Dear Geoffrey" letter. It doesn't matter how many there have been. He memorized the lines. She will always love him. It isn't him, but her. She has to go with Victor, her Morning Star. She can't keep cheating on Geoffrey, but has to make a clean break. She hopes he can forgive her one day. On and on, world without end, amen. She could have left out the part about the Morning Star.
The evening and the morning are the first day of Geoffrey's new world. He finally clicks the icon.
End of Chapter Two.
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Chapter Three: "Life and Death on the Web Site"
Geoffrey isn't an innocent. He has been known to use internet porn. Stories, pictures, videos. He belonged to a couple of subscription sites for awhile. He was blown away when he first saw a bestiality video, and again when bukkake first came out. He's looked at bdsm. He wonders how many women out there are happy to suck dogs or drink bowls of semen or have breast torture. He'd always thought the models were in it just for the money, and that either the money was awfully good or they were awfully needful, but now he's not sure. How many really like it?
It's almost three a.m. when Geoffrey finally clicks on the promo video. Anne really likes it. Here's where she'll say so.
The video focuses on a naked Anne, manacled but without the corset, and much heavier. Thirty pounds heavier. Maybe more. Probably more. She has fewer piercings. Her legs are shackled to a wide bar, spreading her legs away from her vagina and ass. Her arms are restrained behind her back, though the type of restraint isn't visible. The video begins with a close-up of her face, her mouth, sucking a big, pale penis, loving it. You can hear sighs when it pops from her mouth, before she reaches her mouth to it and sucks it back in. The lights are bright, making the penis glisten with her saliva.
After a few moments it pulls out and spurts onto her face. The shot opens up so the viewer can see her bindings, and part of the man attached to the penis. Anne turns to the viewer, looking straight on and using a sultry voice, ignoring the mucous on her face.
"Hi, I'm Anne. My husband Victor dominates me and controls me. I need that. Otherwise I'm too wild and disobedient. Every week you'll see live how he does it. He controls every facet of my life, my eating, my sleeping, the amount I can move, or if I can move at all. He controls if I can see or hear, and how much. He controls how much I can breath. He controls what goes into my mouth and my ass and my vagina, and what comes out of them. He controls my bladder. I need his discipline to do this, because I'm too weak otherwise. Every week you'll see him punish me so I'll behave. I'm completely his."
Geoffrey doesn't move. He's a statue. He doesn't whisper "shit," and for a minute he holds his breath. Look inside his mind. There's no poem pushing at the scene. It's quiet inside, just a little quivering like the background vibration of the universe. Dark. Empty. Alone. He's aware, but only of Anne, of her words, her face, a tiny droplet of sperm that's collected at the end of her right eyelash. It doesn't quite glue her eye closed. She blinks her eye all the way open and continues.
"Victor is everything to me, my whole life. I want to be good for him, to submit to him. He's going to make me the perfect wife. My reward is that he gives me his sweet penis. He controls my discipline and he controls my pleasure. I can't help myself, loving him and desiring him. I'm his slut."
Nothing from Geoffrey. Nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing at all.
"He has a project you'll get to watch. He's going to modify my body, to make me thin and beautiful, and to give me a tiny little waist. You'll see video clips of my diet. Every week you'll be able to see him weigh me. You'll see how I shed these pounds over the weeks, and you'll see him tighten my corset more, and more, making me thinner and thinner, and making me practice breath control. When he's finished with that and made me fragile and lovely, he'll modify my body other ways. You, the viewer, will get to decide his next project. I'm so excited to get started."
The video ends with the pale penis, only half-erect now, returning to Anne's face, and with her sucking it into her mouth. Fade.
Such an odd text. That's what Geoffrey thinks, now that words return. How long did it take them to script it? Them? Did Anne have input? How long did she rehearse? It sounded sincere. It wasn't perfect, though. Not professional. The light was too bright for her. She squinted and blinked. And she shook. Her legs shook. Her toes quivered. But her voice was right. It was her seduction voice, and her come hither look. In between bouts of blinking she batted her eyelashes in long, languorous, seductive movements. She'd used them on Geoffrey.
Geoffrey stares at the screen a long time.
There are files and files on the site. Geoffrey takes a cleansing breath and clicks a button labeled "Discipline," that brings up a page of thumbnail pics, twenty in all. Anne getting nipple, labia, or clitoris pierced. Anne twisting in the ropes while half-blurred tendrils from a short whip hang in the air, the skin of her ass looking red and painful. Marred. Clamps on Anne's nipples. A soldiering gun touching her belly while again she twists and must be screaming. Her neck and face are red, almost as red as her ass. Anne tied, on her knees, her ass in the air and wires leading inside her. This photo title reads "Enlightenment." Satan has a sense of humor.
Other thumbnail pages are titled, "Subduing Her," "Making Her Beg," "Breath Control," "Movement Control: Anne All Tied Up With Nowhere to Go," and "Controlling Revulsion: Anne the Toilet Slave." It must be forced, Geoffrey thinks. It has to be.
But maybe not. Some pictures are lifted from video clips. For $9.95 one can watch the ten or twenty-minute clip. Geoffrey pays for one titled "She Cums When She's Obedient" that opens off the "Making Her Beg" page.
He selects the file format and download speed off a menu, then clicks. When it comes on, Anne is tied to a wide, cushioned platform, spread wide and blindfolded. She isn't wearing her corset. Satan says "Count these nicely, dear, and you'll get a present."
"Yes, sweetheart." Her voice is shaky.
A belt or something strikes her stomach and she squeaks, then croaks "One."
"Good girl." He strikes her again.
When he has finished twenty he strokes her cheek with his hand while she whimpers. "Give us a sweet kiss now." Then he lets her lie gasping and twitching, in front of the camera. Her face is wet, tears having seeped under the blindfold. Her mouth is twisted. The camera stays on her as she calms. It is an odd few minutes, with nothing happening, but then he returns and begins petting her vulva.
She doesn't move. Her hidden face turns just slightly down toward his hand. He leans down to her and begins licking her. Nothing happens. Nothing happens. He continues, inexhaustibly. Anne lies quietly and lets him lick her. What else could she do? But it doesn't affect her. And then it does.
Geoffrey didn't notice when the change first began. He was looking at Satan's mouth on Anne's vagina, and when he looked back her face had changed. Her expression was different.
He backs up the video to watch just her face, and this time he sees it happen. The dead look begins to change. Anne opens her mouth just slightly. Just a bit. She pulls her head a little to the side. This is where she would have half-closed her eyes if he had been Geoffrey and she hadn't had a blindfold. In a moment her shoulders move. Her breathing becomes noticeable. Geoffrey can hear her start to pant. Then she makes a little sound.
"Are we getting hot, sweetheart?" It's a smarmy tone.
"Yes, darling. Yes." Her voice is a whisper, a hiss. Geoffrey wonders what would have happened if she were wearing the corset in this video. He watches her begin to get red, her neck, her upper chest all the way down to the tops of her breasts. Now the deep breaths are finished, replaced with those gasping pants. Those raspy sex grunts she makes, almost like barking. Now she's trying to move against Satan's mouth, and writhing, and moaning or grunting with every breath. Faster, faster. And now Satan stops.
"No." Anne swallows and pants. "Don't stop."
"Are you my little slave girl?"
"Yes. Yours. Don't stop. Please."
"Tell me you love me."
"I love you. Please, darling." She moves her head back and forth.
"Tell me you love me for your discipline, for controlling you. Say it."
"It's true. I love you. For controlling me. For punishing me. Don't stop. Please."
"Beg me."
"Please. I'm begging you. Please." She's sincere.
True to his word, Satan goes back to her vagina and eats and eats, and in a little bit it works. Anne's gasps and growls grow more animated. She's squirming as much as one can while tied, spread out on the platform, taking in deep breaths and letting them out loudly and getting redder, to where a vein stands out on her forehead, and another on her neck, and then she comes very loudly, squealing into the camera for a long time. After a bit Satan stops pleasuring Anne, and she begins to settle, her cries settling to whimpers and her whimpers settling to sighs and her sighs settling to breaths. The camera stays on her as her breathing becomes quieter, and quieter, and she finally becomes still.
Geoffrey watches the whole thing and plays it through a second time. He knows it is real. He'd thought Anne might have faked it, for fear of her husband, but no. Everything is as it was when they'd had sex, but intensified. She was louder on the video and more animated, and redder. She really came, but harder. And afterward, as she quieted, Anne became more relaxed. More fulfilled. Yes, certainly more fulfilled. That's clear to Geoffrey. She slipped into afterglow right there on the screen, and the last thing the clip showed was Anne drowsing.
* * * * *
The night passes away to the morning. At sunrise Geoffrey takes a break to feed the cats and let them out. He gets some water. He spends the rest of the morning on the web site. The world is ordinary again outside. Inside is a different matter. Geoffrey has looked at dozens of photos and run up $180 in charges on video clips. He masturbated to one of Anne's orgasm videos.
So this is it, Anne. This was why you cheated on me and left me. I thought you were seduced by the thrill of the dark side, because it was evil and dangerous, but it was so much more. Wasn't it? You left me to be a pain slut, a bondage slut. Was this what he lured you with? Was this inside you all along? Where did you hide it? Where? You didn't even like me to pinch your nipples! God, I loved you, you bitch.
It's not hidden now, not at all. The site advertises it about like every other kink site. They all say they have the most extreme sex, don't they? The most extreme and illegal tortures, the most disturbing or disgusting or degrading videos, never seen before, banned in 40 countries, come one, come all. This way to the "Egress." They lie, most of them lie, but this one doesn't. It's truthful. It has that one virtue.
Geoffrey watches one after another orgasm clip that all follow the same basic path. Anne is always bound and Satan always works her up slowly. He doesn't always make her beg him to finish her. In some he fucks her, her ass or her vagina, or makes her suck his penis while he pleasures her, but it always ends the same, with that beautiful, gut- wrenching eruption of pleasure that rushes from her sex all through her and finally flows up to her head and out every part of her face, especially her mouth.
It's real all right. She has what she wanted. So does Satan, no doubt.
* * * * *
What time is it? The sun has been up for hours. Geoffrey can't keep his eyes open. He nods off in the middle of short videos. He hasn't seen everything, but he can't watch any more. Some other time. First, some sleep. He thinks, I could have tied her. I could have whipped her. No, not likely. At least not like that.
He's been going back and forth, to torment scenes, then to pleasure scenes, mainly to pleasure scenes, though they all seem to contain some torment. Back and forth. One then the other. Geoff is putting them into a story he can understand. Your love loves you for what you are and for what she wants. He has about solved the puzzle, not of how Anne came to want what she wanted, but that she did. He didn't have a chance by that time, did he? Maybe he can let go now. She isn't ever going to come back. There won't be that knock at the door. Time to move on.
There's just one other thing. He plays back the archive of the newest show, the whole thing. He finds himself asleep in front of the screen and jerks himself awake. Every few seconds he has to shake his head. Wake up, Geoff. Go over the show. Just one more thing. Find it. Then, there it is on last night's show. Right before Satan burned her with the cigarette. She'd whispered it out. "Help. Please." It was scarcely a gasp.
Who was she asking for help? Geoffrey plays it again.
"Help. Please."
Temporary fear. She just lost her nerve. Later she'll surely thank him for the pain and he'll help her get off again. But. But. "Help. Please." She shrank from him. She feared him. But, again, there are the orgasms. Two of them are recent. It's obvious from her weight and the corset.
"Help. Please." Just a whisper into the camera.
Damn it Anne, stop playing with me! Geoffrey logs off and sways to the couch to sleep.
* * * * *
When Geoffrey is almost asleep a thought swirls around his mind and settles in front of his eyes. It's about a video he hasn't seen. The photo teaser is of a large, black crate, and the title is "Maximum Control: Boxing Her Up." Something about her little cry for help makes him think of it. "Help. Please." Why? Something about it. He doesn't know what, but he opens his eyes and lies there for several minutes before getting up.
Log on. Get the credit card.
It is large, about the size of a trunk, taller than it is wide and longer than it is tall. It's black, sitting on a concrete floor before a concrete wall. Otherwise the room seems to be empty. There is no natural light. For several seconds one can scarcely make out, at the very top of the screen, what must once have been a window opening, sealed with brown bricks. Or maybe they just look that way in weak, yellow light. The box and the floor dominate the scene, making it monochrome, gray and black. The light from the camera throws shadows that are almost charcoal. The only real color is Satan's flesh.
"Look where my sweet Anne will be resting for the next twelve hours or so," he tells the audience. "It's important that she get her beauty sleep."
Satan lifts the lid and shows the inside. The camera must be mounted on a wheeled stand, because it doesn't jerk as it is moved around. In the box there are two or three inches of some kind of insulation on all sides. Styrofoam? There are some straps and a wooden contraption. Its floor seems to be thickly carpeted.
"Come here, dear." Satan pulls a leash and Anne steps into view. This isn't an old video. She's grisly in the plain camera light. She's as monochrome as everything else in the scene, white skin and black corset. Her arms are covered in a black fabric that completely masks them, and are secured behind her back. The camera scans Anne from her feet, past her pudendum, to her pushed-out breasts, to her face. When it reaches her face Geoffrey yells something.
He yells "No!"
Maybe he doesn't yell it out. He remembers it as a yell. He felt it as a yell.
Anne's face is small. It's the face of a person waiting for the blow to fall. It's red. Her eyes are swollen. Victor begins talking to the audience again and as he does she stares at him and makes tiny little shakes of her head. "No!" It's clear what she means, but the shakes are minuscule. Her mouth moves, as though she wants to beg him but is afraid to actually say the words, so she stops herself each time she begins. What did he do to make her so afraid?
"Time to get in dear." Anne's legs begin to shake.
He pulls her by the leash and she steps over the side into the box. Geoffrey can hear her mew. Say something Anne. Say it! Tell him, damn it! But she doesn't say anything.
At that moment, Geoffrey knows what is in her mind. He knows it precisely, exactly. He knows that the story he worked out for himself is wrong, or at least the end is wrong. What's going through Anne's mind is the knowledge that it can always be worse. Satan can always make it worse. Geoffrey knows he's demonstrated that fact to her. On her. So she whimpers and shivers and stands at one end of the box, facing the other, and then she folds down into the box without complaining because to refuse will be to make it even worse for herself.
When she's on her knees Victor pushes short, cylindrical plugs into her ears and nostrils. He reaches outside the frame of the video to grab a mask that seems to be made of black leather, that he forces down over her head, until her eyes and ears and nose are completely covered. Now she's blind and deaf. There's a ball gag with a clear plastic tube running through it. It's a long tube, Anne's only source of air. Victor pushes the gag into her mouth and fastens it with a strap behind her head. Then he pushes her forward, to fold her the rest of the way into the box.
He fiddles with something near her head. When he's done he shows the audience the plastic tube sticking out of the end near her head and running along the floor. That's why it's so long. The camera moves in to show Anne inside the box. A snug fit. Two straps hold her feet as far apart as possible, which isn't very far. Her neck rests in a small stock. Victor slides the top part down to hold her head in place and fastens it with a wing nut. "Good-night, dear." He closes the box and latches it. Then he and the camera back away, out past a doorway, the room goes black, and the door closes. The last image is of Victor locking the door.
* * * * *
Stare at the screen. You know, Geoffrey, don't you? How do you know you know? She gave clues. It wasn't the only time. "Help. Please." She didn't always stifle herself. Maybe she couldn't always make herself do it, couldn't control herself.
She's wrong in any case. She thinks it can always get worse, that it will be worse if she disobeys. The truth is a little different. It'll get worse whether or not she obeys. It's already gotten worse. Anne has spiraled so far down. Satan will always up the ante, no matter what she does. Maybe she can delay some punishment awhile. Maybe.
Geoffrey is unbearably tired. He rests his eyes a moment. Wake up, Geoff! He jerks himself awake again.
When did it go from excited domination to battering? When was the first time he hurt her just to be brutal? Was it sudden? Did he hit her when his dinner was late, knock her to the floor and crack a rib? Did he make her sit on her hands so he could smack her face unopposed? Geoffrey sees her hobbled, cleaning the house behind barred windows, shuffling, locked in a closet at night, slapped and punched as her world becomes ever more constricted, until it's just the basement, and her torment becomes systematic, and Satan is her only company in an empty universe.
Did it happen after they filmed that promo? Maybe before. He made her rehearse it, after all. Maybe it really was phony. Go back to it.
"Hi, I'm Anne. My husband Victor dominates me and controls me. I need that. Otherwise I'm too wild and disobedient."
What's she doing? It's her seductive voice all right, so why doesn't it seem right? She's fidgeting, shaking, blinking. Geoffrey watches her eyes, the veronicas she makes with her lashes, then the quick blinks against the glob of semen and the camera light. Look at them, Geoff.
Geoffrey doesn't want to see Anne use her eyes like that, not for Satan. He thinks, she used them for me. They were special. They're not for him. He looks at her legs, quivering. Is there a clue in them? No, look at her face, Geoff. One thing at a time. Her eyes, Geoff.
They're strange. The blinks come all together, and so do the soft sashays. Just one or the other. Watch them. There! Again. Three slow passes in the air, and three blinks. Three slow and three fast. Three dashes and three dots. Again. Again.



Geoffrey is suddenly euphoric. He finds himself standing and jumping. He's shouting. He's pounding the desk. "Annie! Annie! You're telling me! God damn it you're telling me! My Annie! You're doing it!" He's so proud of her.
Then he stops. That was weeks ago. Maybe months. She's gone further down since then, so far that she's hardly there at all. This tells Geoffrey one other thing. Satan is killing her. It's obvious. He's killing her slowly and monstrously. And he's almost finished with her.
* * * * *
"Mrs. Reynolds? I'm sorry to be calling out of the blue like this, but do you have an address and phone number where I might contact Anne and Victor?" He listens, playing with a pencil. Doodling. He puts down the pencil. "Four months? Jesus." A pause. "Ten months since you've seen her? Mrs. Reynolds, what was their last address that you know of? Yes, I know. Yes. Well, there's something I have to tell you. Are you sitting down?"
Don't bother trying to call the FBI on a Saturday to tell them your love has been kidnapped and is in peril. When you've called six times and left six messages and someone finally returns a call, you find out. They are polite and will take down the information you give them, but it is clear they aren't very interested in an ex-fiancée who left you to marry another and who may be sending coded messages with her eyes.
In between calls Geoffrey wonders: How did Satan miss her distress message? After all, he set the scene and made her rehearse. Maybe he couldn't be bothered to watch her face closely. Or maybe he does know. Maybe he's so arrogant he thinks it's funny that her cry for help is right out there for anyone to see. Because no one will notice. She'll be like the Titanic, sinking while ships pass in the night. Maybe she'll die right there on screen, for the audience. Die live. Yes. Satan would enjoy that, wouldn't he? Another oxymoron for him. Would the audience get off to that? Would anyone even bother to spill the beans?
The University's IT director is next. "Mike? I need help. Badly. I need to track down the physical address of a Web site. I need someone who does it for a living." He makes other calls.
While he waits for a spreading circle of hackers and geeks and Internet PIs to bring him information, Geoffrey makes a list of tools he thinks he might need. He'll have to face Satan alone and rescue Anne himself. Heroic stuff. Yeah, but the police won't take it seriously. The phone rings and there's some information. More will be coming. In the meantime he leaves to fill his shopping list, and when he does a wave of exhaustion sweeps through him so strongly that he finds himself leaning against a door frame.
The gun takes only fifteen minutes, including the instant background check. A nice, used Glock and two boxes of bullets. Mightier than the pen. Then to the hardware store. When he gets home his answering machine light is blinking. It's twilight and the cats are hungry. Geoff makes a sandwich to eat while he plays the messages.
Satan has been almost too easy to find. There's an address this side of DC, half a night's drive away. Damn he's arrogant! As hell. Maybe it's a weakness.
Geoff involves himself with busywork. He prints maps off the Internet. Stay alive Anne. Keep breathing my darling. He leaves extra food and water for the cats. He gets soft drinks to keep himself awake while he drives. Anne. Listen. Don't die tonight. I'm coming. Please try to live. I'm coming. Stay alive.
The evening has taken over by the time Geoffrey pulls out of the driveway. He has been awake thirty-six hours.
End of Chapter Three.
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Chapter Four: "The Box"
You can't know what nothingness is. You can't comprehend it because your world is thick with sensation. But Anne can understand it. Anne doesn't know where she is. She doesn't know how she came here. She doesn't know what "here" is. There's no texture, no figure, no light, no sound, nothing to break the nothingness. Black. Silent. She was somewhere and now she's not anywhere at all. She's twisted like a pretzel. She can't understand. She's trying to think but there's no sensation to wrap a thought around. Yes, now there's something. There's an ache in her shoulders, a dull little thing that soon blossoms to fill the void. Nature abhors a vacuum, don't you know, so the ache throbs throughout hers, expanding, filling, taking over all the space in her universe. Finally the pain gives her an anchor and she knows. Somehow she's at the bottom of a coal mine, trapped under a mile of rubble. How did it happen? She can't remember. She's dying alone. She tries to call for help but there's no air.
* * * * *
Wake up, Geoff!
If you sleep you'll crash, and who will rescue Anne? Stay awake. Find some radio station. Watch the half-moon skimming along the horizon, the same moon you saw last night. It's still there. It'll keep you going. It's your destination anyway. The silver apples of the moon. Follow them to your glimmering girl, with apple blossom in her hair.
Why that poem? You don't even like Yeats. Yeah, but it's how she got me. She came up to me at a party at the Dean's house where I was being shy. She asked me what I taught and I said poetry, then she recited the whole thing and I was hooked.
Hooked like a little silver trout? Yes, caught with a berry and a thread. Just like that. But stop. I don't want to think of that poem, especially not that poem, not tonight. You know how it goes, don't you? She called me by my name and ran, and faded through the brightening air. Don't fade away, Anne. I'm coming tonight, before the air brightens.
The lights of Roanoke pass on the right, leading down toward the Shenandoah Valley. For a short way there are street lights along the interstate, but then Geoffrey leaves them behind and the road gets dark again. Not as dark as for Anne. No, Geoffrey sees light everywhere. Under the moon the countryside is luscious, almost as beautiful as during the day, dotted with little lit-up homes that probably have people who are watching TV, secure and happy, maybe grumpy, maybe teasing each other, maybe running fingers around penis and vulva and embarrassed to be doing it with all the lights on. Anne would be amazed at so much light. It would blind her.
Wake up, Geoff!
What's Satan doing to her? Is he hurting her again, and taping it for his audience? Or is he forcing pleasure on her, standing there feeling his power, knowing however much he punishes her she can't resist him? He'll be taping that too, of course.
Or maybe she's dead. No! Maybe she died. Stop it! Maybe she is. Maybe he's skinned her and has hung her carcass like a side of beef and is letting her age, so she'll be more tender when he eats her. No!
Once the idea creeps in it doesn't want to leave.
Think! She was alive last night. I saw her! But maybe she died. No! It wasn't even a full day ago. Hah! You can die in an instant. He could kill her without even trying. Do you see her body? Do you see it hanging by the ankles, meat hooks through the ankles? She's alive! Really? Then maybe he's killing her right now.
Make the image go away! Try a poem again, a different poem. How's this one? Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, creeps in this petty pace... Stop it! Wake up! I have to keep awake! Then what about this? I have known the inexorable sadness of pencils, neat in their boxes, dolor of pad and paperweight. Shit, oh shit. May as well go back to Yeats. Can't I remember any poems that end well? Maybe Dr. Seuss. Did I ever tell you how lucky you are? Oh fuck off!
Now other things push out the death thoughts, mainly sights from Satan's Web site, visuals of Anne being broken and feeling more ecstasy than Geoff could ever hope to give her.
There's one video in particular. They all share the essentials, but this one.... Geoff forgets the moon and forgets the road. He almost forgets what he's doing because of what's in his mind. Anne coming and coming, Satan having worked her well with sorcery. She's coming, and while she does Satan opens her labia to show off her inner lips and mouth to the camera. The mouth is opening and closing, like that of a fish, or a monster, something alien. It's a flower, pink and muscular like a closed-up rose or tulip, but it's trying to find a penis to feed on. The petals open and close. Geoff has never seen anything like it. He can't get it out of his mind.
He also can't forget the aftermath. Breathless words. "Thank you, Victor. Thank you. Thank you. Oh God."
* * * * *
Anne floats at the bottom of the world, packed neatly in her pencil box. She can hear her breathing, and her moaning when she has air for moaning, if she is conscious enough to pay attention, but even then she doesn't always know she's the source. What can she feel? She can feel her shoulders ease from their sockets. She has nothing else, no sound, no sight, no smell, no movement, no sense of anything outside her skin. She is as alone as anyone has ever been, given forever to contemplate her insignificance.
When she's less conscious she sometimes has brilliant visions and she takes deep breaths and smells the world and runs and flails her arms. When she's more conscious she struggles to breathe and remembers she has orders to think of her husband, though it makes her tremble to do it. What is she to think about? About discipline. When he put her in here he told her to think of a punishment severe enough to atone for disobedience. What did she do? She said something bad. Now she has to think of something harsh, and maybe when she does he'll come back.
She has to think of her husband because He's her world, her Lord. He rules the garden of earthly delights. So she trembles. Fear of her Lord is the beginning of wisdom. There used to be another world -- wasn't there? -- but that passed away. There was another man, but don't think of him. No. She was bad. He hated her. There's only Victor. How many eons has she been in this place? Someday He will return to let her see again and hear again and feel more pleasure and pain than she can endure. For now, though, there's only ache.
Please come, my darling. Please. My shoulders. They hurt so. I can't stand it anymore. Please hurry. I'll be so good. I'll do everything you want, only please, my shoulders. I'll be perfect. Oh God, they hurt. I can't, I just can't stand it anymore. Loosen me just for a minute, just for a second. Please, my darling. Please. Oh please.
If Victor were here he'd be intimate. He'd brush his whiskered cheeks across my neck, breathe into my ear. He'd make me kiss him. Kiss me. Be loving about it. Yes, darling. I will. Kiss you lovingly, your wonderful mouth. Oh please! My shoulders.
It wouldn't always have been that way. It hasn't been long since she could resist, struggle, withdraw, feign, make an impression of full submission and love without being whole- hearted. Was it so recently? She can't remember very well. She knows he hurt her relentlessly and kept her bound. He made her suffer until she faded out, and he began again when she came around, doing it forever, until she became obedient. Love me. Yes my love. Want me. Please, I want you. But she still keeps losing her way and doing something bad. If he were here he'd tell her, when you are really a very good girl I'll give you a little present, but not until then. Now let's continue your training, to help you overcome your will.
His voice is rich and breathy in her ear while he pulls back on her arms to make them hurt even more. You're forgetting. You're forgetting to submit. You want to assert yourself. You want me to undo what I want.
I'm sorry, darling. I try and I try, but I'm so weak. Oh my shoulders! Please, loosen them just a little? Please?
When was it that she became too weary to resist any further? She grew so tired. She was empty and it went on without end. He was never impatient about it. He didn't let her sleep, or rest, or move. All she could do was hurt and try to be loving for him. It was then it first came over her in a blaze of clarity, certainty that his will was right and true and he was worthy of her absolute devotion. But she keeps forgetting -- she's so stupid, such a useless bitch -- and he has to begin all over, until she remembers again. If only she can make herself be good enough for him.
He's still speaking. Submit. Remember the pleasure I get from this. Think of my desire.
I am, darling, but I just can't stand it. I need your help. Please help me.
* * * * *
Wake up, Geoff, you asshole!
Remember what you have to do. You have to kill that son of a bitch and take her away. How should I do it? Just kill him. Shoot the bastard and take her from him. Carry Anne away with you. Take her home with you, your love forever. Make her safe. Hold her. Care for her and bring her back to the world of light and love, sweet soft fucking in the afternoon, her body warm against your back at night, her breath on your neck. Run your lips down the side of her neck. Remember how she smelled? Caress her as she sleeps. Gently. That's right. Like that. Move your hands over all her hills and hollows. Drive down into the valley where she's waiting. The valley is hills and hollows. The moon lights it like candles light Anne, coolly and evenly, leaving a half shadow between her labia, like the headlights along the highway with a half shadow between them, moving into the night, into her mystery. My Anne. My darling. She wakes already inflamed, already with a catch in her breathing, already wanting, and it's exactly here that Geoffrey runs off the road.
The car veers to the right, onto the shoulder where it hits gravel and sounds like a bag of marbles emptied onto the floor, so when Geoffrey wakes he is disorganized, thinking about marbles. He jerks the wheel back and the car fishtails. A car shooting past him honks a long warning. The right rear fender bangs against the railing, then he has control again and he brings the car over to a stop.
He starts crying. In a second he's bawling like a baby. "I'm sorry Anne! I'm sorry! I can't do it. I don't know. I'm afraid I can't. I can't stay awake to get to you."
Stop it, damn it! Make yourself stop! If you break down she dies. You have to do it. No one else can. Why didn't you call the police? They might have gone to her. I don't know. They wouldn't have. Maybe they would have. It's too late, now. I have to keep going. You thought she'd come back to you if you were the big hero who rescued her. Well, she won't. She won't come back to you at all. Dreaming about being with her isn't going to help anything. She's not yours anymore. I know. I know. It's true. I'm sorry, Anne. I'll concentrate more. I have to save you. Then I have to let you go.
Geoffrey cries a minute or two longer, before he can make himself stop, then he shakes himself and reaches to the back seat for a soft drink from the cooler. Open it. Drink. He grabs a flashlight and gets out to check the damage to the car. There's a fender crease, maybe a yard long. He shines the light all over the right rear tire, feels it. "Shit!" Finally he gets back in, starts the engine and takes off again. The moon lights the valley below while he works to keep himself awake.
* * * * *
Anne has been struggling with herself, but she can't stop whimpering or trying to move. She's forgotten how to submit properly. He'll have to help her some more. If he would put his erection to her face she would show how good she can be. She would suck him sweetly while he hurt her so he could be pleasured by having her moan around his glans. She would treat his penis so lovingly, so softly, to make him happy. She might make him happy enough.
Where am I? How did I come here?
Anne is on her knees, open to him as always. While he pulls on her arms he pushes a thumb all the way into her rectum, plumbing the depth. Two other fingers plow her vagina. Maybe she's been good enough. Maybe he's going to give her a present, a respite. Please, love. Then he's caught her womb and her ass tightly, but his fingers come out and tickle her labia, all the way up to the end, then down, then again, then again, jacking up her desire, until there's nothing in her world but his face at hers, the smell of his breath and the whispered words of what he'll make her do to show her devotion. While he hurts her shoulders his thumb fucks her and his fingers touch and withdraw, over and over, barely touching her, just enough to keep her high. He tells her what she has to do. What is it?
Please no, darling. Oh! Oh! Please no. I can't do that. Please, I couldn't. Please, no. Oh! Please don't make me. Please no. She says that even though he's telling her he'll loosen her shoulders and flood her with pleasure once she says "yes." It must be a long time before she is aware once again that she can't move, can't speak, can't see, can't hear, can't do anything at all, and that she is completely alone. The throbbing in her shoulders overwhelms the throbbing in her sex.
* * * * *
It's not like last night, not in any way at all. Even the moon is different. Geoffrey is out in the country, but it's different. Gravel rattles under the car, and the moon lights a cloud of dust behind him. This country is different. It's close to Satan. Geoffrey can feel him. He just can't feel Anne.
There is a house far back from the road, up a dirt driveway, surrounded by fields of grass and night-mist. There are no near neighbors. As Geoffrey drives over the gravel he thinks of marbles and of almost crashing. He also thinks this is no site for a video studio. There's a mercury vapor light on a pole between the house and a shed, so bright the siding seems to gleam, both floors glowing in the night, but there are no other lights. It's only a few minutes after eleven. There should be lights. Don't dwell on what this could mean.
He drives past the house and around a bend, then turns around. What does the place remind him of? Sleepy Hollow.
Geoffrey drives back without headlights and stops a few hundred yards from the house. On the back seat are some night vision goggles. Through them the world stands out as fuzzy green on black. Can this be the place? It can't be. Well, what's here? A liquid propane tank. A car. One car. It's Anne's car! Anne's car. Anne's. Concentrate, dummy! What else is there? There's a large satellite dish. Where's Satan's car?
What if it's not the place? A premonition. Maybe it's just a diversion. What if they're three states away? What if Anne is dying across the continent, in L.A.? Okay, Geoffy, get down to business. If it's not the place you'll know in a few minutes. There's no sign of electronic devices. Though Satan would certainly be able to hide things. If he has them I can't sneak up. Where's that flak jacket? Damn it, I paid enough for it. I know I brought it! Load the gun. Stop shaking. Stop shaking. Control. Control. Deep breaths. Now drive right up to the door. Go in with force. Gun stuck in my belt. Safety off. Ready? Go.
The driveway has no gate. No security. That seems to be a thing with Satan. Geoffrey roars up the long road, the car bumping and hitting bottom twice, making dust. Making noise. Close in, he can see window and door bars. Geoffrey gets out of the car with three different size crow bars to attack the security door. It takes less than a minute to spring it.
Jesus, it's shoddy!
Then to the wood door. It takes almost no time at all. He crashes through it and falls to the floor with the gun in front of him, scanning the room with the night goggles and listening. There's no sound at all. He goes through the house, turning on lights, first the ground floor, then the second. It's only afterwards that he thinks he should have used the night goggles all along. He was making himself a great target for anyone sitting in a darkened room. But no one was sitting there. No one is here at all.

* * * * *
Every so often a panic sweeps over Anne and she tries to scream and move her arms and legs. She can't do it for more than a few seconds before she gets light-headed and can't breathe, after which she shivers some more and makes little squeaks and slips back into a state that is close to, but not quite, unconsciousness.
* * * * *
The house is full of prints and photos of nudes. Some of them are noir, but not all. They aren't even pornographic. Some are reproductions of famous works. Otherwise the house seems completely domestic, the home of someone educated and refined. It's tasteful, not showy. Mixed furniture. Danish mixed with art deco mixed with old, leather-covered trunks and dark oak armoires. Lawyer's bookshelves hold a mixture of old, leather-bound books and paperbacks. The kitchen is contemporary, open and bright, with a butcher-block in the center. There isn't a smidgen of a mote of a hint that it covers a torture chamber, but it must.
And of course it does.
Geoffrey finds the basement door just off the kitchen. It's like nothing else in the house and he knows it must be what he's looking for. No other door would be steel, or fastened with two heavy padlocks. She must here. Pry on the locks, Geoff. Shit! Get the toolbox. There may only be two locks, but it takes twenty minutes with the power saw to get through them. A blade breaks half way through. There aren't any other special problems, though.
There's an ordinary light switch just inside the door. Ordinary wood stairs with smooth, bare, planks that lead to a plain landing. It is bare and smooth, too. A mundane stair. More stairs descend to the cement floor. Satan has to have some other security devices, doesn't he? Alarms? Cameras?
By the time Geoff has reached the landing he can see the whole layout. It's all here, spread out across the basement floor. The stage lights, the cameras, the treadmill. There are contraptions all over for immobilizing and displaying Anne. Geoffrey hasn't even seen them all on the Web site. He walks down into it. There aren't any sounds but his footsteps. Directly at the foot of the stairs is the device Satan uses to stretch her. It seems out of place, as though Satan has moved things around. Geoff runs a hand over it. It is a beautiful piece of furniture, polished, smooth, varnished. It reflects the computer's screen saver, showing tiny, reverse images of women being tortured. Anne isn't one of them. She isn't down here. She doesn't seem to be anywhere.
But there are shadowed areas. There are corners and separate rooms, and areas that are hidden behind the furnace, the water heater, pillars, the AC, a deep freeze, duct work. The place is a labyrinth. The floor isn't even; at one end it rises toward the ceiling, so that Geoff has to stoop to walk along it. He half-creeps to his left, around a corner, then turns another left and is in a narrow dark place. The floor descends again. After a moment he can stand erect. A few more feet and he turns left again and is back in the main area of the cellar, at the far end from where he began.
From here he can see a space under the landing. It seems to have a doorway, though it is small, fit only for a rabbit. Or Alice. Or Anne. Geoffrey shines the flashlight under the landing and there it is. He gets a tingling across his back and up his arms. I'm here Anne. Please be alive. One more steel door, not as small as he'd thought. How had it seemed so tiny? This one has only a single deadbolt, so once Geoff gets his toolbox he's through it in five minutes.
This is the place. Finally. It has to be. Geoffrey stoops a little to enter, and it really is awfully tiny, no more than a closet, absolutely black. It smells damp and earthy, but when he sweeps it with the flashlight the whole thing looks concrete. And there's the box. Just sitting there, in the middle of the floor. In the belly of the beast, he thinks. Again there is an ordinary switch and a single bulb.



Jesus fucking Christ!
In the light the box is smaller than it looked on the net. Flat-black paint, rectangular, completely sealed. Like a trunk. A clear tube comes out the middle of one end and nestles on the floor. There's a latch, but no lock, just a dirty bolt pushed through the hasp. Geoffrey pulls it out and opens the top, which is heavy, filled with insulation and lined with cloth. It opens with a squeak, and as he swings it up and back there's a powerful stench of urine.
And there's Anne.
She's hunched far down inside. In the belly of the belly of the beast. For a moment Geoff doesn't know what to do. He just stares at her.
She is exactly as in the video, closed in on all sides by Styrofoam, her head far down in the stock, encased in a vinyl mask, and she must still have the ear and nose plugs. Her arms are secured with handcuffs. She's tiny, hardly child sized, so much smaller than he remembers, with bones that push outwards against her skin. There's a recurrent raspy sound where the tube from the floor ends at her mouth.
She surely feels the movement of the box and the cool air. She has felt nothing at all, for how long? She undulates and the sweat of her back, which had pooled in the hollow places, runs down her sides.
Geoffrey touches her. Her spine feels sharp under the thinnest skin he can imagine. God. Annie. He touches her again. He wants to keep touching her but he has work to do. He loosens the nut and lifts the top half of the stock from her neck. He takes the straps off her ankles. She begins to move her head back and forth a little and make little, whining noises. Geoff gets excited. When he bends to lift her out of the box, the breathing tube pulls out of her gag.
Damn, she's light!
Geoffrey sits Anne on the floor and holds her up while he tries to unfasten her. She sits with legs splayed, head falling backwards, making a whistling sound through the rubber ball.
The gag is easy. It comes away slimy. The mask adheres to her skin and makes a tearing sound as it comes off. Anne's flesh is damp under it. The hair under the mask is plastered to her head. She seems blind. The nose and ear plugs aren't any problem. They pull right out. She's trying to move her legs, to stretch them, and to move her head. She's making those mewling sounds. Her eyes seem to focus but she doesn't understand at first. Something is wrong. Something is different. Then she knows who he is.
"Geoffy! Geoffy!" She looks like she's yelling but he can hardly hear her. "Geoffy!"
She doesn't have enough wind to push her words or even to make sentences.
"Geoffy!" She doesn't believe it. She looks around for her husband and tries a sentence. "I'm sorry. Geoffy. I'm. Sorry. Help. Me. I'm sorry. Please. I tried to be. Be good. Geoffy. But I. Couldn't." She looks all around the room again. She's shivering. "Geoffy!"
"It'll be okay, Anne. I'm here."
"Geoffy!"
He carries her out to the main basement area, Anne shaking harder, her head on his shoulder, whimpering more. He can't believe her lightness. She doesn't weigh anything. She almost floats in his arms. Every few seconds she wheezes his name.
The desk has dozens of keys, the very first one of which fits the cuffs. He removes them and Anne's arms fall straight down to her sides. It's like they're attached only by skin. She is utterly flaccid, and passive, but she keeps saying, "Geoffy!" She really can't believe he's here. She doesn't understand anything.
The corset straps are a problem. They're much too tight to unfasten so Geoffrey lays Anne on the concrete and rummages through his tools for a box cutter, slices through them, and peels the corset off. There's another tearing sound. It leaves behind a brown scum of old sweat and dead skin. Anne begins to get air in a series of gasping, phlegm-clotted wheezes. She coughs, breathes, coughs, breathes some more. It's some time before she can control the coughing, and she wheezes the whole time. Her breath is foul. There's a rattling when she inhales.
Get going, Geoff. Up the stairs. It's like carrying an eight year old. Geoffrey looks upward but he keeps seeing the box, below in the closet, holding Anne down in the darkness. Concrete. Nothingness. Anne.
9-1-1. Come on! Come on! Geoff has to lay Anne on a couch to call, and she says something that sounds like she's becoming aware.
"No Geoffy. No police. Please. No police. He'll be mad!"
He leans down and puts a hand to her cheek. She is cold now, still damp. Her small breasts are absurdly well defined, there being no fat to soften them.
"It's okay, Annie. We need them. I'll be with you the whole time, okay?" Anne tries to use her hands. She inches her arms along, takes one of his hands with both of hers, and pulls it to her face. "Geoffy, Geoffy. He'll punish me. For being bad." She coughs some more while he talks to the EMS operator. Her cough is ragged and coarse. Then,
"Where are your clothes?"
"Clothes? I..." She looks at him blankly. "Geoffy."
"I'll go look."
"No!" She grabs his hand. Where did she get that strength? "Don't leave, Geoffy! He'll punish me! Tell him I tried! Tell him!" She starts coughing again and it looks like she's crying, but there aren't any tears. The coughing seems to hurt her. She holds on to Geoffrey's hand and coughs and tries to say "No!" through the coughs, and finally Geoffrey holds her to him and caresses her damp hair.
"Okay. Okay, Annie. I won't leave you. I promise."
"He'll punish me!"
"No he won't Anne. Never again. He'll never hurt you again."
"But he will!"
Geoffrey looks her in the face for a minute, patting her hair. "Anne, he can't hurt you anymore because I'm here."
"He will." But there is uncertainty in her voice.
"Listen to me, Anne. Listen." He kisses her forehead. "If he ever comes back I will kill him. I will. I will kill him. He can never come back, ever again." Geoffrey says this in as calm and matter-of-fact a voice as he can manage, and Anne stares up at him as though she can't comprehend what he means, but she becomes calmer.
He carries her back to the bedroom. It isn't any trouble, though he catches himself staring at her body. Her clothes are where they've probably been for months, in her closet and dresser as in any middle-class bedroom, your private, safe place. He dresses her in a little short-sleeved blouse, panties, and slacks. The slacks won't stay up, so he uses a safety pin at the waist to make them fit. Then he carries her to the kitchen.
* * * * *
That's where the police find them, in the kitchen. Anne is curled on Geoffrey's lap, her head on his shoulder, looking like a sick child, and he is giving her sips of water from a glass. Shreds of bread and an open tuna can show that he has fed her a little.
A paramedic tries to take Anne to a gurney. "No, no, no, no, no! Geoffy! Geoffy!" They can't get her to let go of him.
"Come on, son," says an older cop. "We need to ask you some questions." But the result is the same. Geoffrey strokes Anne's hair and kisses her face. "There, there, Annie. I'm here." She is shivering again. Finally he looks apologetically at the cop.
"I'm sorry, officer. I can't go anywhere as long as she's like this. Can you interview me here?" So they do. "Send someone down to the basement. Look at the set-up where he tortured her. And look at the box he kept her in."
One paramedic examines Anne while the other begins a glucose drip. As long as she can hold some part of Geoffrey she cooperates.
When the police come back up, their attitude has changed completely. They call for criminalists to catalogue the basement, and they arrange for an arrest order for Victor. The older cop asks if Anne really had been kept in that box, but Geoffrey isn't paying much attention anymore. He holds Anne and tries to answer questions, but he keeps finding himself waking with his head leaning on hers.
More strange people come and go, more all the time. Every time Geoffrey raises his head off Anne's there are new people. He wants to be helpful but he can't keep himself awake. At some point a pack of reporters gathers just outside the crime scene tape, to film everything and shout questions. Later the paramedics wake Geoffrey enough to have him help get Anne onto a gurney, and he holds both her hands and leans over her to calm her and shield her from the reporters, while someone else guides them past the press and into the EMS van. He will never know how his car gets to the hospital. All he knows is that she holds him the whole way. She burrows her face into his chest, right up by his underarm, and he keeps his face against her cheek and whispers to her, when he isn't nodding off, about how everything is going to be fine now, and he is shocked at himself to find he is happier than he can remember ever having been.
End of Chapter Four.
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Chapter Five: "Aftermath"
The doctor wants to talk to Geoffrey, but Geoffrey is flickering in and out. He can't follow the conversation. The doc is looking down at him. Geoff looks around and finds he is in bed with Anne, and then he remembers. The doctor talks. Geoff is answering. They've been conversing, haven't they? He tries to follow it, to reconstruct it. What have they said?
She's had insults to several systems. Whatever that means. We think her liver function will improve on its own. You think? It should. She's pretty well re-hydrated now, and we'll get her electrolytes balanced pretty soon. That should help her heart rhythm. Should? It should. There doesn't seem to be any permanent damage to her limbs, though an orthopedist needs to have a look at her shoulders. That's good, I guess. And the antibiotics should clear up her pneumonia and the infections in her lesions. Lesions? Her burns and cuts. Some of them are infected. We decided against giving her a transfusion for her anemia. Why? She should improve with medication and diet. I see. Two things we have to watch are her kidney function and her heart.
"Wait a minute! I thought you said the electrolytes would clear up her heart."
"Well, yes, but there may be damage. We can't tell yet."
"And her kidneys?"
"We'll have to see how much they improve. She might be fine."
She might be fine. Geoffrey wakes up completely and thinks about that for awhile.
* * * * *
Geoffrey has hardly left Anne's side. He hasn't had a choice. She held onto him through everything last night, even her x-rays. He couldn't let go of her hand to change positions without her getting agitated. He couldn't go to the bathroom until they gave her something to help her sleep, and when he got back she was rolling in a nightmare. He leaned down to her. "I'm here, Annie. It's okay. You're safe." She opened her eyes barely enough to see him, sighed "Geoffy," and faded back out.
Besides him, her room is filled with machines and charts and blinking lights, metal tubes and a glass wall to the main ICU staff area. Everyone who passes looks in at them. Staff come and go. Security sits just outside the door. During the night Geoff had tried to stay awake while waiting for all the tests. Someone would address him and he'd jerk out of a velvet sleep. He had a passing thought that he should call someone to cancel his classes, but who cares?
The doctors finished with Anne around three a.m. When they left, Geoff pushed a green vinyl chair right up against the bed, blocking one of the monitors, and held her hand through the safety bars. He woke an hour later to see her staring down at him, and for the first time he knew she was awake and aware and back in the world. She was looking at him with the saddest expression he had ever seen.
"I hurt you and left you and you came for me." She couldn't continue. She cried with gulps and sobs.
"Annie. Annie."
Geoffrey stood and leaned over her, and as he did the world spun and he held the bed rail. The world spun and spun, then merely rocked, then only trembled. Geoffrey put his mouth to Anne's temple. "Annie, Annie, it's okay. Please don't be sad." Her hair was clean. It smelled of shampoo. When did they have time to wash her? How did he miss it? The world twirled around Anne's temple, around the fine hair and the smell of shampoo.
"You should have let me die!" Her crying changed to coughs, and in a minute a nurse came in to give her something.
Anne drifted back to sleep but kept jolting awake. If Geoffrey sat completely still the room would stop floating, but Anne couldn't stop jumping, and every time he had to stroke her and whisper and put his cheek on her. Finally he slipped off his shoes and crawled onto the bed, under her IV line, and held her. No one was going to stop him. He fell asleep. When she'd kick and twist he'd simply hold her and say something, and they'd glide back under together. Then, during the night, Victor was leaning against the far wall, holding a cigarette in a European fashion, but when Geoffrey sat up Victor transformed himself into some sort of medical apparatus covered with a gray tarp. Satan! Geoff had to check to make sure he hadn't accidentally jerked out the IV tube.
Later he woke snuggling Anne in a spoons position, with his hand on her hip, coming out of a dream in which they were fucking. He was completely erect and moving his penis up and down against her. He stopped. He thought she couldn't possibly ever want sex again.
They were both asleep when the chief attending physician came in to give his morning report a few minutes ago. Behind him Geoffrey can see the morning nurse, smiling like the Mona Lisa and touching a finger to her lips. Anne sleeps through the whole thing. Someone put an oxygen mask on her during the night, and Geoff slept through it. What if Satan had sneaked in?
She might be fine.
* * * * *
Anne probably doesn't need so much time in ICU, but the mayor has made the call. "America's Most Wanted" started the ball rolling and now the case dominates the cable networks. It probably will for a few weeks, until some six-year-old shoots his father in Wyoming. For now it's Anne the celebrity, Anne the victim, Anne of the black box. The tabloids can't get enough of her. The mayor isn't going to let anything happen to her. At least the media are kept away from her floor, and the city picks up the tab.
On the second day, Geoff looks up at a TV in the cafeteria and there they are, videotapes of the basement and the box, along with edited footage from the Web site archives. It's a cable news talk show. The two hosts are supposed to represent the left and the right. Today they agree the nation needs new laws and a crackdown on Internet smut. The one from the right blames the Clinton administration for a breakdown in sexual morality.
Contributions from women's advocacy groups pour in. Cost isn't going to be a problem. The FBI doesn't make a big case of it, since after all no one was killed, but at least Victor is now a Federal fugitive. Photos of Victor are plastered everywhere, with the usual information on what numbers to call.
* * * * *
The third day.
They're edging down the hall toward the elevators. The doctors want Anne to walk but she's awfully weak, so they go slowly, she still swaying a little on those spindly legs. Geoffrey holds the wheeled IV bag cart to one side, the tube crossing behind his back. He pulls it along while his other arm is around her waist, supporting her and holding her to him. When they pass the nurses' station one nurse whispers to the other, "They're so sweet together," before turning back to the mayor's press conference on CNN.
Geoff is telling Anne something. Some little thing. "You promise to eat something for me, right Annie?" She usually won't speak, not since the first night. Maybe she'll utter a word or two almost under her breath, in a monotone, but that's it. She'll talk to Geoff a little, when they're alone. Now they murmur almost conspiratorially. Anne seems to be agreeing to try to eat. Then out of the blue she stops walking and begins to cry. She doesn't try to hide it, just stands there with tears flowing down her face, making panting little high-pitched sobs. Geoff turns to her and she puts her face to his chest. He doesn't know what to do. She shows no emotion to anyone else. She's a blank slate to them. Not to Geoffrey, though. Not now. He touches his free hand to her head.
After a few minutes she's better. She looks up at him and puts fingers to his cheek and kisses him, then they walk some more.
Before they get back to her room Anne is winded and covered in a fine, itchy sweat. Geoff helps her to the bed and looks at her, wondering about the kiss. Anne speaks a whole sentence, "Geoff, don't look at me like that."
"What? Like what?"
"You know." She looks away.
"Annie?"
"I'm so ashamed." She's still looking away. Her eyes are watery but there are no more tears.
"Oh. Well, should I keep my eyes closed?" He closes his eyes and walks toward her and almost falls when he stumbles against a rack. "Oh, shit. Damn!" Anne laughs the first part of a tiny laugh but catches herself and puts a hand to her mouth.
"It's just that..." She sighs. "I wish I could undo everything." She's silent for maybe ten seconds. "I know you have things you have to do." Silence again. Geoff sits down to wait her out. "You don't have to stay with me anymore. My mother can take care of me."
Geoffrey looks at her but doesn't answer. Finally he rises and goes through the ritual of getting the room ready for her nap. He closes the curtain and shuts the door. He turns out the overhead light. He refills her drink canister with fresh juice. He pulls up her covers and kisses her on the forehead. Then, finally, "Would you like me to leave?" Anne starts crying again.
"Annie. Annie. If you're going to cry at everything I say, I'll have to be mute." She wipes her eyes and tries to smile. "So here's the deal, Annie Fanny. I'm not going to try to take over your life. You know I'm not like that. When you tell me it's time to leave, I'm gone, and I'll be happy because you're better. But if you're saying that just because you think you're a burden, or you don't deserve help, or whatever... well, rethink it. I'm happy doing this."
You'll never know how long I spent rehearsing parts of that spiel, Anne. Did I get the lighthearted tone right?
She makes herself not cry any more. "Thank you Geoffy. I'd like it. If you stayed with me awhile longer. Really."
He leans to kiss her on the forehead again. A brotherly kiss, or a fatherly one. Whatever. When he leans the room shifts. Oh, no. Here comes another one, another rolling wave. So many of them. He sits down in the green vinyl chair to help it pass while she rests, and he nods off after a few minutes. He wakes with Anne's hand moving through his hair. "Come on up, Geoffy. You'll be more comfortable up here."
On the bed, he's on his back and she curls against him, her head on his arm, and he is sound asleep in seconds. Anne lies perfectly still, looking at him. Occasionally she touches him while he sleeps. His chest. His cheek. He snores a little, but in a minute it changes to deep, regular breathing, almost as though he were breathing in sighs.
When her mother comes in during visiting hours, Anne puts a finger to her lips to make her be quiet.
* * * * *
"I'd like to explore your feelings when you thought you'd always be his prisoner."
The therapist won't let go. Anne looks at Geoffrey. "It's okay, Annie. Tell her." She squeezes his hand harder and looks down. She won't look directly at the therapist, who obviously wishes Anne would see her alone.
When that time finally comes, though, Anne doesn't say two words. "Do you not want to talk about Victor?" asks the therapist, and Anne shakes her head, not looking up. "Is there anything you'd feel comfortable talking about?"
There's a long silence. The therapist neither fidgets nor looks away. Finally Anne says it, but in voice so quiet the therapist has to lean forward to hear her.
"Geoffrey."
"Why?" More silence. The therapist waits again.
"I have to make him leave. But I don't want to."
"Why is that?" Anne just sits there.
The therapist gets Geoffrey alone to ask him about Anne. He asks her back, "What do you want to know?"
"You've gone above and beyond the call of duty."
"Well she's needed me."
"She told me about leaving you. For Mr. Bruno. So I have to wonder what your motives are?"
Oh shit. She's no dummy, this therapist.
"Yeah. That. Okay. I know what you're getting at. I guess it shows. This is confidential, isn't it? Okay. Well the fact is I never got over her. But I can't tell her that. I know it's over. I'm afraid she'll feel she has to be nice to me because I'm her hero. You know. Out of gratitude. So I don't know what to do. Do you have any suggestions?"
"I think we three need to have a talk together."
* * * * *
It isn't that easy.
Saving Anne turned out to be easy. Bringing her home is easy. Nothing else is.
At home, Anne follows Geoffrey around the house. When he gets the newspaper she's at the window watching him, as intently as do the paparazzi who seem to be camped out there. They always try to goad him into making a statement. They want photos of the sex victim, not Geoff, but he'll have to do unless she gets too close to the window. They finally give up when the story wanes, but Anne doesn't give up wanting Geoff to be in sight. When he mows the grass she sits in the rocking chair with a book in her lap and looks out at the lawn.
At first she has to ride to the university with him. While he lectures she sits in the back row, in a corner, eyes down so she doesn't have to acknowledge anyone. The first day a young woman said hello and Anne looked down at her desk and made a shy smile but didn't answer. Everyone knows she's the girl in the box, and some of the guys look at her, but there aren't any problems.
It's the same inside the house. If Geoff steps out of the den to go on-line while Anne is watching something on TV, in a moment she'll have drifted to the doorway. He won't even hear her, but when he looks up she'll be standing patiently, hovering at a spot where she can see him. He rises and walks over to envelope her in his arms and kiss her. "Do you want me to come back to the den?" He nuzzles her hair.
She plays with the top button on his shirt, looking at it instead of at his face. "Mm-hmm." She says it in a little girl tone. He teases, "You'll let me go to the bathroom alone, won't you?" and she answers "I guess," still playing with the button. But she sounds serious.
Nothing is easy. Anne needs a night light. She has to touch Geoff while she's going to sleep, and he practices lying still so it'll be easier for her. She stirs when he gets up during the night. She wakes two, sometimes three times a night and sits up in bed, trying not to yell, her heart thundering. Geoffrey holds her and talks to her. "I'm here Annie. I'll always be here. Nothing will ever hurt you."
He's careful not to be sexual. He pulls her back down and kisses her, her ear, her neck, her mouth, murmuring in between, running his mouth over her temple, always going back to that fine hair that flies away. "There, there, Annie. My girl." They kiss while he holds and caresses and comforts her. Somehow they shift from lips to tongues, sucking and caressing each other's tongue. They always do, though he doesn't plan it. Geoffrey twists his body away so she won't notice his erection. He wants her. Oh Jesu, joy of man's desiring! Oh Jesus! Oh Yeshua Ben David! Oh God, I want to fuck her! He stops using his tongue and rubs a cheek over hers and murmurs something again, and then she nests against him and goes back to sleep while he waits for his penis to shrink.
If I were Victor I could make her want it. I'd just turn her on. It would be easy. I'd snap my fingers or tie her to the bed and she'd beg for it. Oh shut the fuck up. You aren't Victor and you don't want to be. Yes I do, in that one way.
He rises and walks to the guest bedroom to turn on the computer, where he goes to the files he wants, hidden in a folder within another folder inside a main folder. He plays the orgasm video that shows her flower opening and closing and he caresses his penis through his underwear. He pulls them down and runs his thumb up, down, around the head of his penis, letting it get slippery, petting himself while he watches orgasm videos. When he's about to come he pulls up his shirt, panting and straining to subdue his voice, while he spurts onto his chest and belly.
Afterward he duck-walks into the bathroom, holding his pants out and his shirt up, to clean himself off. Before he gets back to bed Anne is tossing again.
"Annie. Annie. It's okay. I'm here. You're safe."
* * * * *
When they first go outside to walk, she's afraid the whole time. It's early autumn, breezy and clear. The first leaves run along the street. It's beautiful and she can't wait to finish and get back inside the house. When they go out by car she has to be in by sunset. She can't stand dark places like theaters. She sees Victor everywhere.
It is a long time before Anne can bring herself to see any of her friends. The whole time Jane is visiting, she and Anne clutch each others' hands and cry together. At one point Jane says, "You know, it could just as easily have been Maureen or me." Geoff wonders if Jane has watched any of the orgasm videos, and if she's a little jealous. He regrets it almost instantly, though Anne is more available on the Web than Pamela Anderson. Anyone with a credit card can see her.
In bed, before they're asleep, Anne twitches and whispers, "Did you hear that?" Geoffrey goes through the house once again. Every night he checks the security devices several times before coming to bed, and he does it again before going to work in the morning.
"Have you done it, Geoff?" When he says yes she asks, "Could you do it again?" Motion detectors, window and door alarms, supplementary power, dead bolts, steel doors, barred windows. Cell phones preprogrammed with emergency numbers. Fortress Geoffy. He's even got micro-cams hidden around, all tied to recording devices. The donations are used up.
* * * * *
The third day that Anne stays home alone, the house is empty when Geoff gets back.
"Annie?" No sound.
The house looks normal. Nothing is disturbed. They talked half an hour ago.
"Annie?"
The door was locked when he got to it. The kitchen counter has things Anne had taken out for dinner, thawed chicken breasts, Parmesan cheese, sherry, butter. There's a paperback book, face down on the dining table. There's just no Anne.
He thinks why didn't I take the gun? If he's here I can't get to it.
He grabs a knife. From a drawer in den he finds a taser. It's something.
"Annie!"
He hears her voice, muffled, as though far away. "I'm here, Geoff." It's from the bedroom. She sounds desperate. He runs down the hall, into the bedroom. "Annie?"
She's in the closet. She's standing with her back to the wall, beside the closet door, and she's holding a steak knife in both hands. She's trembling and crying.
"I heard him, Geoff! I heard him!"
"Where?"
"It wasn't him. I thought I heard him. It was something on TV. I was so afraid!" Too afraid to call, to do the rational things.
Geoff takes the knife from her carefully. He has to pry her fingers away. He lets her tremble against him until finally she's calm. He puts his cheek on her head and kisses her and brushes her with his hands.
"Next time call me right away, okay honey? I'd die before I'd let him get to you."
At the word "die" Anne's eyes snap open. She pulls her hands up and slaps them on his chest, hard.
"No! Don't say that!"
"What?"
"You're not allowed to die. You can't! You can't! Tell me you won't ever die! Say it!"
And he says it of course. Then Anne turns away. She demands something different.
"Let me die, Geoff. I want to die. Please let me."
"No! Stop it, Anne."
"Please. I want to die. I can't stand it anymore."
Geoff picks her up. He swoops her. She still isn't very heavy. He carries her to the bed while she begs him, "I want to die," where he lays her down and pulls a quilt over her. He lies down right beside her, under the quilt, puts pillows behind her, puts one lightly over her head so they're completely nested. He holds her closely and strokes her hair and her back, stroking her. She continues to beg. "Let me die, Geoff. I love you but I can't stand it."
"Shh. It'll be all right. You'll see." He strokes her again, but she won't stop. She's not loud. She doesn't even seem to be paying attention. She might be half asleep, her face burrowed up against him, and she asks quietly to die. It's a mantra, a half whisper, a murmur, on and on. "I want to die."



"Shh."
"Let me die. Please Geoff. Let me. Let me."
"Shh."
* * * * *
It gets too hard. The next night he comes to bed after checking security. They kiss and talk, kiss and talk, and when she shifts a little her hand brushes his penis. "Geoffy? Would you like to make love?"
"No, but I want to massage you." Fucking liar. Scratch that. Fuckless liar.
"It would be okay."
"My Annie." He smiles at her and kisses her again. They've become excellent kissers. "You'd say anything I wanted to do was okay."
"Uh-huh."
He loosens her peignoir. Anne isn't wearing panties. Ah, her poor body, her poor shrunken breasts, barely starting to soften and round out again. There are still some faint, yellow bruises and traces of cuts and burns that are starting to turn into little pink scars. Her pubic hair is returning. She looks different since the docs took out the piercings. It was medical necessity -- some of them were infection sites -- but Geoffrey looks at her and wishes they'd left one in each of her nipples and another in her clitoris.
He thinks: I'm a God damned perv!
He begins massaging shoulders. He lifts and caresses them, running his hands around them. He's especially gentle with them because they trouble her so much. He warms them with light, circular strokes, then massages harder and deeper to loosen them, and after a bit Anne says "Ooooo" in a soft voice.
Down her arms and to her hands, first one side and then the other. Do each finger separately. Massage round and round each palm with his thumbs. He goes to her legs. The soles of her feet and her toes first. She can't help squirming when he begins on her soles. Then up her legs, following the venous flow upward, warming and working her wasted muscles, calves and thighs, before traveling around and past her vulva.
Don't get too close there. Skirt her breasts. You can touch them just a little. He spends a lot of time on Anne's head and neck, massaging her forehead, jaw, scalp. Pulling lightly on her hair. She's almost out by now, hypnotized from it all, but he doesn't stop. Down to her chest, using only the tips of his fingers around the outer edges, then up the middle, then around. She sighs. To her stomach.
He plays with her nipples.
He brushes them with his fingertips. Her nipples harden. He tickles the skin around them. Anne's breathing changes but she's not tense. Geoffrey runs his fingertips all the way down from her breastbone to her stomach, to her pubis. He edges them slowly down to her labia, and between them. She's slippery. Anne still lies relaxed, but her breathing is richer.
"Anne." He half whispers. "I'm going to play with your body some more. Is that all right?"
Her voice comes from some far-away place. "Yes, Geoffy. Do it." She doesn't move. She doesn't go rigid either.
Geoffrey plays with her sex as part of the massage, running his hands around her, then through her, then around and down to her thighs, then up to her labia. He pulls on her lips. Her breathing is louder and quicker. She says "Ooooo" again, in a long, smooth moan and pulls her head back.
He thinks, what of her burns? It hasn't been that long. But he looks and can hardly make anything out. So he plays with her labia some more and she moans again. Finally he thinks, to hell with the massage, and he leans down to lick her clitoris.
"Oh Geoff. Yes!" She pulls her head back as far as she can against the pillows. She puts a hand to Geoff's head. In a minute she pushes her hips at him and pulls his hair. He sucks on her and moves his mouth around and she begins moving. She jerks at him and says "Huh!" as she moves her pubis. "Huh! Huh!" and she's almost coming already.
He yanks down his underwear. When he puts his penis to her it slides in like she's greased. Fuck into her. She's pushed flat into the mattress and goes "Huh!" again. His weight has pushed the air out of her. No stopping now. He fucks again, pushing her flat again. Again she goes "Huh!" followed by a high-pitched "Oh!" Geoff's pleasure is coming on. He fucks into her hard, again, again, and then he's over the top and holds his prick hard inside her, just moving it a little bit, in and out, push, push, until he's finished coming. Finally he just lies atop her. It's another minute before he realizes she hasn't caught her breath. He lifts off her but she keeps huffing.
"Annie, are you all right?"
"Oh yes." Gasp. "Oh yes." Gasp. "Oh God, Geoff." She pants awhile longer.
It doesn't keep her from needing comfort during the night.
* * * * *
In the morning Geoffrey wakes to the feel of Anne's mouth on him.
"Anne? What are you doing?" As if it isn't obvious. "You don't have to do that." He's already completely erect and her mouth flesh moves up and down over him. He pulls her off him. "Anne. You don't need to."
"Stop it!" She seems almost angry. "You do everything for me. You have to let me do this for you, Geoff. You have to!"
He lets her take him in again and in a minute he begins to pant and pulls his hands into fists at his sides. Anne takes him deeper. Then he's deeper again. And then he feels the squeezing of her throat on him. Her mouth is all the way down to his body. She didn't know how to do that before. She holds him, then pulls up and breathes several breaths, then goes all the way down, down and up, fucking his prick with her mouth and throat. She stops for more air. Geoff has never felt anything like it. Down she goes. He can't help it. He holds her head and starts fucking up into her throat, not even letting her breath. And grunts and comes into her. Before he finishes, her hands have started to move spastically over his torso and thighs. The moment he can stand to he pulls completely out of her.
Anne coughs and gasps for a moment, but she has a satisfied look, or maybe she looks like the cat who swallowed the penis. The two stare at each other, her cheek resting on his thigh, a hand on his penis. Geoff is too spent to do anything but breath, and it's Anne who speaks first. "You have to let me do things. Okay Geoff?"
* * * * *
Coda.
That's when it happens. Anne finds everything Geoffrey had downloaded from the Web site.
You would think it was well-enough hidden. Geoff had thought so. When he gets home she is sitting before the computer, staring out the window, and her hands are in her lap. On the monitor is frozen the last image from one of her orgasm videos, waiting for her to push the "play" button yet again. Geoff doesn't know what to say.
"It's what led me to you, Annie," he tries. "It's the only way I could know to save you."
"I know. I know. But I didn't know everything you saw, or what everyone saw. You saw me when..." She has to stop. "You saw when he made me want him."
What can he possibly say? She stares down at the screen. He wonders if she will forgive him.
But Geoff begins to notice things in the room and knows that isn't the entire issue. He hadn't noticed when he walked in but now they're important. Like what? Like she's dressed only in panties and a sleeveless T, and her jeans are lying on the floor as though kicked aside. And there's a smell in the room. It's Annie. It's sex. When he's close enough she almost reeks of sex. It doesn't take long to put it together. It isn't that she's disappointed in him, at least not that way. It's something else. He can't believe it at first, but it's the only answer.
"How many of the videos did you see?"
"All of them."
"All day long?" She turns toward him but doesn't say a word. He makes his voice soft. "Annie. I can tell. It made you hot to watch them."
Geoff can connect the dots. Did she shiver when she knew what the files were? Did she wonder why Geoff kept them? Of course she did. She must have. But, there's the other thing.
How did she come to click one? Didn't that fear of Victor flow through her? But she clicked one anyway. How did she manage it, manage through the fear, afraid of what she'd see? How? Maybe it was the other feeling. Maybe she already had it, that tiny, swelling vibration in her chest that signals desire. Maybe it was there, the thing in her that lusts for domination. Maybe she was drawn to it. Still afraid. Approach. Avoidance. But she clicked one. She did. She watched one. She saw Victor control her and pleasure her and saw herself awash in bliss from it, bliss like nothing she'd experienced before him, or since, that she had to feel again.
"What do you mean?"
"Watching him do that to you. It made you hot."
"Geoff, no! Those feelings aren't there anymore. Please believe me. You have to believe me. I don't want any of that. Ever." She takes both his hands and stares him in the face. He would have apologized, but her right hand is redolent of musk. Geoff makes a point of smelling it.
"Annie, please. Even though you're afraid of him you got hot."
Her eyes get big and she drops his hands. "No! Stop it!"
"Then stop lying to me!"
Silence. He last raised his voice last year. He remembers the details. This room. After Anne's sex cries. After Victor's beautiful voice and his oily analysis, "Well Anne, love. It looks like you're going to have to explain things to him earlier, rather than later." He remembers Victor's look of satisfaction when he left. He remembers shouting at Anne afterward. Now her face has crumpled and she cringes like she cringed last year. Geoffrey can't catch his breath. Here's how it finally ends, he thinks.
"I'm sorry Anne. I'm sorry. I'm sorry." He's blinking so he won't cry. He's trying to control himself. He doesn't want to be weak now. "It's just that I love you and I'm going to lose you again and I don't know what to do." He can't control himself.
Outside the window, at the edge of the yard, is a row of white pines. Just beyond is a rise, and on it are impossibly tall southern pines, and red oaks whose leaves haven't yet fallen. A blue norther is pushing through. The sky is clear and sunny and the southern pines and the oaks sway together, far over, then the tops seem to twist around each other, around and back, in a dance. A single red leaf detaches itself and dance-dance-dances across the sky until it dances out of sight.
Anne straightens up. She wipes her eyes, crying again. They both are. It's the way of the world. You go a long time without a single tear, but when the time comes there's nothing else to do. She steps up to Geoff and puts her hands on his shoulders. He's a statue. She touches her forehead to his chest, then raises her face to look at him.
"Geoff, you're not going to lose me. I wouldn't do that to you. Not again. I love you too much."
Geoffrey steps back from her.
"I believe you. But I can't give you that one thing. He could. We both know it. I'll work on it. We can try things. But if it's not enough..." His voice is high and tight and it finally breaks. "If you have to leave... it'll be okay."
She pursues him. She hugs him to her. "I wouldn't do that to you. I couldn't. Geoffy, you silly idiot, I'm with you for the long haul."
He pushes at her arms but she doesn't let him get away.
"I know you don't have any reason to believe me. I know I'm a bad prospect. But give me the chance and I'll show you." She kisses Geoffrey on his cheek, his mouth, his nose, his chin. She pulls his forehead down to hers and rubs her nose over his, and he stops crying. He wipes his eyes and she says, "No one else could do what you've done for me. For me. My own Superman. And you're still such a sweet, silly guy, so uncertain and vulnerable. There's no one else like you. Please, please, don't worry about us."
Geoff is done backing away. He wipes his entire face, then rubs his hands on his pants. The wind rattles something attached to the house.
"Well, I want you to know. I couldn't stand making you go through life feeling part of you was cut off. So I'd be your base. If you needed me."
"I won't! Don't say that, Geoff!" She breaks away from him, turns her back. Her back is stiff, her arms straight down at her sides, her hands clenched.
"Just promise me one thing. Don't let it be Victor. He's out there. He'll want you again." Anne tries to say something but Geoffrey rushes on. "I can feel it. If he calls or writes or sends an email or anything, don't respond. Don't meet him. I couldn't stand it if he got you again."
There's a long silence while Anne's hands unclench and her head droops. She pulls her hands up to her face, then drops them and turns back to him. She takes one of his hands in both of hers. Three wet hands.
"I promise, Geoff. I promise."
End.
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(1) The Incident
When Michael thinks about it after the fact it seems all jumbled, and time heaves in huge blocks. Sometimes it is as if everything happened instantaneously. Coming down the hall, home a night early. Surprise her. Sarah will be so happy. She must be in the bedroom. What are those sounds from back there? A man is grunting? "Unnh!" he's saying, complete with the aspiration. Then, "Oh you're good, you're good, keep it up, keep it up!"
Hurry now! Something's happening! Why don't they hear his steps? Michael half turns the corner into the bedroom and that's when his whole world is torn away and he's frozen to the spot, he's floating somewhere in space, he's unable to comprehend the simplest thing.
It's George, who works with Sarah, standing, half leaning back against the footboard, and he's naked. Sarah is kneeling naked on the floor in front of him with his dick sticking in her mouth. George is grunting again. He seems close. His hands are on her head, grabbing some of her hair, and he's moving his dick in and out. She's moving sinuously, back and forth with the motion of his dick, like a mermaid swallowing an eel. He's looking straight down at her and she's looking up at him through her eyelashes and her face shows desire. She pulls back and he says, "Don't stop," and she answers, "I don't want you to finish too quick." It's Sarah's voice, not that of a mermaid. It's her voice when she's especially excited. She begins taking his dick in deep and pulling it out, keeping her lips tightly around it, the way she eats popsicles.
George's dick is huge, much bigger than Michael's. Even his balls are huge. Michael is amazed at the size, at the thickness even more than the length. It makes the scene even more surreal. He can only watch, can't move, can't say anything. He watches his wife pleasure George and taste and enjoy him, and somehow neither of them notices the third person, the witness. Then George takes a breath and moans "I'm gonna cum," and Sarah takes him back in her mouth all the way, and holds him there and pumps him into her, and finally, way out in right field, Michael yells, "What are you doing?"
Later is seems obscenely lame and stereotyped. It's obvious what they are doing. But what do you say?
George yells, "Oh shit!" and pulls away and Sarah has a profound startle reaction, jerking around toward Michael faster than he would have thought possible, shrieking and trying to cover herself with her arms. She stares straight at Michael. George had started to ejaculate, but when they jerked apart he shot a line of semen across her cheek. Now he crouches back, as though to defend himself, and his big dick pumps spurt after whitish spurt on the new carpet. Won't it ever finish? How much can there be?
No one says anything, or moves, for how long? Yell at them! Throw something! Hit George! Hit Sarah! Instead Michael staggers against the door frame. The room starts to spin. He rights himself and inches away, then stumbles all the way back out to the kitchen where he leans against the table. He waits. What will he say? What will he do?
There are sounds of scrambling from the bedroom, tense voices, one high pitched and one deep. Sharp, short words. Michael hears Sarah's voice over George's, saying, "Just go now." What can he do? They'll walk out right past him. Michael pushes through the screen door and staggers again, out to his car, gets in, and drives away. He leaves his suitcase and briefcase behind.
He drives to his office. The whole way there he's trying to control his driving, trying to stay in his lane, to stop at intersections, to keep the car going. At first he forgot to turn on the headlights. He wishes he hadn't left. Now that he's out he can't stand not to be there, but he can't bring himself to turn the car around either. On campus he walks up to the department through the stairwell, and the echo of his footsteps is the only sound in the world. What's Sarah doing? Has George left yet? Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.
In his office there's a couch he can sleep on. Hah! As if! He turns on a desk light and his computer. He goes to the couch. He goes to the desk. He looks at the phone. Should he call her? What would he say? She could call him, but she doesn't. She won't. He doesn't consider that she wouldn't know where he's gone. Should he go back home? He paces and sits, paces and sits. He starts a CD that he won't listen to. His mind just won't stay still. He goes to the bathroom then hurries back, afraid he may have missed her call. Go home. You've got to see her. He has started to get over the shock, he thinks, and to get angry, but he finds himself being awakened at 4:07 a.m. by the cleaning lady.
In this part of the memory, everything is slower for Michael. It flows over him with no particular rush, what has happened. He really had thought maybe it could be a nightmare. No, it's real all right. It happened. What do you do about it?
Michael may as well go home now and get it over with. Face Sarah. He doesn't have any idea what will happen. He knows only that he isn't angry at all. He's depressed. He's mourning. He washes his face in the bathroom and trudges away with the cleaning lady staring after him.
It's worse the closer to home he gets. He almost can't go all the way there. Half a block away he actually stops for several minutes and stares down toward their house before he finally resolves to drive past it and around the block-but when he gets to it her car isn't there. Only then does he realize he hasn't really been breathing. He turns up the driveway.
Where had George parked his car?
Sarah has put a note on the door on a sheet of torn notebook paper. It's in her handwriting in blue ink, written with the calligraphy pen Michael bought her last Christmas. It's as though she had intended to write him something poetic and grand that would make everything okay, but when he reads the note there's no style to it at all:
~~~* * * * *~~~
Mike,
I'm so ashamed. I can't explain myself. Please forgive me. I love you. I'm sorry. Please believe me.
I love you,
Sarah
~~~* * * * *~~~
Below the rest, at the bottom of the sheet: "I'll spend the night at a motel. I'm not with George. Please forgive me, Mike."
Michael walks all the way through the house to the bedroom, to the place he saw them, his and Sarah's most private place. The carpet has been washed where George came on it. It looks like someone scrubbed it hard. He touches it and it's damp. He goes into the master bathroom to wash his hand.
What should he do?
He wanders around the house, looking at everything, wondering how it is so different from when he left the day before yesterday. It was just a simple professional meeting, the kind of thing he's gone to dozens of times. He didn't want to go because he wouldn't know anyone and he'd been hoping almost to the last minute that Sarah would be able to go with him. He remembers that when he called last night she had sounded happy to hear from him and had said she loved him, like she always does. Was George here then too? Was he here during other meetings? Were other men here?
His suitcase isn't where he left it. That's a subtle change, not like the overwhelming difference to the house itself. There's a ghostly presence, something hollow and cold, a strange emptiness, and silence. There are shadows he's never noticed, and he hears the floor groan when he walks.
He finds his suitcase. It's in the bedroom closet, right where it should be, empty. Everything has been put away. Everything is tidy. His shirts are hung and the top buttons are buttoned. He almost never buttons them on the hangers. In the armoire, his clothes are folded and neat, much neater than he would have left them. The little cornhusk doll he got Sarah as a present is on the étagère in the den, still wrapped. Michael vaguely remembers putting it on the dining table just before he went back to the bedroom to surprise Sarah. He has a stray thought that he should put it with her doll collection, but he does nothing.
Breathe in, breathe out. His chest seems to be unlocking just a bit. His thoughts slow down more. He won't have to face her just now, won't have to worry about not knowing what to say or how to handle it. He's already growing accustomed to the thought that his marriage is over, or he thinks he is, but when he walks back to the bedroom he can't stop staring at the spot on the carpet where George came so lushly. The moisture makes it a little dark.
Finally Michael starts to cry. He fights it. He really does. When he gives in he tries to do it quietly, but he can't really succeed even at that. He can't help gasping and making the sounds of grief, and his shoulders and chest shudder and shake. He leans back against the door frame and tears stream down his face.
Sarah. Sarah. Please don't leave me.
It takes a while to cry himself out, but everyone goes dry eventually, and after enough time has passed he simply leans there, staring into the room at nothing in particular and wondering how he lost his wife.
By and by he is caught in a wave of exhaustion. He strips down to his underwear and drops the clothes on the floor, careful to avoid the wet spot, then crawls into the bed. He leaves his reading light on. Soon he's almost asleep in that half-lit room, occasionally opening his eyes a little to look up at the ceiling fan, and his thoughts are slowing, slowing. He's thinking only of Sarah, of what he should have done, of what he did, of what he could have done. Then, when he begins to drift, an image brings him back. Yes, it's Sarah. George is spurting into her mouth and she's loving it. She's excited.
Most women don't drink semen. The majority find it sickening. Sarah is like most women that way. She doesn't like it either and hasn't done it once in all the years he's known her. Until now, he thinks. He asked her to once or twice and she said no, she couldn't, so he joked about it and then dropped it. You don't impose that on your beloved. Some things aren't going to happen. You make your compromises with real life.
Sarah likes sucking on George, though, and she is practiced at it. Michael can't stop seeing it happen. He was so big! How wide she'd had to open her mouth to take it in. She wanted it. He remembers her expression, what she said: "I don't want you to finish too quick." She'd been breathing those fast breaths when she said it. She'd wanted it to go on.
It wasn't the first time. It wasn't the first time! Michael is wide awake again with that knowledge and with the other things coming to him, his mind working fast again but more focused than before. She'd been dressing better and been more careful with her make-up, for the first time in years. He'd noticed that. He wasn't completely blind. And there were the spots on her blouse, the ones that night she'd gotten home late from work, that looked like she'd spilled a few drops of milkshake. It was, what, two or three weeks ago? She'd gotten terribly upset when he'd mentioned them, to the point that her face and neck had turned red, and she had taken off the blouse to hand wash it right away. It had been excessive, but he hadn't thought much about it then. Now he knows what the spots were, and how she got them.
She loves Michael. She's sorry. That's what she wrote. But she loves George's meat, and his cream, and she doesn't want any of Michael's. She's been supping there awhile, getting satisfied awhile.
He can't stay here, to be here when she returns, but he's too, too tired, and that's the end of the memory.
* * * * *
(2) First Meeting
He heard the fumbling at the door and stood up because he didn't think he could stand to be sitting when Sarah saw him. Then she was in the door and they were both of them just looking at each other and he was paralyzed again. He had rehearsed what he would say, but on seeing her it fled him. He almost said "Hi" but it seemed so banal that he couldn't manage it. Just inside the door, Sarah stood with her feet close together, holding one hand with the fingers of the other, not looking at him, not looking away. Her lips were tight and her chin quivered. Her hair was pulled back in a pony tail, the way she did it when she was cleaning the house. She was wearing jeans, a pullover sweater, and her running shoes. No make-up. Her eyes had bags, like she hadn't slept. She looked awful. She looked wonderful.
They were standing in an otherworldly place that crowded out everything they knew of the world. Michael was all empty where his heart should be and the silence could almost swallow them. Then Sarah's voice came from somewhere, a tiny sound, almost nothing at all.
"I'm so sorry, Mikey."
She waited for a second, and when he didn't reply she went on, "I know you hate me, and you have every right to. What I did was horrible. I only hope you can forgive me."
He still didn't say anything.
"I love you so much. I'm afraid I've lost you. Please let me try to make it up. Please? I'd do anything to undo what I did, to save what we have."
She had to let loose her grip on her fingers to wipe her eyes, first one side, then the other, then back to the first side. Michael couldn't answer. It was too complicated. He couldn't say anything because everything got in the way of everything else. Finally Sarah said it in that shakiest of voices that sounded like it was coming through water,
"Aren't you going to say anything, Mike? You could tell me you hate me. Tell me I'm a whore. Please say something."
He tried to say something, sighed, tried again, took a deep breath, tried again. "I don't think I...there's not...what can I say?" A pause. "I don't hate you." Another pause. "I don't think I can talk to you. I can't talk to you right now."
"Mike?"
A pause while he tried to formulate sentences. "I'm going to stay somewhere else. Please don't try to see me." Still another pause. "I'll come get my things when you're not here."
He wiped his eyes and brushed past her and out the door. He saw her in the doorway, heard her calling, "Michael, please don't go. Please! I'm sorry!" as he backed down the driveway. He almost stopped. He had to press on or he couldn't do it.
* * * * *
(3) The Argument
What did it come down to? There were so many things. He argued with himself about it while he walked along the river road. He was walking because he couldn't stand to stay inside.
It isn't a matter of just forgiving her. There's more to it. It's complicated. I can't see all the parts. I mean she's always been loving.
She has? Well she was sure loving George's dick!
No, damn it! I mean she's never been like that. I don't know what happened.
She was slurping it pretty good.
That's not it, damn it! I always knew other guys would want her. Anyone could stray.
Stray? She was drinking cum!
I know! But what was going on?
Don't you know?
I just don't know.
So what's the point you can't get past?
The big point? It's that she sucked him. That's the big point! That she didn't just fuck him. She wanted to do things to him she never ever wanted to do to me!
A couple came along the road walking in the other direction, holding hands, looking happy. He nodded to them as they passed.
But oh shit. Anyone can stumble. She's only human.
Yeah, but she sucked him and she did it in our house. There might have been others, too.
But am I so pure? I'm not. I sexed two other women since we were married. I fucked Susan at three different meetings. I didn't even feel guilty. I loved it. I just worried what would happen if Sarah found out. It was ... shit ... it was exhilarating. What if Sarah had found out? The only difference is I found out and she didn't.
Would she forgive me?
I think she would, but she would have been awfully hurt. She'd forgive me after she hurt me back awhile.
Do I want to hurt her?
Yes. No. Fuck off! It's not that simple. I can't make it square one again. I could really push her nose in it, but I can't. I can't push her nose in it when my nose should be there too. The whole time I was making her confess I'd know I should be confessing too.
He pondered this while he walked a few steps, then:
Shit. I'm all fucked up.
Yeah. I know. That much I know. But what if she found out about what I'd done after I made her crawl? What would she think of me then?
She won't find out.
But what if she did?
She won't find out.
I'd know. I'd know it forever.
Is that the only thing?
No.
What's the other thing?
Shut up.
What is it?
Drop it!
Say it.
It's that I never did anything with the others I wouldn't offer to her. I never held out on her sexually. It never interfered with our lovemaking, never once. But Sarah! Damn it, I don't want to go where this is going.
Yeah, well say it anyway.
Sarah loved drinking George's gizz and she was doing it-how long? A month? Maybe more? Maybe more. But never once did she do that to me. Oh no! The bitch never said, "Mikey? I'd like to try something different, something I never did before." No, nothing like that. She loved his dick and she loved sexing him! The look on her face. She was worshipping the goddamned thing!
Why?
I don't know. I don't know.
Maybe I didn't treat her right. I know I could have been better to her. Been sweeter. Paid more attention. Maybe she was getting even for something. I wish I could put everything together. I can't think straight!
Maybe he's a better fuck.
That's not it!
No?
No! I don't know. I just don't know.
Well, maybe it's that his dick is so big. It's humongous! She loved it because it's a monster. You can never compete with that.
Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! That can't be all of it! How did she do any of it at all? Sarah never even tasted cum. She didn't and now she does. At least his. She must have a belly full of it! Why'd she start doing that now?
Why not?
Why? What made it happen?
You know, don't you? You know what it has to be.
No. Just that it's something about George. Something that's different from me!
Maybe it's his personality. Maybe he's more charming, or more outgoing, or more sure of himself, more dominant, more masculine, more of a man. Maybe she wants a man like that and she's tired of men like me. Maybe that's how he got her to suck his dick and like it.
Maybe she couldn't get off to someone more warm and sensitive.
You're not so damned sensitive.
He stopped thinking and exhaled. He started to shiver, and the next thoughts he spoke out loud.
"Oh God. I know. I'm not much of anything. Whatever it is, he's got it and I don't, and I can't compete with him for her."
He started to cry because he read the equation and knew that in every way he came out less than George, and that he really had lost Sarah. That was what it finally came down to. He had promised himself he wouldn't cry again, so he made himself stop. Be a man about it. Shit.
But she wanted to come back.
"Yeah. Because she got caught and she's afraid of what everyone will think. If she came back she'd know it soon enough, what she got from him and not from me. What she was missing. If she stayed it would be from guilt or pity. Every time we did it she'd be comparing. I'd always come up short."
And narrow. Don't forget narrow.
Oh shut the fuck up! It wouldn't be any good for either of us. I may as well let her go now and try to keep a little dignity.
Well there's that. You can pretend to have dignity, now that your wife is sucking other men in your bedroom.
Damn it! I can try to be a grown up. Not be a total jerk. At least I can keep from demeaning myself.



Sure. Be "Miss Congeniality." That's the "B" prize.
Yeah. Yeah. I know. But what can I do? Sarah already chose George. He gives her something I can't offer. Something I haven't got.
* * * * *
(4) Purgatory
Michael saw Sarah once. She came to his office the second day as he was busy trying to keep from thinking about it. Not very successfully. He'd been by the house when she was gone, like he said, and had left a note on some practical matters. He'd added a postscript, asking her not to come see him, but there she was in the doorway.
She was dressed smartly and had used make-up. He could tell she was scared and it reminded him how much he loved her. Everything became jumbled for him again so that nothing was going to be easy. He wanted to crush her to him and tell her he couldn't live without her. He wanted to beg her to take him back. He wanted to shout at her and tell her to stop fucking with his heart, to leave him alone so he could shrivel up without having to deal with her. Instead he managed to say, "Hello," and make his voice normal, but right off she made a big mistake.
"Mike, I know what I did was terrible, but it's just something that happened one time, and it'll never happen again. I promise it won't!"
Little things can change your world, things much smaller than finding your wife with another man. In the realm of all that could be, this was a very small thing indeed, finding your wife trying to lie her way back in. Such a little thing.
Outwardly Michael merely winced. Inside he was outraged. Bitch! Bitch! Fucking, lying bitch! Somehow that made it easier to talk, so he really did shout out loud at her, and everyone must have heard.
"Jesus Christ, Sarah! Do you think I was born yesterday? You can't even be honest about what went on? The very first thing you tell me? God damn! There's nothing to say. How could I ever believe anything you said?"
He watched her shrink down inside herself. Oh shit. I didn't have to do that. I didn't have to do it. I didn't have to pound her.
"Mike, no..." Sarah looked around, and put her hands up in a supplicating gesture, but Michael was too wound up. At least he lowered his voice.
"Go away. Please, Sarah. Just go away. Think about what you really want. Go back to your wonderful fuck. Don't come around to lie to me. It's bad enough you've got another man, but you couldn't even respect me enough to tell me the truth."
So she left. She gulped twice and seemed about to cry, but then she set her mouth and, looking neither left nor right, walked back down the hall.
* * * * *
One day led to the next.
He lectured days, because he had to. He tried to write. He sat in his crummy little efficiency night after night and wondered what Sarah was doing to George. He went to a movie but left in the middle and didn't go to any others.
There were practical issues of living apart, so he called several times to leave messages on the answering machine. One day the message in his voice was replaced by one in hers. Another time he called and Sarah picked up the phone and he hung up. He started shaking. After that he didn't call anymore, but left written messages on her door. He didn't tell her his address and he didn't list his new phone number. Sarah didn't come to the office again and she didn't call there either.
* * * * *
One week led to the next.
There was this singles club Michael found his third weekend, when he was crazy with loneliness. He met a woman and they talked and he could tell in five minutes where it was going. They went to her apartment where they sexed. During it he stood, half-leaning back against her desk and she knelt in front of him and sucked him off. It was wonderful. It felt marvelous and the thought of her swallowing his sperm gave him a stupendous orgasm that left him reeling. She seemed to like the whole thing, too. Afterwards, of course, he realized he had just copied George and Sarah. Really he'd known it all along, but he'd been too caught up in it to care. That came a little later.
He went to another singles club the next weekend, where he met another woman. He could tell pretty quickly that he was going to score with her, too. He'd never dreamed there was such a pool of available women. He'd known but he hadn't.
When she found he was a professor and she didn't have to play dumb, she told him her hobby was collecting English antiques. She said she identified with Elizabeth I, because that was her name, too, and because her hair was red.
Michael said, "Not a virgin queen, I hope."
He went to Elizabeth's house and they fucked. She gave him a blow job, too, and it was nearly as good. He wondered if all women at singles clubs sucked cock, and resolved to find out. Elizabeth was different from the first woman, though. She was interesting and funny, and her house was packed with prints and old objects, and books. She liked antique furniture. She wasn't just a sex toy to Michael. Not just.
They were sitting on Elizabeth's couch, naked, with the lights off, watching "Antiques Road Show" while they kept each other bothered. When Elizabeth was distracted by an 18th century Chippendale dresser, Michael pushed two fingers up inside her. It was almost better for him than fucking her. She lay her head back and closed her eyes and had just enough presence of mind to moan, "You bastard." He masturbated her for a few minutes, enough to get her most of the way there, then they watched the show some more while he smelled his fingers. When an appraiser asked the owner of a frontier doctor's case if she knew its dollar value, Elizabeth leaned down and took Michael's penis in her mouth. A few minutes later she asked him if he had noticed the value.
"Who cares?" He answered. "You're worth far more than it."
He liked her, enough to call her during the week, and a few weeks later they flew to DC for the weekend, to an exhibit at the Smithsonian and "The Taming of the Shrew" at the Shakespeare Theatre.
Elizabeth brought sex toys along. One was a cord with seven balls attached in sequence. Michael got a hard-on the moment she pulled it from her suitcase. Sarah would never do something like that, he thought. Maybe for George.
The sex toys gave Michael an idea. He told Elizabeth, "This weekend, I'm Petruchio and you're my sweet Kate, and you have to do everything I tell you."
She looked blankly at him for a second, then smiled and pulled out her ancient copy of the play. "Wait a minute." She looked up the lines she wanted. Then, "I am bound to serve, love and obey."
* * * * *
Elizabeth is kneeling, her head on a pillow, her ass high in the air, waiting for the enema to act.
"Petruchio, my Lord, it is time."
"Then be quick, Katherina."
Shortly, Elizabeth is kneeling again and Michael is playing with her vagina and her ass. He takes the cord and a tube of lubricant and begins pushing the balls into her rectum, one, another, another. She gasps with each one. When all that remains outside is a short length of cord, he rises.
"Get dressed. It's time to go to dinner."
"My Lord! No!"
"Come."
She gasps again several hours later, after dinner, after the play, when he finally pulls the balls out, one by one by one. She gasps and moans again when he fucks her ass while using a vibrating dildo in her vagina. Afterward they lie together with Michael on top, and the room seems to rise and dip. He doesn't think of Sarah at all, not even that he hasn't done sodomy in years, not since Sarah told him she didn't want to do that anymore. No, not Sarah. Not Sarah. Not her.
* * * * *
When they slept together afterward, he found Elizabeth liked to touch. Like Sarah, she would be touching him when he awoke during the night, her forehead or her feet or a hand. Once he woke from a dream, disoriented, and found himself on the edge of the bed, and she was pushed up against him.
"Sarah, honey, you need to give me a little more room."
Oh shit!
"Huh? Did you say something, Michael?" asked Elizabeth. She yawned.
"Yeah, Lizbeth. We need to move back to the middle of the bed."
"Oh, okay." They moved back and she fell asleep again, with a hand on his chest.
She slept like Sarah.
Michael stared at the alarm clock for awhile. He put a hand atop Elizabeth's. It felt like Sarah's hand.
* * * * *
They would have seen each other again, and something might have come of it, except for a coincidence. It was almost Sarah's birthday. He'd thought of it now and then, and it hit him when be brought Elizabeth home from Washington, because she had an area by her front door planted in Calla Lilies.
It might have been different if they'd been any other sort of flower, but Calla Lilies were Sarah's favorites. After she and Michael had seen an exhibit of Georgia O'Keeffe's flower paintings, she'd torn up a good part of the garden to plant them. O'Keeffe had claimed her flowers weren't sexual, but Sarah wasn't fooled. She knew they were abstract visions of vaginas, and that knowledge made her love them more, so Michael had surprised her with a book of O'Keefe flowers for her birthday. She'd gone through the entire book at one sitting, and then had attacked him. That's why they'd gotten a large print of a Calla Lily for the bedroom, and why he'd taken to calling Sarah's vagina "Lily." It became part of their love play, a term of sexual affection.
* * * * *
Michael is sitting on the rocker in the den, reading a book on the role of disease in history, when Sarah walks past behind him, pauses, and bends over. She's just going to give him a peck atop his head, but no, she lets her hair cascade so that it flows on both sides of his face, tickling his ears and his cheeks, spilling all the way down to his chest. She's the only woman in her office to still grow her hair long. She runs her hands down her hair, across his shoulders, to his chest, leaving them right over his nipples. Her hair lets them move smoothly, as though over silk, to where she makes gooseflesh on his chest, and Michael is aware of all these things about Sarah, her hands, her mouth on his hair, her murmur, "Sweetheart, Lily needs to be fed," and he's hard before the book is down.
* * * * *
The memory flooded through the car as he drove home from Elizabeth's. He replayed it over and again, all the way home. At a stoplight the car behind him honked because he didn't notice the light change. It wasn't a distant memory. It had happened just before he'd left for that last meeting.
He remembered all through the night. He wasn't going to sleep, so he thought of Sarah. Sarah was distant, Sarah was gone. Sarah crowded out Elizabeth. She wouldn't let him go. He finally made up his mind to do something he had resolved before not to do, get Sarah a present.
Isn't it unforgivably cold to ignore a birthday? It's necessary, Michael argued. She'd see it as a sign of desperation. It would just make things harder before she decided to make that official break that was bound to come. Doubtless George would give her something. Oh yes, George would give her something. Toward morning, though, it seemed that Michael should do it, give her something special.
He bought Calla Lilies, of course. He never thought of anything else. Would this somehow mess up what was beginning to happen with Elizabeth? When the time came he almost didn't leave them. Idiot! Idiot! Drop it. Don't cling! He left them on her doorstep, the doorstep of the house filled with the memories the two had made, that was alien now. George's fuck house. He left it with a note:
~~~* * * * *~~~
Dear Sarah:
Please have a happy birthday. Though it may be time for our lives to part, I'm grateful for the days we had together.
Yours with affection,
Mike
~~~* * * * *~~~
He'd worked hard to get the words right. It must have been over an hour, with several cards ruined, before he had given up.
* * * * *
(5) Face to face
Sarah should have been a detective. Twenty minutes after she got home she took the arrangement to the florist and demanded to know the address of the man who had bought it. She said he'd been stalking her and she'd go to the police if they didn't tell her.
Shouldn't Michael have expected Sarah to do something? He had, after all, given her a loaded present. But he did and he didn't. Sure, he fantasized this and that, but he didn't consider the real possibilities. He shouldn't have been as surprised as he was when she knocked at his door. He truly didn't expect her, hadn't a clue. For a moment, looking through the peephole, he even thought of playing possum. You'd think he would be more self- assured, now that he knew women found him desirable.
What did she want from him? She had no special make-up this time, no special clothes. Her face was pink around her eyes. She looked different somehow. She looked drawn. He had to open the door to her, and when he did it was like no time had passed at all. Was she gathering courage to tell him goodbye?
Sarah did gather her courage again, the way she had that first morning, and had again at his office. She began talking, rushing the words out before he sent her away again. She was naked emotionally, eyes wet, voice quavering, and even Michael could tell.
"Mike, let me say what I have to say before you slam the door on me. Please come home. Please. I'm miserable without you. I hate myself and I'm lonely for you."
Michael should have fallen at her feet. Part of him wanted to, but he didn't trust her. He didn't understand. He thought she couldn't be serious, not really. What should he say? Was there a line inside him somewhere? A phrase from a punishment fantasy jumped out. "Well it can't be for lack of good sex...oh shit!" Michael grimaced and shook his head. Bite my damn tongue! "Damn! Damn! God damn me, Sarah, I'm sorry. I'm not very good at this."
She'd flinched. Yes she had. But she responded to the hidden question. "The truth is, I haven't had any sex at all since you left."
With everything swirling in his head, he couldn't resist upping the ante. "That's ironic, Sarah, because I have."
Stop it you asshole! Stop hurting her! She's defenseless. Call it a win and move on. Sarah would have been impressed by the battle going on inside her husband. She wasn't finished. When she continued, Michael came to realize she was much braver than him.
"There's no one at all. I don't want anyone else. I keep waiting for you to call or come back. Now you've sent this card saying you want to leave me forever. Please Mike." Her voice dropped, became soft, weak. "I'm begging you for another chance."
Then she looked him in the face, wide eyed, wet, and defenseless. He could have smashed her if he wanted to. What did that birthday card say? Why did she want him? He still didn't understand, not completely. He subdued himself and recovered his soul, but he had to ask something that could be ugly. Don't be vicious, but ask. He made his voice as soft as hers,
"Sarah, I don't know. I just don't know. Are you sure you know what you want? What of George?"
Sarah sniffed and wiped her eyes, then her nose. "I told him I can't see him anymore. That I won't see him anymore. That I want my husband back. I want you back. I want my marriage back." Her voice broke during the last sentence, but she regained her control and finished. "I quit my job, because I couldn't work around him. I interviewed for a new job, and I think I'll get it."
Oh God. Is this real?
So of course Michael opened the door and let Sarah in, but he was careful they didn't touch. He brought her a tissue and offered her a seat at one end of the couch and asked if he could get her anything, while he tried to remember what he had vowed to say if this ever happened. He was polite and formal as he sat on the other end, and he tried to keep his voice from shaking. How easy it had once been to talk to her.
"Sarah, I need to say something first. This is hard, so let me try to say it right. The thing is, I don't know if we should try to get back together. Whenever I think about it I go round and round. I'm not sure...I don't know..."
Try again.
"The truth is, I don't know that I can give you what George could. That you'd be happy with me. So I have to know the truth about it. The whole truth. Whatever happens I can't stand any dishonesty. I just can't."
"Mike..."
"Let me finish. Please. Please." He waved his hand spastically in front of his face. "I don't need to know about any other men, but I need to know..."
"Mike, there weren't any other men. Please believe me about that. This was..."
"Sarah, I don't need to know...okay. Okay. Look. Okay. Oh Jesus. Before we go any further." He took a deep breath. It was time. "Sarah, I was unfaithful to you."
"I know. You just said..."
"No. Before that. I slept with other women before that."
She didn't say anything at all for a minute. She was completely still. Finally she asked, "Why are you telling me this? Do you want to punish me more? Believe me, Mike, you can't hurt me more than I'm hurting myself."
"No. No Sarah. I really don't want to hurt you. Part of me did, but not anymore. But I don't want anything false between us. I'm confessing...because I'm not pure...and I love you too much..." His eyes were watering and he was breathless. No, not that! That was all he did for Sarah. No wonder she'd left him. "I love you too much...I don't know...to hold anything over you." He screwed his eyes and mouth shut, pulled his head down into his shoulders, and made a fist at his side. He didn't move for several seconds.
"Mike?"
He held his other hand up, his fingers spread wide. Give me a minute, he thought. I can do it. He was so deep within himself, trying to keep control of himself, that he didn't hear her ask, "You still love me?" Finally he took another deep, deep breath, looked at her, and continued. "I thought about this a lot, Sarah. I can't judge your doing something when I did things. Maybe we can't work things out, but I'm not going to try to do it with a lie. If I held something over you when I'd done the same thing...well...you can see. It wouldn't ever be right. It couldn't. So....So...I can't lord it over you. Everything has to be a clean slate."
He didn't want her to see him like this. Damn me! He closed his eyes again when he finished and turned away from her, which kept him from seeing her lean to him. The first he knew was when Sarah took his hand.
It's a good sign for togetherness when you can cry together. It wouldn't seem to be true, would it?.
* * * * *
(6) Confession
"Are you ready for me to tell you about what happened?"
"I think so." Kissing Sarah's temple, smelling her hair, running his hands all over her, holding her close. It was enough to have her. What would he do if he could tell she lied now? Would he keep her, even if? Even if he knew not to trust her again?
"Well, I did lie to you about how often I'd been with, you know."
"Uh huh."
Sarah picked his hand off her hip and pressed it to her mouth. Then she continued, but she didn't let go of his hand. "We were together five times. Four that we...this is hard, Mikey. Four times that we went all the way."
"It's okay, babe. It's okay." He kissed her forehead. She smelled like lilacs.
"Okay. Well. Well, the first time he just masturbated me. We'd been flirting on and off for a while. It was almost innocent. Then one afternoon we were alone in the supply room and the flirting got out of hand and he just kissed me. No. That's not true. I don't want to admit it to you. I kissed him. I'm sorry, Mike, but I did. It was an impulse. When I did it he grabbed me and I got excited. Then he reached up under my skirt and.. you know ... played with me."
She stopped for a moment to kiss Michael's hand again, as though it were a good- luck charm. He kept one arm around her, holding her close so she'd know it was okay.



"I told him to stop it, and I pushed down on his hand, but I didn't really try. You know how 'no' can mean 'yes?' Well it was as much my idea as his. Maybe more. It was something I let happen because it was so thrilling. He told me he would see me alone the next day, and I didn't know what to do. I felt guilty and I was sure you would be able to tell something had happened, but the excitement wouldn't go away."
"So, what was it about him, honey?"
"He's funny and, oh, impetuous, and I don't know. It's hard to say. He was there every day to joke with and flirt with. Being with him was dangerous, and it was so much fun to take chances. I don't know now exactly why he seemed so entrancing. I know you hate him, but he's really not a bad person. Not in most ways."
"I suppose. I know how a man could want you. And I've acted liked he did before, so I guess I'm not in a position to judge."
"Anyway, after you caught us I lost those feelings for him."
"Ah, what about his, oh boy, his size?"
"Huh? He's not particularly...oh...you mean his..."
She looked away, and when she looked back she had a sheepish smile. "I saw it for the first time the next day. I didn't know they came that big, and it did make it hotter. It was, like 'oh wow!' But really it...oh, Mike, I don't know if you'll believe me, but it scared me a little too, and it made it a little uncomfortable when he...oh lord...when he entered me." She took a deep breath after she was done. Michael, though, liked it that she had trouble saying the last words.
"I believe you. I believe you."
"Well, anyway, it got completely out of hand. We did it with me lying back on a spare desk in the supply room, and after I had finished he made me...do fellatio."
Here's where it came up. Michael tried to keep his voice soft.
"Sarah, that's something I don't understand. You always told me you couldn't do that."
"I didn't think I could. But it made it dirty."
She laughed. It was a short and bitter laugh. She squeezed Michael's hand harder. "Don't ever underestimate the effect when a good girl discovers the thrill of being sleazy. Plus the fact that we were sneaking around. It made me want to do everything. So I did it. I wanted it. Mikey, I'm sorry. I really did. I'd think about it at night, in bed, instead of sleeping. And I kept doing it." She sighed, then, "The next time was three days later. He had me lean over a desk and did it from behind."
Ask her. Ask her. You have to know.
"Sarah." He paused and she looked at him with worry on her face, as though she thought he'd come be a final verdict against her. "Even after you started, you never did that to me. It was only for George."
"Oh, Mikey, I couldn't do that to you! Don't you see? I couldn't let you know anything was different! Don't you think I wanted to? Here I was sneaking around, afraid of being caught. If it wasn't you, someone else would have caught us. I couldn't do something that might give you a clue. As it was I thought you'd caught me the next time."
"That's when you got some on your blouse."
"Yes. Oh that was horrible! It was about a week later. We were working late and George wanted to do it again, but I was in my period, so he pulled me back to the executive men's room and told me to give him a blow job."
"And you did."
"I did whatever he wanted." Her eyes grew damp again. "Mike, you wanted to know everything. If you tell me to go away, it won't be because I lied to you. Yes, I gave him felatio, on my knees while he sat on a toilet in the men's room. It wasn't so good that time because it was only for him. I really felt like a whore that time. Like I was servicing a client. But..."
And she paused.
"...I still got turned on. I was horny almost all the time, and doing that turned me right on. I thought maybe you'd make love to me when I got home, because you're not turned off when I bleed, but it was a fiasco. He'd pulled out and squirted on my face a little. That's part of what made me feel so cheap. I didn't know any had got on my blouse, but when you saw the spots I could imagine everything blowing up. I was mad at him and excited and scared and guilty feeling, all at the same time."
She turned and looked him in the eyes, her face almost touching his.
"But I couldn't stop. When I saw him the next Monday, and you were going out of town, we set it up to have a time when we wouldn't have to worry about getting caught. Pretty ironic, huh? Anyway, you saw the rest yourself, so that's pretty much everything. My life as a slut. I'm still ashamed of myself. I'd always felt so superior to women who ran around like that."
He pulled her head down to his shoulder and held her there gently with the palm of his hand, while he ran his lips around an eye, her cheek, her bangs. He knew she hadn't held back, but he still had to know one last thing. "Sarah? What would have happened if I hadn't caught you?"
Sarah raised her head and looked straight at him again. Her hand rose to his face, but she didn't answer. "I'm sorry. It's all right. You don't have to say." He kissed her mouth, but in the middle of the kiss she pushed his face away and looked at him some more, her hand still softly on his cheek. She sighed.
"I don't know, Mikey. I think...I know it would have gone on a while longer. I don't know what else could have made it end, at least right then. Maybe he would have tired of me. A girl at work had a fling that she kind of bragged about, and she said it just burned out on its own. I don't know. Maybe I'd still be doing it. But I'm not, Mikey. I'm not. It's in the past. I want you. I want us."
"Well, you see..." and for the life of him he couldn't continue. He couldn't stop the tic that began in his eye, or the quiver in his chin. It was going to happen yet again, and all those thoughts about not showing her how weak he was came roaring back.
"Mikey? Say it. You have to be honest too."
"I thought..." Breathe slowly. You can make it. "I thought probably you wanted to leave me. For George."
"Oh honey, no! No! I never stopped loving you! I never stopped wanting you!" Sarah began to kiss Michael all over his face. "The worst part was that I knew it could make me lose you. You have to believe me, darling! I always knew you were my love."
Then Sarah stopped kissing and stopped talking. She raised her head and looked at him with enormous eyes.
"Michael! That's why you never called!"
"Uh..."
"And I thought it was because you wouldn't forgive me."
"Oh Jesus, Sarah. I could have forgiven you that first week. I just didn't think you'd want me anymore."
"Honey! My darling, empty-headed husband! Please don't ever do that again! It's too much like a soap opera. The thought that I could lose you not because I had an affair, but because we misunderstood each other. Promise me you'll always be open to me. Promise!"
"Okay. Okay." They began kissing again, but he was embarrassed that she had married such a wuss.
* * * * *
(7) After
After the distance, after the emotions, after the confessions, after everything, comes the sweet. Tender touches. Kissing lightly here, and here. Murmuring absurd things.
"You know, hearing you talk about sleazy sex has made me awfully horny."
"Thank goodness! After telling you all that, I didn't know what I'd do if you didn't want me tonight."
"I want you to be my slut, tonight."
One thing leading to another, one button following another. Sliding clothes off arms and legs and bodies. Feeling the one they each thought never to know by touch again, her skin waiting for his mouth and his hands, his flesh cooled and warmed by her breath.
He lifted his lips off her ear. What a soft ear, and cool. Her ears had always been cool, except when she drank alcohol, when they became red and warm to the touch.
"I'm glad you came to me and forced me to listen," he said, and moved his mouth over the soft lobe. He blew lightly into her ear, "But why the detective work? Why didn't you just come to the office?"
Sarah pulled her ear away and replaced it with her mouth, sucked on his lip, slid her tongue over his, moved to his cheek and rubbed her mouth over his whiskers.
"Mikey, you told me not to." She sounded self-conscious about it, a little embarrassed. "And I couldn't bring myself to see you with anyone else around. It had to be in private. You don't know how many times I almost turned around and went home today. I couldn't have done it at all if you hadn't left that note saying it was over between us."
He had to look at that note again!
Michael was on his back, leaving his cock convenient to Sarah's hand. She stroked it, the whole red thing, from the tip, past the head, all the way down to his balls. Michael breathed through his mouth while his penis rocked upward.
"Look. John Peter is happy to see me again." She petted him all along the penis again and it surged again, and Michael made a little sound. "Maybe I need to punish him for what he did to all those other women."
Michael caught her hand before she could give him a third stroke. "Not all that many women, Sarah. And there's one I'm going to have to hurt a little."
Sarah smirked at him. "My husband the heartbreaker. You know a lot of women have always lusted for you. I can't feel too sorry for whoever she is." She stroked John Peter again.
He took her hand again. "She's not bad. She only went with me because I was separated. Now I have to tell her I'm going back to my wife."
"Well do it quickly. And you know you have to tell me the things you did, too."
"Yeah, when you need it to get sexed up."
"You're going to wait that long? Well maybe you're not good enough to come back to me."
"We'll see how good I am."
Michael rolled over and pinned Sarah. He moved his face to her underarm and nipped her, and his reward was to hear her little gasp and see her chest jerk a fraction. He moved his face over her chest slowly, to one of her small, pear shaped breasts, and sucked the nipple into his mouth. He sucked until it grew, and he flicked it back and forth, back and forth with his tongue. He felt her bring a hand to his head and hold him to her breast.
"Harder! My Mikey. My sweet man. Ow! Not so hard."
He trailed fingers down Sarah's belly, through her hair and lightly between her lips. They were slick and oiled and he knew they had her scent, so he reluctantly left her breast and moved further down, sliding his whole face over her belly, nibbling and licking and tasting her, to her mound and her curls and down to her vagina. He licked all the way down Sarah's slit, then moved his body down until he was facing her vagina right on. She was breathing fast. He could see her breathing in the movements of her belly.
"I didn't think I would ever taste Lily again." He flicked his tongue over her clitoris, then all around it, and then lifted up his head.
"Oh you're a bastard, Mikey. Don't leave her now that you've found her."
But when he kept his face above her to torture her, giving her little licks on her hood and blowing long, slow breaths on her clitoris, Sarah reached down to pull his mouth to her.
"Is that how you treated those women? It's a wonder they...oh...!"
He sucked Sarah all the way in, her labia and clitoris, everything, and moved all the way down to her mouth, then up again, smelling and tasting everything, pushing two fingers inside her while he licked her, and getting re-acquainted with how she felt inside. He stopped just once, to look up at her and murmur, "My Lily," and then he finished her, sucking in both labia again and running his tongue up and down, over and again, biting Sarah so she would hold herself still, then sucking her again so she would move, and she started to make those sounds he always loved, always had loved about her, half gasping and half crying. She made them faster and faster and higher pitched and then she came loudly, as though crying, holding Michael's head to her crotch so hard he could hardly breathe, crying on and on. God she sounded beautiful!
He crawled up beside her while she was still gasping, so he could see her face. Her eyes were closed and she didn't see his expression, full of something like wonder. He brushed his lips all over her face. He knew she could feel it, though she couldn't respond just yet.
Finally her breathing eased. Her eyes opened, just barely, and she half rolled to her side and put a hand on Michael's waist. "I'm going to be sooo sweet to you, my darling."
After they kissed some more, she began to inch down the bed, toward the foot, until she was far enough down to take his penis in her hand and pull it toward her face.
"No," said Michael. He put his hand atop hers, over his penis.
"What?"
"Don't do that."
"Mikey, you really do want to punish me."
"No. Just don't do that. Not now. I don't want that."
"Oh-oh," she said in a sing-song voice, and she switched to the high-pitched baby-talk voice she used when teasing him. "You know what I fink? I fink my sexy but vewy siwwy husband finks I won't wike John Petah."
Sarah grabbed his penis like a microphone. "Does you fink I won't wike you, John Petah?" She shook it side-to-side. "Me neiffer." In her regular voice she said, "Believe me, honey, I'll make it worthwhile to you."
"I believe you. I do. Just not this time. Some other time."
Sarah let loose Michael's prick. She knelt upright and looked him in the eyes, put a hand to his cheek, and bent to kiss him. Just a light kiss. Michael sat up to her and put both arms around her, his left around her waist and his right around her shoulders. Sarah didn't take her hand from his cheek the whole time he was moving. Now she looked directly into his eyes.
"I'm sorry, Mike. I made such a mess of everything."
"Don't say that. It's not all your fault. You know that. Some things just take a little time."
She sighed. "Is there anything I can do?"
He was afraid she was going to cry again. No, please don't.
"Just love me, Sarah. I'll be okay. I promise."
"Okay. I can do that. I can love you. You know I can do that."
Sarah lay her head on Michael's shoulder and put both her arms around him. After a minute she lay down and pulled Michael down to her. She spread her legs to welcome him home.
End.
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Chapter One: Falling Apart
In the den is a group photo from the last family reunion we held before Dad passed away. You can tell in the photo that he's in decline. He's sitting in a lawn chair and smiling with the rest of us, but no one who was there could understand how he made it through the day. If you look closely, it's clear that he's straining to hold himself up and the hands that grasp the chair are far too big for his body. We'd planned this vacation at almost the last minute, to have one last time with Dad at his favorite campsite in the Smokies, and we almost didn't make it.
The photo isn't some sepia-colored print from a long-ago time. It has all the colors and sharpness of a high-quality digital shot, filled with beautiful details of trees and mountains and faces. Our little family group is on one side. I'm kneeling. Kaetlyn is riding on my shoulders, and I'm pointing to the camera so she'll look at it. Ruth is half kneeling beside us. She rests a hand on my arm. Bill is standing behind Ruth, holding William, who was just a baby then, moving Will's hand to make it look like he's waving. I don't know how Bill came to be holding Will, or why he's standing apart from Jolene, but he's our children's favorite uncle.
That evening, once the kids were asleep, Ruth let her feelings out. "It's so sad, John. It's just so sad." I thought she might cry, but Ruth doesn't cry easily. She put her face to my chest and hugged me, and of course I hugged her back. God I loved her. I love that memory of her. We held each other for the longest time in the dark cabin, her face to my chest, my face to her hair. I wanted to take her clothes off her and hold her every way there is. My Ruth. After awhile, without lifting her face, she said, "Don't ever leave me. I couldn't stand it."
"You know I'd never leave my girl."
"I couldn't stand it, John. Really. You have to promise."
"I'll be here forever."
"Promise me."
"I promise."
We did make love that night. It was sweet and warm and sad. While I petted Ruth, I had floating above me thoughts of all the drugs Dad needed in order to sleep. I stroked her breasts and her belly with the backs of my fingers, then moved my fingernails along that skin, to her mound, the insides of her thighs, her puss, and I wondered how long it had been since Dad and Mom had made love. It seemed important. When would our last time be? When I entered Ruth I held myself still, so we could kiss and keep it going, to maintain as much contact as possible, as long as I could. When would the last time be? We probably did it to comfort each other as much as for the pleasure, to hold the emptiness of everything at bay. Then, sometime during the night, Kaetlyn crawled into bed between us. She was there when I awoke the next morning. She made it easy to believe everything would turn out okay.
I look at that photo, sometimes, and think about the reunion. As bad as the day was, we maintained a kind of unity in the face of it. Together we would see things through. Family. Partners. Lovers. I wish we could go back. What I've found is that family can be as fragile as Dad was. It doesn't die exactly like people do, but it can fall apart, which amounts to the same thing.
I found it out tonight.
In our case the cause was Bill. And Ruth. My Ruth. It wouldn't have been so bad if it weren't my brother. It would have been awful no matter what, but he's my brother, so break out the multiplication tables. The destructive energy is equal to the masses of their two bodies together, times the square of the speed of the light that brings their images to the husband.
I know. I'm trying too hard. I just wish the light had never reached me.
*****
I don't want there to be any surprises.
There's been the one, big surprise. I don't know what will happen now. I guess there won't be any particular hurry to how things unfold, because that would be too easy. I've imagined several possibilities, but none seems to lead the pack, so even though things might not progress justso, you can probably predict the options as well as I can. They will be as bland and unimaginative and tawdry as the unfoldings in any other crippled lives. How else could it be?
But: the surprise. How did it happen? We've seen Bill a few times a year. Were there chances before? When would they have been? Of course there were the reunions, though Jolene would have been there and I just can't see Ruth and Bill having had any real time together. Then there were business trips when he'd stop by. It had to be the business trips. Had they done things before? Is there a history?
It doesn't all make sense to me. Ruth didn't seem particularly pleased that Bill was going to visit. She was too tired to play hostess, she said, though it wasn't much of a complaint. When he arrived, the three of us had beers and sat around until it was time for me to grill some burgers, then, when the meat was about half charred, Bill came rushing out, carrying Will on his shoulders, growling and laughing back at Kaetlyn, who was chasing them close behind with a wiffle-ball bat.
Ruth joined in and it was a good evening. "Hah!" you say. But it was. I thought it was wonderful. We got the kids settled and had some adult conversation. Ruth poured cordials. Eventually I had to go to bed, but Bill was on West Coast time. "I'll be a while," said Ruth, warming to the hostess role. Everything was as it should be.
*****
What time did I awake? I remember there was a dream, and I was disoriented and at first thought it must be morning. I'm not used to an empty bed, but I must have crashed. And Ruth wasn't there. 12:34 a.m. Where was she? Not a creature was stirring. Everyone should be asleep.
I thought I should find her. She would in bed with one of the kids. I've done that. One of them wakes and is fussing, so you lie down to give comfort, but you forget to stay awake. I lay there and thought about it for a few minutes.Up you go, John!I staggered down the hall and almost hit a wall because I was still zonked. There's some illumination out there, from the night-light in the bathroom, enough so that when I passed the kids' rooms I could peek in to see who Ruth was sleeping with, but the answer was 'neither.' Kaetlyn and Will were alone except for dolls and stuffed animals.
Ideas can steal over you sometimes, especially at night. Is that when I started going so quietly? Yes, but right away I discovered why I hadn't heard anything. The sliding door to the den was closed. Mystery solved – except that it wasn't. I stopped short. There was a problem.
The problem was that I heard murmurings, but they were far too quiet. They were barely more than whispers, the mutterings of people who were working hard not to be overheard. I couldn't make out what they were actually saying, but their tones were all wrong, and there was no stream of conversation. There were gaps, periods with no voices at all, then a few words in Bill's voice, or in Ruth's.
Ruth said something a little louder, something that stood out only because everything else had been so soft. It was a single word, followed by a sentence. I could tell the word was "no."
Then Bill. His voice was deeper than usual. Huskier. That's how I heard it. Then, still another silence, and by that time I was first beginning to think something I didn't want to believe. Ruth murmured again. This time she didn't use the word "no."
It couldn't be that. It wasn't possible. I can almost laugh at myself, at the myself in my memory. How naïve! Not possible? Improbable? Likely. Done! I'd laugh if there was anything at all worth laughing about. I thought the nighttime was affecting my judgment. So why didn't I just slide the door open and say "hi, guys" and maybe remind Ruth what time she had to get up? I'll tell you why: because of the possibility.
I crept away from the door, to my right, through the living and dining rooms, to the kitchen.Be careful of the furniture, John.Fourteen steps, then left, into the kitchen. Fourteen steps! How do I remember that when, the entire time, this is what was going through my mind:Don't be stupid! This is ridiculous!It didn't seem so ridiculous when I found the sliding door between the kitchen and den was closed, too. Why would it be closed?Think, John, think. For silence.I slid past it, past the oven, to the pass-through, took another breath so I could be still for a moment, then peeked carefully.
What I saw didn't make any sense. Though I had just heard Ruth, she wasn't in the den. It couldn't have been more than a minute, could it? Where was she? The only light was a single torchiere lamp in a corner, so there were shadows, and with the dark paneling the light was rusty and dim, but the shadows couldn't hide a person. Bill was alone on the couch, his back to the kitchen, facing a TV that wasn't on, and he was looking downward. Could Ruth have left while I was sneaking into the kitchen? Was he contemplating something? His shoulders were moving. What was he looking at? He inhaled loudly, and I thought for a minute, only a moment, that he was jerking himself off, but he wasn't moving anything fast enough.
Then Ruth appeared. Her hand rose from somewhere down below, moving up above the top of the couch, to Bill's shoulder, and her head followed, first the back of it, then her face.
It was pretty obvious where she'd been. My Ruth, rising from the depths. She was smiling at Bill, looking into his face, into his eyes. She breathed a sentence, "Did you like that?" As quiet as she said it, I could make out every word.
That's when I began to shake.
Ruth was facing the back of the couch, which means she was facing me, and when she suddenly twisted away I thought she had seen me, so I'd have to do something right away. I wasn't ready to do anything. And what in the world should I have done? Oh, I know the options. Scream at them. Pull out a knife. I opted for curtain number three. In any case I was wrong. Ruth turned her face around toward the hall door and stared at it, motionlessly, until she was apparently satisfied no one was coming.He's already here, Ruth.When she turned back the two of them looked into each others' faces again, and they pressed their mouths together. One of Ruth's arms went around Bill's neck. My hands were quivering against the counter. I was willing myself to be still, but I wasn't sure I could. Something surely would start rattling, maybe something inside me. I was breathing quick, shallow, rattley breaths.
My brother! How? My wife, sucking my brother's penis, and smiling at him, being oh-so-wicked with him. Not just 'my wife' but my Ruth, who would never do something like that. Did the chance of being caught make it especially exciting?
Bill pulled Ruth around so she was leaning against the back of the couch, with her head on his arm. He looked down at her while they kissed, and he moved his free arm down between them. For her part, Ruth grunted out a little puff of air. I thought,he's finger-fucking her.It was like finger-fucking at the drive-in movies, working your hand inside your girl's panties but leaving her clothes on so you can break apart fast if you have to. Ruth grunted again. It could have been a lovely sound. When Bill lifted off from her face, he kept working his arm, and after a moment Ruth began to roll her head from side to side. Resting right beside her head, on its back, was one of her hands. The hand clenched and unclenched rhythmically.
As I remember it, everyone in the scene seemed lost in the moment, in the thrill of the pleasuring, everyone that is except the husband out in the kitchen. He was busy thinking of his history with Ruth.We made love yesterday. Last night! Do you remember, Ruth? Do you care?
I wasn't so lost in them that I missed Ruth's panties, which were lying out in the open, on the carpet, in a shadow right beside the couch.Are you upping the ante, Ruthiekin? If John comes you can't possibly cover up. Let's be brazen and ballsy about the whole thing.
"Okay." Bill pulled further away and watched as her panting subsided. I couldn't see much of her face, but she seemed to be looking toward him again. Had she just re-opened her eyes? Bill's voice became harsher. "Do me some more."
"You bastard." She didn't mean it. When she turned her head I could see she looked pleased, and she breathed the words out again.You're so happy to be cheating with him.
"Yeah. Do the dirty deed to me."
Ruth touched a palm to Bill's face, gave his cheek a caress, then disappeared again, but her palm touching his face told me plenty.
Now Bill was the only one on stage. At first he looked down in his lap, but then he tilted his head back, just like she did. He grunted differently than she had, but really not so different. She was doing it all right. I knew exactly what he felt. I know how she does it. She'd used her mouth on me just last night.Ruth!She had knelt over me, using her lips and tongue to play with me, turning her body around so I could play with her ass. I caressed it and ran my fingers from her anus to her button, back and forth. That sweet ass. Sometimes I can almost lose my concentration on what she's doing to me, because her ass feels so good under my hand, but now the exact sensations of her mouth flooded back to me.
Bill's arms had gone out of sight again, down somewhere below his shoulders, making me certain he was holding Ruth's head down. His breathing was faster, and louder, and I thoughtit's going to happen now.There was Ruth, up again.She's got him high, so now they'll fuck.I couldn't stand anymore of it. I didn't move a finger.
Bill panted, "Finish me!"
"What about me?"
"Later."
"We have to hurry. Someone might wake up." She looked at the hall door again. Which 'someone' did she mean?
Bill stopped for a minute as though he were thinking, then he pushed Ruth around so she leaned back on the couch again, and this time I could see from his shoulder how much he moved his arm. It didn't take long. Ruth began to utter those lovely, high-pitched, almost breathless little sounds, such quiet little things that when the door is closed I never really worry the kids will hear them, but loud enough for Bill that he put his mouth on hers to swallow them whole. Then she was over the top, saying something that I heard as a muffled "O" over and over and over, into his mouth.
How could you do that, Ruth? How could you come for him? How could you kiss him like that? How could you do any of it?
There were enough reminders in the room to help her reconsider what she was doing – the photo from the reunion, and the holiday portrait of Kaetlyn and Will and us, the one that came out so well we decided to frame and hang it.It's right there, damn it!And there are other pictures of each of us in the den. We chose them carefully, selecting our favorites and spending days finding just the right frames. Ruth wasn't seeing those. She wasn't actually looking at anything at all while she came and moaned into Bill's mouth.
*****
We could stop the tape at this point. Everything that happens, whatever it is, will happen because of this event. Effects of causes play out over time. Everything that will be will be, but not because of what I saw. Not just because of that. Yes, because of that, but not because of the actions themselves. It's because of what they told me. Once I accepted that this was real, I knew Ruth wasn't who, or what, I had thought she was, and everything she had ever said or done, and how she had said it or done it, was transformed. It wasn't just that I'd lost my wife, but that the person I thought was my wife, the personality I loved, didn't exist. She'd vanished, leaving this stranger in her place.
What did I think Ruth was? Exactly what? Let me tell you an incident. We once fought over a woman. Call her Gina. It isn't what you're thinking, though. Gina was just someone I worked with, who had a crush on me and didn't hide it very well. I could have had her anytime I wanted, and she was a luscious thing, but I tried to ignore it. Oh, of course I didn't just ignore it. I imagined her naked. I fantasized until I got hard, then I'd play with Ruth to see if I could get her in the mood. I'd think of her while I was sexing Ruth. I'm not perfect, but I wasn't going to do anything.
Ruth had suspicions. I brushed them off. Then almost the worst thing happened. One day Gina was talking about pretty intimate things, skirting the edge of what was appropriate. She'd push the conversation and I'd pull back. Yes. It's true. I tried to be obtuse, to respond to the most innocent meaning of a comment. I could see where Gina was heading, and I didn't want her to be in a spot where she'd lose deniability, where I'd have to turn her down, but I failed.
"John, I have these feelings."
"Gina..."Don't say it! Back off!
"For you."
I didn't say anything at all.
She continued. "I was wondering if you had any feelings like that? For me?" She put it all right out there for me. Poor Gina. Now I had to try to reject her gently. I wish I were better at it. Before she left, she asked, "You won't tell anyone, will you?" I promised.
The next week Ruth and I organized a party. You've planned them. You list potential guests, maybe write them down, adding and subtracting names. Your wife mentions a name, say it's Gina's, and she makes one of those snide little side comments a wife might make if she thinks another woman likes her husband too much: "...unless you'd like to party with heralone."
Ha-ha! Except the husband goes mute.
"What is it?"
"I'm not sure we should invite her."
Everything slowed down from there. Ruth gave me a slow, searching look before she said anything, and then she said it slowly, enunciating her words to make sure I got their full import, the way you'd talk to someone who was both slow and guilty.
"What happened?"
"Nothing happened."
"What happened between you and Gina?"
"Nothing happened."
"John!"
"Damn it! Nothing happened! But shedoeslike me, the way you think she does. So I'm thinking we shouldn't invite her."
"How do you know?"
"She told me."
"She told you she wants you?"
"She told me. In so many words. Yes."
"When?"
"Last week."
"Last week?"
"Friday."
"Friday? John! My God! How could you know that and not tell me?" I'm writing a question mark, but there should be another exclamation point.
"She asked me to keep a confidence!"
"John! How could you?"
"She asked ..."
"How could you do that? I'm your wife! We don't have any secrets! You can't keep something like that from me! It's like before! How can I trust you?"
Trust me? I had slipped once, long ago, early in our marriage, stupidly, thoughtlessly, and almost as stupidly had immediately confessed everything to Ruth. I know what it means to fail, and to regret. It hadn't been as bad as it could be. Within two nights we were making love again. But Ruth never let me forget that I didn't quite meet her standards.
"What could Ido? Sheaskedme."
"What you do is you tell me! John, we're not two people. We're a marriage. Don't you understand? You have to tell her we don't have any secrets!"
It wasn't a big fight. If it hadn't been immediately before the reunion, I might not have brought it up at all, but you can see the point. Ruth made union a requirement. My own Lincoln. Mother Abraham. I had cut off the possibility of doing anything with Gina. I was so proper -- upright, gentle, a family man, a friend to the poor dear -- then Ruth upped the ante. I had to be even better. I had to be like Ruth.
*****
So much for union. Where is the Ruth who demanded it? Now she was busy melding with Bill, who had waited long enough for his pleasure. He pulled off her and gazed down at her as she melted into the port wine couch cover. We bought that cover together. In fact we got everything in the den together, almost everything in the house. Almost anything she'd see besides Bill would tell her she had to stop this. Instead she sank languidly into the couch while he looked down with fornicating eyes.



"Now do me all the way." And she did. Not right at that moment. For someone who'd said they had to hurry she was remarkably patient. She was all tranquil except for her breathing, and she stayed like that a few moments, but once her breathing settled down she sat up. She raised her hand to Bill's face again, and gave him that look again, as intimate as anything I've ever seen from a woman, then gave him another sweet kiss on his lips before going back down. She just disappeared, as though submerging in a pool.
This began the final stage, with Bill grunting and twitching, not stopping this time, moving his shoulders and staring down at this woman who used to be my wife, who was working him while her husband, and something else, died in the kitchen. It was about then that I realize they weren't going to finish by screwing. I'm so slow. It wasn't like the other Ruth and me. It was dirtier and more charged. It was hotter. It was crackling.
Bill grunted, "Yeah. Yeah. Yeah," and he got breathless just like Ruth did, and when his breath exploded from him it was like a whale sounding, like a whole pod of whales sounding, one after the other.
*****
I'm sure Ruth has done other men. We weren't innocents when we met. Neither of us ever asked – or told – what we had done with other people. I've never been jealous of them, or even very curious. Why should I be? After all, she chose me. I knew after our second date that she was the one, a fact I kept secret for three whole months because it freaked me and I didn't want to scare her away, and when I proposed I found she'd been waiting for me to get around to it.
I've told you how we were. Ruth and John, the entity, the team, not just the beast with two backs. She was my best friend, so I thought. How could I have been that wrong? How good an actress is she? And she bore my children, Kaetlyn and Will, either of whom could have toddled into the den at any minute, yawning and rubbing her eyes, rubbing his eyes, staring with a child's simple amazement at the sight on the couch. What would they think? Neither could understand it, not at their ages. I can't understand it at mine. That's not true. I understand it. I just don't know how it happened, or what to do about it.
So Ruth rose for the last time, about done with her tasteless little cuckolding. I wish I could have become aroused from watching it, fully erect and ready to fuck, the way it is in all those tasteless little stories about tasteless little cuckoldings. Well it was over. She worked her lips a little and held her right hand up in what might almost be a Vulcan sign of greeting, her fingers splayed open over her mouth in a way that let her push her index and long fingers over a lip, to her mouth, where she sucked something off them. She gave Bill a look that was almost a smirk and knelt all the way up, until she was higher up than him. "I need to get to bed before he wakes up."
There wasn't any guilt in the words. She was happy, smiling, fulfilled.
When Ruth stood I could see for the first time that she really was naked below the waist. Her shirttail hung to the top of her mound, hiding a little of that dark brown bush that contrasts strikingly with her flesh. Her thighs are trim. She had worked so hard to lose weight after Will was born, dieting crazily and joining a local gym, where she worked out four evenings a week. When she reached her goal she showed herself off to me, and I celebrated by giving her a full-body massage with baby powder, full-body but with special attention to her thighs, ending with a heavy massage of her vulva that brought her off before I ever got to the cunnilingus, long before I got to the coitus. But I did get to everything. Could Bill appreciate her body like I did? He reached out to grab her vagina, and she let him hold it for a few seconds before she pulled his hand away. I don't know if she gave the hand several short kisses or one long one.
"I have to go."
She bent way over and came back up with her shorts in her hand, and swung them overhead as though in triumph before leaning over to kiss Bill still again. He turned his head a fraction to one side, to dodge her mouth, and she laughed at him and asked: "Oh, are we getting finicky all of a sudden?" That's when I realized she would find her panties and be out in the hall before I could get back to the bedroom. I was frozen, but when she stepped past Bill, he stood and grabbed her from behind, around the waist. She laughed again, trying to be quiet while she did it. He kissed her neck. I began hurrying out to the living room. In my last image of them, his pants and underwear are bunched down around his knees. His butt is bare, and before he pulls Ruth back against him I can tell his penis is almost flaccid.
*****
This is just one of those things.Cole Porter.Just one of those crazy flings. I had to let it go, I thought. There was too much at stake to push the matter. What would happen to our kids if I lost control? Did I want to break up their home? What would happen to Ruth and me? Ruth and me. Well, something had already happened there. But what of the rest of the family? I had to be a man of the world.Forget the bourgeois conventions. It's only sex. Keep it light. Keep it simple. Vogue, vogue, move to the music.Wouldn't we always be there for each other when it counted? My partner and my brother. I'd loved them both for so long. Could it be that bad for them to love on each other a little?
Ruth slipped into the room. I'd beaten her by maybe a minute. Bill must have held onto her a little longer. Maybe she finally gave him that sticky kiss, or they took the time to arrange another session. Tomorrow. The house would be empty.
I can be cool. I can do it. I'll be a sophisticated man of the world. Dress up like a million dollar trouper. Try my best to look like Gary Cooper. Super duper!
Items of clothing dropped to the carpet. Those would be Ruth's blouse and shorts. Next her hand slid under her pillows while I pretended to sleep, and there were the sounds of cloth brushing and catching as she pulled on her nightgown. The sheet was pulled back and she began to ease, ever so gently, into bed.
This was where everything changed again. I became terrified she'd touch me, lay a hand on my arm as she likes to do, the hand that had just been playing with Bill's dick, that she hadn't even washed. I was terrified of everything. She might try to kiss me. That polluted mouth, the new home for millions of Bill's squigglers. My little game with song lyrics failed me.
It's important not to show anything. No weakness. It's not allowed, and it would give everything away, so I'd have to do something.Please don't make me have to confront them, either of them. You can tell by now that I'm not so sophisticated. I'm not very cool. That was all bluster and hope.
I needn't have worried about Ruth touching me, though. She stayed as far on her side of the bed as she could get, turned so she faced away from me. Well, that followed the rest, didn't it? I was an inconvenience. She didn't want to leave Bill to come to me, did she? She'd rather have had the whole night with him, unless the shortness of the time ratcheted up the thrill, but at least tonight she didn't have to playact her life partner role. Now I knew where wereallystood with each other. I'd known it since I saw her hand touch his cheek, but I hadn't wanted to understand. In bed, though, everything was different. It forced itself on me like a lightening flash, more than a flash. It was far brighter and grander than a lightening bolt, so brilliant that I half expected to feel thunder shake the house. Before it faded I took a huge breath, rolled over toward Ruth, held myself up on my arms and barked down at her:
"You could at least have washed your mouth out before you came to bed!"
Ruth jerked and cried out – one brief cry. Then she was completely still. I had thought she'd say something, try to deny it, but nothing. I couldn't even sense her breathing. I rolled back to my side and pulled the covers up. The room had turned deadly quiet.
*****
"Get up!"
I couldn't wait her out. Now that she knew I knew, I couldn't do nothing. I turned on my bed light and sat up. Ruth was still lying motionlessly, but her eyes were wide, staring at me. It came in another flash that she didn't know what to do. She might have lain there all night trying to think, terrified because she'd been caught, trying not to move until she could decide how in the world to respond, realizing at the same time that it was now too late to respond. You'd think anyone putting herself in a position to be caught would have contingency plans.
"Get up!"
She sat up but she didn't otherwise move. She held her hands close against her breasts, hunched over, twisting the end of the sheet with tight fists.
"Come on!"
"What are you going to do?" She tried to control her voice, to make it neutral, but it quavered.
"We're going to the den."
She got up, but she wouldn't get close to me. I hurried down the hall. She shuffled about ten feet behind.
Bill was sitting on the couch, absolutely nonchalant, pretending to look at some book. He must have heard, the bastard, but he's cooler than Ruth.
"What's up?"
"I know what you two did. You can't..." There was this catch in my throat.Take a breath. Finish up. "You son of a bitch! You aren't welcome in my house anymore. Pack your things and get out."
"What are you talking about, John?" Bill knew the drill. God, he's cool. Never admit anything. Always stonewall. Don't tell them anything they don't already know.
"Don't try that, Bill. You're going." I was out in the room. Ruth had drifted into the doorway.
"John, nothing's happened." He looked innocent, and hurt. I wouldn't believe he could have done anything, if I hadn't seen it. If Ruth hadn't caved so quickly, I might have begun to doubt my eyes.
"Drop it!" I wanted to be civil, to hold onto a little bit of Cole Porter wisdom. I didn't want to blow up, but my voice was getting tighter and louder. "This is just among us. No one else needs to know about it. Just get the hell out."
"This is crazy talk, John."
That's when I cracked. I usedthatvoice, the one that's thin and sharp, that cuts.
"You son of abitch! Sheblewyou! Youmasturbatedher! Do you want me to describe the sequence? Get out of my goddamned housenow!"
This time he didn't answer. Finally he stopped trying to deny. It got completely quiet in the den, almost completely. Ruth made a little whimpering sound in the doorway, which she tried to stifle by holding a hand over her mouth. I intended to stand there until they were gone. I guess I expected Ruth to go, too. I don't know, because my thinking wasn't clear. It seemed to make sense. But here came the first complication.
"Mommy!" It was Kaetlyn.
Ruth tottered in the doorway. She began walking toward Kaetlyn's room.No! I rushed past her and hissed: "Don't youdarego near my children!"
*****
"Hi, Katie-Kat. Did you wake up?"
"I want Mommy!"
"What's the matter, sweetie?"
"You yelled!"
Ruth was right behind me, in the doorway, looking bewildered. She held her hands as though she didn't know what to do with them. She didn't leave, but she didn't come close either.
"I'm sorry, Princess. I saw your mother giving Uncle Bill a blow job and I got upset."
"What's a blow job, Daddy?"
No, of course that isn't how it went.
"I'm sorry, Princess. Mommy and Uncle Bill were playing a game, and I got excited."
"I want Mommy."
Ruth stepped forward and I turned all the way around to give her a look. "Mommy has to help Uncle Bill pack." Pause. "Then she has to go brush her teeth." Ruth didn't move. Her mouth was open. That mouth. She still didn't know what to do with her hands, and she didn't come any closer.
"Does Uncle Bill have to go?"
"Yes, he does. And Mommy's going to help him pack." When I glanced back again, Ruth was gone. "I tell you what, Katie-Kat. You get an extra special bedtime story. Which one would you like?"
From the den there were quiet voices, voices trying not to catch the attention of a child, quiet but filled with tension. They had a sharp, brittle quality, not at all like the rich breathiness a half hour ago. There were footsteps. Someone came out to the hall bathroom and I could hear items being moved on the countertop. I closed Kaetlyn's door all but a crack, and I tried not to look back at it. There were more footsteps. Far away, the kitchen door opened and slammed. It did it again. I waited for the last slam, and while I did that I sat beside my daughter and kissed her nose and told her the story of the little girl named Kaetlyn and her magical pony.
*****
Kaetlyn was asleep. Bill was gone. Ruth was standing in the den.
There was still the single torchiere lamp. The room was still dim, deep reddish-brown with charcoal shadows. Ruth was the main difference. She was almost as far from the light as you could get and be in the room, at the dinette table, almost to the case with the family picture. Her hand rested on the table, though you couldn't tell if she'd been leaning. She wouldn't look directly at me. She didn't say anything. She was justthere. The den was a shambles, but there was nothing left of Bill's, except maybe Ruth.
"I see he left you holding the bag." I had wondered if she'd be here. "That's the way these things go. They never stand by you."
"John, it wasn't ..."
"I don't want to hear it. You should have gone with him. I don't want anything to do with you."
I couldn't let her get started, because of what she might say, and how I would react. At that moment, I couldn't face how terribly complicated, and exhausting, and sad this whole thing would be, so I walked back to the bedroom. It can all can wait for morning, when I'll have to face it. I guess you know everything. Oh, there's one more thing. Behind me Ruth said, "I'm sorry."
How do you answer that? I lie here in bed and the time passes, all those events playing out in my mind, over and over. I keep coming up with different responses to her "sorry." If she had finally followed me, to talk, I could have used one of them. Sure I could.
End of Part One.
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The Long Fall, Chapter Two: Falling. Apart.
This morning was bad. Not at the very beginning. No, not then. When I finally fell asleep, I slept heavily and didn't dream of Ruth, or Bill, or anything I can remember. There may have been voices, or movement, or a sense of rushing. Something. Everything but Ruth. When I first awoke I didn't even remember what had happened, so I wondered why Ruth wasn't in the bed. But then--oh yes--the tide came in like a tsunami, all at once, to scour the landscape.
How bad will the evening be?
Ruth was asleep on the couch when I got up. I wondered how long she lay awake. Let her sleep. At least I don't have to talk with her. I made the coffee as silently as I could and got the paper. I ate in the dining room instead of the den. When it was time I woke the kids quietly and began gathering their clothes. I wanted to get us out without waking Ruth. Of course Will didn't want to wake up, so I lay down with him and woke him slowly, trying to be quiet about it. Then Kaetlyn wanted to wear something different. It wasn't going to work. By the time we came out, Ruth was sitting up, and when they saw her they ran to give her hugs, yelling "Mommy! Mommy!" in their little, piping voices.
"Come on kids. We're going to Mickey D's for breakfast!" I used the super-ebullient voice. "Come on Willy-Wonka! Come on, Kitten-Licken-Katie-Kat! Bee-boo-bob-breakfast won't waiiiiiit!" The kids pulled Ruth by her hands. "Let Mommy go get dressed, kidddaroos!" I pulled them away from her, and I stared her down while they picked up their little packs. "You look like shit." I was quiet, but Kaetlyn heard.
"Uh-oh! Daddy said a bad word!"
*****
I expected Ruth to stay home today while she tried to come up with a strategy, but I was wrong. She's not here. I half expected her to come by my office, or call, and try to apologize. Wrong again. I don't know what she's done all day.
It's Ruth's day to pick up the kids, but I wanted to get them myself, so I went early. Will rides my shoulders into the house. "Yo, Sir William, sir! Dragon at two o'clock! Prepare to charge!" Has she found them gone from aftercare yet? Maybe she won't come home at all? Maybe she's taken off? Maybe with Bill? That would make things so much easier.
"You can watch TV for one hour, kids. Okay? You can watch the end of 'Sesame Street' and then 'Barney.'"
Here's an email from Bill. Oh brother! Oh "brother" indeed. It's marked with a red exclamation point, announcing its importance. Why? Do I need to think about this even more? Hasn't it swamped my entire little universe? The Big Bang filled the void. Well, Bill's Big Bang did, but it opened the void.
"Dear John:"
That's certainly original!
"If I could undo what happened last night, I would. I don't know what to say. I'm sorry! You're my brother and I love you, and I know it was unforgivable, but I hope that you *will* be able to forgive me eventually. Please, whatever you do, don't blame Ruth. It was all my fault. It was all my doing. I pushed and pushed and... "
Blah, blah, blah.
That's about the gist of it, though it goes on for a while. I guess Ruth isn't with him right now. That means she'll probably turn up at home.
Here's my reply: "Yes, it was unforgivable. And next you'll tell me Ruth wasn't there at all. I could see she enjoyed what she did. I don't need any more emails." Hit the send button. Ruth kissed the hand he hit 'send' with, the one that had grabbed her vagina. Hit the fucking button.
*****
Ruth is just getting home. She's pulling into the driveway. Be still my beating heart. It wouldn't help to stroke out just now.
I started a load of laundry and I'm cooking, because I don't want her to have anything to keep herself occupied, and because it gives me things to do. I can't stay still. I've been checking the driveway every few minutes, but really she's right on time. Okay. Deep breaths. I lean back against the sink. Come on in. Ruth looks over at me, and then closes the door softly. She's careful with it, careful to look away from me and at the door knob, but she can't avoid me completely. She finally looks back, at about the middle of my chest. Potatoes are bubbling merrily. Barney is saying something exuberant in the next room. Finally, "John..."
"If you want to say hello to your kids, it would make them happy." I turn back to the sink.
"I'm sorry." Barney is singing. He sounds gay to me. "I love you."
"Sure you do." I pretend to scrub a dish.
"Can I explain?"
"There's nothing to explain."
Later I see her sitting on the couch with the kids while they try to watch their show. Will wriggles to get off her lap, so he can play with some toys on the coffee table. In between songs, Kaetlyn is reading out loud: "One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish." Ruth keeps giving them kisses, but they aren't paying any attention.
*****
We're playing this little game, Ruth and I. I'll be in a room, maybe pretending to watch TV. If Ruth comes in and isn't just passing through, I get up and leave. I won't stay in the same room as her unless the kids are there. As soon as they leave I do too. Ruth followed me out a couple of times before she gave up.
She looks awful when she isn't putting on a front for Kaetlyn and Will. I passed our bedroom door a few minutes ago. She was lying there with a book, as though she was reading, but she was just staring at the wall, washed out, eyes red and baggy. I almost felt sorry for her. So she's been crying. Well, she has too much pride to cry in front of me. She won't beg me. She wants it to be like we simply had a fight and I'll get over it. She's going to try to outwait me. Damn. What am I going to do? It can't go on like this forever.
When she noticed me I walked on.
*****
Something new and terrible happens every day. This time it's Jolene on the phone.
"Bill confessed to me."
Oh great. Now we'll have to commiserate. Misery loves company and all that, but I don't want to have to talk about it, especially not with Jolene. I don't know if I can stand that.
"Yeah...I'm sorry you had to find out. I guess it's as bad there as it is here. You say he confessed?"
"He said it was something I'd find out about sooner or later, about him and ... your wife. The home-wrecker."
"Yeah." Here it comes. "What did he tell you?"
"He said they weren't in bed, but that things went too far. Will you tell me? He wouldn't say exactly. Just that you caught them."
"Too far. Yeah. Too far." I have to sigh. I don't want to show any emotion to Jolene. I've been thinking that maybe if she were a better fuck this wouldn't have happened, though that's dumb. "I guess that's technically correct. And no, they weren't in bed." I take a breath and let it out loudly. "Well, you might as well know it all. They were doing it on our couch."
"Oh!" Jolene's voice gets tiny, as though I've just knocked the breath out of her. A sledgehammer to the chest. How could it be worse? I shouldn't have blurted it out, maybe said 'are you sitting down' or something and built up to it, but it's too late. Everything is too late. "Oh." Poor Jolene. "I thought ... I thought maybe they were just kissing or he was feeling her...or something." Her voice trails away completely with 'or something.'
So I get to fill her in. Why did you confess in the first place, Bill? Did you think I was going to play it down for you, maybe help you get out of trouble and back into your wife's cunt? Oh you'll never get in there again! Now I could get in if I wanted! It would be easy. She and I would have to comfort each other, wouldn't we? One thing would lead to another. I could arrange for photos and send them to you and the home-wrecker. Wouldn't that be fun?
"I'm sorry, Jolene. I'm sorry I have to be the one to tell you. They were sexing. Ruth did fellatio on Bill. All the way." She doesn't answer. I wonder if we've lost our connection. "Jolene?"
I hear her crying in the background. I'm such a shit. I wish I hadn't told her anything at all. I could have been vague, told her I caught them on the couch, said they were in the middle of something but not completely undressed, and that I couldn't see everything, then moved on to telling her about throwing Bill out. I could have taken that route. It would have been almost as true. But she asked. Yes, and I know the answer to that, don't I?
"What are you going to do?"
"I don't know."
"I made him leave. I'm going to file for divorce."
"I'm sorry."
"I can't believe you're letting that whore stay there. That whore!"
"I don't know what I'm going to do."
"Were you ever going to tell me?"
"What?" Worse and worse. We don't keep any secrets in this family, do we Ruth?
"Was it just going to be poor, stupid Jolene? Am I the only one who didn't know your wife was giving blow jobs to my husband?"
"Jolene..."
The kitchen door opens. It's Ruth.
"Were you all going to go around pitying poor little me? You and Bill and...the slut? Was I the only one not in on the joke?"
"Jolene, it wasn't...wait." I hand the phone to Ruth. "This is for you."
*****
Maybe I'm being infantile. Once at a party this well-toned guy monopolized talking with Ruth and danced with her a few times. On our way home, she mentioned him and I got huffy. "He should play with someone a little less married."
Ruth turned to me and smiled a wide smile. "You're jealous."
"Oh, just forget it!"
"My husband is jealous for me!" She had this look of absolute delight.
"I said forget it!"
"You think that great big hunk is going to steal me away!"
"Drop it!"
It was silly, sure, and Ruth enjoyed it far too much. When we got home, she gave me one of those sweet kisses--yes, those kisses--and said, "You don't know how good that made me feel," and I got very lucky with her.
I'd like to think we could just move on and forget about it, but I can't. I'm jealous, but a kiss and a fuck aren't going to resolve anything this time. I'm jealous that Bill could know the real Ruth while I was stuck with the masquerade. And yes that he has that certain something she apparently couldn't get from me. How many others have had it, and have gotten to know the secret Ruth? Are most of them in marriages based on deceit?
*****
It just keeps getting better and better.
Today my mom called. Jolene is making sure everyone knows.
Poor Mom. Caught smack dab in the middle, between two of her sons. I wonder if she called me first. I'd think it would be so hard for her to talk with Bill. She is good at offering sympathy--it's one of her things--but she can't take sides, and since she's the only one in the family no one will tell exactly what happened, that limits the conversation. We have to talk in pretty general terms. But she gets to the point:
"I think we should postpone the gathering at Dad's grave. Just until this is all straightened out. I don't think everyone would be able to come. Some people might feel uncomfortable."
Like all of us.
"Sure."
"I hate for this to come between you."
"Well..."
"I don't understand it. Bill was always the easiest to handle, growing up."
*****
Ruth still hasn't tried to call me at my office. She sent two emails, apologizing, but I didn't return them. At home we stay apart except when we have to be together for the kids. I dread going home when I know she will be there. There's always an excuse to stay at the office a while longer. If I'm home alone with Will and Kaetlyn, the air thickens when it's time for her to appear.
It's hardest when the kids are asleep and there's no one to put on an act for. Without even talking about it, we've managed to come up with a routine that lets us both tuck them in, without our actually having to be in the same room for more than a few seconds. Since we got them down tonight, Ruth has been in the living room and I've been here in the den, sitting almost exactly where they did it. I hadn't thought of that until just this second. It reminds me of when Elsa Lanchester found that Charles Laughton had sexed another man on their couch. She supposedly told him, "Just get rid of the couch." Could that help?
Here comes Ruth. It's time to go.
"Don't leave, John. Please don't. Can't we at least talk?"
"What's there to talk about?"
"About what I did, and how sorry I am, and how much I love you."
"I'm sure you're sorry."
"The part about loving you is true too."
"Maybe. Sure. But tell me--what does it mean when you tell someone you love him? What exactly do you mean? I'd like to know that."
"Don't leave!" She's trying to be emphatic and keep her voice quiet at the same time. 'Don't leave' comes out sotto voce. "Please don't leave. I know I was wrong, and that I hurt you. I'm not perfect. I have warts. I know it. I want to make it up to you." She comes up behind me while she's speaking and surprises me by wrapping her arms around me and holding herself tightly against my back.
"Let go!" I can feel her all the way up my back. Her breasts are distinct. I don't want her to touch me.
"I'm not letting you go!" She is holding her cheek flat against my back. I pull against her fingers, to break her grip, but I don't want to hurt her. I could get loose, but I can't bring myself to do that. "Please. Honey. Let me hold you." Now she's turning her face, back and forth, against me, and kissing me all over my back, maybe wiping her eyes, and working her body into mine.
"Let me go!" I try to fling her off but it doesn't help, so I stand passively. Give it up. You're not my Ruth anymore.
"Please. Honey. Don't let one stupid, stupid thing ruin everything we have. We can get past this. I'll be so good to you. I'll make you happy."
With that she draws her hands down past my belly, across my belt, all the way down to my crotch. "Please honey." They're over my balls. She strokes me upward. Oh Jeez! Here I can't stand her and she's getting me hard. She strokes me again, lightly, almost tickling. She knows how to do it. She knows exactly what I like. Why not? She was my lover for a decade. She knows me that well. "Please honey. Let me be good to you."
Ruth comes around to the front. She stands on tip-toes and reaches up to take my face in her hands and kiss me. "Please honey."
We kiss. Oh no. She's always been such a good kisser. She has the most supple lips. We continue the kiss while she pushes her breasts against my chest. My penis is inflating and pushing back against her lower belly. Kiss me, bitch. Oh God. Rub your belly against me. You haven't felt this good to me in forever. Is a fling what it takes to make you such a lover? We stand, holding each other, rubbing cheeks, breathing together. I don't know what's going on. Her hand goes to my penis again.
"Come over here." I pull her around to the couch. "Here." We sink to it. Once there I pull her pants down. I open her blouse. It isn't easy with her kissing and writhing and trying to unzip me. I bite a nipple.
"Oh!"
Don't move."
I suck on her nipple and push two fingers all the way up into her. Slip-slide, in and out they go. I'm sawing at her vagina, biting Ruth's breast, forcing her against the back of the couch. I've always loved it when her chest moved against my face when she was high. It's no different now. "Oh honey. Oh! Oh!" She could come, but I don't want her to, so I pull back.
"Not too fast. Here. Do me." I shove my pants down, underwear and slacks together. I put my fingers that had been inside her vagina to her mouth. She sucks them in. "Now do me." And she does. Ruth takes my face in her hands again, to kiss me again, on her way down to the real action. It's waiting for her down below. It's almost purple by now. Down, Ruthie. Down you go. Down she goes, until I feel that wonderful mouth sucking me inside. Nothing else feels like that, or could replace it. My hands are on her head. Her hair is tickling my thighs and my stomach. She's so good and I'm so close. So close. It's time to do it.
I push her away.
"That's about how it went with Bill, isn't it?"
In the movies, this is where Ruth would try to slap me, and maybe succeed. Or I might catch her wrist. It's not the movies, though it's a good scene, isn't it dearie? Ruth is sprawled back on the couch, naked below the waist, her blouse open, still breathing hard, her eyes wide, incredulous, now a hand pulling her blouse together, the other one moving to cover her sex. It's something to see, certainly the best thing in several days. Me, I'm a nice contrast. I stand, pull my pants up, and fasten everything. I don't know how I managed to pull it off.
"Good night, honey." I have to be careful, or I might come in my pants.
*****
Won't the night ever end?
*****
I've got the blues pretty bad.
I've been lying here, waiting for the alarm to go off, waiting for the world to begin, or end, or do whatever it wants. I wish it would do it without me. It's finally 6:30, time to get busy, but I find Ruth in Will's bed, and he's snuggled against her in an intimate, tender little scene, like something by a Romantic painter. Will is pressed into his mother's breasts, burrowing his big, round head into her so hard I wonder how he can breathe. She holds him in both arms and is curled on her side, so she's making a nest for him out of her body. I almost expect the sunrise to center them in a golden halo. It's the first time I've seen her look contented since she sucked Bill. Asleep she's serene. What will she be like awake?
I hate myself.
It's never going to be good again. I thought after last night I'd feel triumphant because I got back at her a little, but I don't feel that way at all. We can't be a family anymore, not like this, not like Ruth is this moment with little Will, not one of those sweet families like we once were, where you're happy just to see or touch or be around each other. Oh hell, I'm starting to cry. How did that happen? I can't do that. How did it happen? I guess I wasn't paying enough attention. It's not allowed and I can't let Ruth see any weakness. I'll be okay in a moment. I just have to control myself and wash my face.
There. There. That's better. Okay. Take a cleansing breath. Dad has to be cheerful, and it's time to wake the kids. Be cheerful. Pump it up. Happy! Jolly!
I fucking hate myself.
*****
The kids just ran out to the car. This morning is special for them because they have the keys and can unlock the doors themselves, and the moment the kitchen door slams Ruth turns to me and says:
"How could you do that? How could you be such a bastard?"
"Me? How could you try to seduce your way back in?"
"That's not what it was!"
"Just how stupid do you think I am? Do you really believe all that crap about men thinking with their penises?"
"I was trying to show you I still love you, and that I still want you. I was trying to be good to you!"
"You were trying to get me to fuck you so I would ignore what you did!"
"I was trying to help us get past it! When it was you, I forgave you. We got past that! But you won't do the same for me!"
We could go on much longer, and it would get messier and uglier, but there just isn't the time. I have to be going.
"Think about it Ruth. Think about what I did, and what you did, and compare them. And while you're thinking about it, pack, because it isn't working with you here at..."



"No!"
"...at the house. And I think you need to be out of here for a while..."
"No!"
"Yes."
"No! Don't make me go. Please! I'm sorry, John. Please let me stay! I'll do anything! We can get past it!"
What just happened? She changed completely. Her response. There's something in what she said, in how she said it. There's something going on, as though I've found the chink in her walls, but I don't know what it is. I don't know what I did, or what to do with it. I'm remembering her words from way back, "Don't ever leave me. I couldn't stand it." Is it that? The one thing she's absolutely terrified of? Being alone?
"That's not how it works. I'm not going to just get over it. You have to leave."
"Don't. Please don't make me."
"I can't stand what's happening here. You have to leave."
*****
And she left. She's gone. Her car isn't here. I looked in the closet and found she took two suitcases, and there's a note. I really didn't expect it, and I don't understand. Usually the husband moves out. I thought it would have to be me, and all day I've been wondering if I could stand to leave Will and Kaetlyn behind with her. I certainly wouldn't have used force to kick her out. I didn't think I could make her go, not without a court order, not and have her leave the kids with me, but somehow she's gone.
She left, but she wouldn't surrender. She'll try to make me be 'reasonable,' and she'll bargain. She won't beg. She won't do a mea culpa. She'll even try to seduce me. She's a cunning one. A cunning cunt! Yes. How could I have been so blind about her all these years? The hell of it is, if she'd fallen apart and begged me, if she'd thrown herself on my mercy, broken down, I'd have taken her back. If she had cried. Stupid, isn't it? I would have taken her back if I thought she was really remorseful.
And then I'd be stuck with her.
It's quiet around the house. The kids are taking it pretty well, but Kaetlyn asked me, "When can Mommy come home?" I told her I didn't know, and she's been pretty quiet since then. Maybe this is too hard for them. My daughter needs her mother. Maybe we could stay together and be civil. Couldn't we fake it for the kids? I'm sure Ruth could. She faked it for me convincingly enough.
*****
"You shouldn't do it, John."
"Why not?"
"What if, God forbid, one turns out not to be yours? Say it's your little girl. It won't make any difference to her. You're her Daddy--period. But it'll make a difference to you, and to your relationship. You could ruin her life."
"I have to know. What if Ruth's done it before?"
"It's a mistake. Just forget it."
"If I'm not their biological father, I'll adopt them."
"I'm telling you it's a mistake. That's my professional opinion."
"I can't help it. I have to know."
I hate myself. I hate myself. That bitch! Why did she have to do this to me? I'm a useless human being, married to a conniving bitch. Useless, fucking eunuch! I could fix that. All I'd need is a gun and about ten minutes. Maybe a nice 9mm. Find a place. Compose a note. Call the police right before. A nice gun and a quiet location. Not in the house. I don't want the kids to see the mess. I'll have to apologize to the police in my note, and I'll let Ruth live with the responsibility the rest of her days.
But then she'd get Will and Kaetlyn.
*****
Jolene's attorney called. He wants a statement for Jolene's divorce case against Bill. They don't have any kids. The problem is their dog, Randolph. Who gets Randy? It's really hilarious if you aren't involved in the case. I almost joked that I know Bill gets randy, because I've witnessed it, but I controlled myself. I happen to know Jolene doesn't much care for the dog, so the cruel legal games have begun. I asked the lawyer if he wouldn't rather get a statement from Ruth, and he said he had tried...
*****
"John?" Ruth's cell connection is bad.
"What?"
"I wanted to tell you. I'm seeing a counselor."
"I'm so happy for you."
"Please, John! You said you were willing to try again, if I made the effort. I'm trying! Please don't shut me out."
"I said I might try for Will and Kaetlyn. So see your counselor. What do you want from me, anyway?"
"Dr. Parker said it would help if you came too. Will you? Please? I'm trying!"
I let it dangle. "Okay. I'll come."
"Oh thank you, John!" You don't have to gush.
"Ruth?"
"Yes?"
"I really am glad you've found a counselor."
*****
But it won't work, even if she sees someone.
"I can't do this."
Those are absolutely my first words after 'hello.' Ruth parts her lips as though to say something, but it's Dr. Parker who speaks.
"What do you mean, Mr. Cukor?"
"I mean I've thought through everything, and it's not going to work." Around the room I wander, running my hand over book shelves, touching things, distracting myself. "There's no reason for me to be here. I'm going ahead with the divorce."
"No!" That's Ruth.
"I'm sorry to break it like that, but I am."
"But I forgave you!"
"Mr. Cukor? Can you explain?"
Explain. Sure. There are eight long years to explain. I'm aware of the irony, but it isn't like every dog gets a free bite. I'm not just more shallow than Ruth, or maybe I am, but that's how it plays for me. Anyway, I guess she deserves an explanation.
"Yeah. What she's talking about was a long time back. Before there were children to consider. I didn't do Ruth's sister. I didn't do it in our house."
"But I forgave you!"
"And you held it over me! All these years!" We're ignoring Dr. Parker, who is letting us go at it. Around the bookshelves again. Think the words through. I have to control myself. I've been rehearsing it in my head since I came to the conclusion after I committed to the appointment. When I added everything up, it pointed to an enormity I couldn't ever excuse. "All these years. All these years you've used that to shame me. To control me. To talk about how you can't trust me. About how I have to prove myself to you!" Take a breath. "And you know what? It was worth it to me, to keep us together. But now I find it never applied to you."
"Yes it did. It does."
"It doesn't apply to you. I saw it! Eight years ago changed our relationship. I changed myself for you. But you! You knew what it meant and you still blew it off. You tossed off our commitment like...like...like it was nothing. With my brother. After a couple of hours alone. In our very own house. Almost in front of our children. In front of me. And you weren't feeling guilty. You just worried about getting caught."
"No. It wasn't like that!"
"It was exactly like that!" I hate using that voice, but today it exults me.
"Why are you here, Mr. Cukor?"
"You tell me!" Pointing at Ruth. "She made my absolute commitment a point of honor, but she violated it just like that!" Snapping my fingers. "It was all a sham! All those years. Just this Machiavellian way to control me."
That's what I think anyway. Driving along the freeway, whipping through traffic, tempting traffic cops and commuters filled with road rage, I wish I'd put it better, but you can't call up words just the way you want. I can't. Ruth didn't see it my way. Her last words, as I left: "But I really forgave you! I did!" She was counting on a free bite all along, counting on my having to let her have her fling. She's been holding that in reserve all these years, just in case she ever got caught.
*****
It's four in the morning, the end of December.
I made the mistake of listening to an old something by Leonard Cohen this evening. Pop in a CD and float away from the world, only it doesn't always work that way. I'm still here, and now I've got these lyrics in my head, and his melancholy voice, joining all the other things that were flitting around upstairs. For a hideously empty world it's damned crowded.
I'd been drinking white wine all evening, something respectable to keep the kids from being able to tell I was drowning myself after reading another email from Bill, so I guess I was susceptible. I won't take Bill's calls but I never got around to locking out his address, and I get the occasional mea culpa. This one was about Ruth. Really, they all are. "I ruined my life with Jolene. Please don't let that happen to your life with Ruth. She's dying inside for you, and I know you need her. Don't forgive me, but please forgive her."
How long has it been since he did what started all this? It's almost the four-month anniversary. Cheers.
Tonight was already special because I got the results. They were just two sheets of paper in an envelope, the ones lying on the coffee table, right here. They're awfully impersonal for what they tell me: the kids are really mine. So? I didn't need them to tell me that. I knew it all along. I didn't but I did, and it doesn't make any difference. It makes all the difference in the world. Doesn't it? They're mine, but there's still Ruth and there's still Bill.
Bill wasn't poetic the night it happened, not like the new email. "Dying inside," he says. Sure. Aren't we all? That night it was more basic: "Do the dirty deed to me." I can't seem to forget anything. I remember my wife touching her palm to his cheek, and looking into his face, and kissing him lovingly, then diving down to his wonderfully dirty cock with her wonderful lips and her tongue, her whole wonderful mouth.
"And you treated my woman to a flake of your life And when she came back she was nobody's wife."
That's for sure. Was that all it was? Just a flake? Now that he's seduced Ruth, Bill wants to play marriage counselor. I picked the wrong music. I should have listened to anyone else, maybe Britney Spears, someone who doesn't suck everything up from below and make you pay attention to it.
"And what can I tell you my brother, my killer What can I possibly say? I guess that I miss you, I guess I forgive you ..."
I guess I wish you'd go away!
Oh Lord.
I guess that I miss him. Could I forgive him? Forgive her? I miss our conversations and the football games and the way he glommed onto my kids. What else? He's my brother. So, yes, it's four in the morning and I'm still awake, missing my brother and the woman who is nobody's wife, hating them for what they've done to us, and wishing I weren't here anymore.
*****
Kaetlyn comes to me crying.
"What's the matter with my Katie-Kat? Come here."
"Can I sleep with you?"
"Sure. Brr! You're cold.. Is this better?
"Uh-huh."
"Did something scare you?"
"I had a bad dream."
"A nightmare."
"Uh-huh."
"Do you think you can go back to sleep, now?"
"Can I stay with you?"
"Of course you can, Princess. You can sleep snuggled right up to Daddy."
In the morning they're bracketing me.
*****
Out of nowhere, today, I saw Ruth sitting on the couch, watching TV, and she was insisting she massage my feet with lotion. I was vacuuming the den, and when I began on the couch that's what I saw. My Ruth. A dam broke somewhere. In the next memory she was trying out another recipe she'd found on the Internet, and the kitchen was a mess. Then: Ruth, playing navigator while I drove along the Blue Ridge Parkway. She was wearing that dorky, translucent green golf visor she always wore when we drove on vacations. Later, Ruth and I painting the veranda. I spilled some paint and was furious, but she teased me until I smiled. I remembered Ruth surprising me at work with a lunch basket she had packed for us, baby Will asleep in her over-the-shoulder child carrier. I remembered when we decided to have our second child. It was the first night we tried, and I was still atop her, my heart pounding for all it was worth, when she whispered up to me, "I think we just made a baby." I can't remember her ever looking happier.
These were all true memories, as true as Ruth's face rising from my brother's lap. I felt her hold me when my father was dying, and I heard her say, "Don't ever leave me. I couldn't stand it." Then why did you drive me away?
Ruth this. Ruth everything. One Ruth, another one. How do you balance them out or join them all together? Can you do it? Should you even try?
*****
We've arranged for the kids to spend their weekends with Ruth. They need to see their mother more, and I'm determined this won't be a messy divorce. My attorney thinks it could get nasty over final custody, but Ruth has agreed to everything I've wanted so far.
When Ruth rang the doorbell, the kids grabbed her and hugged her of course, and the refrain, "Mommy, Mommy, Mommy!" is always the same. We got them out to the car, each carrying a backpack with their clothes. I pulled a large suitcase with stuffed animals, tooth brushes, toys, read-along books, the necessities of a child's life. Ruth and I didn't touch, or talk to each other any more than we had to. I've noticed she won't look at me, not directly. She hangs her head or looks a little to the side, so her eyes don't have to meet mine, like a shy person, though she's never been shy. She was like that while we loaded the kids into the car, but once we had them in she asked me:
"John? Can we talk?"
I had another flash memory of her, how directly she'd look at me, how confident she was. She'd look me straight in the face when she had a concern and say "there's something we need to talk about." Not like this groveling wretch, with its uncertain voice, that could hardly bring itself to address me at all.
"What?"
We walked to the kitchen door. She still wouldn't look at me.
"Can I keep Kaetlyn and Will until Sunday evening?"
"Why?"
"Well, it's so little time, and I'd like to take them to see 'Happy Feet.'" She rushed on before I could answer. "You could come too. Maybe we could take them to McDonald's or something afterwards?" She looked up at me from under her eyelashes. Her shoulders were hunched, as though she were afraid I might hit her or something, but she sounded hopeful.
"That's okay. Have fun with them. I have a few things to do, and an afternoon dinner date." Ruth's body sagged. "Why don't I just swing by your apartment and pick them up. Around eight?"
"Okay." She looked down at her feet. "Who are you going to dinner with?"
"Marisa."
Ruth stopped moving. She looked like she was about to say something, but nothing came out, and then her face fell apart and she turned and walked to her car fast, almost rushing. She began wiping her eyes.
"Ruth?"
"I'm sorry." Wiping with the left hand, then the right.
"Ruth?"
"It's okay. I'm sorry." She was still wiping her eyes with her fingers, and trying to smile, as she got into the car and left.
*****
It's Valentine's Day. I had the kids make cards for Ruth. I imagine she's pretty alone today. When the kids and I got home there was a card for me, stuck into the kitchen door.
It read:
My Darling John:
I wanted you to have a Valentine's card. I know I'm not the best person to send you one, But I want you to know that I love you and I will always love you. You were a wonderful husband to me, and you're the best father Kaetlyn and Will could possibly have.
Forever,
Ruth
*****
My doc prescribed a med to help me sleep, but I don't want to take too much of it. Still, I'm drugged and groggy and I almost knock the phone off the nightstand in the dark.
"Hello?"
"John?"
"What's wrong, Ruth? What happened?" I turn on the light. It's 1:47.
"Nothing." There's a long pause. "I'm sorry." She's sad. And there's something else. "I just wanted to talk with you." There's something in her voice.
"Have you been drinking?" She doesn't answer. "Ruth?"
"Yes. Some."
"Don't call me when you're drinking."
"I'm sorry."
She's so bleak. Her voice is. I've never heard her like that, through all our bad time. Everything has drained out. It's flat. There isn't any energy. I shouldn't pay it any attention. It's probably just the alcohol, but I don't know. I think something is more wrong than usual.
"Oh that's okay. It's just not a good idea. We could talk tomorrow if you'd like."
"I'm sorry. I just needed to hear your voice. Did I wake you?"
"No. I was reading. You need to get some sleep, though."
"I guess."
"Are you okay?"
I have to wait for her answer.
"No."
She doesn't say anything else. Ruth? Are you thinking of something bad? Could you hurt yourself? Should I get help? That's what comes up, what I think facing the black hole of her silence.
"Ruth?"
She comes back.
"Do you remember...how I used to wake you to talk, when something was on my mind?"
"Sure. Like now."
When she did that I'd have to make up my mind to stay awake for her and talk things out as long as it took. I guess this time I could just hang up, but I know I won't, and as I think that I realize it's been another long gap since she said anything. I'm about to ask "Ruth?" again, and I think just for a second, not seriously but the way these things come to you in the middle of the night when you're drunk with sleep, that I could hold her on the line and dial 9-1-1 on my cell phone. Then, finally, she speaks again.
"I wish we could go back to the time before all this...when we were together and happy." Her voice has some emotion in it again, but it's only sadness.
"Yeah. I know. I'm sorry, Ruth. You know we can't change the past."
"I know. I'm so sorry I did it." There's another long silence. Again, I almost say her name before she continues, and when she does it is with starts and halts. "I never told you...but I always had a kind of crush on Bill. I know that doesn't make everything better, or excuse anything. I just need to explain. Dr. Parker says it will help if I can tell you these things...you know...to help us come to terms...so that maybe we can be..." Ruth suddenly takes an enormous breath that sounds like a sob. "...be friends again...not to get back together...you know...for Kaetlyn and Will." She's quiet for a few seconds. "Anyway, that was why I let myself go that night. Part of it. It didn't start out that..."
"Don't, Ruth. Don't. It's the past. We don't have to go over it. We can be friends. I'd like that. After all, would I be on the phone with just anyone at two in the morning?" Ruth laughs. It's a woeful little laugh, but real.
"How are they?"
"I was going to show you when you picked them up on Friday. Will knows his colors. I have the sheets to prove it, on the refrigerator door. And both of them have drawn pictures for you."
"That's so sweet."
The conversation becomes easier, as easy as it can be under the circumstances. Ruth sounds a little happier, and it's nice to talk with her, so the minutes flow. We haven't talked like this since, well, you know. I don't want the conversation to end. It would be so easy to invite her over. She lives not ten minutes away. I could comfort her, and we'd talk, and snuggle, and kiss, and maybe make love, and wouldn't the kids be surprised in the morning?
I'm getting maudlin.
"Ruth, I hate to go, but I really need to get some sleep. Six-thirty comes awfully early."
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to keep you up so late."
"I've enjoyed it. Really. Maybe we can talk tomorrow. Okay?"
"I'd like that."
Maybe things will look different tomorrow.
"Anyway, goodnight...friend."
"Goodnight, friend."
*****
I don't want there to be any surprises. I never went back to sleep. It's so overrated, not like love and turmoil and emptiness. I didn't go to work. I've been sitting around the house all day, thinking about Ruth and the union that doesn't exist anymore. Missing her. I had thought the intensity would pass. People say it does, and you move on, but I don't want to move on. What everything comes down to is this: I want my wife back. I want my Ruth back.



*****
Ruth is carrying two brown paper bags of groceries. It would be far easier for her if she'd use plastic bags. Her keys dangle from her fingers, and I think she may drop them because her attention is so much on the stairs, and on juggling the bags, that she doesn't even notice me until she's a couple of steps past the landing.
"What's wrong, John? What happened?"
"Nothing, Ruth. Nothing's wrong. Everything's okay."
"Why are you here?"
"I wanted to see you."
She stops. Except for her eyes, Ruth does not move a muscle. She seems terrified. "Why?"
"Because..." I'm not sure how to put it. "Because I need more than a friend. I need you. I want us to try to be a family again."
But Ruth begins shaking her head before I'm even finished. Then, finally:
"No!"
What's happening? She begins rambling, crying, babbling. She shakes her head the entire time she's talking, a 'no' with each shake, like some metronome. "No! No! No! You don't get to do this! Oh God, no!"
I don't understand. Ruth swings her arms back and forth with every "no," and on the last one she heaves both grocery bags to the walkway. Glass shatters, and there are crashes, and tearing sounds, and cans banging around. Milk, and some red liquid, and egg yolk spatter over the walkway. Cans roll everywhere.
"You can't do this!" Stop screaming Ruth! They'll think I'm attacking you. She runs her hands, both of them, through her hair and over her face, and she's crying, not just little bitter tears but great, gulping sobs. "You can't!" I'm trying to talk. "You can't!" She takes one, two aimless steps and her foot comes down on a can and she stumbles to the wall. She almost falls. "Don't toy with me! Don't!"
I thought she'd be excited. I thought it would make her happy. I had these visions of being with her, all ecstasy and trumpets and choruses of angels, at least that's how it felt, though what it looked like was just we two standing nowhere special, nuzzling each other. There were no details of scene, no place, no objects that stood out, not even our children. I should feel guilty. It was sappy on the face of it, but I thought she wanted to come back.
"Ruth..."
"No! You don't get to wait...oh God...until...I'm resigned to being alone and then come waltzing back into my life!" She's wiping her face with her hands, over and over. "You can't do that! It's not fair!"
A pity, you say, this kind of irony, and I agree, because now I know that, however much I want to despise her, I can't not love Ruth, or not want her, or not miss her. I'm so tired of life as a locked room, and I just can't stand to punish us with aloneness any more. It doesn't work at all. A pity, but it's the wrong time to give in to pity. I wade through the mess on the walkway. Egg yolks, flour, milk, red liquid, cans. Everything but the cans sticks to me. The bags cling to my feet. "Ruth. Listen."
She puts her hands against my chest and won't let me get close. She's still crying.
"What happens when you change your mind again?"
"That won't happen. Never. Never." I take her hands. "Never. It can't happen. I won't let it. We'll go to counseling together. As long as it takes. Come home."
At that she grabs my lapels and pulls her face to my chest. I hold her and she shudders and buries her face in the front of my shirt. I reach all the way around her. With her crying and her faced pressed into me, I can hardly make out what she's saying.
"You can't ever change your mind. Please don't. I'll die. I will."
We're not in a romance. We aren't Prince Charming and Aurora. There are no trumpets or angels, and neither of us is waltzing anywhere. We're two ordinary people, holding each other on the trash-covered walkway of a nondescript apartment building, with the mess of shattered groceries all over our feet, and I can't tell you how lucky I feel.
Ruth has finally gotten control of herself. She wipes her face on my shirt again. She looks up. The storm is passing. She wipes her face with both hands yet again, and dries them on her slacks. "I knew I'd lost you for good, that I ruined everything. I couldn't make it better. I'm so sorry." She takes my face in her hands. Even damp, they're hers. "I've missed you so much."
I pull away, to be able to look her in the face better, but she pulls me close. "Let me hold you. I just want to hold you."
Then, finally, we're holding each other, our faces together, nuzzling, kissing, murmuring, and I don't want it to end. Was it ever like this? It's been so long. I have an idle thought that we should clean the walkway.
*****
No the family hasn't died. Not exactly, and not completely. I still don't know where it is going. I hope our little family unit will heal. I think it will. Ruth once learned to trust me again. I think I trust her, but who knows what's growing in their cellars? I don't know, but I'm trying. I'm more than trying. I'm committed to our being together, so I think we'll be okay. Even not knowing the last act, I'm happy she's here. I'm more than happy. At some point, I swear I heard them, the angels, the trumpets, the whole symphony.
But what if I found she'd done it again? What if I caught her? A while ago she gave me one of those intimate looks, and I remembered her giving it to Bill and saw her hand caress his cheek. What if ... stop it! I don't want to have those thoughts, and I don't need them! They're what's lurking in my dark corners. Paranoid fears, I banish thee! There. That should work for now. We're together. We're going to rebuild a life, a stick at a time.
I don't know about the larger family.
Ruth is asleep. I keep my hand on her, touching her here and there. Yes, she's really here. She's even naked. We made love and she drifted off right afterward, during afterglow. It was healing sex. We were each trying to make it special for the other, and it worked better for her than for me.
"Ruth?" I brush her shoulder.
"Huh?"
"You should get your nightgown on. We may have visitors later."
"Oh. Okay, honey."
"And I have a couple of things on my mind."
"Uh-huh? Wait." She turns on her bed light and gets up on an elbow. "What is it?" She's rubbing her eyes.
"I need to make some calls tomorrow. To family members."
"Mm-hmm." She puts a hand on my arm. "Did you think I wouldn't agree?"
"That includes Bill."
"I'm glad. I didn't know how to bring him up."
"It's about time we became brothers again."
There's a pause. "Dr. Parker says I should avoid seeing him. Ever."
"We'll deal with that. There has to be another way."
"Then I'll talk with him too. So we can become whole again."
"I'm glad." We kiss. "And also Jolene. I need to tell her we're back together."
This time Ruth is quiet. Finally, "I don't think I can talk to her...just yet."
"I know. But I have to. I owe her that much. And who knows? If it worked out for us...?"
We kiss again. Those lips. I can't explain the wonder of them. Since Ruth is still naked her breasts are hanging there right in front of me, too, and of course I love how soft that skin is. And the skin of her stomach. And her sweet, dark hair, and her thighs, and it's time to make love again. She caresses me back, the way she knows I like it, and I imagine her caressing my brother. It's such a strong image I have to lie still for a moment and breathe through my mouth until it passes. I hope she can't tell.
So, no, the family's not healed, and there's work ahead of us. We'll begin to deal with it tomorrow. I'm hopeful.
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It was around eleven o'clock and the party was progressing well when, in the middle of "Truth or Dare," Anthony Williams urged his wife to confess the worst thing she had ever done, and she announced she had been unfaithful to him.
There's a context, a background. There always is. Margaret wasn't just being bitchy. She had been drinking. Well, who hadn't? They were all celebrating the season and the end of the semester. And there's more. She wasn't feeling well. She felt exhausted, washed out, somehow just not right, and she wanted to be in bed. There was a persistent chill and a vague malaise in her shoulders. She thought she must be coming down with something. It was almost bad enough to make her pass on the party, but Anthony had insisted they go.
Then there was the game. They were playing "Truth or Dare" to remind themselves of when they had been kids. The game and the alcohol helped Margaret a little, but there was a kicker, that she was angry with Anthony. Not terribly angry. Just doing a slow burn.Tony, stop grandstanding! Just be quiet for a change!He was expounding on the Iraqi war and on global warming, on the worthlessness of their students, on everything in general, being terribly overbearing, finally telling anyone who would listen that the worst thing Margaret could ever have done was burn a roast.
People were laughing and tossing one-liners, trading urban legends and cutting each other off. They were reaching across to the coffee table to snag nuts or candy or other hors d'oeuvres, sometimes spilling a little wine or whiskey. The small fireplace put a smoky smell into the air, and those sitting close by were ruddy from the flame, even Margaret, who was trying to draw some warmth from it. Everyone else seemed to be having a wonderful time.
Just before her turn at the game, Margaret saw Matt Cameron kiss Nancy Eberle under the mistletoe. This wasn't surprising, given all the teasing and flirting that was going on, but it was far too long a kiss, and he had one hand on her waist and the other at her cheek, in a way that was. He whispered something to her. It was obvious, and indiscreet, but no one else noticed. Julia Cameron was in the middle of the urban legends group. Jake Eberle was three-quarters drunk, staring into the fire and occasionally looking up to howl at the end of a story.
It came around to Margaret's turn. She could tell from the progression of dares that hers would be to pull her skirt up to her hips so everyone could be flashed by her thighs and panties. She wondered who would be the first to have to show a body part. Anthony was laughing. "Hey! That's only for me!"—Stop it! —leering around—Stop it! —then saying "Come on, Margie! Tell them your little truthie," and Margaret felt the muscles around the base of her neck grow tense, thinkingDamn it, Tony!and getting wound tighter and tighter, so when it slipped out it was with a snarl:
"I was unfaithful! To you!"
And then it was too late not to say it.
* * * * *
Margaret remembers that her husband's expression didn't change at first. He held the leer, but it became more and more forced, until finally he let it go. They were looking directly at each other, and his expression became so bland he seemed almost serene. The room filled with silence. The party noise didn't dial down all at once, but it was quick enough. Those who were closest by had begun to howl like Jake Eberle when they first heard her confession, but they'd caught on right away. Those away from the game kept up their conversations until it became clear to them that something momentous was happening over by the fireplace. All ultimately turned to stare. Margaret was the center of the world. No one spoke. Even Jake was paying attention.
"Would you explain?" It was Anthony. He was no longer being Tony. He sounded sober, quiet, thoughtful, not the least bit belligerent. She would have thought he'd be belligerent. Why was he being so soft about it?
She thought,My marriage!
Then the full truth of who knew hit her. Their whole circle of friends. All of them sitting or standing around her, all of them waiting for the whole story, the dirt, the stuff that would let them feel superior to her and to shun her.Did she suck him? Does she like anal? Does she do threesomes? Did she pull the train?They would become so charged up with thoughts of a found-out, honest-to-fuck cheater in their midst, a bona fide, flesh-and-blood slut to replace their pale imaginings, that they'd have extra-good sex when they got home. How wonderful to have Margaret's real infidelity in mind. The husbands would suppose that she'd be easy, and the wives would think it too, and fear it, but they'd enjoy the idea that Tony-the-cuckold might need consolation. One in particular would even act on the fantasy, though that's neither here nor there.
Oh Tony, please no.Margaret was still looking at Anthony, then her friends, again at her husband. She doesn't know when her hand moved to her mouth.Tony.She doesn't remember if a whine or cry forced itself past her hand, but she knows that for what seemed the longest time she didn't actually say anything. She was asking his forgiveness only with her eyes.Please.She remembers somehow getting to her feet.Please.She remembers looking around, finally saying "I'm sorry" while she tried to get out of the circle without touching anyone, one "I'm sorry" to each person she came to, each person she bumped against. Finally making it to the hall, where there weren't any people, then to the bathroom, shutting the door, locking it, sitting on the toilet, putting her face in her hands and rocking forward and back, because she knew that with five words she had destroyed her world.
* * * * *
It can't have been long before the knocking started.
Poor Margaret, sitting on the pot in a freezing bathroom in someone else's house, knowing what would happen—not every step but the terrible, long course. Thousands, millions of people have shared the experience, but she didn't feel part of any community. Poor Margaret, trembling and wiping her face with her palms, first the left side, then the right, then the left. How much of the trembling was because she was so cold?I can't face him. I can't watch him despise me.By now, Anthony would be gone. He would have grabbed his coat and left her there alone, his outrage having been multiplied by his public humiliation.Where will I stay?
The bathroom felt like a cell, all the better for locking herself away, she thought. It was small like a cell. From the door to the back wall it had just barely enough length for a small linen closet, a plain sink below an ordinary medicine cabinet with a weak light, the toilet, and the one fancy thing — an old-fashioned bathtub with four claw feet. It was perfect for her. The tiny, casement window at the back wall had milky glass, so she was cut off from the world. It was cold like a cell. Was that because it was all tiles, colorless ones, black and white, set in checkerboard? So cold, a cold that sucked away whatever heat she'd had. Margaret hunched down and hugged her arms close to her body. Now she really was shivering. Her head began to ache and she felt nauseous. She couldn't hear the people from in here, just vague murmurings, so she was safe for now. She imagined staying forever. It would soon be a terribly lonely place, but she didn't deserve any better.
I fucked him and fucked him.
There was no other place for her. Could she stand the cold? Maybe she could wrap some towels around herself. What would happen when other people needed to use the toilet?
More knocking. It seemed to reverberate off the tiles. Even the sounds hurt her. Sharp noises ricocheting off the walls. Margaret pressing her palms to her temples. Hammers in her head.
"Margie?" It was Judith, the hostess, her friend. Margaret looked at the door for a moment and pulled more tightly into herself against the chill. Again, "Margie. Hey, let me in, kiddo."
"Judy?" Was her voice strong enough to get though the door? Rise up, Margaret. It was a trip of only seven feet, but Judith called a third time before she got there. By then, she was shuddering with cold and her arms ached from the holding. When she opened the door and saw Judith was smiling, she fell on her, put her head on her friend's shoulder, and broke down completely. Judith patted her back. She seemed completely at ease, as though friends fell on her neck and cried every evening. "Come on, kiddo. Let's wash your face. I'll heat you a washrag."
"Close the door." Margaret was shivering enough to put a quaver in her voice.
"What?"
"Please close the door." Shivering. "I don't want anyone to see me."
"It's okay."
"Please close it!" That effort took what was left out of Margaret. She staggered to the toilet and sat and, when she did, she sagged to one side with an eddy of vertigo or syncope.
"Sure. But it's okay. Tony explained everything."
Margaret blew on her hands. She put a hand on the side of the tub and leaned, to stop the bathroom from rocking. Then she turned and gave her friend a look of complete incomprehension. It would have been funny in a comedy. Pure shtick, the character taking long moments to realize what she had just heard. Or Wile E. Coyote running across the air, delaying his doom by lack of realization. It wasn't at all funny to Margaret, who didn't get the joke because there wasn't any joke. "What do you mean?"
Judith's face changed. "Ohh!" She blew a quiet little whistle, the kind used mostly by men, that signals significance. "Well, that explains it. He's covering for you, and doing a pretty good job, I might add. He's a quick-thinking guy."
"I don't understand. What are you saying? What's Tony doing?"
"He explained that you two cooked up your, um, confession in advance, but you never expected people to take you so seriously, and you've had a few too many drinks. You know. Yadda yadda. People want to apologize to you, but he's telling them you need a few minutes alone. He's got them telling drunken-friends stories. He's the center of attention again."
Margaret still looked like she didn't understand. Finally, she put her face back down in her hands. "No one would believe that."
"Well I was almost fooled." Judith chuckled. It had a snide sound. "Anyway, you have deniability."
"But," began Margaret, and almost stopped, "he knows the truth." And therein lay the real problem, the one without a solution, to be contemplated while Margaret huddled on the toilet, now sensing the beginning of real nausea. Now grabbing the seat below her to make it stay still. Now awash in memories.
* * * * *
Their bathroom was different. One afternoon we did it in their house while his kids were home. How could they not notice me? We did it in the shower, fornicating under the water jet while John's children were watching TV downstairs, not forty-five minutes before Janet was due home. I had to dry myself and rush getting my clothes back on, then sneak out the side door. My hair was still wet and dripping down my back. I was terrified the whole time, terrified and hot.
"What? I'm sorry." Whatever Margaret had was getting worse, She was too weary to hold herself up.I need to lie down.
"I asked, when did it happen?"
Margaret wiped her eyes with the washrag. She unfolded it, spread it completely over her face, and inhaled the heat. "It was a long time ago. It started the night of our tenth anniversary."
"Oh my! Sounds like you had some serious issues."
"It wasn't that serious. It was stupid. Tony hadn't gotten me a present. And he had to cancel our dinner out because of a meeting. I was hurt, and furious."
"And you ran into Mr. Soft-Shoulders."
"More like Professor Gorgeous."Please stop pushing.Judith reached out and Margaret handed her the washrag. Judith soaked it in hot tap water, wrung it out, and gave it back to her.
"Who was it?"
"Don't. He's not here anymore. No one ever knew. Not until tonight."
She couldn't keep it from herself, though. She couldn't keep from remembering because she was weak with whatever she was catching, and the drinks, and what she had said. It was so small a thing in the big picture, being upset with your husband. Then she saw good-looking John Boehler, at the club without his wife, and they got to flirting. She thought she shouldn't dance with him, but she did. She knew he shouldn't walk so close, but she let him. She was afraid something would happen, and she let his hand first brush her hip, then hold her fingers. When they got to her car he said, "What you need is a good anniversary kiss." He gave her a sweet, almost chaste kiss that went on and on and became something completely different.Before he let me up, I knew he was going to have me.
"So how long did it last?"
"Three months."
"Three...oh my goodness." Judith's eyebrows rose high. She whistled again. It was the exact whistle Anthony used. "I thought maybe you fell off the wagon for a weekend."
"No. I fell off big time." Margaret tried to laugh, but it came out as a whimper.
"I guess it was the real deal."
"It was so crazy. I know people say that, but it was."
Judith asked something else, but the past came back and pushed Judith aside. It made Margaret remember the first time, in John's minivan in the parking lot at the club. She remembered herself saying "No. We can't. Not here," and John answering, "Watch." It took a couple of minutes to lower the back seats. There was a plush sleeping bag. The windows were tinted. It wasn't until weeks after he broke it off that she realized he had prepared for her, or for someone.
"Are you all right? I mean physically?" Judith was still there.
"I don't feel very well."
Not Saturday night at the party, but six years earlier, Margaret had felt impelled, excited, scared, unspeakably high. John Boehler and she had French kissed, and he had squeezed her breasts through her dress. He'd unbuttoned the dress, pulled her bra up, and licked a nipple.I was out of my mind.He'd worked the dress down to her waist and up from her legs, petting her, kissing her, removing the bra entirely, pulling off her panties and fingering her like her senior-year boyfriend had.I felt guilty, but I wanted it. I knew I shouldn't but I wanted it too much. It was electrifying.Finally, he'd pulled his pants down and gotten on top of her, and when he'd pushed his erect penis inside her, the first new penis in twelve years, she had come, and kept on coming, one wave after another, until he was finished.My God. Why did you have to let me be so overwhelmed? Why couldn't it have been awful? I'm sorry, God. It's not your fault.
It was exactly like high school except that she came and she hadn't back then. Neither was even naked. Her dress was rumpled around her middle. His pants were down at his knees, but he hadn't bothered to pull off his shoes or remove his jacket. Floating outside the minivan was a thought of Anthony, and how she was fouling the nest and should get home. But, inside, Margaret felt the pressure of John's penis, the dampness between her legs, aftershocks from her vulva—and the weight of a man who wanted her, who planted intimate little kisses on her, and who bathed her in hot breaths.
At home it was different. Anthony was absolutely apologetic, as hang-dog as a man can be. He'd gotten her a nice card, and flowers, and an expensive bracelet. He promised to make the evening up to her. But. But, but, but. He was too late for all that. He had failed her. And there was still the humming up and down between her labia, put there by another man, and the memory of the rush. And—Oh my God!—her thighs were damp. She could smell the sex. She hurried into the bathroom to cleanse herself and became so horrified that she almost confessed everything to Anthony that very night. But—the final but—she had lain awake until 3:30 a.m., playing back the details of John Boehler pumping her. When he had called her the next day, she'd dithered and hedged and finally agreed to go to his house.I'll explain to him why I can never do that again.
By the end of the day it got a lot easier.
* * * * *
Six years into the future, Margaret couldn't stop her memories and couldn't shield herself from the understanding that her actions had finally struck her husband, her marriage, her family, everything.Why did it have to happen? It almost didn't seem like me, but it was me all right. I thought about you all the time. I obsessed about your body, about your penis. All day I thought about doing it with you, wondering how you'd do it the next time. After I'd been with you in the afternoon, I'd think about it that night. I'd be out of sorts until I could be with you again.
More knocking. A quiet double-knock.
"That will be Tony. You two need some time alone."
"No! Don't leave me with him."
But Anthony wouldn't have it. "We need a little privacy, Judy."
Anthony closed the door and Margaret rose and stepped back against the tub, far enough that she pushed the shower curtain with her body. Her feet were now cold all the way up her calves. Somehow the curtain felt prickly and bad where it touched her skin. She didn't have any strength. The shivering was worse. It wracked her in surges. It was time to sit again, wasn't it, or lie down? She couldn't keep standing like this. Would Anthony understand if she couldn't stand? She couldn't look him in the face anymore, not even to plead with him, certainly not to ask if it was all right to sit. Here is where retribution began. She was almost staggering as she tried to be still. She held her hands together in front of her, as though in prayer, and Anthony...well, Anthony took a breath and asked:
"Are you all right, honey?"
His voice was soft again. His Anthony voice. It wasn't right. He would use the voice that cut through her. He would demand an explanation, or he'd tell her he was through with her, or he'd slap her. She half-hoped he'd hit her but at least let her go home with him.Whatever you did to me, I'd deserve it.She tried not to start crying again.
"I'm so sorry, Tony."
"Oh, that's all right. I was being an asshole. I deserved it."
"That's not it, darling. You know it's not. I never meant for you to find out." Tiny black dots, a mist, began to appear in the air.
"About the affair? Well, that was a long time ago. I think John Boehler is out of the picture. At least I hope he is."
Anthony smiled and, once again, Margaret didn't understand. She tried to think, but instead she felt something terrible happening inside her. The room grew darker, and she sensed a rushing, and the next thing she knew she was sitting on the edge of the tub and Anthony was kneeling in front of her, holding her so she wouldn't fall into it. He was apologizing. "I'm sorry, honey. Lean on me. That's good. Put your head down. Okay. Okay. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have shocked you like that."
He sounded far away.
* * * * *
They were floating somewhere, Margaret and Anthony, drifting together among the clouds. Maybe it was a dream. She was wrapped in him, safe in his arms, held by him, pressed against him, smelling him, protected by him.My Tony. They were floating somewhere far away, high above the ground, somewhere green and tropical. She and her husband. It was a blazing hot day. It felt wonderful.
"Can you hear me?" Her Tony was talking. Then, "My God, now you're burning up!"
Margaret was aware again, and she had some awful combination of pain in her arms, back, legs, and weakness, and dizziness. Her head ached. Her eyes were wet. "Tony? What's happening?"
They were on the checkerboard-patterned floor, beside the tub in the Edwards' bathroom, where Anthony was holding her. He was stroking her face, kissing her, and looking worried. Her face was hot. Her whole body was radiating heat.



"Lie still."
"I'm sorry Tony."
"You've definitely got a bad bug, honey. I've got to get you home."
Margaret tried to stretch out a leg. It was caught behind the toilet. She twisted, writhed in Anthony's arms, and suddenly she knew what he had said, the importance of it.He knows! And he still loves me!Once again a comedic shtick, once again nothing funny about it, for what comes with that knowledge? Guilt, relief, regret, thankfulness, humiliation. Memories. It's a potent blend. Margaret began crying once again, but this time she did it into Anthony's chest and let him comfort her.He loves me!She couldn't stop crying, because Anthony loved her.
* * * * *
Anthony let Margaret cry herself out. He spent the time extricating her leg and adjusting her body, so that she could lie more comfortably, then he put his mouth to her forehead. "Shh. It's okay, honey." He was holding her like he often did after they made love.
When Margaret could talk at all she said, "I thought you'd hate me."
"You're my sweetheart. Don't worry. Nothing's coming between us."
She cried some more, then asked, "How long have you known?"
"From the beginning. No. Don't look that way. I don't know exactly when it started, not the day and hour, but I knew for a few weeks before it ended."
He, too, could keep a secret.I wish I didn't know so much. God, you were an idiot. You never even emptied your deleted email folder. I could tell the investigator where you would be, in advance, so he could get the photos.
Margaret made a sound against Anthony's chest, half a cry, half a whimper, a moan, something.Weeks!"Oh my baby!" Anthony just kissed her head again.
"It's okay. It's past." He raised his head and called out. "Judy! Can you get Margie something cold to drink?"
"But you never showed it."
What Anthony said was, "I couldn't let you know. I had to decide what to do. And it's past." What he thought was this:If you knew how much I covered up hating you, you'd be terrified. I'd never felt that way in my life.
Margaret reached a hand up to his face, but she felt too shy to actually touch him, now that she knew he knew. "It must have hurt you so much."
"Yes. It did."It still does sometimes.He took her hand and kissed it. "And we don't have to go over it."
Anthony tried to help Margaret to her feet, but she grew lightheaded again, so they went back down to the floor. He called again to Judith and her husband, and Margaret was again assaulted by her memories.I thought I was so careful. I thought if we had sex once in a while and I gave you a nice 'O' show, you would think everything was fine.
There were questions Margaret didn't want to ask, but now had to. They were of the things she'd known would be the cost if Anthony ever found out, that she had worried about, on and off, across the years. She had to ask him now, because he'd known all along.
"How could you stand to stay with me?"
To this, a sigh. Margaret felt it in Anthony's chest as much as heard it. "I saw a 'Dear Abby' column. A woman asked what she should do about her philandering husband, and Abby told her to decide whether she'd be better off with him or without him. I followed the advice." Another sigh.I'd want you. I'd want to hurt you. I'd want what was best for the kids.
"But how could you still love me?" Margaret almost didn't ask that question, because she was afraid he would decide, after all this time, that he didn't.
"I always loved you." For a long time he had thought he didn't.I was trying to be practical.That changed when he'd remembered how they had been before, how once they had held hands, and talked, and walked with arms around each other, and played. He remembered the little things she had done for him because she was affectionate.Somehow, I'd grown irritated with you.He kissed her on the top of her head.Why? You took time away from my work. You talked about things that bored me. You didn't do chores efficiently. Stupid things. We argued over nothing, Margie. It wasn't all bad. It was just flat. Why wouldn't you look around?
What he said was, "I missed you, and realized I'd lost you, and my only hope was to win you back."
Margaret noticed the hesitation in Anthony's voice. She saw him stare at nothing in particular. A towel rack. The door.You loved me all along. You did. Even then.She touched her hand all the way to his face, and when she moved the syncope grew worse.
Anthony helped Margaret to stand again, leaning against him, then swung his left arm under her knees and picked her up like a child.My poor darling. I once thought because you're so powerful, that you couldn't be hurt.The room rocked and then they were out in the hall. Margaret's right arm was swinging back and forth, like a doll's arm. She couldn't hear people.I must have broken up the party.She pulled her arm from down below, all the way up to Anthony's neck, pulling herself in with whatever energy she could find, so that her face was at his shoulder. "My strong man," she whispered. He smiled.Would you carry me like this if you knew just how bad I was? Could you still love me? Could you stand to even touch me? I'll tell you if you ask, but please don't ask.
Anthony carried her into a den in the back of the house. The room was all wood—floors, walls, ceilings. To Margaret it was like a shelter deep in the woods. Safe with her Anthony, who took care of everything.What if you knew about the time in John's office? He made me take off my clothes and masturbate right in front of him, then suck him all the way. Students were waiting out in the hall to see him. I don't want you to know everything I did.
Anthony lay her on a leather couch and took a glass of apple juice from Judith, and helped Margaret drink. Judith rested the fingers of one hand on Anthony's thigh while Margaret sipped. She wasn't obvious about it, and Anthony ignored her.
This is so much better, Margie. It's so much better being tender to you than wanting to crush you. I wish it hadn't come back up.At one point he planned to convert everything to cash and disappear with the twins. When she got home, they'd be gone.All you would have would be the photos from your affair. But then there was the other side.
Judith left again.
"I remember what you did. I didn't know why you were suddenly so sweet." Margaret's forehead was now covered in a fine sweat. "Right after it ended. That was when you arranged the surprise trip to Blowing Rock, just us two, and your mother came in to baby-sit the twins."
"Yeah. Part of my plan. I didn't know what I'd do if you refused to go. It was either that or... I don't know." A shrug. He was losing the words. "I didn't know if it was already too late." So much had changed.When we were first together, you'd sparkle when you were around me. That's the word my mother used. Sparkle. I thought it was silly. Childish. It embarrassed me. Then you weren't sparkling anymore.
"What if...?" She almost stopped herself. "What if it hadn't ended then?"
"You were both married. You both had kids. I had to count on it."
You don't need to know everything.Anthony had stormed into Boehler's office with copies of the photos, and told him, "If you ever see my wife again, I'm giving these to Janet and passing them around the university! You call Margaret this minute and tell her it's over—that you're tired of it!"I could have killed that motherfucker.
"Well, you were right. He dumped me."
And I surprised myself by feeling sorry for you, at how sad you became. I would have thought I'd bask in the glow of your broken heart. But that was my chance to come back into the picture.All Anthony said was, "He was a dick."
Margaret knows John was more than a dick. He was a dick without a conscience or limits. While Anthony helped her to her feet, her face hot, her body hot, her energy draining to the floor, Margaret was remembering the time he just pushed her over the back of his divan and did her from behind.I didn't want him to come, because he'd stop.
"How could you ever trust me again?"
"It just took time."I was grading papers, and you leaned over the chair to kiss my head, and you played your hands over my nipples. You asked, Don't you need to come to bed? That's when I knew you wanted me again. Maybe I could tell you that. I also snooped in your laptop for over two years. I still do, every so often. I'llnever tell you that!
Margaret raised her head as though she was going to make a point, then stumbled from the den, though the hall with her hand across her mouth, back to the bathroom, where she began throwing up onto the toilet seat. Anthony followed her and held her hair out of the way. When Judith looked in he said, "I'm sure it's the flu." They let her retch until she was empty, then carefully, ever so carefully, helped her out to the car, half carrying Margaret, who was still remembering despite everything, the sour taste in her mouth, her muscles, her head: grunting and pounding against John to wring her last climax from a session. Being completely winded and sweaty. Dozing, tangled in each other.
* * * * *
The next day, Margaret was sweaty and winded in bed at home, still dizzy, nauseous, guilty, miserable. Anthony had set a plastic trashcan beside her, in case her stomach took her short, and a travel-mug of iced ginger ale. When she thought she couldn't eat anything, he proved her wrong by bringing in soda crackers and a cold, peeled, navel orange, and when he set them down she grabbed him around the waist and held onto him like she was drowning.
"I love you so much!" She was crying again. Maybe it was weakness from the flu. Maybe it was relief at being unburdened. Maybe it was love. "I promised myself I'd never do anything like that again. I promise I'll never hurt you again."
"I love you too, honey. And I know you love me."You began acting sweet to me. I thought you loved me again, but it seemed too soon. Then one day I surprised you at your office at lunchtime, and you began to sparkle.
Anthony peeled her arms away and tucked her back in bed. Her eyes were still feverish. He took her temperature, then kissed her.
"Don't. You'll catch it too."
"Then you can nurse me." She pulled him back down and kissed him. It made her dizzy. Everything made her dizzy.
"I want to do that. I want to nurse you. And I want to make love."
"You're on. That'll be the best way to catch it."
"Tony. If I ever so much as look at another man, will you please beat me?"
"I promise. I'll smack you right on the kisser." He made a fist and touched it lightly to her lips.I'd hurt you.
"I'm serious!"
"So am I." He laughed and kissed her forehead.I might kill you.
Anthony had to go back to the kitchen, to make dinner for the twins, so Margaret had plenty of time to think. There was so much she couldn't tell him, ever. You don't understand, Tony. I love you so deeply, you could never know. But I was never your rutting bitch. I wish I had been that way with you. It's the worst thing about the whole period, how thrilling it was.
As Margaret was drifting off, she thought that Anthony would certainly catch the flu from her, and she would be able to care for him. When the bug made him as weak as a kitten, she would give him a long, slow blowjob into the night, to thank him for loving her. She could hardly wait.
Meanwhile, Anthony went on line to check that John Boehler was still at a university far away.
End.
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Chapter 1 : The Game
I saw her again today, just this evening. It's a small world, I know, especially our little world, but that's twice now, in a week. If I didn't know better, I'd think she was setting them up, going to places she thinks I'll be, but I do know better. She can't stand me.
I tried not to look at her, or even to notice her too much. I can at least make an effort not to intrude, and get away once it's possible. I tried not to pay her any attention, but I couldn't help myself, and then there was how it ended.
She's even lovelier. She seems to have bloomed away from me. She's wearing her hair differently, and I think using some makeup, and her clothes show off her body more. That body. The things I did to it. To her. I've got to stop thinking about that. I've got to get out of her life. I have to remove myself.
She was working both times. That's why I know she couldn't have set anything up. She simply had gigs at places I was working.
The first time was far out toward the end of the line, in a residential neighborhood. I spotted her at the T stop because she was carrying her cello, and I got onto a different car—as far from her as I could, so she wouldn't see me. But then there was that terrible coincidence of our going to the same place, so we ended up walking almost together. That's how it goes. I tried to lag, but she stopped on a hill to rest and check her directions. In the end, it was impossible not to catch all the way up to her.
"Hi, Elizabeth."
Try to keep your voice even. Be cordial. Don't be pushy. Just say hello and keep on moving.
She looked at me and didn't say a word. She'd heard my footsteps and glanced back down the walk at me, and she may have startled a little, but by the time I got to her, her face was flat, hazy, uninterested. Finally,
"What are you doing here?"
Jesus! Maybe she thinks I'm stalking.
"I was invited to a party."
Neither of us said anything else. She has a right.
"Well," I fidgeted, "I guess I should be on my way." Hurry on, Ed.
Later I saw her at the place. Part of a string quartet playing Vaughn Williams. I recognized everyone in it. He was in it. The first violin. I bet he has fingers that can work magic on her—but then even mine could. I stayed away from the quartet as much as I could but, while I talked and joked with donors and tried to pretend I was having a good time, we'd drift through. I saw her put her hand on his arm when the group took a break, and laugh at something he said.
I'd like to be glad she's over me. Oh, I am. I am. I'm so goddamned, fucking glad.
* * * * *
The cello was a big part of whatever it was we had. She was playing it the first time I saw her, in one of those anonymous string quartets at a Friday evening reception in Brookline.
She wasn't special. Another musician. Of course she was dressed all in black except the white blouse: black skirt, black tie, black stockings, black shoes. She wore a tiny, ruby pendant on a fine gold chain. They were the only things of color about her. She herself is pale. She had no makeup. Oh there were nice touches. The clothing set her skin off well. So did her dark brown hair—it was parted in the middle, and braided down her back almost to her waist. A slight imperfection in her nose made her face almost perfect. So she was lovely, sure, but I wasn't interested in another Emily.
An Emily. Anyone could spot them, at least anyone from New England. A woman who channels Emily Dickinson. They're everywhere. It could be worse, I suppose. They could all be California Valley Girls, but Emilys all want to look serious and thoughtful and creative and shy. Elizabeth really is shy, though I didn't know it then. I wondered: Mount Holyoke? Sarah Lawrence?
And then I was interested. There was a passage where the cello took the lead. I wish I could remember what they were playing. It doesn't matter. Suddenly she took over. Oh Lord… I hadn't heard anyone play cello like that in a while, certainly not in a gig at a gallery. I could almost feel the throb coming off the body, and then I watched her and saw how she worked it, how her left hand was almost a blur as it went up and down the neck, how she held it between her knees like she was pleasuring it, how her back and neck adjusted to the notes and rhythms, and how she moved her ass on her stool.
That's what did it. Her ass. She was perched on a little musician's stool. It was too small for her really—the sort of thing a gallery might think was adequate—and her ass was constantly in motion on it, so of course I fell into a fantasy. What if? What if it weren't a stool? What if I were on the stool, and she was sitting on me and playing? What if she was naked, impaled on my dick, her ass open to me so I was penetrating her, all the way up to the end of her rectum as she played wonderfully while being sodomized, knowing the more she played the closer I came to spurting deep inside her? What if?
I'm such a shit. Even now I like the thought.
When I complimented her vibrato, she didn't take it well. "Oh," she said. You've known people like that, haven't you? She looked down and her smile, what there was, showed no pleasure at all. Yes. Just like that. She took refuge in the wine. Did she make a tiny, sour face? It was industrial strength Chardonnay, after all. And did she try to hide the grimace? She was hiding everything about herself. All I learned was her name: Elizabeth Peabody. A perfect Emily name, no?
"Oh, one of those! So why are you slumming in a quartet?"
She laughed with her hand half-covering her mouth. "No, not one of those. The other ones." She's shy, not backwards.
It was an opening, not as wonderful as her openings below, but I got to talk with her, and compliment her, and make her uncomfortable. We told a few things about ourselves. I lied only through omission. I made myself fascinating. I learned she was new.
Would you like some more wine? Some veggies and dip? Play her like the cello. Here's the wine. Have a sip.
Stop it! Get on with it.
"The cello is richer than the violin," I said. "Not that I've got anything against violins!" God, I'm a whore.
Bill Hamilton came by and I introduced them. She definitely wasn't his type. Even Bill could tell how she held onto that little smile and stood half a stride out of the conversation. There was more. She was too ectomorphic for him. Not for me. I've always liked them on the lean side, the Kate Hepburns of the world. I once told Bill any woman who wasn't absolutely ectoplasmic was fine by me, but he didn't get the joke. Tonight, he left pretty quickly to pursue a big-breasted woman of means across the room.
I decided then and there to have her.
This would be fun: plotting the conquest of the attractive woman with the old-fashioned name and the talented hands. She wasn't fast. Not a player. Hell, she was all but virginal. She could be had, but I'd have to be patient. How long would it take? I thought five, maybe six dates if all went well. Unless…really a virgin? No, not likely. But not very experienced. Any ass play? Doubtful. I could be the first. Be the first in the ass of the woman who can make that kind of music. Blessed be.
We got more wine and talked more about music, and we agreed on composers we both loved, though of course I agreed with whomever she mentioned. It forms a bond, and it wasn't hard to do. They were all good. I popped the phone number question when she to get back to playing. Then I went back to my business. There was money to be made.
* * * * *
How did it come to this?
You have to remember that Elizabeth was just a project, something to occupy my mind. She wasn't my first priority. I tied up and fucked Brooke Something that very night.
"God, you push it, don't you Ed?"
Brooke 'Something' was better than Brooke 'Trout,' which I'd considered. Yes I know her last name. Now.
"I push because it's hot. I want to tie you to the bed and blindfold you. I want to see how far I can take you. I want to see how high you can get."
"I don't know."
Oh, she'd do it, all right. She was a player. Bill would have liked her, but I hit the jackpot.
"I'll play with your body, as long as it takes. I'll make you want it. You won't be able to see anything, so your attention will be on what I'm doing to you." She liked me to talk like that. Her eyes grew squinty and excited
"I don't know. It makes me nervous."
"Good." I held up some neckties and black pantyhose. "Now why don't you lie down and spread yourself out?"
"What will you do?"
"I'll only hurt you a little."
I tied her and used a blindfold while I tickled, slapped, kissed, and caressed her, but the entire time I was thinking I wanted a new playmate. Oh, Brooke was fine in bed. I was enjoying myself. I spanked her vagina and she let out some hybrid of a whine and a grunt. That wasn't the problem. I leaned down to lick a wide swath around her clitoris, and she writhed. There wasn't, in fact, a problem at all. This was nice. I sat up and pinched a nipple. She grunted again. Now the other nipple. I simply wanted a new one, someone different, someone more femme, someone who wouldn't bore me after sex, who I wouldn't have to share with all the GQ types. Brooke was more Bill's variety. She whimpered, "Ed!" Oh, it was good! I was kneeling over her, playing with her, my penis tumescent as all hell and swinging with my movements, and I thought I just didn't like her very much. I ran my fingers between her oily, fat labia and my mind wandered. I saw the dark-haired cellist in heat, sizzling. What would she be like?
* * * * *
I wasn't thinking of her at all the next Monday, when I had a business lunch with Bill and a co-worker of his, Aaron Something. No relation to Brooke. Bill can get me access to people who think their names as arts donors are among the keys to mobility, today's replacement for nobility. Today, Bill wanted to talk about women and sex, and why he had struck out with the big-breasted woman of means. I never talk about women and sex.
"How do you do it, Ed? You're always getting into their pants."
"Who told? I try so hard to do it where people can't see us." Aaron laughed and took a sip of beer.
"You know what I mean. I saw you making moves on that little fiddle player Friday night. I bet you've got more notches on your belt than you can count."
"It wasn't a fiddle and they're not on my belt." They both laughed and I thought: You useless son of a bitch.
"Well, I've got more money than you, a Hummer, a damned nicer place, better clothes, and I'm better looking than you are. Where do I go wrong?" Now I laughed. "I bet it's because I aim higher. Your fiddler girl didn't seem to have much in the way of tits."
You're worse than a useless son of a bitch. You're a complete putz.
"Oh? I thought she had a pair of them. Are you looking for a trifecta?" He laughed again. "Anyway, I don't give away trade secrets. You'll have to hire me as a consultant."
Aaron said, "I think you should pay him, Bill. I've seen some of the local talent you settle for. More tits than brains." Sharp boy, that Aaron.
"And who fucks their brains?" So of course we all laughed, though frankly it was pretty lame, and I tried to figure how to get out of there quickly, before I got sucked into his type of conversation. I'd almost asked, "Who fucks their tits?" but then I've done that a couple of times.
"Well, does the master here have any advice for me?"
What should I tell him? That women are serious business, and I'm good at my business? That if you pay attention it's pretty clear what works? That my reputation exceeds me?
"Sure. You talk too much. About yourself."
"Yeah. Right. You talk all the time."
"Only with the quiet ones, Bill. Otherwise I go with the conversation. And I don't focus on myself. Pay attention, grasshopper." Aaron laughed again. "Anyway, I don't think you do all that badly. That'll be the cost of lunch, please." I couldn't afford to annoy him, but he wasn't getting any more.
"Why don't you write a how-to book? You could make a mint."
"I just have my rules of engagement. Now, about that bill…" I grinned.
I could explain Bill's problem to him in detail, but he wouldn't understand and he'd think I was being insulting. Which maybe I would be. It would depend on whether I could restrain myself from having fun being pedantic. My boy, there are rules to follow. I dress well. You dress rather too sharply. Dear me, we aren't in the pages of Esquire. I let the wenches know I'm good at what I do. You dwell on it. Tsk. I drop names, too, but not nearly so often and never so obviously. And you have a no repertoire of topics to discuss beyond sports, money, and the big one: Bill the Jerk. They always know what you're after because you're so, ahh, single-minded. I never let them see what's going on inside me.
He picked up the tab. "Your turn next time."
* * * * *
Bill absolutely wouldn't understand my interest in the fiddler girl, but shy women are a great challenge.
Fiddler girl. Shit! I need to stop talking like him. Cellist. Shy cellist. Shy cellist with chapped cheeks from Chappaquiddick.
There I go again. Get back on track, Ed. I don't know if she's ever been there, and being with me wasn't like drowning with Teddy Kennedy. Not much.
Girls like Brooke enjoy the play and the flirting, the chase. You can get away with a lot, and there's no real conquest. You just…oh, you just come to an understanding. Shy ones, though, they'll spook. There's more likelihood of losing. With shy ones you go slowly. Be a horse whisperer. Be soothing. Let them get used to you, relax around you, grow accustomed to your looks, whatever. They're hesitant to open the door, but, once they do, you're in big time. They'll follow your lead. I like shy women. I like the pursuit, and I like the surrender.
Don't go looking like that! It's not foxes and hounds! She, too, wins when she's brought down. With really shy ones, it's the only way they can win. Would you rather they be lonely and unsatisfied? She'll be grateful. She'll let you into her heart and into her body. She may deed them over to you. She'll be happy to. Anyway, I wasn't out to hurt her. She was my little Elizabethan project. I had to scribble reminders about her in my day planner. I had it worked out, in rough form: talk, touch, kiss, caress, fuck, then push her further. A time-honored plan.
I did it the normal way. I took her to a string concerto in the Faneuil Hall area. Shy young woman, not talking much, not knowing what to say or to do with her hands. You'll use them on me soon enough. I can usually carry on a conversation all by myself and keep it interesting as long as needed. I know what to ask to bring them out. She didn't talk on the way to the hall, though, almost at all. I have the patience, Elizabeth. I also have orchestra seats, the better to impress you with, my dear, but she didn't seem to like the performance. I began to think I'd need some help to make progress, and I got it. The gods of seduction were looking out for me.
The first thing was that I happened to wave at Robb Rennick and his wife across the way. Robb auditions strings players for the symphony.
"Him? He's the one I was told to see!"
"Well, I'm pretty sure they're going to the party." That was when she began to open. There's a point for almost anyone.
The other thing was the party itself, and what happened there.
As these parties go, it had a nice location and interesting people. It was in one of those bungalows from the `30s and '40s that are full of gingerbread. The first time you see them they evoke some ur-memory of a past you've never witnessed. Most of those still around are inhabited by students, or have been converted into vegan restaurants, or maybe they house the Socialist Lesbians' Alliance. This one had been grabbed for an honest-to-God residence that had extra charm because it was walking distance from Harvard Square.
It was packed with arts types and profs and museum administrators, people in turtlenecks or plunging necklines or open-neck, button-down shirts and wrinkled jackets, all in black or in odd combinations of colors, with outré piercings and offbeat tattoos, their hair either perfectly cut or perfectly bad. Elizabeth couldn't take her eyes off a woman in a burqa who could almost have been from Saudi Arabia. Nothing of her showed except her left breast, which hung out through an embroidered hole and had a nipple ring. Attached to the ring was a little sign that read, "Don't look."
It was a perfect place to get a sweet newbie interested in me.
There was another thing about the party. It let me introduce Elizabeth to Robb. Two steps forward. "Liz, this is Robb. You saw him at the concert." At first, she looked star struck.
"Hi Liz."
"Elizabeth." She shot me a look and I couldn't help laughing a little.
"Elizabeth. Sorry. You know Ed's not completely housetrained yet. He tells me you're a cellist."
"Yes." That was all. Uh-oh.
"Ah, what did you think of the concert?"
"It was…okay."
"That's certainly open to interpretation."
"Well. It was very good. I just thought the first violin was a little…oh…thin." So she was opinionated. There was hope.
I don't know how their conversation went after that because I was grabbed by Paul Derindorf, who was already piss drunk. Shit. There was no avoiding him now.
"Fuck, Ed! Who do you have to puke on to get money these days?"
"One of the Guggenheims?"
"Christ on a crutch, Ed, it's not funny! Fucking Arts Council turned me down again. Fuckers!" Paul's wife, Anne, looked ready to die. "Fucking Ed thinks it's fucking funny!"
"I'm sorry, Ed." Anne said it quietly. People were edging away. Paul causes that. It's very impressive.
"Quit fucking interrupting!"
I didn't want Paul to get completely wound up, because there was no good way to unwind him. It was time to short-circuit his crap. "I apologize, Paul." Take the bullet. It's small. It'll be rewarded. "It's not funny. What happened?" I touched Anne's arm while I held his eyes. I imagined touching her breast.
"Who the hell knows what happened? They turned down my fucking grant. Again!" He yelled the word 'again.' I thought Anne was going to lose control. Time for some misdirection.
"I tell you what, Paul. I can't promise anything, but Monday I'll make a few calls and at least try to get some info." I had to yell so he could hear me. "Okay? You hang in there. Maybe we can go out and get a drink next week."
"Thanks, Ed! You hear that, Annie?" he looked at her as though he had proven her wrong in a very important fight. Happy and sneering. The asshole. As it was, he didn't even wait to finish talking before he was bumping through the crowd on the way to the bar. I took Anne's hand and put my mouth near her ear. I was close enough to have stuck my tongue into it.
"Has it been like this a lot?"
"It keeps getting worse." Her eyes were about to spill. I hugged her and then gave her my handkerchief, which she used with one hand while I held the other. In a few seconds, she was ready to talk again. "He drinks all the time. He doesn't meet his classes. He won't show me his writing. I don't know what's going to happen."
"Do you have any support?" She shrugged. "Look, I'm butting in, here, but maybe a support group would help?" She shrugged again. She was still dabbing her eyes. "Well, I'm going to call you and take you to lunch. It'll help for you to get out for a bit." She gave a tight smile and handed me back my handkerchief. I could hear Paul's voice, loud again, across the room. It stood out above all the rest of the party noise. "Do you want me to help get him home?"



"No. I'll do it. But thanks." I gave her a little kiss.
"What was that all about?" It was Elizabeth, right at my elbow. She's so quiet, so unobtrusive sometimes, that I hadn't noticed her.
"A pillar of the writers' community, come crashing to earth."
Later I ran into Robb again. He was chatting it up with a potential contributor I'd been trying to see for weeks, who slipped away when he spotted me. Robb enjoyed seeing me lose one. "Your Elizabeth is pretty sharp," he said while he got another brandy. "But I can't imagine you dating a musician. I bet she hasn't got a cent to donate."
"Cynic. I tell you, what she's got is talent." He gave me a look. "No. Not that type. Not that I'd know. Musical talent. She makes the thing hum like lime cello. Didn't she talk about auditioning?"
"No. I thought she was just someone who played."
"Yah. I guess she wouldn't. Well, she's got it, Robb. The real thing. You ought to audition her."
"I take it that's your professional opinion?"
"You really oughta."
"And you're the expert?"
"Have I ever steered you wrong?"
"You've never tried to steer me at all."
"Well, there you have it!" I put my hands out, palms up, like the magician who's just made the naked lady disappear.
Robb swirled his brandy. He put a finger in it and tasted the finger. High class. "Are you sure you're not just trying to look good to her, to get her in bed?"
"She'll never know we had this conversation. Not that I would mind going to bed with her." We both laughed. "Look. Let's make it interesting. If you don't like her playing, I'll buy you lunch."
"And if she's good?"
"You'll be happy to treat me. And none of your damned chowdah. I want Thai." He laughed again.
* * * * *
Afterwards, I drove Elizabeth to the Commons, where it was quiet, and we walked along the edge, sipping coffee from Styrofoam mugs. Being alone with her gave me the best odds, and it was a romantic night—clear, chilly, and still. Nice for a walk. She was thrilled because Robb had told her to call for an audition.
"You have interesting friends, Edward."
"It makes up for my not being interesting myself." She looked at me. "I'm joking! I'm joking! I'm the most interesting one of all. Anyway, my job lets me meet a lot of arts people and get invited to their parties."
"You have to be careful. Sometimes I don't get the joke."
"Tell you what. I'll wear a red flashing flower in my lapel, to warn you." She scowled and punched me on the arm. That was certainly unexpected. "Don't make me spill my coffee."
After a minute, "Tell me about your drunken friend."
"Not a friend. Not really. Really not. The drunken part is right. That's his usual state, that, or getting drunk, or coming down from a drunk, or planning to get drunk. I don't know if the drinking ruined his writing. It's a chicken-egg thing. He was very talented. Wrote a wonderful novel based on his sex life with his first wife and some of her friends."
Elizabeth scowled at me again and I raised a hand. "That's not a joke. It's beautifully written. Seriously. Text like Pinot Noir. It was nominated for a National Book Award. Well, that was then. Now he can't write, and he's driven away his friends, and I think Harvard may force him to retire. And Anne bears the brunt."
We waited at a curb for a line of cars to go by. We were near the Cheers bar.
"She's a lot younger than him."
Yes, and you're younger than me, my dear. Does that mean I can't fuck you? How will it feel when I'm sliding inside your pristine pussy?
"He looks older than he is, but yah, she was his grad student."
"You're close to her?"
You'll never know how close.
"Oh, I love Annie. You'll like her if you get to know her."
"You were really good with her."
"Well, I'm trying to get her to go to bed with me." Elizabeth frowned at me yet again, and I gave her my best, boyish smile. "Red flower flashes!"
She hit me on the arm again. "Just take a compliment, Edward."
"Yes'm. You're going to leave a bruise." I tossed my cup into a trashcan. "The fact is she should leave him, but she won't."
"And his grant application?"
My turn to frown. "Everyone knows why he doesn't get grants anymore. What I don't know is what I'm going to tell him." Time to change the subject. "So how did it go with Robb?"
"Well, we had a nice conversation. Then later he just mentioned the audition out of the blue."
"Excellent! He sees talent." I rubbed my fingertips together like Montgomery Burns, and Elizabeth stepped back and looked at me strangely.
"You didn't have anything to do with that, did you?"
"No. I'm teasing. Red flower flashes now!" I made some firecracker motions in the air with my hands. "Don't hit me, Mistress Elizabeth! I didn't mean to make you suspicious. I'm just glad for you. You know I like your playing."
I got a goodnight kiss, a sweet one. One date down. No, no sex, but progress made. I was sure it was going to happen. And thank you, Paul.
How could I know that it was the end of it all?
End of Chapter 1
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Chapter Two: Conquest
The new life was Elizabeth, but I didn't know it yet.
"He hated me." It was lamentable, her meeting with Robb. That was good for me.
This was the next time I saw her, in a coffee shop just around the corner from her place, with a kosher bakery and sidewalk tables. Picture her face, wind-chapped cheekbones, a wool peasant sweater, the sky only partly cloudy, a beret pulled far down while she sipped cappuccino. I was happy because women who need you are vulnerable.
"I can't believe that. Tell me what happened."
"You know him. I don't. I just want to know what I did wrong."
"So?"
"Well, he was there with two other people. I started to play but he stopped me after a few bars and began correcting me!" She looked half humiliated and half angry. She shook her head. "I had to play the same passage over and over and he kept pointing out things. One of the others, the woman, asked me why I held the bow like I do, and suggested I change it. Edward, I hold it the way you're supposed to! It's not something idiosyncratic about me!"
She sighed and looked away. I waited.
"Then Mr. Rennick brought out sheet music and made me work on that. He never let me finish anything! Finally he said they didn't have any openings. He gave me the name of a teacher and told me to see him."
She stopped again.
"And?"
"Well what was I doing there? Am I that bad? They could have told me straight off they didn't want me, but they let me think I might have a chance!" I shook my head, sympathetically. "It was the worst experience in my life!"
It's dicey, Ed. Be careful how you handle this. She might be wrong. Or she could have blown it. She's feeling rejected, not thinking the experience through. Don't answer right away. Talk her through it. Get the details. Get the whole picture, so you can be her hero, her confidant, the man she thinks about in the evening. Ready? Go.
"How much time did they give you?" That much?
"And who else was in the room?" It's what I thought.
"Who did Robb send you to for lessons?" I know of him. It's okay. Almost certainly. Let her know. Yes. This will score big with her. You're on your way in, Ed Hyde.
"Okay. Okay. I see. Elizabeth, I think they liked you."
"You weren't there, Edward! He hated me!"
"Have you ever seen A Chorus Line?"
"This isn't Broadway!"
"It's still show biz, schweetheart. People can be cold."
"He hated me!"
"Look, I can find out. Do you mind if I call him?"
"No! I couldn't stand that."
"Just to check. He doesn't know we're having this conversation. I'll bring it up in the middle of something, an off-the-cuff question."
"What if he really did hate me?"
"Don't you want to find out?"
She paused. "I don't know."
In the end I sent Robb an email. "Do I get lunch? The divine Ms. Peabody thinks you hated her. Ed."
He answered that evening: "you get lettuce wraps and peanut sauce, ed -- a few months working with georgie s. and she'll be good to go -- and tell your friend this business ain't for sissies."
* * * * *
So now there was movement. You could feel it. Immense power. Momentum. Unstoppable. Panzers moving across the countryside, though I have no idea of the significance of that particular image. I got an enormous hug when I gave Elizabeth the news, and I parlayed it into a series of little kisses. And the rush continued. In the end, getting to fuck Elizabeth Peabody was far easier—and quicker—than I had expected.
I took her to Salem. That's 'witch-haunted Salem' for the tourist trade, and she was a complete tourist. I couldn't believe she had never been there, it's so her kind of place. Of course she was happy to go with me. It was sunny when we left Boston but there were clouds to the West and the breeze was starting to kick up, so it was going to have the right atmosphere. It was already chilly by the time we arrived.
I was careful. We didn't hold hands on the way up, or in the kitschy museums or the restaurant where we had lunch. I didn't push anything. She liked the little shops, especially the witchy and New Age ones. "If you like these, what about Nathaniel Hawthorne's house?"
"That's here?"
"Are you sure you're from New England? I bet you've never seen the Miskatonic River either." She got that joke. "We'd best hurry. It might rain." I checked the tourist map.
The house was perfect for her, as old as lust and full of shadows, especially so with the clouds now coming in low on the wind and the air turning cold. You could imagine witchcraft and demons about the place, and curses, and timeless romance. You could imagine anything. I could imagine Elizabeth sighing while I played with her body in a 17th-century attic. The sky fell just before I took a photo of her under the moss-covered roof at one of the doors, so her hair flew and she had to shiver against the wind. I told her how exotic and lovely she was there, how other-worldly. I showed her the pic so she could see it was true.
"You haven't read The House of the Seven Gables?" Again I had a hard time believing it. "You belong in a story like that, full of mystery and romance and ghosts."
Whoa! That's romance-novel dialogue. Unless she's a complete innocent she'll laugh at it.
But she didn't. That should have told me something.
I pulled her away from the house, out into the sky. Of course her hand was cold and she was glad for me to take it. We walked into legitimately old places, away from the tourists, away from the main streets, down lanes where people still live in houses built in the 1600s, across alleyways, got lost, somehow looped by the bay where the water was choppy and there were whitecaps, and finally wound up back in the tourist district, near the statue of the Puritan that people mistake for a witch.
We held hands almost the entire way. From time to time, really heavy gusts would hit us, and Elizabeth would hug her arms to her front and huddle against them. During the second one I gave her a bear hug and blocked the wind with my body, and she leaned into me until it passed. We did it again. She laughed during it. She sounded childlike, joyful, while we stood firm against the spirits of the wind. The next time I gave her a sneak-attack kiss to surprise her. The time after that, she waited for the kiss. After that we walked with our arms around each other between gusts.
On the way home she fell asleep. I could tell she was nodding off. "That's okay," I told her. "I'll wake you if we ever we get back to town." She smiled and said "No, I'm okay," but a few minutes later she was out, her cheeks red from the wind, her legs splayed open, her knees and inches of her thighs teasing me. I thought I could slide my hand up between them, but I wasn't stupid enough to let it take control right then.
* * * * *
"Wake up, Elizabeth." It was already dark because of the overcast, so dark the street lights had come on, but the clouds broke at the horizon and red light poured over us.
"I'm awake. Isn't it beautiful?"
"Mm-hmm. Would you care to stop for a bite?"
"Let's go to my apartment. I can fix us a quick meal." So I was being invited in. "Is that okay?" She sounded like she was afraid she had offended me.
"I'm honored."
She lives in an old, completely ordinary apartment building. The hall floors are covered by those tiny hexagonal tiles you see in almost all such buildings, and there are the plaster walls covered with seventy-two layers of ivory-colored paint. Her apartment, though, is something else. It is an Emily's home, tiny and chill, with dark oak floors and wainscoting. She had added wall-hangings, cloth carpets, small nineteenth-century prints, candlestick holders, and dark wood furniture to match the floors.
The first thing I noticed was her cello. It was resting on a stand with the bow hanging behind it, in front of a little gas-log fireplace that she lit, in a living room that was hardly an antechamber. She went around the place lighting candles everywhere. I couldn't be sure—not yet—If she was making it romantic for me, or if she always kept it like that, like an Emily would. I went to use the bathroom while she began preparing dinner. It shouldn't have surprised me to find two candles burning in front of the mirror. They made me want to leave the lights off entirely.
Back in the living room I brushed my fingers along the body of the cello. The finish was so old it was textured instead of perfectly smooth, and the fire shone only dimly on it, reddish, dark gold, in auras that shifted with the flame. When my arm touched the bow it swung back and forth.
Elizabeth had arranged her music in a little shrine—the cello, the chair, and the sheet music stand placed around the fireplace. It fit the rest of the apartment, the whole thing being archaic and isolated. She could come home, I thought, and close the door on the horns and sirens, the stores and the people, the T, the noises of the city, to her own little magical place. Was it the arrangement of someone who didn't want to notice how alone she was, or who wanted to imagine she was part of some enchanted world where she wasn't alone? Had it ever been shared with outsiders? It affected my imagination. I could see her playing the cello before the fire, practicing a tender melody to hold off her loneliness and—for the moment—being content.
"Edward…" She stuck her face through the doorway. "Will you open the wine? The tilapia's almost ready."
At the table she held a tiny bit of fish on her fork, a few inches above her plate, and watched me take my first taste. "Is it okay?"
"Yes. It's wonderful."
"Is it spicy enough for you? Sometimes I don't use enough."
"It's fantastic." Now I couldn't add salt.
"I hope it's not too bland."
"Elizabeth, the heavens will tremble to the taste of your tilapia, and stars will sigh in sorrow because I get to sup."
She smiled and looked down at her plate. "You're teasing me."
"Uh-huh. But it really is good eats." She had fresh cut pears, and had made a small salad of greens and sliced almonds and canned tangerines, and had prepared a wild rice dish. It was very good, even the wine, but she only picked at hers. "Aren't you hungry?"
"Oh, I'm ravished."
When she realized what she'd said looked down again.
My, my! Is that on your mind? Time to change the subject, to let you off the hook for now, to let you get comfortable with the idea.
"How old were you when you first knew you had it?"
"What? Had what?"
"It. Talent. On the cello. The hands. The feel for it. When did you know you were so good at it?"
"Oh, I'm not that good."
"Shit." She started.
Be a little more careful, Ed. Try again.
"Excuse me, but you know that's not true. You have it."
She stared at me a moment.
"Well. I was about fifteen. The school strings program needed a cellist, and I was only second violin, so I volunteered. I loved it from the very first time. It feels different—the position and heft of it, and it has such a wonderful timbre. For the first few months I used the school's old cello, and I even loved it."
Bingo! She changed right in front of me—her face, her voice, everything about her. There wasn't time enough in the day for her to tell me about her instrument. We cleared the table while she told me how she'd finally mastered vibrato, how it had come to her over a weekend. While I washed and she dried, she told me how much trouble she'd had because her hands were tender, how she'd broken a blister and bled during a school concert, and how she has this thing for Yo-Yo Ma.
Hell, I have this thing for Yo-Yo Ma! We all do. Miss Elizabeth Peabody, you are a complete music geek. Can we talk about sex, instead? Will you take it up the ass for me?
When she stopped for a breath I asked her,
"Play something for me."
She froze. "Oh, you don't want to hear that." The air came out of that balloon quickly enough.
"Yes I do. Come on." I took her hand and pulled her into the living room.
"No."
"It's waiting for you."
"No, Edward."
"Play."
"Play what?"
"Anything. Some solo."
"Well, I guess." She sat on the cello chair and adjusted it, took the bow, tightened and rosined it, took the cello from the stand. I stood next to the fire, leaning against the mantle. She was looking around. "I know! Bach's First Suite for Cello. The Prelude is wonderful." She looked for the music. Once she found it she futzed with the tuning, doing this and that, and I found myself cocking my head at her and raising my palms in a question shrug. Finally, she started. But she made a mistake. She started over and made another mistake. I was certain I had her. Second date!
"You think that's gonna get you off the hook?"
She began again, and yes, it was as good as the other night. It was better. She played the same way, her left hand moving up and down, her fingers almost ectoplasmic. So maybe I could like a ghostly woman. Elizabeth would glance at the sheet music and then half close her eyes, but she really didn't need to look. Like the other night, I could feel it. She was right about the timbre. The cello is warmer than the violin, but its solos are so damn somber. They sound as though they're waiting for all the other instruments to come back and cheer them up.
After the first few notes I recognized the music. The Bach Prelude is an Emily sort of piece, rich and sad, with the performer alone in the world, waiting for something, offering the barest hint of a promise. Or a hope. A hope of what? Of love?
It was time.
I leaned away from the wall and walked around her to where I could see the sheet music, as if that interested me. She played through this, but the moment I put a hand on her shoulder she stopped. I had barely touched her.
"Keep playing."
She started at the place she'd stopped, but now she stared at the sheet music. Or at least she stared toward it, away from me, as though trying not to show she was aware of what I was doing. I moved my hand to her cheek. She concentrated on the music. Playing. Concentrating. Playing. There was color in her cheeks. I moved both hands to her shoulders, right at her neck, and she kept on, showing no notice whatsoever. I leaned down and touched my mouth to the top of her head and held myself there. The only way I could tell she felt this was from the way her shoulders went tight.
It was when I bent over further and kissed her ear that she stopped again. She was panting. I kissed her cheek. I moved a hand under her chin and raised her face upward, and twisted around to kiss her mouth. She kissed me back. Her breathing was uneven. I stepped around in front to kiss her better.
"Wait." She gasped it. "I can't."
"Can't?" Could I have miscalculated?
"Not like this. Wait." She broke away from me so that she was leaning toward the stand and she placed the cello on it. She was careful. She loosened the bow and hung it and then finally turned back toward me and stood up. "Okay." Only then was I able to kiss her properly.
* * * * *
I didn't touch her body, not for the longest time. We kissed in front of the little fire, changing the pressure and the suction and the motion while we did it, touching the tips of our tongues, then sliding cheeks across each other. I pulled her to me with my right arm and used my left hand to touch her cheek, eyelids, her neck, her mouth. At one point we pulled back and I trailed my middle finger across her lips and she sucked it in. I let her suck it for a minute, pushing it in and then pulling it part way out. Her eyes never left my face. I let her fellate my finger, or was I finger-fucking her mouth? It doesn't matter. It was to let her know I liked how it felt and liked what it represented. Now I could take the next step.
I pulled my finger out and placed my hands on her breasts, over her blouse. I just touched the tips. Her breasts are oval and soft, all natural, what there is of them. I grasped the tips and squeezed a little, and she closed her eyes.
"Loosen your hair." I didn't let go of her nipples.
Elizabeth opened her eyes half way, to look up at me through her lashes, shyly. She raised both her arms to pull the pins out. She didn't step back or try to break free, and I squeezed her nipples the entire time. When the pins were gone she shook her head and ran her hands through her hair to spread it and take out the tangles. That finally pulled one of her breasts free, so I had to catch it again, and while I hunted it Elizabeth's hair fell below her shoulders and over my hands, dark, smooth hair, almost black in that room, but with reddish tints from the fire, all curls and waves from the braiding, making her look almost like another person. I released her breasts and grabbed her hair in my fists, close to her head, pulled her to me, and kissed her again.
"My God, you're a lovely woman."
It's a wonderful line. Would Bill Hamilton ever think of it? And it's true.
Elizabeth reached to take my hands from her hair. When she had them she turned, holding on to one, and without looking back led me into her bedroom. I thought it again: Second date!
* * * * *
A CD played in the background the entire time.
Elizabeth's body fit her face, and the furniture, and the music. She has black, perfectly triangular pubic hair that I plunged my face into as soon as I could. I could tell right away she hadn't experienced this before. She kept staring down at me, looking worried, moving her hands randomly at her side, just off the bed, as though she didn't know what to do with them. But Edward Hyde isn't easily dissuaded! I worked her hood and then her nub, and finally Elizabeth lay her head back on the pillow and began to pant again and move her hips. I think she had three little, rolling crests. I could feel her body change, especially her belly get hard and jerky, and she'd vocalize, making louder "O" sounds before going back to panting.
"Come here." I'd crawled up to her face. She had that dreamy post-coital look, but she didn't just lie there. Down she crawled, and sucked me right into her mouth. This was nice, but I wanted it right. I pushed her face off me and knelt up. "Do it this way." Elizabeth rose to her knees and bent herself at the waist. She sucked me in. Her hair fell onto my penis, almost hiding what she doing, so I gathered it and held her by it. She began again, down and up. It was almost a bobbing, a slow bob. She wasn't very good. She didn't know how to suck or how to keep her teeth off me, but it didn't make any difference. I was close anyway. I began moving my hips and hissing, whispering, "Yes. Like that. Like that."
But she pulled back again, off me entirely. She pushed her hair back with her hands and looked down at my prick. "Do it all the way, Elizabeth."
Push the point. Make the effort.
"I'm sorry. I can't."
"Can't?"
"I've never done it before. I'm sorry."
"I'd like you to try. You feel wonderful."
"I'm sorry." She turned her face away. "Are you disappointed?"
"My God." I pulled her up and kissed her. "In you? Elizabeth! I'll take a little disappointment to be with you."
Damn, I want it! Fuck it all! It was almost enough to make me push her too far. Instead I pushed her only a short distance, down, onto her back, and knelt between her legs, then lay on top of her and kissed her. She kissed back, and we were all lips and tongues for a moment before she broke the kiss off and panted up at me.
"I know men like it."
She was back on fellatio.
Drop it, Elizabeth. Don't bring it up if you're not going down.
She panted some more and put a hand on my cheek. "I don't want to disappoint you." She hugged me as hard as she could and burrowed her face into my neck. "Maybe another time? I'll work on it. Is that okay?"



It was hard to work free, she has holding me so tightly. "Here, Elizabeth. Here. Later is fine. We have world enough and time. Let's do this." I lifted off her a little and felt for her vagina. She was slippery. I took my penis and put the head to her opening and pushed. Ahh! The first contact, the flower being pushed open. The best contact. I watched her while I did it, and her eyes closed completely.
Elizabeth, you're a delicate flower yourself, almost untouched by man. I'll touch you and change you. I'll enslave you.
Later, after we had dozed, I turned to see the clock. Elizabeth stroked my back. "Can you spend the night? I have an extra toothbrush."
Sorry, Elizabeth. There will be bigger disappointments than your new lover departing after sex and leaving your bed empty. Much more profound ones. Please accept this tiny regret. "I can't. I have an early appointment." Of sorts. But then I never stay. Only if the party is going to continue.
"On Sunday morning?" She was playing with my hair, looking up at me. She still had hope.
"Yes."
"Is it in a church?"
"Not nearly as much fun." Not for the client. Much more for me. I dressed and left quickly. Yes, I gave her a good-night kiss and told her I would call. I drove to my apartment, got on line, and ordered a floral delivery. A single, long-stemmed, red rose would be perfect. The card would read:
"To Preludes. Yours, Edward."
That should hold her for a few days.
End Of Chapter 2.
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Chapter 3 of 5: Sodomy
I arrived, at 9:17, at the residence of Mr. and Mrs. J. Carlton Brevard.
"He's gone," said Mrs. J. Carleton. "His flight just left." She was wearing a dressing gown.
"I hope he has a nice trip, Erica. The Folk Arts Museum thanks you both for this generosity. Did he sign the check?"
"Oh he signed it, Ed. But you have to earn it. And in honor of Sunday, all the servants have the day off." Here we go, I thought.
Erica Brevard thinks she's something special, and in her own way, she is. She has a lovely body. Men still hit on her and she loves it, but that isn't what makes her special. It's her enthusiasm. Bill would be disappointed, I think, because I did nothing to get into her pants except have a wiener and work the Brevards up for donations. Her type seems to be represented among the arts people and the moneyed elites—how to put it?—disproportionately. She isn't the only one, although she's the only one I'd call a nymphomaniac. She's probably the least discreet. Once I asked if any of her friends knew about me. "I couldn't ever let anyone know I did something like this," she protested. "I have a reputation to protect." But I had inside knowledge. At least one of her friends knew—one who liked the same forbidden fruit.
She hit on me the very first time I went by their estate, and she let me know she expected good service. She flirted right in front of J. Carlton, who thought it was funny. After he left she came on seriously. "We help you, Ed Hyde, you help me." She pulled my face down and gave me a wet kiss. She wanted to be in charge. That time I did what she wanted. Afterwards, while we were lying tangled in each other and the air was permeated with the smell of cologne released by the sweat between her breasts, I told her what I liked. She breathed rich, hot air into my ear and said, "I pay the bills, dear, and I call the shots." She is a challenge.
"What if I have HIV?" I had asked that when she first asked me to strip. She wanted me naked while she was still dressed. An interesting power game that I decided to win.
"I have condoms."
"Many?"
"Dozens of all kinds. Colored. Flavored. Ribbed."
"I don't use condoms."
"You have to."
"If you want me, you take the risk. I tell you I'm clean, but you have to trust me."
"I don't know."
"What about toys?"
"Vibrators, beads, dildos, whatever you want. I need condoms, Ed, but I like to play."
"Silly me. I was always told women didn't like sex all that much."
"Whoever told you that doesn't live where I live."
Erica wants orgasms almost every day, but she doesn't like to masturbate. She's obsessed with having men make her come. Unfortunately, she's limited by her social position, which is especially tough for a woman who wants to dominate. So she took me on without condoms. Poor girl, we all have our problems. This Sunday morning it was time to use that against her again.
We went up to her bedroom and stripped. While she pulled out a box of her sex toys I played with myself to keep it up, and I palmed a plastic ointment tube. This whole thing could fall apart. It could lose me a big donor. Well, life should be played on the edge.
"Come here, sex-goddess. We're going to play 'The Master and His Slave Girl.'"
"You mean 'The Queen and her Page.'" She lay down beside me on the bed and tried to pull me down to her.
"Oh? I get what I want. Who got you to give up condoms?"
"You know I get what I want. I made an exception because I felt sorry for you."
"Not anymore. Now you get to learn how to serve." I knelt between her legs. "Try this new lotion." I put something from the tube onto my fingers and spread it up and down through her lips, all around her hood. She began cooing but it changed to a yelp.
"Oh! That burns!"
"It's just for a minute."
"Ed! What are you doing?" She sat up and pushed me away.
"Be still. Wait." I held her. "There. Is it stopping? I told you." I pulled her arms behind her back. "Kneel down. You have something to do." Erica sat cross-legged. "On your knees." She did. "Now, today you get to give pleasure, not get it."
"What do you mean?"
"Suck me. Do me all the way."
"You know I don't do that. If you want that check you do what I want."
I slapped one of her breasts. It knocked into the other one. Knockers. I had a flash of Elizabeth's small breasts. It would have hurt her to slap a breast like that, but Erica hardly gasped.
"This isn't about money. It's about you. And sucking. If you want to play it your way we can stop all this right now. You can always find some pussy-whipped guy like J. Carleton, who'll do just what you want. You want me, you play by my rules."
"Do you want that check?"
"Don't be too impressed by your money. There are other donors, or I can get it from hubby at the office. He likes me. I'll tell him you and I have had a disagreement. That will have the advantage of being true. And remember—your precious reputation is hanging by a thread."
That threw her.
"Ed! Don't!"
"So do it now."
"Ed!"
"Do it."
"Maybe. I'll think about it. But will you get me off, first? I was thinking about it all night."
"Today you only give."
"You've got to help me get off!"
"I don't think so. Feel your pussy. Go on. Feel it."
Erica touched herself. She got the most dumbfounded look and felt again. She jerked her head down toward it, then looked back to me. "It's numb! What did you do to me?" She rubbed herself again, hard. No good.
"Anesthetic cream. You don't get off this morning at all."
"Ed! You bastard!"
"You can frig in a few hours. Or, if you're a very good girl, I'll take you all the way there tomorrow. But you have to wait."
"Ed!" By now Erica was almost crying, a big change for a blousy, arrogant woman used to getting her way. I could almost like her like this. She has enough breasts for Bill, and enough brains for me. She simply needed an attitude adjustment to make things worthwhile.
"Now!" And in the end she did it. She leaned forward and pulled me into her mouth and began jacking me. She has a wonderful mouth, hot and wet, all lips and tongue and throat. Whatever she said about not sucking, she has plenty of technique. It took awhile to get me there, since I'd just done Elizabeth the evening before, but I didn't mind.
Let her get used to working at pleasuring someone, the bitch!

In the end I had a satisfying orgasm. Dear me, yes, Ms. Erica! I held onto her hair and ejaculated nicely . I had her hold me in there for a few minutes, catching the dregs while I caressed her face and told her what a sweet, obedient little bitch she actually was. I found excuses to use the word 'bitch' about three times. I half thought she'd be vicious afterwards, but everything worked out perfectly.
"Can I come to your place tomorrow? Ed? Can I? I need you to help me get off! Please?"
Her eyes were wide and her voice was shaky. Do dominant women have a submissive side? I'd always been told that, and it could be true.
"Will you be a good girl?" I folded the check carefully.
*****
I didn't call Elizabeth Sunday or Monday.
*****
Monday morning Erica came by my apartment. I made her strip and kneel in the middle of the kitchen floor while I puttered around. This was better than I had imagined. I made her stay that way a full half hour. Damn, it was hard to wait! No pun intended. After a while she called to me: "Ed? Honey?"
"You want to get off?"
"Ed?"
"Then you'll be a good girl! When I'm ready for you, you're getting punished!" What a great game. Erica didn't seem to realize we really were playing 'The Master and His Slave Girl.' After I'd spanked her and reamed her out and let her have her orgasms, she lay curled against me with her face to my chest, licking my nipples, and she said, "Ed, you're such a complete asshole." What could I do but laugh?
*****
I didn't call Elizabeth Tuesday morning.
It had been long enough now, with no word, to make her worry, even with the flower. The tactical question was: should I let her twist in the wind a couple more days? The flower would have held her most of Sunday. By Sunday evening she would have begun to get concerned.
She'd think, why doesn't he call after we made such sweet love? I thought he liked me. I was sure he did. Maybe it's because I didn't use my mouth?

It wouldn't be long before her heart would fall into her stomach. I know a guy who will torture women with uncertainty about his feelings, who will string them along, make them wait, and generally cause them to obsess about him. He swears it addicts them. Maybe so. There's a fine line between not letting them take you for granted, and being cruel.
*****
I told you. Elizabeth was just a girl I was using. I wasn't done with her yet, but she didn't get in the way of other things. Tuesday morning, Anne was at the door. Poor, dear, desolate Anne. I sucked her in.
She hadn't buzzed my apartment and I hadn't heard the elevator. She must have crept up all six flights, avoiding people, ignoring the old fixtures, missing the ceiling lights reflected in the hall floors. No light heart or dancing feet for sweet Annie. She probably stared at the stairs the whole way. I put my mouth to her head to inhale her, ran the fingers of one hand through her hair, and stroked her back with the other one. We stood in the hall, just holding. How many times has that happened, maybe at this very door? How many people, filled with lust or need, people who are now aged and decrepit or dead and largely forgotten, people who once spilled into each other, who came alive with flesh on flesh?
"My Annie." I wanted to comfort her, and I wanted to fuck her. "Come in."
"I shouldn't." We were still holding and rocking a little, back and forth. I was half erect. She couldn't miss it.
"Do you want to go to lunch?"
"I'm not very hungry."
"Then come in."
Inside I held her hands. I kissed her forehead, a cheek, finally her mouth. "Don't Ed. Please. We can't." I ignored her, and this time she kissed me back, but then she broke it off. "Ed! I shouldn't. I can't."
"So you can continue your joyless little life?"
"You know why I can't."
"I know why you think you can't." I pulled her back in and kept giving her little kisses. She looked up at me.
"Please don't." More kisses, all over her face, a different spot each time.
"When was the last time he made love to you?"
"Oh, you're evil! Don't take advantage of me."
"How long has it been?"
"I don't know. It's been so awful."
"I'm going to take advantage."
"You know I can't resist you, not now. Please don't."
"Yes, I'll please you."
We went into a deep, sweet, slow kiss. I sucked her tongue in. I remember caressing her face. She was brushing her palms on my chest, the pads of her fingers touching my nipples, pushing her body against my penis. She finally ended the kiss and rubbed her cheek on mine. Her cheek was wet. So much for giving her comfort. She spoke in a sigh: "Why didn't I stay with you?"
"Because I'm the Devil." I didn't say, "And I'm not a novelist."
I played a memory of being with her. I've never run across another woman who'd fuck so hard or so long. I could still hear her growling and panting while she jerked her mound at me. She was the first truly multi-orgasmic woman I'd known, and she'd wanted them all.
"At least the Devil pays attention to his subjects. He seduces them and holds on to them. Not like Paul." She wiped her face against my shirt. I didn't mean to make you cry again, Annie, just to sex you.
In a minute, she was better.
"I play with their desire. You were always one of my best subjects. I'll capture you again and again, whenever you're weak."
She laughed this time. Maybe I could make her happy for a while. "Only one of them? You evil man. I could be your best subject." She brought her hands up to my cheeks and pulled me down into another slow kiss.
We went into the bedroom where I took off Anne's clothes, slowly, one piece, another piece, until her soft body was completely available to me. I fucked her the rest of the morning. She slammed her pubis against me, again and again and again.
*****
"Edward!" Even on my cell, I could hear Elizabeth collect herself. "Hi. How are you?"
"I've been thinking of you."
"Me too."
"You've been thinking about yourself, too?"
"Edward! If you were here I'd have to slap you."
"Then I should come on over, shouldn't I? To get my punishment? I'd like to see you."
"Now's not a good time."
"Oh." I let it dangle.
"No, I want to see you. I just have a job tonight. I have to leave in a little bit."
"Can I drive you? I could pick you up afterward and we could get some coffee."
"Okay." There was hesitation in her voice. Maybe she was worried I only wanted sex. Or maybe I was a complication.
"Or we could go out, maybe this weekend? The Museum of Fine Arts has an Art Deco exhibit."
"We could do both…"
But she wouldn't let me in. Was she more into games than I'd thought? Was it more complicated? After her gig, after coffee and a pastry (on which she scarcely nibbled), after the drive to her apartment, holding hands all the way and feeling her up at stoplights, Elizabeth left me at the front door.
Oh she didn't reject me there. She didn't put me out like old newspapers or beer cans for recycling. That's not what I'm saying. Something was amiss. And amiss is as good as a mile.
I'm sorry. These things just come out. My mind generates them on its own, little word plays that help take it off…what I want my mind taken off. Elizabeth is what I want my mind taken off. I'm sorry. It comes like a flood. Not about that night. No. That was funny in its way. I could tell she was concerned well before we pulled up. What I don't want to think about is later, long later. I do things to forget, but it's no good.
That night there were leaves skittering across the streets and the street lights had that glittering quality they get when there's ice in the air. The look was perfect, but Elizabeth had her own look, a worried one, while she told me she had work to do and had to get to bed early.
"So you're sending me away?"
"I'm sorry, Edward. I love being with you. It's just…I can't tonight."
"Then let me make out with you here."
"On the steps?"
"Against the wall will do nicely."
Making out was nice. There was nothing cold about her except her cheeks. I can still see it, feel it, remember the whole experience. Everything. I can see so many scenes from my time with her. My left arm was between her neck and the wall and my right was—usually—at her waist. I ran my mouth up and down her neck and I felt her up some more, and she pushed her body out against me. Her breath was tinged with coffee when we kissed. She broke the kiss to move her mouth over my neck, to give me back the chill bumps I'd given her, on the way giving me a hickey, then licked me all the way up to my ear. Her breath was loud, rich, full. It shared my ear with her tongue, and then with her voice. I had a hard time making out what she was saying, with that susurrus. "My Edward. Think of Saturday. We'll have so much more time then." It was the most sensual rejection I've ever experienced.
*****
I didn't call her the rest of the week, to punish her a little for Tuesday. I had to maintain my advantage. Don't let her get too confident. I began to think she was more experienced than she'd seemed. Almost everything made sense, except for the two words she'd said that would have been fine if they'd been separated from each other: "my" and "Edward."
Saturday happened. Elizabeth loved the exhibit, and the dinner, and the drive through Beacon Hill at dusk. Her hair was unbraided, pulled back in a long ponytail she used to tickle my face while I drove, until I grabbed her hand to make her stop. After that she lay her head on my shoulder and rested her hand on my thigh. The evening was building toward the inevitable. I was ready to push far beyond where she thought she was willing to go. Step by step it was unfolding, up the steps to the porch, to the door. Then,
"I have to tell you something. I don't think we can…you know…tonight."
I must have looked stunned.
"I'm sorry. You know how much you mean to me. And I want to do things with you. It's just that I'm…well…I'm…" And I knew.
"Having your period."
"Yes!" She hugged me. Wait a minute!
"Since Tuesday?"
She stepped back. "Well, I was spotting then."
"Why is that a problem?"
"Edward!"
"Elizabeth!" I put my hands on my hips like I was going to scold her. "We can do everything."
She gasped. She really was inexperienced.
"I can't!" She got a look almost like panic.
"There are other things we can do, too. Hot things."
We're going to have fun, you and I.
"I don't know…"
"Trust me." I tickled her neck with my lips. "We'll lay a towel across your bed, to protect your sheets."
She looked away, then back, then away, considering something. She gave me a one of those sweet kisses that mean something, if you could ever interpret them properly. Finally she took my hand. "Come in."
We kissed all the way up to her floor, in her tiny elevator. I didn't try to touch anything. Sometimes you make more progress by letting things develop on their own. Direct things by indirection.
Elizabeth went around lighting candles again. I poured two glasses with a Riesling and turned off the electric lights as I followed her.
She insisted on stripping me. She was as inexperienced at this as with everything else. She unbuttoned my shirt, then had to stop to unfasten my belt and slacks. She started pulling them down but had to stop again, to untie my shoes. She didn't want me to help, except to lift my legs or shift my body a little. When there was just my underwear she stared at the impression of my penis. Had she made her decision yet? She pulled them down, getting my dick caught in the elastic for moment. When I was finally completely naked, standing almost on top of my clothes, she asked me to climb onto the bed.
"What about your clothes?"
"I'm keeping mine on tonight."
"Oh, no, cello girl. We don't do it like that."
Finally she gave in. She stripped for me while I watched, but she stopped at her panties.
"They go too."
"No. I can't."
I knew why. "You're wearing a pad." She colored as she nodded. It was almost as though the movement of her head, atop that lovely neck, set off the coloring. Yes, that was it. A pad. It embarrassed her to know I knew about it. Damn, she was sweet!
"Next time, use a tampon. It won't get in the way as much."
Eventually we knelt facing each other. I'm sure Elizabeth was working up her courage. When she thought she was ready she pushed against my chest with both hands, and leaned down to take me in her mouth. She did it like the other night. I held her hair and pushed my meat into her a little and we set up the dance of face and cock.
She began to jerk me. "Don't." She looked up, my penis still in her mouth, the question coming from her eyes. "Slow down. Suck more. Yes. Like that. Slower. Yes." Shit, yes. I told her to go slowly because I wanted to stretch out the time.
Her mouth grew hot and so wet she occasionally slurped. It was coming, it was coming, much better than the other night. I gave her warning. Just as the pleasure took over I grunted to her. "Now," and it came over me and I came into her.
She handled it smoothly, no cough or shudder, no noises. I thought it had been easy for her. But when she let me slip from her lips and raised up, she had an odd expression. She was opening and closing her mouth, and pursing her lips. She held the back of a hand in front of her mouth and looked me in the face.



"Was I okay?"
"You were wonderful!"
She laughed, suddenly, into her hand.
"Here, love." I handed her the wine. She sipped it and swallowed. She had a bizarre grin. She laughed again, something between a giggle and a guffaw.
"I did it, didn't I? I gave you a blow job!"
She put the glass down and launched herself at me, her face to my shoulder. Whoa! I grabbed her and held her while she hugged me. She moved her head back and forth and talked into my chest.
"Oh, Edward! I was so afraid! I didn't know I could do it. I thought I'd get sick, or I'd be terrible."
She laughed a third time. It was a laugh of relief, wasn't it? I felt her soft flesh, her mouth, her little breasts, her eyelashes, but then it all changed. I couldn't be prepared, and I wasn't, when she began snuffling. By the time she sat back she was teary-eyed. It was as though something terrible had happened.
"Elizabeth?"
Her chin began to crumple.
"Elizabeth?"
"I'm sorry." She wiped her eyes. "I'm happy. Really." She smiled brightly, much too brightly, tearfully, and rubbed her eyes again. "I wanted this to be special for you." Her voice went to a higher pitch. "What if I couldn't do what you wanted?" At the end of the sentence her voice broke entirely and she began crying.
Oh Jesus, no! How did that happen? Come here. Hold her close. Pet her. Murmur to her. Tell her how wonderful she is.
I could feel her damp face, feel my chest getting wet.
Oh shit, Elizabeth! You're not ready for the bigs. I brought you up too soon.
She couldn't seem to stop herself. "I'm sorry I'm being such an idiot."
Shh, my fiddler girl, my little cocksucker. Cry if you want to. I love your mouth. I love every part of you. I want to do everything with you, over and over. If only this weren't so strange.
We lay together on her bed for over an hour. I kissed both her eyes, her forehead, her nose, an ear, a cheek, her mouth, and I told her she was beautiful. She calmed. I tickled her with my fingertips and sucked on her nipples and gave her a nip just below her navel. I petted her through her pad. When she grabbed my hand to stop me I rushed back to her face and held her arms beside her head and planted kisses on her face all over again. She grew happy, really happy, and content, so after awhile we could simply lie side by side, looking at each other and talking about nothing while we held each other. I began to doze and had to rouse my self to leave.
*****
What did I think of her?
That's what you want to know, isn't it?
I don't know the answer, not exactly, not clearly. She was unstable. Or she was wonderful. I didn't know. I couldn't tell. I thought something. I don't know what. I can't say it. I don't know how. I once made a girl cry by breaking up with her. I'd gotten any number of blow jobs. The two don't exist in the same universe. No one had ever cried over sucking me. No one had ever cried because she thought she might not be able to please me. Not that I know of.
What had I gotten into? When we were done, would she stalk me? Or would she wither away in that apartment, be a recluse, a ghost, a hermit, announcing her presence only by the occasional, despairing sounds of a cello sifting under her door? Would it kill her?
She's too fragile, Ed! What should I do? I don't know.
*****
I called her Sunday morning. I had some paperwork but would come over mid-afternoon. I didn't want her to be alone.
"I have to practice, Edward." That was all right. I'd bring food and would read and cook while she practiced. I'd make dinner. "I don't eat red meat," she said. Fine. Ed Hyde isn't dissuaded. I'd leave the ground chuck at home.
I stayed out of her way while she did her exercises. She played the same set of cello parts, over and over, the music following me through the apartment, rich, sad strings. I baked a salmon casserole and read some funding reports while it cooked. I read the reports and I drank tart Rhine wine, surrounded by the smell of baking and her music, and sometimes I'd put down my papers to look into the little living room, to watch her practice in front of the tiny, gas-log fire.
*****
After dinner I led her to the bedroom.
"You have to trust me."
I lay a towel across the bed and stripped her. She already had a tampon. "Take it out." Then, "Lie down." I played with her body and we kissed, and then finally we had sex. There wasn't any blood to speak of.
She has the sweetest, lean, pale body, small breasts, and dark hair but not too much of it. I ran a single finger everywhere, while she rested. I got a slippery mixture of juice and semen out of her and drew sketches on her stomach, sketches that dried into invisible art before I finished them. Sometimes there was a faint red tinge. "Turn over. Onto your stomach."
I played with her bottom, an innocent, white, smooth bum, massaging her gluteus before going between her cheeks. I played with her anus, letting my finger go around and around it, then taking the finger down to her vagina and getting it slippery, then back up and pushing it into her. She tensed but didn't say anything. So it was. I'd gotten into the back door. I'd get further. Take the next step. I pushed my finger all the way in. Her anus was tight around it. She still didn't say anything. I finger fucked her anus for a minute, nice and slow, all the way in and out. Hold it there.
"I'd like to be in there." I pushed my finger in again.
"Not your finger?"
"No. My penis. I'd love to be inside you here." She thought about it for a minute while I moved my finger around in her.
"I don't know."
"Oh, you might try it. It could surprise you." I got my finger slippery again and ran it around her rim, and while I did I told her why and how she might do it. I didn't tell her the big reason, the one I was relying on. I told her the other things. "You think it will hurt."
"Uh-huh. That's part of it."
"But it doesn't. Not if you do it right, not if I lubricate you and play with you a long time and let you open slowly, and especially if I play with you up front too."
She didn't answer.
"And you think it's dirty."
"Yes."
"But it's usually not." I drew more slippery circles around Elizabeth's anus. She got goose bumps on her ass, and clenched it. "And it doesn't have to be at all. I can clean you, so your ass will be pristine." She lay still while I played with her slippery anus some more. "Do you want to know how?"
"I'm not that innocent, Edward. I know how. When would I do it?"
"I'd do it. It would be part of the playing."
"You wouldn't go into the bathroom with me, would you?"
"Not if you didn't want me to." I had a thumb in her ass now, and the other one in her vagina. I was hard again, all the way up.
"I don't know." But she would. She would, for the big reason. Women, almost all of them, want to let their guys do things, especially when the blossom is fresh on the vine. That's the one reason you stay silent about, or you ruin it. As things go I could have done her right away. She raised her hips to let me thumb fuck her, and I got up behind her and fucked her vagina from behind. I kept a thumb up her ass the whole time, all the way in. She was tight and elastic. Exquisite.
*****
*****
"You don't want to get as old as me."
Mrs. Chandler was almost ninety, and frail. Not like those hearty octogenarians you run across these days. No, she was the old fashioned type, all sticks and parchment. There was almost nothing there at all—no body, rheumy eyes, wispy hair, whispery voice. She was completely desiccated. I had thought working with her, of all people, would stop Elizabeth from running around inside my head. She sat hunched over in her wheelchair, but she was alive in there somewhere and she wanted to change her will to leave three-hundred thousand dollars to keep the music flowing.
It was ten days before she would die. Of course I didn't know that. I did know she had a clear mind and no one to hold her. This was a nursing home for well-off folks, so she had brought some old furniture with her, and the walls were covered with paintings and with photos of mostly long-dead family members, but she was seldom visited by the living ones. I felt sorry for her.
"I didn't have sex until I was twenty-six, and it was so good I did it six days in a row. I rested on the seventh." She laughed, which was a sound like two blocks of wood being rubbed together. "It was like I'd created a whole new world. I wanted to do it all the time. I did everything. Everything!" When she said "everything" the second time she opened her eyes wide and gave me a look that was almost insane. I hadn't brought up the subject. She got around to it in her own way, and on her own schedule. It was what she wanted to talk about, and she was the patron.
"I wish I hadn't lost those years, but back then you didn't do that sort of thing, and who knew we were wrong?" I nodded. "I had so many lovers. I had one-night stands. I knew more about men's bodies than most call girls, and the whole time almost everyone thought I was Miss Goody Two-Shoes." I nodded again.
"Then I met Mr. Chandler." Here a sigh came out from some place inside the shell. "He courted me, and he was a millionaire. What would you do?"
"I don't know."
"You're not shocked, are you?"
"No."
"I knew you wouldn't be. Well I decided I wouldn't be young forever and I needed to settle down." She was silent for a minute. I waited her out. "Sex with him was terrible. He was flabby, and his breath was always bad, from cigarettes, and he didn't know anything interesting to do."
"I'm sorry."
"Thank you, Mr. Hyde. But feel sorry for my letting age catch up with me, not for Mr. Chandler. After all, it wasn't his fault. Not all of it. And he was sweet, and generous, and he really loved me." That sigh again. "I found ways to have my men on the side, just not as many. And when my husband died he left me almost everything, though by then his family had found out some things about me and didn't approve." She paused. "I think he knew those things too, but he never showed it." It was the first time she'd called him her husband.
We sat in silence while I thought of other people, of my mother and how she'd withdrawn from the world when my son-of-a-bitch of a father died, and of Elizabeth. Why hadn't my mother gotten a second life, like so many other widows do? What would Elizabeth be like when she was ninety? I tried to imagine something else. Finally I asked Mrs. Chandler if she wanted to discuss her bequest, but she didn't.
"Don't get old, Mr. Hyde. You're young and vigorous. You don't want to lose it. You don't want to be like me. I haven't experienced desire, the physical part, for years, and I miss feeling it. Do you have a young woman?"
"I'm not sure I can answer that."
"Yes." The carved head nodded. "It's often like that. I had many I wasn't sure of. Some of them were sure of me. I was sure of only two. One died and the other broke my heart. It was easier getting over the broken heart." A tear formed in a mottled eye and wandered an inch down the face, where it spread among all the crevasses. It was as incongruous as a tear on the face of an old, carved, cigar-store Indian. "But there were always more young men to play with until enough years had passed that my body fell apart and they weren't interested in me except for my money. Then there were older men. Then there were only impotent men. And then I lost my sexual appetite. It just happened, Mr. Hyde, all by itself, like sand through an hourglass." Silence again. "It's terrible to have only your memories."
"I'm sorry."
"That's all right. I'm not a believer, but sometimes I convince myself that when I go I'll join my one, dead love, my dear Jer, and we'll be young like we once were." She changed the topic, and it was abrupt. "Well, Mr. Hyde, my attorney has already drawn up and filed the papers. The bequest is set. I won't change it. But I have a request for you, and I can understand if you refuse."
"Refuse?"
"Once more before I go I'd like to taste and feel a man."
"Taste and feel."
"There are rumors you can be generous with yourself, and that you are creative." She gave another little block-on-block laugh, which turned into a cough. She couldn't get the phlegm up, so for a minute or two it sounded as though it were vibrating in place while she tried to breath. Finally, "I haven't tasted a man in years. Or felt a swollen Kadiddlehopper." She cackled at her choice of words, and for a moment I thought the phlegm would come up again. Finally, "I can still taste a little. If you would indulge an old woman in this, it would give me a fresher memory. The old ones are so tattered, I don't know what I have forgotten."
"You aren't joking, are you Mrs. Chandler." It was a statement, not a question.
"No. Will you?"
I didn't have to consider it long. I stood and loosened my belt. I got close to her face so she could watch me work it up. She seemed absorbed by the sight. "All right Mrs. Chandler. Will you do me the honors?"
"Thank you, Mr. Hyde. And it's Dorrie." She sucked me into her mouth. I was surprised at the heat and moisture, and how supple she was inside. Getting to orgasm without the desire wasn't very interesting, but it wasn't hard to do, and after I finished she said, "I had forgotten so much of what it was like, Mr. Hyde, what the real experience was. Now I remember. It took me back so nicely. Thank you."
Is it too hard for you to believe I did it as a gift?
*****
*****
I conquered Elizabeth's ass at my apartment because she got a roommate. "I can't afford the apartment by myself, Henry." That was her explanation, and I guess it was true. Of course it was. She's no daddy's girl. The roommate would have the dining room, which could be closed off. We would still have the bedroom, but not the whole place. I hadn't a clue about Justine until she moved in.
Yes. Justine. And yes. I'm not the only one who's read de Sade, am I? She isn't that Justine, though, the virtuous girl abused by others. Not a chance. This one could be the abuser. You could see it in her eyes. I could almost smell it on her. Sometimes you can tell when you first meet them, but Elizabeth couldn't. Justine presented worlds of possibilities. I knew she wasn't worth the risk.
So I took Elizabeth to my place. She loved it. It's the opposite of hers. She loved the polished brass and polished, wood floors, the marble insets, and the windows that reached from the floor. It was light, bright, with carved touches along the halls. She loved that my furniture was so different from hers, my square, pale oak pieces, the mixture of old American and modern Danish. We aren't alike in anything, or not much. I was hoping we were complementary in sex. I had let her know at the beginning of the evening what I had planned for us. She hadn't said a word about it, but she'd been quiet. My fear: would she cry again?
You've experienced it, haven't you? Being on a different plane than your lover. She goes along but isn't swept along. It isn't quite right but you don't want to step back from it. So it goes. I kissed Elizabeth and touched her and licked her, to bring her over, but what she wanted was to get on with it. Me? I was pulled by my lust for her ass, going fast, too fast to consider slowing down. It speeds through me like riding the mile-high slide at the water park.
Play with her ass, Ed. Push your slicked fingers into her. One, two, three. I'm ready for it, Edward. She was so tense her anus had tightened right back up, but I was filling her with water. God bless it! Her head was down on her arms, her hips up high, such a beautiful pose of submission for me. Go empty yourself, Elizabeth. Then: ass up again. Refill her. The bag went from fat to flat and Elizabeth made a sound in her throat I couldn't interpret. Her belly muscles shimmered. My Elizabeth. My trooper. Empty yourself. I'll slick you up again. Lie down here, legs off the bed. Here's my erection at your anus. Push.
I held it all the way inside her, as deeply as I could. Hold it. Hold it. Don't move. God damn just feel it taking in the whole depth of her. Elizabeth was grabbing breaths and holding them. Now pump. Out, in. She made a noise, something different, some kind of cry. Out, in. Ah! Out, in. Keep it up. Fuck that tight, rubber, smooth ass. Do it! Pump again. That's what it was like.
She made another noise, a real cry. "Edward, please!" Don't stop. Finish it! Here it comes. It's coming. Push. Push.
It was as good as it could be. I lay atop her for minutes afterwards, my erection becoming a penis, my penis shrinking, lying there until I was sure I had pumped everything that I had.
*****
"How are you?"
Elizabeth smiled up at me, my Mona Lisa. I could tell she was going to dodge the answer. "Was I okay?"
"You were wonderful." That's my good girl. Keep that attitude.

I was too enervated to think about what I would do to her next time—something exciting, I'm sure—but she turned the tables on me by changing the subject.
"Can I spend the night?"
Oh my! You're learning, aren't you? Quid pro quo. I owe you, don't I? I'm certainly not going to kick you out. I don't want to disappoint you, especially not now. Let's get you a T-shirt and a toothbrush.
The tee hung to Elizabeth's knees. She held her hands like a ballerina and made a pirouette.
"Is Madame ready for a snack?"
She followed me to the bathroom, then out to the kitchen and living room. About halfway out she said "You're it!" and began touching and poking me from behind. I slapped back at her fingers. I intended to lock the door and turn off lamps and close the plantation blinds, but while I did it she poked me again. "You're it!"
It seems, when I think back, that something had changed for her, that she was able to shed her old skin, to be playful with me, to be at home. I wouldn't have expected that, not with her ass chafed by my dick and my semen swimming through her bowels. Not after her sweet submission to my wants. I hadn't expected her to be kittenish, but here she was teasing me. I tried ignoring her, but she grew bolder, so I turned without warning and roared.
She shrieks well.
I was hungry. Well, sure. Sex does that. So I made us a snack of fried egg sandwiches, on a sliced baguette, with mayo, and I found something else had changed. Elizabeth had more appetite. There was no more picking at her food. She finished her sandwich and a tall glass of milk. There was some sliced cantaloupe in the refrigerator, and she ate two slices.
By golly, Miss Elizabeth! Stick with me and you'll gain weight.
After we put the dishes away, she followed right behind me to the bathroom, poking and pinching me, until I turned and roared at her again. She hadn't forgotten how to shriek. In the bathroom, she insisted on our brushing our teeth at the same time, in the single sink. Then to bed.
Let's snuggle down, Elizabeth. I'll lie here quietly, until I'm sure you're asleep and won't be bothered by my leaving. Then I'll read out on the couch.
About a half hour later she said "Edward?" from the bedroom doorway, and I almost jumped. Jesus! She was only half awake, and I was only half a step from a heart attack. "Couldn't you sleep, Edward?"
"I don't sleep very well. I didn't mean to wake you."
She came over and sat beside me, blinking and yawning but not wanting to sleep alone, wanting to be with me. She put a couch pillow on my lap and lay down. Okay. Wriggle around until you get comfortable. I took the afghan from the back of the couch and folded it over her, working downward from her shoulders. I leaned far down to tuck it in around her legs. When I sat back she was smiling up at me. My girl. Never in my life had anyone slept on my lap. You were the first one, Elizabeth. I beeped her nose.



"Time for Elizabeth to go back to Neverland." I petted her hair, then picked up my book with my left hand so I could leave my right hand on her hair. In a few minutes she was gone.
I never did get any reading done. I couldn't concentrate on it, not with her breathing so softly and regularly, the occasional tickle of her breath, the shape of her hand resting in front of her face, or her face itself, as serene as a cat's, her closed eyes, her lashes resting just above her cheekbones, everything. I stared down at her for a long time, and every few minutes I caressed her hair, very softly so I wouldn't wake her, until finally I grew sleepy, too. It must have been nearly an hour. "Come on, Elizabeth. Let's go to bed."
End of Chapter 3
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Chapter 4: "Love"
It's hardest at night, when there's nothing to distract me.
In the night I'll remember sleeping with Elizabeth, or not sleeping. I'd be on my side and she would push herself up against my back. I'd be almost asleep and then I'd feel her breathing, first her chest, then her stomach, moving rhythmically against me. Sometimes her face would touch me straight on, and her breath would heat a spot in the middle of my back. Her breath was the warmest thing in the bed.
She wasn't always like that, not nearly so romantic or dreamlike a sleeper. I found out that first night. I awoke at one point with her arm across my face. She was sprawled almost diagonally, spread all over the place. Later I woke up cold. She had pulled the comforter away and wrapped it around herself. It was nearly morning, but way too early to get up. Should I wake her? Hellfire. Not for anything. She was so damned cute, wrapped in my pilfered comforter. I walked around to her side of the bed and pulled it free. Gently. I spread the comforter out, then tucked it around her to make sure she stayed warm, but she corkscrewed back into it before I even got back to my side. Oh well. I pulled it back over, far enough to cover me, and gripped the edge until I fell asleep.
The next time I woke up it was morning and I was lying on my back. Elizabeth's head was pressed against my shoulder and she was squeezing my arm. She was already awake, and grinning at me, looking about as superior as you can. "You were snoring, sweetie."
"I'm afraid to tell you what you've been doing."
She moved in with me that day. Or we moved back and forth with each other. Her place. Mine. It didn't matter. We slept together almost every night. That morning she wanted to show me she could suck me without crying, and she could. We spent hours in bed, sipping hot chocolate and reading the Sunday papers and bothering each other.
Once we finally got up, she stood at the living room window, looking over the mass of alleys and buildings and the occasional tree. You could see a bridge in the distance.
"This is so beautiful."
"Well, maybe if you're going to stand there all morning you should put some clothes on."
"Don't you like me like this?"
"Everyone will like you like that."
"Aren't you proud of how your girl looks?"
"Yes, but I don't want to show you off that much."
"Why not?"
"A nice lesbian couple lives across the way. We're friends, so I'd rather not have to fight them off."
Elizabeth spread her front all the way across the window. Shy girl.
*****
When did I ruin it?
It wasn't the day I passed an antiques shop in Brighton and saw an Art Nouveau lapel pin in the shape of a cello. Oh, she'll love that! I bought it, though it was more than I could afford. While the shop owner wrapped it in tissue and put it in a small, white box of folded cardboard, I plotted how I'd give it to her. I finally decided to place it atop her pillow and let her find it. I could hardly wait.
It wasn't that soon.
It didn't happen a week later, when we sat for forty-five minutes over lunch, in the middle of a park on the Charles, in bitterly cold sun, bundled under the comforter and drinking hot tea from thermoses, because Elizabeth missed the sunlight. I didn't ruin it then.
*****
You want another scene? Imagine this. We're naked, as usual, on my couch, nuzzling each other, and I'm stroking her puss. One finger quick down the middle. Caress. Repeat. We're kissing and I like how her breath goes just so. I'm affectionate, but there's her ass, and I want it again.
You'd think it was only her ass. You'd think it was only the sex. No, but God bless, to be in there. Why do I want that? Why do you want to know? Why does anyone want anything? I play with her crack, with her rim. I wet her and slip a finger inside, then two.
"Do you want to be in my anus again?" I can't tell from her voice if she's curious or disapproving.
"You have such a sweet ass, sweeter than any other." And it feels so fucking good.
She turns toward me. There's a look to her.
"Have there been many others?"
"None as sweet as you."
"Have there been many other asses?"
"None like yours. I love being in you."
"How many have you been in?"
"You're the sweetest, every part of you. Anyone else was just practice, so I wouldn't fumble too much with you."
She looks away, and I keep petting her. Curly black fuzz pushes back against my palm.
"Sometimes fumbling can be good." Her breathing has changed. I don't care if she complains. It's almost time.
"When you fumble with me."
"Isn't that good?"
"Yes. When you fumble. My girl should learn on me." How did the lines go? "Rapidly backwards and forwards, the early bees are assaulting and fumbling the flowers."
"I know that one. 'The Naming of Parts.'" She puts her face to my throat and her breath wets me. Now.
"You do the fumbling. I'll name all your parts and assault your flowers, rapidly, backwards and forwards."
I make her get up and walk to the table. She can use a pillow for her face and arms, for cushioning. She glances at an empty beer bottle as she leans forward from the waist. The bottle is sitting on the side of the table. She's careful not to touch it. Spread your legs. Hold yourself for me. Two fingers with slippery jelly go in easily. In, out, and around. Next my penis, nice and fat, just for her. I want to stretch her completely today. I'd like to go too far. Yes, I would. Don't ask me why, damn it! If I could shove too far, force more than she can bear, and still have her take it, I would! I love her, but I would.
Take it, Elizabeth! Take it!

When she opens I slide right in and she goes "Ohh!" and it's to the hilt. Yes, yes. Stay in. Play with her puss again. Fingers in. Pull on it. Thumb goes around in a circle while she holds herself for me.
Now for the beer bottle. I think Elizabeth knows what I'm going to do with it. I've been thinking about this ever since I used it in on Erica. Put it to her flower. Push it in. She grunts wonderfully. What is it like for her? I push the bottle in hard, and twist it, and hold everything tightly inside her, together, so she can experience all the pressure before I use the bottle on her. I'm still holding my dick motionless so I don't come too soon. I think I can bring her off first, but she's perfect no matter what. She'll let me do anything.
*****
Then there's what happened after the scene. Once we were cleaned, and rested. She had put on her undies, in case there was seepage, and a Red Sox sweatshirt.
"I was thinking of you," she said, "and it came to me. It's just a little thing."
She took down the cello, dressed in sweatshirt and panties, in front of the fire, and she started playing. She began with four notes. She repeated them, as in a round, three or four times, then she played four higher pitched notes, then introduced variations on the rounds, and finally she spilled seamlessly to a lilting sequence that took her back to the original notes, where she began again. She had been thinking of me. It was something simple, and lovely, and for me.
What can you say? What can you do? She looked down shyly when she was done. She wasn't sure about showing off. I wanted to pick her up and whirl her around until I could run off with her someplace. Instead I told her it was the nicest thing I could remember anyone ever doing for me. Nothing cool came for me to say.
*****
How did I ruin it?
It wasn't that she found I had set up her audition with Robb.
"What makes you think that?"
"He told me. You got lunch out of it, didn't you?"
"Maybe."
"Edward!"
"Maybe. Maybe I happened to let it slip that you were talented. You know, wonderful on the cello, far more wonderful than any musicians I'd heard recently. Wonderful enough to need an audition. Maybe. Or maybe not. Maybe Robb was lying."
"Edward! He only auditioned me as a favor to you."
"Maybe. But I wasn't the one who passed the audition." I waited a second. "Are you angry?"
"Maybe. Maybe just a little peeved. But please don't do that anymore."
"Would it help if you punished me?"
"What did you have in mind?"
"Well, I could…" I moved my tongue up and down, slowly.
"Is that a punishment?"
"Maybe not."
*****
I'll tell you how I did it. I ruined it by carrying out the fantasy that first attracted me to her.
I did it twice. No, that's not right. It'd partly right, but it's also true that I didn't do it even once. Even that's not correct. I experienced it any number of times, over and over, while jacking off or screwing her. That's the nice thing about fantasy, isn't it? There's no limit to it. The downside is that it's not real. It isn't flesh. You need flesh to make it real. And that's what did it, when the fantasy was made flesh. Yes. Then it cancelled itself out. But no, that's wrong too. It more than cancelled itself. It destroyed us. That, at least, is completely true.
I did it with Elizabeth in her apartment. Or I started to. I'd told her what I wanted. My pliable girl, do this for me, do it, do it now. Justine's away, let's play, let's play. I'll sit on the stool, the firelight warming me, my dick curving upward, while you hold your cello and squat down toward me. That's right, my dear. Oh Lord, your bud is tight. Sweet Jesus, come down. Carry me over. Take me to the Promised Land.
"I can't do it."
I was too big tonight, too excited. It was too much when she sat on me.
"Come down some more."
She was trying to hold the cello and lower herself, and I was guiding her. She squatted. I lined up the head on her. "Come down a little more." Her legs were trembling. I found her hole, moved around until it was pressing into her.
"Oh!"
"Come down some more."
"It hurts."
"Just a little." She lowered herself some more and I was wedged in her. The sensation was incredible. "Some more."
"It hurts!"
I grabbed her hips and pulled her downward to me, far enough down that I was halfway up into her, and I was feeling her wonderfully soft flesh slide along me, when she cried, "Ah! No!" and jerked. She tried to bring a hand back to her rear, and the bow went flying, and she leaned first left and then right to get off me, pushing with her legs, and suddenly she was off me and lost the cello, which banged as it hit the floor.
She cradled the cello like a sick child.
Oh, we didn't really fight. I apologized and said I'd pay to have the fiddle fixed. I don't think there was anything really wrong with it. But after we'd dressed and she'd played with it for a while, she sent me home.
*****
What bar is this? Oh. Yeah. I have more of a buzz than I should. I'm almost folded over the side of the chair. El foldo. You have to know when to fold 'em. I keep seeing her fold. Fold, fold, folderol, what the hell did you do to your doll?
Someone is talking. Mickey. What's he been saying?
"That musician. I hear yer going with her. The fiddler."
"Elizabeth Peabody."
"Yeah. Her. Bill told me."
"Okay?"
"So I know those two chicks over there. One's a spare. Want to help me out?"
What fuck's he talking about? The bar is smoky. It's breaking the law, but who cares? It reminds me of a pub in London, one that Dickens used to use. It has the same low roof, the same smog. Did Dickens have woman trouble? Mickey's girls are smoking. Not their looks. Cigarettes. I think they belong here.
"Sure. Which one do I get?"
"I just thought ya might not wanna."
"Because?"
"On account of yer girl. I shoulda knowed you'd help me out."
Shit. Fucker.
"Why shouldn't I help you out?"
"Well, ya got a girl. But everyone knows ya wouldn't let that stop ya."
Shit. Fucker. Shit fucker. Fuck shitter.
"What's that supposed to mean? I'm no different from any other guy. You chase tail all the time. Everyone does."
"Well, yeah. I didn't mean to imply nothing, Ed. It's just that ya got a girl."
"So?"
"Well, I shoulda knowed that wouldn't stop ya. Not you."
"Hell. I'm just diligent. I work at it harder. Anyway, she's not my girl. Not anymore."
"I was just sayin'..."
Does the ceiling need to be that low? You can't breathe in here. The smoke is so thick. I can't stay. I need some fresh air. I need to get out of here.
"Yah. Sure. Well, I have t' go, Mickey. You'll have t' do both girls yourself."
*****
I don't want to get to the next part. I've been avoiding it. It was soon. A day. Two. Whatever. Elizabeth had told me anal was out. She wanted to be fair and tell me during the day so it wouldn't come up in the middle of something. No pun intended. She was so correct about it all that she enraged me.
"I get sore, Edward. And it's not…it's not nice for me." She had looked away, then back, and had hurried on. "We can do everything else, honey. Really. Just not that."
How do you respond? Are you going to force it? The unstoppable force meets the immovable object. I don't know. Let's just stroll down the path that ends where we're doing it like missionaries, Tuesdays and Saturdays, whether we want to or not. I exploded. I surprised me that it happened, but I shouted and we had a fight and I left. When I came back the next day, she was out.
But Justine was there.
"She's gone to visit her mother for a few days. I think that's what she said."
"Oh. I see."
"Of course the course of true love never did course through someone's ass." I stared. "The apartment is small," she explained, "and you were pretty loud."
"'Grandmother, what big ears you have,' said little Red Riding Hood."
"They're not the best part of me." Justine drew me in with a little smirk. Her eyes were large and round and luminous green. She knew she had my attention when she raised her arms and brushed her fingertips over her breasts. She hardly touched them. Women don't really do that. I'd never seen a woman actually do that to attract a man, and I'd had seen enough women work to attract me. It was over the top, but Justine did it, and my penis started swelling before her arms fell.
*****
It happened. Have a drink and I'll tell you. I'm sure you would have predicted it. I guess I half knew it would happen. I knew it was a chance. I should be careful, but I wasn't.
Justine was a player, and she was someone new, and I was furious at Elizabeth. In less than an hour we were naked and I was diddling her. Oh, I was more than diddling her. I was fucking her ass—doing it like I wanted to with Elizabeth. How is this day different from all other days? The edge is where I like to be, so there I was and I fell into a crevasse.
I fell because Elizabeth walked in on us. Out of town, Justine? Is that what you said? Did you plan this, or were you oblivious? I guess it doesn't matter. The important thing is that one minute I'm fucking Justine and the next minute Elizabeth is staring at us.
It wasn't as instantaneous as that. Not nearly. I knew what was going to happen before I actually saw Elizabeth. I heard the key and knew immediately. I could tell everything that would happen, but I couldn't do anything about it.
Here's exactly how it went down: I'm in Justine's ass when I hear the key. Justine is sitting on me, impaled on me. She likes it. She'd grown excited when I explained it. Her violin, the music, and the pressure as I'm pushing all the way to the end inside her. "Oh! God! Oh!" It was a chance, and I took it. I'm pulling hard on her hips. These things can always be arranged, if you want them badly enough. That's how much I wanted it. But there is the sound of the key and then there's Elizabeth. I can't get out of this! I start pushing on Justine, but it's far too late. I know before Elizabeth does that she will find us, and what she will find. It's maybe a ten-second head start, but that's time enough. Time enough for a thousand regrets, but not time to lose my erection, and certainly not time to hide.
Maybe if Elizabeth hadn't come in that day I'd have got over it. I'm sure of it. Fantasies go, as well as come. It needed a little time, that's all. I'd have worked through it. You need to see it from my side.
No. No. No you don't. There's no 'my' side. I have no side at all. There's just Elizabeth at the door, taking another few seconds to realize what she's witnessing. She can't seem to grasp it at first. There's no 'my' side. There's no 'Let me explain -- I can explain.' It's not, 'Ha-ha, we'll look back on this one day, and laugh.' Because I can't, and we won't. There won't be a later. There's only Elizabeth with wide eyes and mouth open in an 'O,' and I can tell the exact instant it all becomes clear to her, the moment her heart is torn from her chest.
When is that? It's when she folds like a chair. One hand goes to her mouth, the other to her stomach, and she leans back against the door frame and slides to the floor, going down, down, down, until her ass touches the floor right behind her feet. Justine is off me by then, her naked, gap-assed housemate, and there's nothing I can do to keep Elizabeth from seeing my shit-smeared dick. What can I do now? I don't have a plan. I just stand there until she starts screaming at us to leave. There isn't much more to know.
Please, Elizabeth. Please. Let me explain. But you know the answer to that.
It's worse because I can't simply walk out. I have to wash off and get dressed and then walk right past her. She's crying the whole time. I can hear her all the way from the bathroom, and she's still there when I come back out.
Please Elizabeth. Don't cry. Get angry. Please.
I need to step half over her. We almost touch.
There's one more thing. I keep seeing it, seeing her folded against the door frame, down on the floor. I can't make it go away. I can't stop seeing her. When I blink she's still there. I can't make it stop. I try but I can't.
*****
People think it's romantic, losing her, losing him. They're wrong. There's nothing romantic about it. Nothing at all. There's just my apartment growing dimmer. I'm sure it isn't my imagination. I'm sure it was brighter before. There is no end of books and films about the poor, romantic, bereft loser. Chick lit. Chick flicks. Why do women like them so much? Whatever was inside you, whatever made you alive, drains away. All the meaning of the world circles down. Maybe women want to imagine the happy ending, so much happier when set against misery. Maybe they hope against hope the true-love ending will come to them. Maybe that happens sometimes, but not here.
I've been staying home a lot, wishing my apartment was haunted by her, that I could feel a presence, but there's nothing there but nothing. I thought of the window Elizabeth looked through, the time she told me the view reminded her of Mary Poppins' London. I stood at that exact spot today, straining, looking at what she saw, but I couldn't sense her. I tried leaning against the couch where she slept nestled against me. She isn't there either. Even when I can stand to go out I do a phantom tour in my mind. Here is where we slept, on this bed, where she let me use her even when I knew she didn't want me to, where she slept pressed against me and stole the covers. Gone. Look! Out here! She opened that refrigerator door, looking for butter and milk. Remember how happy we were? Can I feel her hand if I touch it? If I pull the handle? Not even her ghost is here. In the entire apartment, though I've walked around and around it through the days and into the evenings, there is no Elizabeth, no anything of hers, no presence at all. She is as gone from my world as you can be.
*****
I ran into Anne Derindorf the other day. She left Paul and she looks better, more rested, more content. I tried to have a conversation, but it didn't work.



"What's wrong, Ed?"
"It's nothing. Girl trouble."
"You?"
"Me? Yah, me. It's okay. The Devil loses too, sometimes, y'know? I'm fine."
"Is it the cellist?" I just looked at her. Let's not do this conversation. So she changed the direction. "Why don't we get some coffee?"
"I'm sorry, Annie. I can't. Not now. I'm sorry." I just wanted to get away.
"You're not okay at all, Ed. It's not like you. You need to talk with her."
"I can't do that. It's over. I'm sorry, Annie. I'll call you later." I hurried up the sidewalk.
My world keeps getting smaller. It'll disappear completely, soon enough.
*****
This evening was the second time I saw her. I guess I already told you that. It will be the last time. I can't chance running into her. It's too hard. I'm sorry Elizabeth. I'll fix it. I'll do what I can.
It was just another reception. I've begun to hate them. If I'd been able to go out earlier I could have had coffee with the benefactor and skipped it entirely, but I couldn't make myself do anything. As it was I was late. The streets were full of slush and it was supposed to snow some more, heavily, bad driving weather and worse parking weather, so I took the T and walked the rest of the way. Maybe it would clear my head.
I should have known better. The moment the door opened I recognized her playing. No one could mistake that for anyone else's. I stood in the doorway, thinking I should leave, wondering how to get out of my appointment, wondering what to do, making a muck of walking through a door, so that people behind me began pushing. "It's cold out here!" Somehow I got inside and found myself more or less standing around. A hostess offered to take my coat.
You dumb shit. You're not sixteen anymore. Get over it!
I can't remember it straight. Different parts of the memory jostle each other, so the moment I begin playing it through, my mind goes to a different part. I know there's an order to it. I even know what it is. I just can't follow it. To my left, in a large corner, they were playing. Elizabeth was concentrating on her music. She wasn't interacting with her new guy, and he wasn't talking to her. It was all music, all professional.
The donor found me. He just wanted to talk. He seemed to be a nice guy, ill at ease though, wanting to be friends, as though he weren't rich as Croesus and about to make the day of the Museum of Fine Arts, the Boston Ballet, and the Huntington Theatre in one swell foop. I would get the commission. I just had to make it through the next half hour. We got drinks. I tried to stay on topic, but, from the corner of my eye, I saw Elizabeth glance around. She saw me! I turned my back so I wouldn't have to acknowledge it, and I felt chills and burns on my back where she must be looking.
Witchy woman, please don't do that. Look away from me. Ignore me. I'm not here.
I introduced the benefactor to the appropriate people. "I'm sorry," I apologized. "I'm under the weather. I can't stay long."
I remember Anne Derindorf was looking at Elizabeth. That stands out. When did Anne get there? I hadn't noticed her before. Where did she come from? You know where this is going. Do I have to walk you through it? She was considering something. I knew what she was considering.
Don't do it Anne! For the love of God don't do it!
She walked toward Elizabeth in little, hesitant steps.
Annie, don't play angel here! You can't fix everything!
But they were talking. I excused myself and went toward them as Anne got to the subject and Elizabeth's faced changed. Where was her guy, to protect her? I yelled, "Anne! What are you doing?" They both turned toward me, but for Elizabeth it was only for an instant. She stared directly into my face, then turned and walked away, with that stiff walk you use to show finality. "What did you do, Anne?"
I half ran to the coat rack. I couldn't wait for the crowd. I couldn't catch my breath. Hurry! "I'm sorry. I have to hurry. Please, let me through!" Anne came up from behind and touched me on the shoulder. "Leave me alone!" And I was out the door.
*****
The snow is sporadic.
I stopped at a bar back down the street. Some people were there—Mickey and some others—but, I couldn't stand to be with them. That's how I ended up in here. Now I'm going to walk all the way home through the snow. The better to think, though thinking isn't going to help now, any more than it did before. I'll listen to the slush splashing. At least I'll have some time to sober up and to plan.
So that's it. Good-bye to Elizabeth Peabody. Anne wanted to earn me a second chance with her. There isn't a second chance for Ed Hyde. I don't even want one. Anne was just trying to help. I know she loves me and wanted to make it better for me. I'd like to thank her for trying, but I don't think there's time.
I was happy before I met Elizabeth. Not happy. That isn't exactly it. I was interested. Aware. Focused. I was focused on the game, and I was good at it. I played it right until something happened. What happened, Ed? She became my Elizabeth. That ruined it. Elizabeth the music nerd. The shy one I sexed on our second date. The lonely young woman with the H. P. Lovecraft apartment. The artist. The one I could listen to practicing for hours. She became mine. I'm so sorry. She thought I was sensitive. I sure disabused her of that, didn't I? My Elizabeth. The one who would do almost anything for me, who liked pleasing me, who would take on my kinks as acts of love.
My sad little Emily. She really was mine to lose. At least she won't have to see me anymore.
End of Chapter Four
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Chapter Five: "Elizabeth"
I was wrong. Something else happened.
It happened that Elizabeth came to see me late. Very late. I must have fallen asleep, because I woke to pounding on the door. I don't know how she got into the building. I thought I heard her voice calling in a dream, but she pulled me out of the dream and through the dark hall and the living room. The only light was the yellow gleam from the street lamp in the alley, streaming up through the windows to project drops of melted snow onto the walls and ceiling.
She was standing almost inside the door frame, and there was snow on her shoulders, on her coat, in her hair, on her shoes. There was at least a sprinkling on everything that was hers, and she was shaking.
"You bastard!"
Even in the dim light of the hall she was paler than usual.
"You bastard!" Shaking with rage. There was nothing I could say to her about it. It didn't matter anyway.
Don't say anything to make her feel bad afterwards. Just take it and let her go.
"You could have waited until morning to tell me that," I said, thinking shut the fuck up, Ed. "No reason to go out late in the cold."
"You bastard! You're all the same!"
Something different in that. What's going on, Elizabeth? There's something else going on. And your face. It's too pale. Your lips. It's shadowy here, but I think they're tinted blue. Jesus! She wasn't shaking with rage but with cold.
"Where are your hat and gloves?"
"You bastard!"
"Where are they? You're freezing!"
"You…I don't know. I left them."
"Left them?"
"With him!"
"Oh, shit! Come in and warm up."
"No!"
"You're freezing! At least get warm."
"No."
"Come on in. Let the bastard do something right for a change!"
Elizabeth didn't pull her hand away when I took it and led her across the room. She shook terribly, like someone in a fever. Her hand was dry ice. I thought it might be frostbit. She was quivering, shuddering. She must have been outside a long time. She hunched over the radiator and held her hands to it.
"I'll get you something hot."
She didn't answer, so I went out into the kitchen and made hot chocolate. Hurry, damn you! When I returned the only difference was that her coat was lying on the floor. Her hands and face were almost touching the radiator.
"Here." But she couldn't. Not at first. Her hands shook so much she spilled some chocolate.
"Let me help." I held the mug to her lips. She didn't try to stop me. She sipped a little then after a minute took it back from me and held it herself, even though she would shake every few seconds. She stood over the heat, sipping and looking out the window, never at me.
There wasn't much to see out there. The snow wasn't deep enough, not yet, to cover the tar paper or roofing cement of the buildings along the alley, so it was a gritty, cold scene. The lamp made everything yellowish. Steam came from some pipes, whipped around in the wind, and disappeared.
Outside you could hear the wind. Inside there was just a tiny whistle in some spot that needed caulking. The snow was now mixed with sleet that ticked off the base of the window. Elizabeth stood and sipped, and I just looked at her standing against the window and thought, and the only regular sound was the occasional ticking of sleet on glass.
"You're a bastard. All of you."
I began to have an idea what had happened.
"What did he do?"
Elizabeth turned toward me and put the mug down.
"He's just like you."
"What did he do?"
"What didn't he do? What you all do. His own version."
"Did he hurt you?"
"Hurt me?" Elizabeth laughed. It was an awful laugh. "You hurt me! He disgusts me. He wants me to do a girl." She closed her eyes. "He wants a threesome. What doesn't he want? Is there anything you don't want?"
She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around her stomach as though it hurt. I knew that look. She waited—it was obvious—for me to answer, and finally looked back up. There was nothing to say. There was nothing for her here. She shouldn't have come.
"I'm sorry."
"You're sorry? What are you sorry for? Because you're not getting any of it?"
It was here that she began crying. Don't do that. Please don't. Not again.
"I'm sorry. I'm sorry you were hurt again. I'm sorry I hurt you. I'm sorry for everything. I'm sorry I'm such a bastard."
She was still crying. Quietly, like everything else. I could hear more ticking of sleet against the window than I could hear Elizabeth cry in little sighs. I reached out to touch her shoulder.
"Don't!" She swung away from me, to the window again. After a minute I took the mug to the kitchen because I couldn't stand it.
When I came back she wasn't crying. She began talking almost right away, in flat, tough-sounding tones, without looking at me.
"Tell me something."
"What?"
"Did you ever care for me at all?"
I didn't answer. I wouldn't. I don't think she really wanted an answer. Let her talk, then go.
"Did you? Or was it all a plan to get what you wanted? Was it just your way of getting into my pants, of getting into my ass?"
I didn't answer. I couldn't.
"You're really good at it, you know. You can make a girl feel all excited. Get her all warm and shivery. You're good. Do you have lots of practice? You know how to make her think you're the one, the real one. I bet you get to screw any number of women that way."
I stayed mute. Don't be drawn into it, Ed. Let her talk herself out.
"Well?"
There was nothing to say. Nothing that would help.
"Was I just the rectum du jour?" After a minute. "I bet you thought I was awfully easy. But you see, I never fell for anyone before."
When she said that she dropped the tough-girl act and started crying again, in the middle of the last sentence. A tear meandered down her face, through the drops projected onto her from the window.
"You were the first one."
Oh Jesus. Have you ever really hurt anyone? I did her good. I'd known, but it's different knowing it and seeing her keep hurting in front of you. It was as bad as when she caught us. No time had passed. Something, a song lyric, some words swirling around in here about the one you always hurt. You son of a bitch!
She began wiping at her face.
"Well, I'm sorry to ruin your perfect night. I'm sure I've completely embarrassed myself. I'll be going now." She picked up her coat and started for the door.
"No!" Don't say it!
"Good-bye."
"Don't go!" Shut the fuck up, Ed!
"Why not?"
"Don't go." Run!
"Why not? I'll be fine, once I'm away from you."
Give a reason! Think! "You'll never get a cab, not here, at 2:30, in this weather..."
"You bastard!" she yelled.
She ran at me and tried to pound me with her fists. Her coat fell to our feet. When I grabbed her wrists she struggled and kicked and tried to yank a hand free to hit me. "You bastard, you bastard, you bastard!" And then she collapsed against me and was crying on my chest, and my face was down next to hers, and I was talking to her again.
"Don't leave. Stay. Please, stay. Please."
I was crying too, and kissing her hair, and holding her up.
We stood like that for several minutes. I don't know how long. She never struggled, never tried to get away. Her face was against my chest, her arms at my waist, my arms around her, my cheek on her hair, and we were swaying together. Our shadow against the wall in the yellow light was swaying along with us, looking warm and affectionate. Spots and trails of melted snow projected onto the wall and ceiling.
And I was sick at heart.
I was sick at heart because I was so weak. I had given her hope. I had to crush that hope. I had to hurt her all over again. At least maybe I could spare her the big hurt.
*****
Finally we separated, pulled back half a step from each other, our hands finding each other and holding on. Elizabeth was looking up at me. I think she expected us to kiss, but I had to resist or I couldn't go through with it, and that would mean stringing her along. I had to cut the string. The light was on my face now. She could see my face was wet and, thinking of these things like I do, I decided I could use it to help get through. I pulled her toward the couch.
"Sit down, Elizabeth. Please. I have to say something."
I sat on the coffee table and wiped my fingers over my eyes. How to start? Get it out fast.
"I'm a monster. I'm a bastard. What you said about me, it's the truth. You're better off leaving."
She didn't look startled.
"If you'd asked around, you would have found I have a reputation." She started to say something, but I waved a hand and went on. "In your circle there are people who know. I've done things with some of them. I'm surprised no one warned you. So yes, when I started taking you out, it was for the sex. Not just. But, yes, mainly for the sex. No! It was all for the sex! It was calculated. I'm attracted to talented women. The more talent, the more the attraction."
"Why are you telling me this?" She was backlit by the street lamp.
"Because you have to know. I almost never lie." What never? Hardly ever. And I'm hardly ever sick at sea. Stop it! Go on. "But I don't tell the truth, either. I let people draw conclusions. I need you to know. If I don't tell you now, I won't ever be able to. I'm a monster. I'm sure I'd enjoy doing all the things that other guy wanted to do."
Her voice never got hard. "So. So is this where you tell me I was right and you never cared for me?" What do you say? There was my opening. Miss Straight-Line was setting it up. "Did you? Did you ever care for me?"
"No. I never cared for you."
Please believe me. Don't. Please do. The sun is filled with ice and gives no warmth at all. That much is true. But Elizabeth didn't believe or disbelieve. She shuffled, kicked her coat. She bent to get it, but stood back up instead.
"Then why did you ask me to stay?"
"I thought we might sex." And it don't snow in Boston, Mass., in the wintertime.
"Then why are you telling me to go? Edward, tell me the truth! At least give me that!"
She knew. She must, something, somehow.
"I always wanted sex with you. I wanted your ass. I wanted it the very first time I saw you, before we ever talked." I stopped for a breath. Let me try some truth, the whole McGillicuddy. Maybe. "Then it became different. It wasn't one-sided. You weren't a fool. I wanted to be with you when we weren't having sex. I thought about you during the day. I even had little daydreams about our being together, having kids, the whole nine yards. Me." I shook my head. I'd said "me" ruefully enough to make it believable.
We sat for a few minutes not looking directly at one another. I was waiting for her to ask the obvious question, and finally she got around to it.
"If you cared for me so much, why did you do that with Justine?"
"Because I'm a monster."
"What do you mean?"
What do I mean? I don't know how to tell you. The words come out all knotted. I can't say them straight. It used to be easy with you.
"It means I'm bad news. It means I wanted to, and I could, so I did it. I loved you, and I still did it. You wouldn't do what I wanted, and Justine would. She seemed to like it. But I probably would have done it with her even if you did like it. I like variety, too, and she was someone new. I always do that. Always! There were others while we were together, too. That's what I mean."
After a moment: "What am I? I don't understand. Am I your mother confessor? Do you want my forgiveness?"
"No. I don't expect you to forgive me. Why would you? You're better off without me."
"Why are you saying this? What do you want? I can't tell what you want!"
"Elizabeth. What I want, is I want you to be happy. That's what I want. And that means forgetting about me."
We sat facing each other in another silence. The sleet had stopped and the snow was heavier, almost obscuring the building across the alley. From the stairwell there was the sound of a door slamming, some steps, the screech of the elevator door, a click, and then the whine of the motor.
"This is one of those 'It's not you, it's me' speeches, isn't it?"
"Yes. But it's the truth."
"I don't believe you."
After a moment: "I guess it doesn't matter."
"You never cared for me! You couldn't and talk like this."
"It doesn't matter. There's no reason for you to believe what I say."
"So then tell me the truth."
"I haven't been lying. It's…complicated."
"Tell me!"
"Okay." I shook my head. "Okay. Okay. Okay. Okay. I cared for you. I still do." You dumb idiot, Ed! "I hate it that I hurt you. I miss you."
Elizabeth didn't respond. She turned away. I held my breath, but she turned back. "Then why didn't you try to get me back? I would have come back, after a while. You had to know that."
I walked over to the window to watch the snow. How do you answer, say the thing that is dead solid perfectly true but absolutely wrong? It would make me too sympathetic. I couldn't make her see me from the inside. There's no way.
"I had to let you go. I had to. It would happen again. And again. And again. I know myself, Elizabeth. I'm not an idiot. I thought you would get over it and find a nice guy. I thought he might be the one. Hell, I was sure wrong about that. But there are nice guys out there."
She had turned around on the couch to look at me. I couldn't get a take on her.
"Why couldn't you tell me this before?"
"Shit! I couldn't stand to have you even see me! And what if? What if you wanted to get back together? I'd just hurt you again." I'll hurt you when the wolfsbane blooms, and the moon is full and bright.
It was quiet once more. We'd be through with this in a minute. She'd finally understand, and leave. She'd get on with her life. I could do what I needed to do. I waited for her to tell me to fuck myself, and to gather her things. I was expecting almost any sign of outrage. What I wasn't expecting was no sign at all, and I never expected what she actually, finally said.
"Wouldn't that be my choice?"
"Elizabeth!"
"Did you have to abandon me?"
This was never going to work. "Shit! Damn it Elizabeth, I know myself! New fantasies are always there, always floating around. Always! Whatever the fantasy is, I want it! I want it with you, or this woman, or that one, or some other one! It doesn't matter. Shit! I want it! It grabs me. Even here, right now, they're here, even when we're talking. Right this minute!"
She didn't do anything. Maybe I was getting through. But no.
"What fantasy are you having right now?"
"Don't go there."
"You brought it up, so you have an obligation. Spell it out. You want to be so honest." She twisted the word 'honest.' "Well, tell me!"
"Okay. Okay. I noticed the frost on the window…No! I won't! Just go."
"Tell me."
"Get out of here!"
"Tell me! You owe me that!"
"All right. You want to know. I wondered what it would be like to sex you, with you naked, up against the glass. In the fantasy I hold you against it so you can't get away, and you have the shock of the cold all the way up your back."
"You're having that right now?"
"It comes and goes. Little snippets of it. Parts of the scene." I saw the whole scene in Technicolor. Lush, beautiful, sensual. Fucking my girl against the window. Making her take it. Making her love it. God, it was good!
"And you want it?"
"I already told you." After you leave, I may jack off to it.
"You'd force me to do it? I don't believe you!"
"Don't be so sure. If the fantasy was good enough."
"You'd rape me?"
"I might."
"No you wouldn't!"
"You don't know that."
"You wouldn't! You're trying to scare me, to make me hate you!"
"I'm trying to warn you! God! Damn! It!"
"You're trying to scare me away!" Elizabeth came toward me.
"I'm warning you!"
She walked all the way up to me. She pushed herself against me. That body. Take it away! Don't let me touch you. She was looking me right in the eyes.
"Then do it! Rape me! Do me against the glass! I couldn't stop you!"
"Stop it!"
"Do it, if you're man enough!"
"Stop it."
"Do it!"
"No!"
"Do it!"
"God damn you!" I grabbed her arms and whipped her around so she banged against the window. There was a cracking sound. I pushed her arms up beside her head. Fuck it all. I'll teach you! Let's end it all, get it over with. First you, then me.
I put my hands around her neck and squeezed. Her eyes flew wide. She brought her hands up to mine, tried to pull them away, but she was right. She couldn't stop me. Her mouth came open and the tip of her tongue protruded. She made little rasping sounds. I squeezed harder, to stop the sounds.
I leaned my face down to hers, and stared in her eyes while she struggled to peel my hands away. It was useless. Finally I whispered, "You don't know what you're asking!" I dropped my hands, and stepped backwards, away from the window, and found myself sitting on the couch, where I stared at her shadow on the wall. My God. Yah, mine. Fucking asshole of a God.
*****
If I blinked my eyes enough, or wiped them enough, I could see Elizabeth's shadow sprawling back against the window and holding its hands to its throat. Its head was half bent over. I watched the shadow massage its neck. I could even see fine lines where wisps of her hair etched their own shadows on the wall. I wanted to cover my eyes, but if I did I couldn't see even her shadow. That time would come soon enough.
Elizabeth huffed a little while she rubbed her throat, but she didn't cry. She cleared her throat three times. She rubbed for a while. There were moments when I could make out the shadows of her hands, of some fingers. She turned sideways and there was the outline of that flawed nose on the wall. Her shadow began to dissolve. There were steps that came right up to me.
Maybe she had found something heavy and hard to smash on my skull. Nothing happened. Then there were her real, flesh-and-bone hands on my shoulders.
"You're crying." She was hoarse.
"I'm sorry." I couldn't stop it.
"Shouldn't I be the one who's crying? I was the one who was choked." She cleared her throat again.
"I'm sorry."
"You really did scare me for a minute."
"I'm sorry."
Go away. Get a life. Don't feed the monster.
"Did you enjoy it?"
"No."
One of her hands left my shoulder and played with my hair. She cleared her throat again. She did it every few seconds.
"I'm glad. Are you going to try to scare me again?"
"No."
I wiped my face again, shook my head, took a breath.
"Good."
Both her hands went to my head. I could feel her lean over the back of the couch and place her lips to my hair. She stood like that a moment. I could feel her breath. Finally she lifted off and walked around to the front of the couch and sat down beside me. She took my hand and leaned her head on my shoulder. Her other hand touched my arm, just below my shoulder.
"I'm so tired, Edward."
"I'm sorry for everything, Elizabeth." I could control myself if I took deep breaths. "So…so…so…you take the bed. I'll help you get home in the morning."
She looked up, her eyelashes opening like butterfly wings.
"You do love me."
For a minute I couldn't respond.
"It can't work."
"But you do. Your friend Anne told me, but I didn't believe her. I didn't know what to believe."
"It doesn't matter. I love you, but you don't understand. I don't think I can be good for you."
"But you'll try?"
"Aren't you even listening?"
"Will you?"
Please don't ask that. "You don't know what it's like and I can't explain it."



"Just promise to try."
"God! Don't you ever give up?"
"I don't want to lose you."
She pushed her head into my arm. Your head is round and hard, Elizabeth.
"I'm not worth it."
"That's my decision, not yours. Do you promise?"
"Oh Jesus!" I had to laugh. It came out right in the middle of everything. Why not? Why? Why? Why not? "Okay. I promise. For you, you idiot. I'll try. I want to be good for you, and I promise I'll try. But I really am afraid."
"Well, Mr. Ed, I'm a big girl, who finally knows what she's up against. And I'll work on it too. For you. I promise. Maybe we should start with sex."
"Maybe not tonight."
We sat quietly for a while. Neither of us said anything else. My head was resting on top of Elizabeth's, and after a few minutes I couldn't keep my eyes open. She said something I didn't quite make out.
"What?"
She yawned. "Let's go to bed."
*****
I woke a few minutes ago. Elizabeth is still asleep. Her head is pressed against my left arm and she's wheezing. The snow has stopped and reflected sunlight is washing the wall. It should wake her soon, but I'll let her sleep as long as I can and try to ignore my bladder. Even with the wheezing she seems tranquil, at peace. My Elizabeth. Christ! My Elizabeth has a bruise on her throat! What does it mean? That I have a second chance. For what? To ruin her life.
My Elizabeth. I don't know if I can do this. I can't do it. I can't.
Well fuck you, Ed Hyde! You take this thing one day at a time, starting now!
Okay. Deep breath. Time to wake you, my darling. I have to start trying to be good.
End.
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It's hard after the fact to be sure, because the memory is affected by everything else that happened. I think I expected something, or suspected something, but who could know? There was something about her, something more distant than the usual chasm, even with the little faux-sultry looks I was getting, and her use of "sweetie," and what seemed to be her almost uncontrollable laughter. Was the ground thawing at last? Judith was completely agreeable on everything, kidding about everything, laughing at everything, laughing at nothing at all. It was as though she'd suddenly feel a laugh come on and couldn't contain it, like a hiccup, looking sheepish at her newly-found hilarity, as though she were experiencing some new and overwhelming state that pulled her every way there is, so that she was forced to laugh at the idiocy of it all. And so she was.
Before she took her bath she pulled me to her and gave me a slow, sultry kiss full of lips and tongue and warm breaths, and she made a promise: "I have a surprise for you in bed." She chuckled as she walked to the bathroom.
And in bed? Here the facts are clear enough. Judith checked to make sure I was ready to accept the kind of promise a woman gives with lips and tongue and warm breaths, caressed me all the way from my balls to the tip of Big Ben, even pulled on me twice. I'm sure it was twice. Then she gave me a simple goodnight peck and, turned away, and as I was starting to protest at this playful promise break, she said in her most syrupy voice:
"I had sex with George Mathis this afternoon."
*****
What? I said it milliseconds after I thought it.
"Well, I just thought you should know. Good night, sugar."
What kind of joke was this? I was sure I'd heard her right. I waited for a punch line but there was only the outline of my wife's body in the dark. Finally I asked: "What are you talking about, Judy?"
"I told you." Her voice was still honey and cloves.
I turned on the light.
"Why are you saying that?"
"Because it's true."
"Sex? With George?"
"Well, what's good for the gander…"
"What in the world are you talking about?"
That's when the scene went from troubled dream to absolute nightmare. If it had been a movie, the light would have changed to something garish and eerie, and there would be strange, discordant music. Instead, it was just the two of us in our regular bed. Freddie Krueger didn't step into the scene. Everything was as ordinary as it could be except that Judith sat up and turned toward me, and her voice grew tight and thin and almost teary with anger. "I went down on him too! Do you want to know what he's like down there?"
Chew on that a while. I wasn't sure she'd actually done what she was saying, but I didn't know what to think any more than any other husband would. I had to ask one more time.
"Honey. I don't know what you're talking about. What's going on?"
"Don't you 'honey' me, you bastard! How much have you slept around? How many times have you done it? How many women have you done it with? Or have they been men? My God, you're gay! That explains it!"
"Judy …"
"How could I have been so taken in by you? Am I that stupid?"
"Judy!"
"And you know what else, you son-of-a-bitch? You went and got yourself infected with HIV! And now you've infected me!"
"Judith!"
"Get out of my bed! Did you have to ruin my life? Wasn't cheating enough?" She was crying openly.
*****
Nothing prepares you for something like that, does it? Could it? I'm not even sure what I thought at first. That she was crazy? That this was an over-the-top joke? That … what? I wasn't worried, or sad, or angry, not yet. I just didn't get it.
"Judy! What's going on? HIV? Sex with George? This doesn't make any sense!"
"Get out!"
I got off the bed.
"I don't have AIDS. I'm not gay. What are you talking about?" Sex with George Mathis? HIV? Impossible!
"I got tested today. The test was positive." She seemed to be trying to control herself.
"What? How? Why were you tested?"
"Because Dr. Schadenfreude thinks everyone should be, and he recommended it. So I got to find out that you infected me!"
"When?"
"It was my regular visit! This morning! Damn it, you never pay attention to anything! All you can think about is screwing, isn't it? He has a fast test. And I'm HIV positive, you bastard! Get out! Get out! Get out!" Judith was shrill, screaming, red-faced, a banshee. I thought she was mad. Maybe I was right. I went as far as the door.
"What about George?"
"What about him?
"You sexed him? Really?"
"Yes. You're not the only person in this house who can get laid, you know!"
"With him?'
"Why not him? How many different ones did you do?"
"Why?"
"Get out of here!"
"Why?"
"You bastard!"
"There's one thing…" I had a thought. It seemed the only reasonable possibility.
"No!"
"Listen first! Did it ever occur to you that your result could be a false positive?"
The tenor of the conversation changed right then. Judith stopped and looked at me for a second.
"Don't try that. You gave it to me. I've never, ever cheated!"
"Until today."
"Yes, you bastard! If I'm going to get sick because you've been screwing around, I might as well enjoy myself too!"
"Well, you didn't get it from me!"
"Are you saying you've never cheated?"
"I'm saying I'm not HIV positive. Damn it! I don't fool around." While she was thinking of how to answer, I thought again too: George Fucking Mathis?
"Well, you can't get it from toilet seats, you know!" Judith doesn't do sarcasm well.
"But you can get a false positive from the test. Judy, shit! I did not infect you! Period! George Mathis?"
"I made him use a condom, which is more than you've apparently done!"
"When you gave him the blow job?"
"You can't get AIDS that way. So, yes, I sucked him, and he liked it. I did him all the way. He really liked that and wants to get together again tomorrow. He wasn't even very clean!"
"It's not impossible to get it that way. Oh Jesus. Oh Jesus! If you're infected … but you're not because I'm not, and you've just done the stupidest thing imaginable."
"Me? I didn't infect my wife! You are an absolute bastard! You won't take responsibility even when it's obvious!"
Murky. It was murky, with strange, shifting tides of meaning. It was too much to comprehend. Any part of it could make sense. It would be bad, but it could make some sense. There was just too much, though. I had to get away from her and think. I had to get my head straight.
"Okay. Okay. This is what we're doing. We're going in to get tested together. Together! I'm going to call your doc first thing in the morning."
"And then you'll see the results of what you've done!"
She didn't sound completely convinced.
*****
I lay awake most of the night. Judith was awake too. At one point I heard her moving around in the back of the house. I knew I couldn't be infected. Could I? You can know, but you don't actually know, do you?

I spent most of my time thinking first of them together, then of AIDS, then of them together. No one could miss how he'd looked at her over the years, in the grocery, at parties, across the room. Not that he'd looked at her so much differently than he did other wives, but it was pretty obvious, and being obvious seemed to work for him. It got him divorced, and since then there had been a long string of women, most of them apparently married. Some of them had managed to save their marriages afterward.
I imagined Judith kneeling over George's penis. He'd held her head while she did it. I was certain of that. Judith would do the whole thing slowly, taking it deep and sucking especially hard as she pulled it out. How did she get George to use a condom? I'm sure he enjoyed her. I imagined him with a wide grin. Oh happiness, to have such a pleasant surprise come walking up to him! But maybe not such a surprise.
*****
We didn't talk the next morning until Judith said, "I went on-line last night. The test is more than 99 percent accurate."
Shit. She didn't have a clue.
"But only half a percent of white women are infected. About half of all their positives are wrong! Didn't Schadenfreude say anything about that? That the fast test is just a screen?"
She stormed from the room, and we didn't talk again until it was time to go.
So it was just a screen. So? It was still 99 percent accurate. What did it mean? The rat ran inside the wheel, never making any progress at all. Then I thought again of George's schlong and Judith's mouth. It almost pushed the thoughts of AIDS out of my head.
Almost.
*****
Dr. Schadenfreude was unctuous and non-judgmental and very careful not to be obvious that he thought I was at fault. "You probably know that almost all cases of infection come from mixing bodily fluids through unprotected intercourse or the sharing of intravenous needles." He seemed to fight a grin. I didn't want to be there. I could tell Judith was trying not to cry, and I felt sorry for her, but that passed.
She did George. Him! She called him and went to him the day she found out, thoughts of corruption swirling in her head, straight to the biggest horndog we know, and she went right up to him and pushed her chest into his and looked him in the face and touched her tongue between her lips. That's how she'd do it. George would look her up one side and down the other, and fuck it! Fuck it! Fuck it all!
I asked, "What's the likelihood of it being a false-positive?"
"There's always a chance. That's why we'll do a more definitive test." Condescending bastard!
Of course it would take several days to get the results.
Judith asked, "What do we do after we know for sure?"
"Well, let's not expect the worst. It isn't necessarily a death sentence anymore." Silence. "If the result is confirmative, I think you…" He moved a hand to indicate he meant both of us. "You need to…" he cleared his throat, "you need to alert anyone you may have been, ah, intimate with, or shared needles with, in the past decade. You should compile a list. Of course I would need to see it, and our office would contact the individuals. Very discreetly." Again he seemed almost gleeful.
I couldn't help it. "She's the one who needs to talk with sex partners."
I know I shouldn't have.
Judith gasped. It was the loudest thing I have ever heard. Her eyes grew round and she looked at the doctor, then at me.
"You SOB!" This was a hiss. "You cheating, lying, fornicator! You, who infected your own wife after screwing who knows how many people! You … bastard!"
"Please," said the doctor. "This isn't helpful." He touched the fingers of his two hands together in front of his chest and looked back and forth between us. "I know this is very difficult for both of you. We've found it can be helpful to have couples meet with a counselor, to work through their initial shock." This time he did smile.
"We won't need that," I said. I stood up, to be able to tower over Judith while I said it. "She'll want a divorce and I'm perfectly happy with that." Then I stared down at her. "But I'm not moving from the house!" And I left.
*****
We were moving carefully around each other. There had been no words at all from Judith when she got home. She'd been out for hours. Finally I stuck my head in the den and asked: "Been sucking George again?"
"Fuck you!"
"Mmm, good. Nothing like fresh cock…"
"Fuck you!"
"It's almost a meal in itself."
"Go do your boyfriends! I'll get you some grease!"
"Fuck you, you fucking bitch! You're the only one fucking anyone else!"
I got my jacket. As I opened the door she yelled, "Before you screw your boyfriends, be sure to warn them!"
"Fuck you!"
*****
That day, and the next, and the next crept at their petty pace. I've talked with friends who've gone through bad times, some who got divorced. They had it a lot like us, even though none of them faced dying. Were we going to die? That wasn't the worst thing – not right then. It was the awful problem of simply having to see each other, to acknowledge each other. The house was filled with frost, then suddenly we'd be excessively polite to each other. Did I want some of the leftover roast? "No. Thank you." At times I thought I couldn't breathe. I'm not being metaphorical. I couldn't. It was as though someone was squeezing me. I'd have to get outside, and then I'd go for long walks in the park, but I always came back. Where else should I go? Whatever was, was, wherever I went.
*****
I couldn't sleep, again, and I was ready to leave to work before Judith awoke. I should have stayed in bed but I needed something to keep me occupied. I walked into the bedroom doorway, and when she saw me she stood still, a statue, her eyes looking god-awful, the eyes of someone else who had spent another night waiting for the world to end.
"I just wanted to tell you that I'm sorry for what I said before." Judith stared. "It was cruel. And crude. Anyway, I'm sorry for that."
She turned her back and I went to work.
*****
That evening the phone kept ringing, but whoever called hung up when I answered. Finally I let it go until Judith picked it up in the bedroom. Whoever it was didn't hang up on her.
I tiptoed down the hall as quickly as I could and stood just outside Judith's line of sight. She was being quiet, but she wasn't quiet enough. "No, he's still here … No! …. Stop it, Mother! … Mother! … Because I'm not going to let him drive me out … I can stand it as long as he can … He can leave if he wants to … Mother! ... Well just call my cell phone next time…"
I went out onto the patio and stared at the evening clouds. They were peach and blue and white, and the edge of one glistened like gold leaf. You wouldn't know from them what was happening here, down below. The colors were gone long before Judith finished her conversation. Surely it hadn't taken that long to tell her mother her new theory, that I'd been getting some on the down low, and they probably shared what they'd heard on Oprah. I wondered how many people besides her mother she had told about the test. Good old queer Matt. I'm sure her family was all abuzz. I was certain she hadn't told anyone about George.
*****
Once I had been the person Judith would whisper to over the phone.
She lived with two other girls and shared a bedroom. She told them to hold the living room phone while she ran back there, then to hang up.
I started it. "Where are you?"
"I'm sitting on the bed."
"What are you wearing?"
"Guess."
"Tell me."
"Shorts and a sweatshirt."
"Take off you're your shorts."
That's when Judith had begun whispering.
"I can't do that! Someone might come in!"
But she had wriggled out of them. It was the early days.
"Now touch yourself."
"No!"
"Do it." She was silent. "Are you doing it?"
"Wait. Okay. Oh you're evil!"
"Are you touching yourself?"
"Yes."
"Now rub yourself. Do it slowly, all the way down and up."
"Okay. Okay. I'm doing it. Uh! Oh, Matt!"
There was a rustling and I heard muffled female voices. When Judith came back on she said: "Sharron almost caught me!"
"Start over."
"No!"
"Do it." And she did.
"Oh! Okay. Oh! I'm doing it."
"Keep going." For a moment the only sound was Judith panting.
"I am. Oh! Matt, they'll catch me!"
"Do it faster."
"They'll hear me!"
"Faster!"
"I am! Oh God!"
"Faster!"
We were so conspiratorial, and so close. We wanted to try everything together at least twice, and to take chances. Much later, after we were married, Judith would turn to me in the car or while we were watching TV and ask, "Remember when we had phone sex?" That always led to play time. Then something happened. It was the usual thing. Time passed. Years passed. We became a middle-married couple, experienced in the everyday things that come between you, things like parents, money, personality quirks, time, sex, friends, snoring, the color of the carpeting, bad breath, bad sex, and who takes out the garbage. Everything. Nothing. We fought. We made up. We made love from time to time. We never again whispered on the phone, but now Judith whispered to her mother. Did she gasp at some point and say "He'll hear me"? Like us – when we were an "us" – the conversation with her mother was about sex, but it was different.
I thought about it all through the night, every night. Could I be infected? Could I have given it to Judith? Oh Jesus. Oh Jesus. Could I , just for a minute stop obsessing about it? Stop thinking about it! I should be sick. Stop it! I should be dying. God damn it, I am not going to think about it any more! But what if, what if, what if…?
It was midway through the fourth day that we got the results.
It had been weeks, months, but really under a hundred hours. We'd both stayed home, avoiding each other, jumping whenever the phone rang. Our house was one big watched pot. I was about to call the doctor when we got it, the big call. Judith took it on the first ring.
As I came into the den she was saying "Yes?" Then "yes" again, more softly, sounding resigned. Then she gave a tiny sigh and said, "Okay. Okay. I understand." There was a pause while she listened, and I drifted closer and saw her collapse into herself. She put her free hand to her eyes. "Yes." She sounded like she had lost a child.
I hadn't thought it was possible. I had but I hadn't. How could anyone? Who was infected, Judith or me? Or both of us? Hearing her, seeing her, gave everything a different cast, so different that goose bumps raced up my back. My chest filled with a strange, otherworldly feeling that reminded me of a very high note played on a violin. It was almost a beautiful feeling. "Yes. We'll be over. Thank you." The vibration ran all the way down my arms.
Judith put her head down into her hands and was still for several seconds. She finally said "No" to no one in particular. A meek, grieving little 'no.' Then, "Oh God."
"Tell me."
She looked up, her face glistening, here eyes red. She tried to smile, but she couldn't keep her mouth right. I'd expected her to attack me again.
"Tell me. We'll deal with it."
"It's just…I didn't know." She clapped a hand over her mouth, and the tiniest part of a cry made it past her fingers.
"What do you mean? Didn't know what?"
She was almost breathless when she spoke. She was crying before she finished. "I didn't know the test could be wrong."
Judith put both hands over her mouth. She covered her face so that only her eyes showed. It grew so quiet in the room that my mind played a trick on me and whispered that we should be hearing a dog bark somewhere in the distance. While I waited for the dog, my wife pulled her hands away from her mouth, not far but far enough to let her speak, and she said, "I'm so sorry, Matt."
And me? I walked past her to the kitchen door, through the garage, to the driveway, got into my car, and left.
*****
Tell that to your mother!
I hated Judith. It was a good, clean hatred, not mucked up by any uncertainly about having done anything wrong. I was so in the right, so much the victim, so pure that I wanted to kill myself.
I told a group of guys at a bar. It seemed like the right place to be, though I don't usually do bars. I didn't know any of the guys, so I told them everything. Of course they loved the story.
"God damn that's cold!"
"Hell, yeah," said another, "But you've got the bitch by the short hairs now. Toss her out of the house, close down your accounts, and get a lawyer. She's toast!"



"You think?"
"Fuckin' A!" said a small, meek-looking guy with a dapper mustache. "Though some slapping around is in order, first. She'll never tell a soul, I guarantee."
"The guy needs a lot more than that!" said the first one. "A baseball bat will do wonders for him!"
"Here! Here!"
"I don't know …" They were talking too fast for me to get words in.
"You can't be a pussy about this!" said a gigantic, obese man in a drab, gray business suit. "You've gotta be a man and take charge. Don't get mad, get even!"
"Meaning?"
His voice dropped low and he leaned forward. So did several others. So did I.
"I know some guys who would gang-bang her for you. For a price. You'd never have to get involved. No one could prove you ordered it, but she'd get the message."
Mostly the guys just went on about how bitches ruined your life and how the law was unfair to men. The main theme was not to be a pussy. I heard that about four times.
The bartender poured me a free drink. I remember it was a single-malt scotch, neat, a double, from a bottle he pulled off the racks of rich-colored bottles behind him. He had tattoos up both arms, and a pony tail, like so many losers. Didn't his probation require him to stay away from bars? While he poured I wondered if that was his standard way of dealing with a man done wrong, and if maybe he expected I'd buy a round or leave a big tip.
The regulars were having a great time tossing around ways to put bitches in their place. While they did that the bartender leaned across the bar, close in to me. He had a thick, pink scar at the corner of his forehead.
"You seem like a nice guy." I smelled stale cigarettes on his breath, a whole carton of them.
"Thanks."
"So listen to me. Don't do anything crazy."
"What they said?" I nodded toward the barflies. "They're just bullshitting."
"Not necessarily. Not all of them. Watch out for the ones who bring it up again."
I looked over at them again but the bartender focused on me. "Like I said, you seem like a nice guy. Just don't do anything crazy." I wished he'd stop repeating himself. Then. "Your wife, she went crazy one day. She went nasty on you. But it's over. Right? She's sorry." He looked at me until I nodded. "So, before you do anything, you should think about how you two were before. If what she did is enough to end things cold turkey, then you already had bigger problems than you're gonna get fixed in here. If not…?" He shrugged.
I stared at him. I was feeling the drinks, but they weren't helping.
"Are you a therapist?"
He smiled a tight, almost nonexistent grin that didn't hold any humor.
"Just a barkeep. One who's learned from his mistakes."
I bought a round for everyone and left a big tip.
*****
I decided to leave Judith. Yes, there were bigger problems, Mr. Bartender.
It wasn't just the scotch thinking for me. I was drunk enough, but that wasn't it. It was because of who she chose to sex. At first I'd thought she picked George because I can't stand him, but it hit me I was wrong. Not that it being George wasn't a plus for her. No, the real reason it was him was that he'd do it right away, no questions asked. She wouldn't have to wait to get back at me. She got the news, and after the shock she thought, "That bastard! I'll kill him! I'll worse than kill him! I'll cut his balls off!" Stick it to Matt by having George stick it in her. It could have been a bum off the street, as long as she could do it without waiting.
O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!'
She chortled in her joy.
The whole time she was doing it she was planning how she'd spring it on me. She should have seen my barkeep. He'd have told her not to do anything crazy, and he would have been right.
When I got home Judith was waiting for me, looking like a sad, lost puppy. At first I wouldn't say anything to her, and she followed me around the house like that little pup, asking me to please talk. While I got down a suitcase she said, "Please, Matt."
"There's nothing to talk about. I need to be away from you."
"Don't leave."
"Why would anyone stay after that?"
"Please! I was desperate. I thought you had killed me. What else could I think?"
"Oh, that maybe there was a tiny leetle mistake?"
"I know, honey, I know, but I was insane! I wasn't thinking straight. Please try to see what I was going through. Please. Out of nowhere, I thought you had given me AIDS. I went out of my mind!"
"Not so much that you couldn't arrange a fuck session with George Mathis within a couple of hours!"
"Please!"
"I bet all that good sex made you feel a lot better for a while."
Judith jerked. She stiffened, as though to get some dignity.
"I didn't come, if that's what you mean."
"Well. So all you got out of doing George was punishing me. That's so much better."
And she collapsed again.
"That's not what I meant."
"What are you going to do the next time you think I've been bad, hire a hit man? Maybe have someone go over me with a baseball bat?"
"Please! Matt. I'm so sorry. I'm so ashamed. If I could undo it I would. Please give me another chance."
"I don't want that. I don't want to go back to what we had. It wasn't that good."
"Matt…"
"Wait! There's more. I don't want to have something to hold over you. I don't like either of us like this, and after a bit you wouldn't like it either. You'd have to be oh-so-nice about everything because you sexed Mr. Dickhead. It would kill you and it would kill us."
"Not if you really forgave me."
"Maybe. But I don't know that I can. I don't know that I want to. The first things you decided when you thought you were sick. The very first! They tell me a lot about you, and about us, and none of it is any good."
"Matt. Please. If you love me – if you ever loved me – please let me try. Try to understand. I wasn't myself! Give me a chance to make amends. I love you, and I'll do anything. I won't ever hurt you again. I promise."
How did the lines go? "And what have we got on the other side?" Sam Spade asked Brigid O'Shaughnessy, before he handed her to the police. "All we've got is that maybe you love me and maybe I love you."
"Shit. I'm sorry too. You say you love me. Well I don't know what I feel toward you, but it isn't love. And I do want to hurt you. Oh shit!"
I dumped the suitcase out and began repacking.
"Here. Let me help."
"Back off, damn it! I don't think you even believe what you're saying. I don't think you like me all that much, and I don't think you particularly like being married to me."
"Matt…"
"I won't be a sap! It turns out you're healthy. Well, you can be healthy and alone."
*****
We're apart. It's been months.
There are a lot of things I like about living alone, but being alone isn't one of them. If I'm at the apartment I sit in front of the TV or my computer, and wonder where all this started. Judith is the ghost who lives with me. Suddenly there she is, standing between me and the TV, or hovering over my bed at night, and we have long arguments that I always win. It doesn't help. It could have been worse, I guess. She could have sexed someone because she fell for him. Would that be worse? I don't know. Doesn't meanness count for something?
I don't have to be alone. Once word got out, two different woman invited me over for dinner. I didn't think I'd be much in demand, but again it doesn't matter. I'm sure they're very nice ladies, but I don't have the heart to start up dating again. Not yet anyway. I couldn't face all the little games you have to play, or stand the worry that someone could get hurt, her or me.
Judith? The real Judith, not the ghost? She's about like me, I guess, though she has the house. She's seeing a counselor and she says it's helping her. I don't think I'd do that.
It's been an experience though. You folks who have gone through it know what I mean. I've learned some things. Like what? Like what it is to have the rug pulled out from under you. Like how to act as though everything's fine when you're quivering inside. Like what woman-hating jerks some guys are. I wonder what the bar denizens would do in a real situation, as opposed to their power fantasies? Me, I'm trying to following the bartender's advice. The font of wisdom. Don't do anything crazy. Hell, I haven't even filed for divorce.
All this because her test was wrong. A one-percent chance of a false positive. If it had been right, we'd have kept on the direction we were going, smooth sailing or rough, happy or tired with each other, whatever. If she'd been slower to screw George, so that we saw the doc before anything happened and got the results straightened out, things would be more or less the same. If only it had been her cholesterol!
Judith's test was positive, but I'm not positive about anything. Ha-ha. My little joke. Very little.
We see each other from time to time. You find that hard to believe? There are a lot of practical matters to consider in a break-up, and her counselor suggested it. I pick her up and we go to neutral territory to talk. "Dates," she calls them and, frankly, once the uncertainty wore off and we could get away from talking about "it," they've been fine. She dresses up for them, and she wears makeup and perfume. I'd forgotten how lovely she is when she wants to be. We begin with practical matters and end up talking about everything. It's much nicer being with her than when we were together.
A couple of weeks ago she found a leak under the bathroom sink, so I spent Saturday buying supplies and fixing it myself, because it's still my house too and, frankly, money is tight. One bit of maintenance led to another, so pretty soon it was evening. She had made a roast and insisted I stay to eat. I didn't want to be rude, and I had been fixing up her place. She surprised me by making roasted potatoes, string beans, and a Greek salad, and she brought out a bottle of Cabernet. No, she didn't stop there. She baked an apple pie.
You may think you know where this is going. If you do you're way ahead of me.
Just last night we talked about property over a pasta dinner, then on the spur of the moment we went to an old movie at a neighborhood theatre. It was Judith's favorite chick flick: "Sleepless in Seattle." Afterward, she took my hand while we walked, just strolling under the Bradford Pear trees that line the sidewalks, talking through the still of the evening. She took my hand quietly, without fanfare, without asking, and I didn't let go. She has nice hands. We used to hold hands all the time. Sure. Wuss, wuss, wuss! She grew quiet and I asked, "What's on your mind?"
"I don't know. I just didn't think we'd ever hold hands again. That's all."
"Yeah." The monosyllabic male. I think she'd like to open doors into too many subjects I don't want to talk about. "Well, time passes."
At her door—it used to be "our" door—Judith gave me a good-night hug.
"Would you like to come in? For a drink?" You know where that invitation was heading.
"I don't think it would be a good idea." Big Ben, though, was standing before the hug was over, and I'm sure she could feel it. I gave her a kiss on the forehead, to get off the hook, and went home to fantasies of sex with her, sex like it was in the early years only of course even better.
Yes, I know she's trying to win me back. I'm not as much of a mope as you think.
I don't want to think too much about us as a couple, but I'm not blind. We're both alone, and neither of us is happy that way, but what chance would we have? Even today, if I think about it too much, I feel like I'm going to explode at how nasty she was, and wish I had beaten her, and daydream about a cleansing gang rape.
It's ironic then, isn't it, that I enjoy being with her more than I did before? She seems more thoughtful and more … there. I wonder when we lost that quality to each other? So yeah, I like being with her. Next time I may accept her offer.
End.
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One might wonder how sex stories grew so quickly on the Internet. Not sex, per se, pictures or videos of amazing acts, but stories, which take enormous time to write and edit, and time to read. And that pay so poorly -- for the most part not at all. Free sex stories have been present on the Internet almost from its invention and have been considered a "problem" by some outside commentators since at least 1990, predating the World Wide Web by several years.
Sex was successfully censored for generations, maybe centuries. For every period of explicit murals on villas in ancient Rome, or tryst-carvings in Indian caves, there have been long periods when it has been illegal to show the human body, and especially illegal to show it engaged in ecstatic pursuits. This persisted well into the twentieth century. At one point it was a badge of honor for an author's book to be "banned in Boston." I don't need to go into the whys and wherefores. Who doesn't understand the conflicted status of sexuality? On the one hand, loving, vanilla sex between spouses is generally considered praiseworthy. On the other hand, there are all those other sexual activities, choices of partners, and desires. You do that? You do it with whom? You fantasize about what? Any "excessive" concern with sex -- even between spouses -- raises eyebrows, and this is a serious enough issue that people generally mask their desires and practices. Have you talked with your neighbors recently, about that little experiment you and your honey tried?
Still, sex stories have grown, and they thrive. How so? Let's trace them, beginning with the Internet's "Great Renaming"
In the distant past, when wooly mammoths ruled the plains, most messages on the Internet were passed via a "bulletin board." system ("BBS") that directly led to today's "Usenet." Unlike email, bulletin board posts went to a group, not an individual. They were stored on an accessible location on a server, where they were available for reading by whoever knew the Internet address. Problem: The proliferation of bulletin boards on the different systems then in existence made the system chaotic and difficult to use. In 1986-1987, the "Great renaming," was undertaken by major system administrators, to better organize communication. Discussion groups (or "newsgroups") would be categorized into a series of "hierarchies," depending on the sorts of topics they covered.
The "alt.*" hierarchy was developed specifically to include a largely unregulated set of newsgroups. The term meant "alternative," but a standing joke was that it stood for "anarchists, lunatics, and terrorists" because from the beginning it was filled with groups that focused on outrageous or antisocial topics, and its "discussions" were marked by substantial amounts of flame. It was at 'alt' that most sex on the Internet found an early home.
It was actually a full year after the Great Renaming that the "alt.sex" hierarchy was established. It launched in April 1988, after much opposition and, apparently, almost surreptitiously. Yes, things were different then. I have not yet found any sex stories on the Internet before the institution of alt.sex, though long-time netizens swear they existed. With the forming of alt.sex, explicit stories on the internet took off. Almost immediately (I haven't found the exact date), the "alt.sex.bondage" newsgroup was formed.
The Take-Off
Google Groups contains discussion posts to the alt.sex.bondage newsgroup from as early as June 1989, and it was a.s.b. that pioneered posting stories of unconventional sex. For example, it had been the site for the "Perverts and Weirdos Digest," which long-time netizens have referred to as a major, early source of unconventional Internet sex discussion and advocacy, and which was already defunct by mid-to-late 1989.
The earliest actual sex stories I have found on alt.sex and alt.sex.bondage were posted in September 1989, though sex stories were certainly posted much earlier than that. What happened to them? Though Google boasts about how much it has saved, much was not, at least from the 'alt' hierarchy -- or else it was actively deleted.
For whatever reasons, the Google Groups archive of 'alt' posts is severely incomplete before the late-1990s. For example, The entire last year of original postings of stories by 'deirdre,' my favorite among the 'old' writers, is missing from Google Groups. That's about half her stories.
I have found no original "Perverts and Weirdos Digest" postings on Google Groups, though I have found V1N13 (September 9-13, 1988) at the "Temple of the Screaming Eagle" Web site. The thread consists mainly of discussions of bondage and domination topics -- no stories. What makes it interesting (for purposes of this little history) is that it documents an Internet focus on unconventional sex earlier than what's available directly via Google Groups. Some people believe that P&WD emerged in the pre-Renaming period, but Dave Mack, a founder, stated in a 1991 post (reposted in 2002) that the first issue came out around August 7, 1988, and the last was around March 4, 1989.
Many of the earliest stories that still exist are about sexual interludes -- stories about consensual sexual encounters between (for the most part) college students, which makes sense given that the early Internet existed mainly on major university campuses, along with a few government agencies and a handful of corporations. Computer geeks dominated early Internet posting, so of course there were stories of computer geeks getting lucky.
The earliest story with any hot button issues I have found is a gay bondage/domination tale titled "The Costume Party," posted to a.s.b. October 28, 1989. This is also one of the earliest posts I have found from an anonymous posting service (later called "anonymous remailers"). More about these later.
As I mentioned, stories about unconventional or antisocial sex may have been deleted by system administrators. There is a famous incident of this from late 1989 or January 1990, concerning the story "Cindy's Torment," which dealt with a corporate executive and his secretary who systematically rape, torture and humiliate a young Asian woman. After the story appeared on a.s.b. it simply disappeared, apparently censored by a gifted system administrator or several administrators. This was a difficult task because newsgroup posts are not held in a single server. They are deposited into the servers of all service providers that subscribe to the newsgroup. In the case of "Cindy's Torment," the story was reposted and re-reposted and, in fact, can be found today if you look around. Other stories were more successfully censored, and some universities (e.g., the University of Waterloo) stopped allowing access to any newsgroups in the "alt" hierarchy.
By November 1989, differences in the tastes and desires of posters at a.s.b. led them to discuss labeling stories to "warn" readers of the contents—what today we call "story codes." The labels suggested were acronyms (ex: FD/MS for "female dominant/male submissive" or "het" or "hom" for heterosexual versus homosexual), which leads me to believe that they might have been used earlier. At alt.sex.stories, there are stories with story codes in the subject lines, dating as early as April 1993.
In March 1990, a moderated, erotic stories site was founded in the "rec" (recreation) hierarchy, rec.arts.erotica. The idea was to have posted erotic stories passed on by a moderator or panel, to screen out. R.a.e. still exists as a newsgroup with very low activity, but it never "took off" the way stories in alt.sex did, apparently in part because the work was too much for the moderator and because there was a desire to exclude stories of low judged quality. That would change with alt.sex.stories.
By May 1992 the "alt.sex.stories" newsgroup had been founded specifically for the posting of stories rather than sexual discussion. At about the same time "alt.sex.stories.d" was created specifically for discussion of sex stories and related topics. The proliferation of "spam," or unwanted advertising and solicitations on the newsgroup, led to the creation of "alt.sex.stories.moderated" in 1996-1997. A.s.s.m. was like r.a.e. in that stories were moderated before posting (initially by its first true moderator, Eli the Bearded; later by teams of moderators), but it did not screen for "quality," leaving that up to readers. Anything but spam is allowed, at least hypothetically including stories that have nothing to do with sex. In 1997 an associated Web site, the "Alt.Sex.Stories.Text.Repository" (asstr.org) was formed. Since that time a wide array of sex-stories Web sites have appeared, most of them free (some use advertising for revenue), though there are also a growing number of subscription ezines.
The Demand-Side Growth of Sex Stories in Cyberspace
The rapid growth in numbers of posted stories shows a reservoir of fantasies that needed only opportunity to find expression in print. How fast did the flow of stories develop? There are no reliable counts of stories on the Internet from the early years, but stories were harvested by individuals for their personal archives, and these show tremendous growth.
An a.s.s.d. post from May 13, 1993, stated that the poster had about 1,600 sex stories in his personal archive (later in the year he upped the count to 3,000), and that he intended to repost them before deleting them from his computer. A poster with the pseudonym "Nobody" replied that he had a personal archive of 3,400 stories. At about this time, the first sex story archive sites began to appear -- again largely at university sites.
Google Groups provides month-by-month tallies of posts to all the thousands of Usenet groups in its archives. While, as I said earlier, a large number of posts from the early years of the alt-hierarchy have not been archived, the counts can give lower estimates of the number of actual posts, and it can show just how popular sex stories sites became. Alt.sex, for example, had only 58 posts in 1988, but it reached a peak of over 240,000 posts in 1997, before declining to its current level of 30,000 to 40,000 posts per year. Over the years, most of these have become spam. Alt.sex.stories began with 84 posts in 1992, reached a peak of 105,000 posts in 1997, and now has 25,000 to 30,000 posts per year, most of them also spam.
Actually, we must turn to the a.s.s.d. and a.s.s.m. groups to get fairly accurate counts of posts that don't include spam.
As stated earlier, a.s.s.d. is purely a discussion newsgroup. It can be used as an index of total interest in newsgroup sex-stories. Posts to the newsgroup can be found as early as 1992, but it is not possible to get completely accurate counts of posts. The numbers provided by Google Groups are slightly different from those one gets by using the Google search engine. Moreover, because of the rapid increase in spam with the development of the World Wide Web, the newsgroup in 1997 began having discussants tag their posts with a label "{ASSD}," which members refer to as "the curlies," to differentiate true posts from commercial ones. In any case, a.s.s.d. has received tens of thousands of legitimate (non-spam) posts per year for a long time, with a maximum of well over 40,000 in a year, though posts have dropped off dramatically in recent years. In 2007 there were only about 7,500 a.s.s.d. posts with "curlies" in the headers.
As a moderated site, a.s.s.m. gives us the purest measure of newsgroup story posting. For practical purposes it began in early 1997 and in its first year it posted over 5,000 stories. In 1998 over 10,000 stories were posted there -- its peak year. There was a sharp drop in 1999, because Eli the Bearded left and there was a delay of several months before a team of moderators replaced him. Afterwards, it resumed at a rate of over 5,500 posts (individual stories and story chapters) per year, before declining to just over 1,700 posts in 2007.
The Move from Usenet to the Web
So what happened to the sex stories posts? Did the stream dry up? No. The drop in participation in the alt.sex hierarchy seems to indicate a defection of writers from Usenet to the Web. Many people who have come to the Internet in the past decade are unfamiliar with Usenet, having worked only with Web browsers. Moreover, each internet service provider can choose which Usenet groups it will carry, and many refuse -- for example -- to carry sexually-oriented sites. The largest ISP, AOL, decided in 2004 to stop supplying Usenet entirely. Today Usenet can be accessed via the Web, for both reading and posting, via services such as Google Groups, but it faces stiff challenges for viewers from Web-based discussion groups, instant messaging, email-based discussions, blogs, and so forth.
ASSTR may be the largest Web-based sex stories site. Founded in 1997, it has grown steadily and is now also the home for an authors' archive site, other newsgroups, and several Web story sites, and is also the mirror site for other archives. It is a U.S. tax-exempt institution and accepts no advertising, but lives entirely on donations. Whereas a.s.s.m. seems to have about 53,000 posts in its archive, the ASSTR engine indicates that, as of today, it possesses over 363,000 indexed stories.
Yes. Now these are not are all unique stories, as there may be many reposts from different sites, multiple chapters for a single long story, and stories reposted or revised by the authors themselves. Because most story sites are non-commercial, and copyright is held by the authors, individual stories may be posted and archived at several different sites. In any event, the number of story posts added to the archive has grown from about 30 per day in its earliest years, to anywhere between 60-200 per day recently.
ASSTR also provides free archive space for authors, who can store their stories either on an FTP site or a personal Web page. ASSTR claims to have "over 1,000" authors in its author section, but that number seems to be a severely out of date. A count of the author folders in the FTP section finds over 2,100 separate author names.
The next largest erotic stories Web site—probably the largest one without a specific newsgroup tie-in—is Literotica. It advertises having over 75,000 stories on its site. That number too seems out of date. Though unlike ASSTR it restricts the stories it will accept, by refusing to post stories portraying sex with a person under the age of 18 or stories of bestiality (probably because of Canadian law), it still posts roughly 500 stories per week, or about 25,000 stories per year. It is explicitly international in its orientation, and the site is available in six languages.
A third example of the growth of story sites on the Web can be found at StoriesOnLine, founded in mid-1999. From 2000 through 2007, the number of stories posted there rose from 542 to over 3,200 per year, and it far exceeded a.s.s.m.'s total. By the end of 2007 there were over 19,000 stories in its archives. That is far fewer than the total of the site's posts, because it counts multi-chapter works as single stories.
There are, as well, a growing number of subscription e-zines that compete for many of the more focused sex-story writers, and that add formatting and illustrations, though the number of stories they post is small in comparison to the free story sites. Many hold exclusive publication rights for a fixed period of time, after which the authors can freely post elsewhere.
Readers
The issue of the popularity of sex stories is not just of the number of writers or stories, but of readers. These are difficult to ascertain, but some sites keep counts of the number of times individual stories are accessed. ASSTR may have the largest number of downloads, but at this time not much general download information is available. Writers can get weekly counts of how often individual stories were downloaded, active writers with a large number of stories may find total downloads in the tens of thousands per year. As an example, I am not one of the most downloaded ASSTR writers, but my full set of stories and chapters at the site can easily total in the neighborhood of 1,000 downloads per week, or about 50,000 total downloads per year. I may be famous.
There are many currently documentable at other Web sites. Literotica provides download totals for every story on the site. Its single most downloaded story is "A -- My name is Alice," about a middle-aged housewife who is seduced by her teenage son. "Alice" has been downloaded over 4.7 million (!) times since August 2001. The top 173 stories in Literotica's archive have each been downloaded over half a million times. A typical story will be downloaded from several hundred to several thousand times.
While the number of readers of SOL stories cannot compare with those at Literotica, the top 70 stories in its archive have each been downloaded over 100,000 times. The number one story, "Jack and Jill," a 118-chapter story about high-school sex and romance, has been downloaded over 334,000 times. A typical story will be downloaded several hundred to several thousand times.
The picture is clear. As soon as it was possible to post sexually-explicit stories with a degree of anonymity, a large -- and growing -- body of individuals began doing just that. A much larger population downloads and reads the stories.
Problems in Storyland
One might think that the widespread nature of sex story posting , and its enormous readership, would give the enterprise acceptability. That may be so to some extent, but it has some characteristics that could, as the social theorist Erving Goffman put it, "spoil the identity" of people who write the stories. There are at least two major things that could do this. The first of these is our incessant focus on sex. Whatever other genres our stories may touch -- romance, science fiction, gothic, detective stories, fan-fiction, historical fiction, literary fiction, or even poetry -- the focus is on sex, almost always explicitly.
A large proportion of the stories deal with sex alone -- with pursuing it, with achieving it, with peak sexual experiences, or with sex that is unusual in its manner, frequency, intensity, or expression. Though there are talented writers in cyberspace who can and do write well-crafted stories, in general stories focus on the physical characteristics of sex to the detriment of plot, characterization, description and other basics of story-telling. This is so well-known that known that by the mid-1990s a light-hearted (but not completely inaccurate) list of "The Top-10 Clichés of alt.sex.stories," began circulating and soon expanded to dozens of clichés. The following are representative:
(1) When a woman orgasms, she screams, "Ohhhh, I'm cuuummmiiinnnggg!!!!!!
(2) All men have penises at least 9 inches long and 3 inches wide
(3) Blond goddesses with gigantic breasts and gorgeous bodies are all secretly in love with nerdy computer geeks, and their ambition is to move into the apartment next door to a computer geek.
(4) Babysitters are the luckiest people on the face of the earth.
(5) When a husband finds that his wife has been cheating on him, he is more turned on than angry.
(6) When a woman finds that her husband wants to watch her have sex with other men, she thinks it a swell idea. Or, in general - When one person wants some kind of non-standard sexual behavior, everybody else agrees.
I don't want to leave the impression that the clichés define on-line sex stories, but ours are "genre" stories and within any genre there is a limit to the breadth of expression. For every Maltese Falcon there are innumerable, throw-away, detective novels. In addition, few of the on-line writers are professionals, and one must -- finally -- remember that a normal characteristic of this particular genre is the search for sexual arousal. A criterion commonly used in ranking stories, in fact, is their amount of "stroke."



Then there's the second reason why sex story writers could face spoiled identities. The stories aren't just about sexual love, of the sort that are common even in some lines of mainstream romance novels. Because they represent sexual fantasy and are shared anonymously with strangers, there are few limits to how extreme the stories can be. People can -- and do -- include in their stories activities they would never consider undertaking in real life. Stories include romances, sexual interludes, and loving, marital sex, but they also include homosexuality, adultery, and such hot-button themes as sodomy, incest, kidnapping, rape, bondage, domination-and-submission, sadomasochism, torture, scat (feces), water-sports (urine), mind-control, bestiality, pedophilia, mutilation, and snuff -- sometimes in complex combinations.
To allow one's spouse, child or associate to know that one not only has had such a fantasy, but that one has taken the trouble to develop it into a story and post it on line, could be disastrous for the writer. This concerns not only the writer of extreme stories but -- for example -- the husband who posts stories of gay soldiers or the wife who writes lesbian romances. In either case, the revelation of this hidden side of one's partner can spoil his or her identity and ruin the relationship.
This is not just a hypothetical problem. Posters on a.s.s.d. and elsewhere have complained that their spouses have called the police to accuse them of sexual crimes, and the fact of having posted stories has been used in divorce proceedings. Being "outed" is a terror for many. One of the most famous sex-stories writers from the mid-1990s wrote that having her identity revealed was "my own very worst nightmare."
Probably the very worst outcome of sex-story writing is arrest. Americans may not consider that likely, since in the U.S. writing has substantial Constitutional (First Amendment) protection. In other countries, even ones that seem more sexually liberal than the U.S. (Canada; the U.K.) writing does not have the same explicit protection, so that, for example, stories of sex with teenagers might subject one to criminal sanctions. Still, even within the U.S. there are examples of arrests and seizures for posting sex stories on the Internet.
In 1995, Jake Baker a University of Michigan student, was arrested and prosecuted for a story on Usenet about kidnapping, raping, and murdering a woman with the same name as a UM classmate. The prosecution was ultimately dismissed by a Federal judge. In October 2005, Pittsburgh-based "Red Rose Stories," a site that specialized in pedophilia and extreme fiction, was effectively closed through seizure of the owner's equipment by the FBI. In October 2006, "Rosie" (Karen Fletcher) was charged under Federal statutes with posting obscenity on line. The outcome is undecided. Last month, Frank McCoy of Minnesota, a long-time writer (and a.s.s.m. poster) largely of pedophilia, was apparently arrested on a Federal obscenity charge, because of a complaint filed in the state of Georgia. The circumstances and outcome are unclear as I write this.
Anonymity and Sex Stories
Because of such possibilities, most people in the sex stories community work hard to protect their anonymity. The two major ways of doing this are via the adoption of pseudonyms (nyms) and the use of anonymous email addresses. Both grew along with the sex-stories movement and may be intrinsically connected to it.
Many early sex-story posts actually appeared with the writers' real names and email addresses -- usually provided by universities. People began adopting nyms to hide their identities, but a person's email still carries her address and the path by which the message came to its destination, allowing a savvy person to track the message to its source. That is, in fact, how Jake Baker was identified. To provide more anonymity, by the late 1980s people began offering anonymous posting services, or anonymous remailer. These are vendors that receive an email or post, strip away all identifying information, and re-transmit the text of the message to the intended recipient.
The most famous anonymous remailer was "anon.penet.fi," which operated out of Helsinki, Finland in the mid-1990s. The ease of running one is clear from the fact that Penet was the largest remailer in the world at that time but was run on a pre-Pentium PC. I have seen claims that most people who use remailers are part of one or another Internet sex community, but Penet's demise had nothing to do with sex. It came about because of a 1995 lawsuit by the Church of Scientology, in California, over church documents released to a Scientology discussion group. The poster had used the Penet remailer to mask his or her identity, but Finnish authorities enforced an Interpol subpoena requiring the administrator, Johan Helsingius, to release information about the person, and he then closed the site because he could not guarantee the anonymity of users.
Long-time netizens have told me about widespread speculation that the demise of Penet would mean the end of sex stories on Usenet, perhaps of Usenet itself. Obviously that did not occur. In fact, a large number of Web-based email systems that do not require either a verified name or access from a particular location have developed in the past decade (e.g., Yahoo!, Hotmail, etc.). These serve hordes of posters today.
Not all sex-stories writers are concerned about release of their real-world identities, but the enterprise would probably not exist without anonymity. Recent FAQs to authors, from the a.s.s.m. moderation team, include a "special" note:
"When posting to A.S.S.M., please take care to use an email address that will neither reveal your real name nor can be tied to your real name. Many former A.S.S.M. posters email the ASSTR administration years after they originally posted a story requesting the removal of their name or the story in its entirety. While ASSTR will always gladly comply with such requests, it has no ability to get the story and associated poster's real name removed from search engines' search results. For this reason, ASSTR highly recommends that posters use a pen/pseudoname when posting to A.S.S.M.."
Playing up the Community
Following anonymity, story posters deal with the stigmatized nature of their practices by various forms of community-building. There is much talk, for example, of the writers' "community" both as a body of personal acquaintances and as authors. Though few will ever know each others' real names, locations, or sometimes even genders, posters come to be familiar and comfortable with each other, and share personal information. In some cases posters drop anonymity with one another, at least in emails. It probably will not surprise one to find that netizens' identities may be far from those of their everyday lives.
On sex-stories newsgroups and discussion sections of sex-story Web sites, birthdays, illnesses, marriages, divorces, or deaths are announced, and there is ongoing bantering. In my experience, conversation is almost never seductive. People argue over issues such as whether sex story writers in the U.S. need to worry about crackdowns by the government, or the meaning of research showing that more women are having lesbian experiences. Because people who communicate via pseudonyms tend to appear and disappear quite suddenly, there are occasional posts asking if anyone knows what has happened to X. The quality of interaction is no different from that at non-sex sites, including the occasional flame war.
One theme that marks discussion is a focus on writing. People often share lists of favorite authors or stories -- both sex stories and "mainstream" stories. There are reviews of recent stories. The most famous reviewer, "Celeste," discussed and rated thousands of stories between 1995 and 2000, after which, complaining that writers were too thin skinned and hostile, she disappeared. There are story festivals on different themes. There is an informal "Hall of Fame" at a.s.s.d. There is discussion of the nature of writing and an abiding concern with being taken seriously as a community of writers. There are awards. On the a.s.s.d. site (now moved to SOL), there are monthly and annual awards -- in various categories -- called respectively the Silver or Golden "Clitorides." There was an institutionalized forum on a.s.s.d. for reviewing and polishing stories, called "The Fish Tank." Its founder and administrator, Desdmona, has moved it to the Web, where it is modeled on mainstream story review sites like Francis Ford Coppola's "Zoetrope." There are other review sites as well.
Despite all the risks, privately-written and posted sex-stories flourish in a large corner of cyberspace. The moment it became possible to write and post their fantasies, a large number of people rushed to do it, and the flood has grown over the years. Sex stories aren't the only sorts of stories posted on-line. Every genre is represented in cyberspace -- though all of them seem to have big dollops of raunch. It must have been that there was a vast reservoir that only needed tapping, that once released is hard -- impossible? -- to stop. We're riding the wave at this moment.
*
[NOTE: On request I will provide links to all posts and Web addresses that are mentioned in the essay]
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"Mysteries"
H. Jekyll
"Why do I love you, Jen, and why do you love me? Why do I desire you?"
"Don't be so obsessive, Phil. Just be happy we do love and desire each other, okay?"
He was afraid to talk too much like a professor around her, but he wanted to talk about it because he was afraid love and desire could evaporate. Everything between them rested on a mystery. He wondered about all of it, why he was attracted to the curve of her breast, or why the turn of her belly down to her pubis excited him. Passion is a mystery. Desire is. Everything is. He'd read up on it, of course, because that was what he did. "The heart and the mind...what an enigma." Charlie Chaplin had said that, but others said similar things. He was afraid to let Jennifer's love be a mystery.
He told friends he feared desire and love just happened. That's what he said when he and Jennifer were going through their bad time. He knew you didn't choose your desires. For his part, he loved Jennifer, but he wanted many women. Desire chose this one or that one. Could Jen ever want someone else? She was certain of us, then she wasn't, now she is again. I don't think I can ever be certain of anything. That's not true. I'm certain I need her.
He didn't tell Jen or anyone else that he fantasized all the time, that he had thoughts of what he could do with some woman, of how he could arrange it. He had to force the fantasies aside so he could work.
There was a girl just today, a student, walking along the sidewalk. A summer day, nothing in particular happening, no place special, gum wrappers and cigarette butts on the walk of a strip mall. She was walking like any other girl, in jeans, with a backpack, her hair in a ponytail, and when she passed him he could tell she wasn't wearing a bra and her young breasts were bobbing in time to her steps. She was just passing by, just a teenage girl, and I wanted her. She's all I thought about all afternoon.
* * * * *
Philip and Jennifer were lying in bed after fucking, snuggled loosely together, relaxed with the passion spent, long enough afterward that they had put on underwear to keep from seeping onto the sheets, and had turned on the TV. The news channel was showing interviews with police in Utah, about the abducted girl. Jennifer put her head on Philip's shoulder and lay a hand softly on his chest.
"It's awful! How could anyone do something like that, Phil?"
He pulled the sheet up over his middle, just in case. He didn't want her to see him getting erect at the news, and so soon after sex. He couldn't tell her why. He didn't know. That's not exactly right. He knew the immediate reason but not where it came from. He hoped they found the girl, though she was probably long since raped and killed. The poor thing. It wasn't her fault. She didn't do anything to deserve it. He could hope for her, or at least that they could find the body for her family, so they could finally know. But he understood the desire that must have drawn the abductor. He understood it exactly.
How delicious it must have been, a sweet innocent young thing, so afraid and so obedient. She'd do anything for him. She'd even asked permission to get her shoes before he'd led her away. She'd surely done everything he wanted. Philip had no doubt that he'd made her do everything. He'd bound her and hurt her. Maybe he'd bitten her. Damn, it must have been good! Philip's prick swelled more, and became completely hard, as he thought about it.
"I don't know what would make someone do that, Jen" he told her honestly.
He had tried to explain to her once, about a different case in the news, the social science explanations, but she hadn't seemed interested. He finally decided that she considered predators to be some kind of monster, that they were freaks, insane. He knew better, though. Maybe they're freaks and monsters, but if so there are any number of us other freaks. We're lying next to our wives, looking just like any other guy. And damn it, we're good people! I know I am. Are the others any different? I worry about my daughter and think about the state of the world. I've never hurt - or would hurt - anyone. But desire. Yeah. As a lark, it made me get excited by stories of total domination. Even real ones. Why that? Why me? I can't ever let Jen know.
* * * * *
Jennifer's favorite film is "Sex, Lies, and Videotape." Philip just got it for her and Friday night they're watching it in bed. It took forever to get little Kirsten to sleep, so long that they had thought they wouldn't have time to watch it tonight. While it plays Philip examines her face as much as the film. When it's over and they're lying there talking, ready to go to sleep, and it's not decided if they'll fuck tonight, he asks her about her favorite scene from the film.
"I love it where James Spader tells Andie McDowell that men often fall in love with the woman they're having sex with, and women begin wanting sex with the man they love."
"Does that description fit you?"
"Yes."
"Uh. Wait a minute. Wait just a damn minute. You started liking sex after you fell for me?"
"Yes. Aren't you flattered?"
"Uh-uh! Time out! You had sex long before we met. You mean you didn't like it? Or did you love those guys, too?"
This is going a lot further than she had intended. She asks, "Is this an inquisition?" and gets out of bed to turn off the floor lamp, the DVD player, and the TV. His apology follows her as she walks down the hall to check on Kirsten.
"No. I'm sorry honey, but I just don't understand. And besides, I fell for you before I ever got you into the sack." He half shouts the last part out into the hall.
There's no answer for a minute, then there are footsteps and Jennifer comes back into the room.
"Don't be so romantic. You got me into the sack almost right away." She gets back in the bed and hits her pillows to fluff them.
"And you didn't enjoy it? That's not my memory." He begins to wonder if she had faked it, and if that was true what else is true?
"I enjoyed it just fine, but it wasn't the same, darling. It was... oh... I liked it like I like... I don't know. Like I like going to the carnival or having a fine meal. It was nice but I didn't miss it when I didn't have it. I didn't think about it all the time."
She laughs a quiet little laugh of remembrance.
"More often I worried about how to get men to not push for sex without driving them away, or how to deal with being in my period. That sort of thing. And you know what? This is the sort of thing girls aren't supposed to tell their guys."
It's always dangerous when you start to delve into people's desires, into their private places. There are things everyone keeps private, and things about themselves they can't explain. Philip decides to push the questioning a little.
"But now you like sex with me?"
She stares at him for a moment and then rolls her eyes.
"Isn't it obvious? Who's usually the aggressor?"
"And because?"
"Because I fell for you, and you were so sweet and loving to me." She sits up and turns toward him, looking down at him with a fierce expression. "Listen up, darling. You want to know, so I'll tell you because you're mine. It was only after we had been going together for a while that I began to think about sex a lot. During the day. At work. That was new to me. Thinking of what we could do, of what would be hot. So there. Now you know."
"Wow." It's more an exhalation than a comment. He looks into her eyes with a thoughtful expression. "I guess I don't know what to think. I guess you're still a mystery to me, hon." He rests a hand on her thigh.
"Maybe not quite as much as a few minutes ago."
"You didn't ever think about men's bodies? A lot of women act like they do. You know. They joke about penises and all."
"Oh God! When I first saw an erect penis close up I thought it was grotesque. I didn't really much like how they looked until I fell for you and started to like John Henry here."
She lays her hand ever so lightly over his penis and he gets a hard-on. It's almost instantaneous. He lays a hand over hers, keeping her hand on his prick.
"So you didn't ever even masturbate?"
"Oh, once in a while. It was nice... but..."
"Okay, okay. I get the picture. So when you first saw the film, where the sister tells Andie McDowell that she let the Spader character videotape her masturbating, that didn't make you hot?"
"The first time I saw it? No! I thought it was the craziest thing I'd ever heard about. Who would do something like that? What I loved was the scene at the end, where he comes home and she's sitting on the porch and they reach their hands to each other. That was so loving! It got to me. If I'd been on a date, the guy would have got lucky that night for sure!"
Why does that spark her desire? Aroused by a simple little scene of domestic intimacy. How does it work? How does the mystery work?
"You said the first time you saw it."
"Well... if you have to know... later, after we were together and I saw it again, I fantasized that I was the sister and it was you videotaping me masturbating, and... well, kapow!"
They are silent for a minute, just looking at each other. She's just barely moving her hand over John Henry. Finally he speaks, but his voice is hardly more than a whisper.
"Jesus Jen. Jesus! Jesus, you're fantastic! I have to see you masturbate. I really do."
"Oh no honey. I couldn't really do that. Not really. You have to do it to me yourself."
* * * * *
She didn't tell the whole truth. No one ever can. No one knows the whole truth, of course, but there are things she knows that she can't tell him. Not even him. Especially not him. She wishes she could but she's afraid of what the whole truth would do to him, of what it would do to them. She gets by on things that aren't actually lies. They're truths that mask a huge truth.
She helps him pull off her nightgown and tug down her panties and lies passively before him so he can masturbate her, leaving one hand by her side and one on his leg. He moves his hands all over her, massaging her thighs and moving up to her crotch, where he moves hands up and down, lightly over her almost silken pubic hair, and with more force over and through her labia. Massaging her labia, pulling them, stroking them. Slipping his fingers down between them to the mouth of her vagina. Pushing two fingers inside her, then slipping them out again and up between her labia, to the top and down again.
He knows what he is doing. What she likes. They've done this before. He'll take his time. When she's high enough he'll move away from her vagina. He'll massage her legs and arms, her face and head, her neck. He'll spend time on her feet and on her hands. Then he'll massage her breasts gently, gently, caressing them and trying to make goose bumps, before he finally returns past her belly to her sex. He'll have made her wait long enough.
Jennifer half closes her eyes and sighs for him because Philip likes it when she sighs. And she likes it, herself. She loves the feel of his large, man's hands playing with her body, and she knows this will be extra good. There's only one problem--that she can never quite rid herself of the memory of a woman's hands playing with her.
* * * * *
Jennifer has thought about the mystery of desire, too. She doesn't often discuss it with Philip but she carries it around with her. It kept her from reading a paper at the Modern Language Association meetings, a paper about the sources of desire in the works of the magical realists. So ironic. Real human desires trumped those of the characters in novels, and I still don't know where they came from.
What breeds desire?
It's been two years. How often since has she thought of it? Every day? Jennifer could tell something was different, almost from their greeting, but she had no desire. She was uncomfortable because her friend was coming on to her in little ways. Francesca was. Her dear friend from grad school, married and divorced, and tenured the same year Jennifer was. They'd traveled together before. Now they were rooming together at the meetings. The first time in a long time.
What breeds desire? Jennifer doesn't know. There hadn't been any, not for her, but for Francesca? Why was she acting different? What changed?
Did I give you signals, Franny? I didn't know. I really didn't know.
Francesca wasn't any more subtle about it than men are, sitting too close, touching more often than she should, keeping contact a second longer than necessary. There were the pointed little sex comments and jokes, the half-serious questions about her and Philip.
I know we always teased and flirted, but it was between friends. Not like this. It never meant anything before, did it?
Jennifer brushed it all off and bantered around it and knew it was going to be uncomfortable, and that she might have to confront Francesca when they were alone.
Jennifer doesn't know what breeds desire, but she knows it can happen, and not because she's in love with someone first. Back in their room, she faced Francesca and started trying to extricate, doing it gently, giving Fran outs and excuses and deniability, and in mid-sentence Fran touched her breast.
Today it is the movement and the touch that Jen remembers. She sees the whole sequence, Francesca's right arm coming from her waist, as smooth as can be, palm out and fingers half spread. She watches it move straight to her left breast. Did she watch it like that at the time or did it catch her by surprise? It doesn't matter. She sees it now. Fran caught the nipple area in the hollow of her hand and reached her fingers around to capture the whole thing, as though kneading it. What was there about it? Boys had done that, years before, and she'd slapped them. It had been automatic, easy. But now Jennifer couldn't move. She never finished her sentence.
She tried to speak and maybe whispered a faint "No." Maybe not. Her memory isn't perfect on that. Maybe she said "Please." She knows she was hardly breathing, and that her eyes went to the hand, then to Francesca's face, then back. The world changed. What was it? Today she thinks about it and just can't, quite grasp it. Something about the hand being small, and a woman's, and being Francesca's. Something she's never been able to put a finger on. Before Fran brought her other hand to Jennifer's cheek or leaned in to kiss her, desire captured Jen.
Franny, how did it happen? Did you put a spell on me? It's all fragments of memories today. I don't understand. I'm standing stupidly while you unbutton my blouse, and the air conditioning is blowing right onto my damp chest and chilling me. You're kissing me so deeply. How did it happen? Your tongue, Fran. When did I start sucking it? You tasted different. Why did I wrestle yours with mine? You strummed my nipples that first time. Why was it different? Men had strummed them. I always liked it, but it wasn't like this. How did you get my clothes off so quickly? I didn't even know you were doing it. I don't think I knew. And then you pulled my panties down. My panties pulled down by a woman. Something about that. Something I don't understand, any more than I understood when you pushed me to the bed and crawled between my legs. Your pretty face at my vagina and your little mouth going up and down inside me.
Do you remember I cried after you made me finish? Somehow I thought I'd still be myself as long as I didn't come for you, but then it was too much. I was too far along and I couldn't help myself. It was after I'd recovered. I'd finally stopped breathing hard, and I found myself lying in your arms and I didn't understand. Wherever you are, Franny, do you remember you kissed me and told me it was all right and then I started laughing and went back and forth, laughing and crying? Why did I do that? And you weren't done. You touched me all over the whole time, and made me want you again.
Oh Francesca, why? And how? It was already different the second time because it wasn't a seduction. Do you still think about me? Do you remember? You dove straight into me. And me, I worked so hard to be brave, so I could put my mouth on your vagina, and then it got easy to do it. It got easy awfully fast. I didn't know it would be so easy to bring you over, and I almost came myself, just from watching your orgasm.
No wonder men like to watch us come!
Do you remember that my chest hurt after the second time, because I'd come so hard? Do you remember that, Franny?
Where does Desire come from? Was the serenity afterward part of it, lying tangled in Francesca, touching and kissing and knowing this was perfect, and that everything would have to work out perfectly? They had loved for far longer than she and Philip ever did, and they fell asleep with their faces touching and their hands on each other. I still remember your perfume, Francesca.
But nothing was perfect in the morning, except that she opened her eyes before Fran did and knew perfectly well who she was, and what she had, and who was waiting for her at home. She shrank from Fran and was dressed and packed before Fran awoke.
"Jen. Jen! What's the matter? Darling, what are you doing?"
"Don't 'darling' me! How could you? Was I out of my mind? Is this how you get your kicks? Fucking your friends?"
"No! Jen! Please. Please don't go. Please! I love you!"
Jennifer was out of the room and "I love you" hadn't faded before the door slammed. She changed her reservations, checked out, never read her paper. She told Philip and her session chair that she had become ill, and in a manner of speaking she had.
* * * * *
What causes Desire? Jennifer spent the next several weeks perfecting her desire for Philip, finding new things for them to do. She tried things she'd never done before, but Philip, caught her being weepy, caught her withdrawing, and he developed a worried look. He took to bringing her little presents and trying to watch her when she didn't know he was looking.
Jennifer couldn't think things through because Francesca didn't just quit her. She sent letters and emails to Jennifer's office. They always apologized for ruining their friendship, and begged Jen for forgiveness. She said she would never do such a thing again, if they could only be friends. Please give me a second chance to be your friend! Jennifer never answered any of them. Once Fran called her, and when Jennifer heard her voice she snapped into the phone, "don't you ever, ever call me again," and she hung up. Then the letters and emails stopped coming.
Philip walked in on Jennifer crying at her desk one evening, but she wouldn't tell him why. He said, "Please Jen, you can tell me anything. Anything at all. Something's killing you. I'm a big boy. I can take it. Even if it's the worst thing, you can tell me about it."
She rose from her chair, shrugging his hands off her shoulders, and turned toward him.
"Phil, you know I love you."
Oh no. He couldn't wait for the rest, but took her hands before she finished.
"Yes, I do. And you know I love you. But Jen, if you have to tell me there's another man, then do it now. Don't drag it out. I couldn't stand that. Just tell me." He stared down at her fearfully.
She hugged him to her and put her face against his chest. She cried onto his chest. It couldn't have been long before she answered him, but the whole time he stroked her back and kissed her hair and waited for the end of the world. Finally she looked up at him.
"There isn't any other man, sweetheart. There never has been. I love you and I'd never, ever hurt you. I'm just going through a mixed-up phase. I just need some time. Just be there for me, okay?"



So he backed off and she worked through her feelings, and it was better. A few months later they decided to make a baby.
* * * * *
When Phil is finished with the massage and returns to Jennifer's vagina she begins to gasp. He could masturbate her and watch her come from above her, but he decides to give her his mouth, the thing she likes best. He slides between her legs and raises her hips with his hands, pushing them under her buttocks and lifting her to his mouth. He begins sucking on her and moving his mouth up and down the full length of her vagina, and she goes crazy. She reaches to his head and pulls on his hair so hard it hurts him. When she starts to come she is so noisy it seems she might wake Kirsten, but he doesn't stop. He keeps mouthing her as long as she can stand it, until finally she rolls her sex away from his face and gasps,
"No more. Darling. No more. Please. No more."
He enters her while she's still panting, just pushing John Henry slowly into her flower, then holding himself in her while he kisses her all over her face. When she stops panting they kiss mouth-on-mouth and he pulls slowly out of her, then plunges in. She's still sensitive, and gasps with the plunge, but she doesn't say "no more." He pulls slowly again, and plunges again. Again, and he's already almost there, and then he starts fucking her quickly and comes while he's kissing her, and for a moment he doesn't kiss. He groans through his mouth, his mouth on hers, and she sucks in the moan. She holds her breath, keeping his moan inside her as long as she can. Her guy's moan. Her own guy, with her taste on his mouth for her.
As they cuddle afterwards, he can't run his hands over her because she's so sensitive. Everything tickles and makes her twitch. They lay their heads on a single pillow and look at each other and kiss a little, and joke, and she tells him he's the most wonderful lover in the world.
* * * * *
Philip always takes a long time to fall asleep, and he sleeps lightly, so Jennifer waits forever for his breathing to become regular and deep, before she rolls herself ever so slowly from the bed. It takes some time for her computer to boot up. She goes on line and logs onto her private email account, the one she keeps under a nym, and she clicks on the "New Letter" button. Then she stares at the screen for a long time.
When she begins to compose she types, erases, cuts, pastes, and types some more. At one point she erases almost everything, then begins over. A letter develops:
---------
Dearest Francesca:
After the night we spent together I was filled with shame and fear. I didn't know what to make of it. I was afraid of what would happen to my life, and what it would mean for Philip. I couldn't talk to you about it. I was afraid to talk to you. I was unforgivably cold, and I know I hurt you more than anyone else in my life. I'm so sorry, Francesca. I broke your heart. And mine.
---------
Jennifer's eyes fill ever so slowly, and she brushes them dry. "Don't be stupid," she says to herself. She types some more and her eyes fill and overflow. She stops typing, wipes her face with the back of a hand, and breathes through her mouth for a few moments, to gain control, but when she goes back to the keyboard she starts crying all over again. She doesn't sob. When a wave of crying rolls over her she stops typing until it passes. She gets tissues. It keeps happening. The first few times she handles it the same way, but then she gives up and cries quietly while she types, typing, then wiping, then typing some more.
---------
If I could undo how I hurt you I would. You are so dear to me. There hasn't been a day in the past two years I haven't thought of you, and wondered how you were, and hoped you were happy.
I know you have no reason to accept this apology. My remorse can't set everything straight. I owe you so much more than this, and if you will give me the chance I will spend a lifetime trying to make it up to you.
---------
She has to stop. She almost saves the text as a draft letter, but restrains herself. She gives in to the crying, trying to cry herself out. "Oh God," she whispers, in a strangled little voice. "Oh God, what have I done? What am I doing?" Finally she can type some more.
---------
I'm lost, Francesca. I don't know what to do. I don't know what to do about anything, about you or about Philip, whom I love, and who is good to me. Please help me, Francesca. Please!
I just don't know. I'm broken inside. What can I do? Tell me what I have to do, my dearest friend. My love. I don't deserve your help, but I'm begging you. Please.
Your,
Jennifer
---------
Jennifer highlights "My Love" and cuts it. She stares at the screen for a minute, then pastes it back in. She addresses the email and moves the cursor to the "Send" button. She moves it to the "Cancel" button. Back and forth. Back and forth. Finally saves it as a draft. It joins the other six drafts of Francesca letters.
She cries some more, then shuts down the machine and returns to bed. She creeps under the covers and moves her body up close to Philip's, so she can touch him without waking him, until she goes to sleep.
End.
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Fantasy
by H. Jekyll
Part One: New Year's Eve
*****
It's often the case that the big changes in life sneak up on you. It's possible, I guess, that you might anticipate some of them, but not all, and not all the time. My mother-in-law was wrong to think she could avoid all evil by worrying about it. It comes whether you worry or not, like a thief in the night, at a time of its own choosing, and you can't outguess it.
Our thief didn't come where this story begins, a Saturday night, the night for making love, one on which Alice and I had come home early enough to have the energy for excitement. I turned to Alice in bed and started kissing her, and then I ran my palm across one of her nipples. I especially liked to do that because Alice had — has — big, round nipples that remind me of red blackberries.
"Oh," she said. "Do you have something in mind?"
"Maybe I do and maybe I don't."
"Let's check. Oh, my! You're a bad boy. Well, light the candle. I'll be back in a sec."
I turned out the bedside lamps and lit the aromatic candle beside the bed. It's sandalwood and shaped like a star. I'm staring at it as I write this, letting it help me remember. I stripped. Water was running in the master bathroom. In the sink. In a minute she came out carrying a washcloth. She knelt over me and cleaned the head of my penis. It's always a struggle not to squirm. Men will know what I mean. Then she tossed the cloth to the floor and leaned down to lick me.
"Mmm. You taste good." She took me in her mouth and played me for a few minutes, just the head, while I reached around and caressed her ass, running my hand over the whole expanse of it, then up and down her crease, playing a lot right around her anus before I moved my hand to her vagina and began to diddle her. After a few minutes she sat up.
"Why don't you come inside me?" She said it in her husky voice.
She lay down and spread her legs and I crawled on top of her and put it in her. Five or ten minutes later we put on our underwear to keep from seeping, and then we went to sleep.
It was New Year's Eve eve. The night before it all began. That's what made it memorable. Tomorrow night we'd be up late. You can always stay up late in Las Vegas, but New Year's is special, and we planned to have a big night out with Bill and Jessica and some people from Bill's company, and we planned to party like it was ten years earlier. I didn't know the half of it, but then neither did Alice.
* * * * *
Fuck you, Richard! Fuck you! Fuck you, you God damned motherfucking son of a bitch! Fuck you, you shit! I'll kill you! I'll tear your goddamned shit-fucking dick off! I'll fucking kill you! I will! Fuck.
* * * * *
I think we were happy together before Richard came back into our lives. I know I was. Reasonably happy, I mean. I wasn't unhappy. Alice was my wife and I loved her. Some of us are cursed to always want something a little extra, something outside the norm, something different. That's all I mean. We enjoyed doing things together and we had a nice house, nice yard, both of which we'd worked hard on. People commented on them. The paper had even done a Sunday photo shoot of our yard a few years back.
The sex. Well, you can tell the sex wasn't explosive. I mean, we'd been married over a decade, you know? The sex was a lot, oh, more mellow than a decade ago. There were things we didn't even talk about that we'd enjoyed doing a few years back. But it wasn't bad, you know? Sometimes I surfed Internet porn. That's about it. I wasn't chasing other women. There was nothing to make me think Alice was unhappy with us, or that she would do anything with other men. Nothing at all.
* * * * *
Why couldn't we have skipped the New Years party? I like parties, getting out, seeing people, drinking more than I should, the whole thing. Alice doesn't. Not really. Or didn't. Anyway, I'd made up a lot of excuses for her over the years. She could have begged off and stayed home to watch the New Year's Eve shows on TV. She always enjoyed watching the ball drop in Times Square, and she always considered that the true New Year's moment. Why did she come tonight? I guess because she thought I'd be upset if she stayed home again. Maybe, too, because of the friends who would be there. Whatever. I don't know how events conspire.
Isn't that a nice phrase? "Events conspire?" I don't even know what I mean. Yes I do. Things have to happen just so. For want of a horse, the kingdom is lost. For want of a party...that sort of thing.
And if only we hadn't seen Richard. If, if, if. That didn't have to happen, and then the next thing wouldn't have happened, and the next. I think.
We certainly didn't go looking for him. He hadn't been much of a friend for years, not since he'd decided to move from law to sex. Yes, that. He went from representing pornographers to being one. Almost. Almost. I might be overstating it. He bumped into me a couple of years ago. "Henry, my French film won an award at Cannes!"
"Really?"
"Yes. The Irresolution of Mme de Pompadour. Didn't you see it?"
"Um, no. I saw the review in the Times. Wasn't that the one with real fellatio?"
"Yes indeed! The critics praised its uncompromising standards. The suck scene was the hardest part though, pun intended. We did so many takes. Finally when the filming was over I told Michelle Brioche, who's a fine, fine actress, that she didn't need to have an affair with André, because they'd already done everything on the set! Do you know what she said to me?"
"What?"
"She said, not until I get mine, too!" Richard walked away, chuckling to himself. At Hanukkah he sent us a copy of the film. I had to admit it was well done, and the sex made me hard and hot. Alice, though. Well, Alice walked out during the blow job.
So maybe it isn't porn, just "almost." What's the definition of obscenity? That I know it when I see it, right? That's what it comes down to. Anyway, his stuff may be serious enough to withstand the new Federal crackdown.
Along with the film, Richard sent a card that offered us free passage on a cruise to his resort island in the Caribbean, the island reserved for sex vacations. Why? Because he was once my best friend, a long time ago. Or he was showing off. Sorry, Richard, no can do. Thanks for the offer, but the wife - you know? That's what I told him.
He has sex clubs, Internet sites, and a legal whorehouse on the Nevada desert. I never received an offer of a free trip there. He gives personal advice and personal services. All this grew out of an epiphany he had about where money was to be made and what niche needed filling, and where he would be happiest. We stopped seeing him when he dumped his wife, who had stayed with him through pretty extreme bondage. At least that's what she hinted to Alice. I think she would have stayed with him forever, almost no matter what he did, if it had been her decision, but at least he left her well off.
Shit. You can see where this is going. Old story. My best friend and my wife. But it's more complicated than that, in a lot of ways. Not my best friend for a long time, not since he began hanging with sex merchants and movie stars and intellectuals, and affecting that fey accent. And the thing about Alice. Was it Richard or her? Or was it me? It's ... difficult.
Anyway, there we were on the ballroom floor, faint smells of grass and opium wafting around, the band pounding us, the chinging of the slots next door obliterated by the music. I would have left. Not Alice. Me! I would have left if we hadn't had to stay. If we weren't stuck. It's because we couldn't even talk, or only for the short periods when the slots chimed in the background like a distant Pachinko galaxy. It was the sort of thing for twenty-year-olds. My ears were shorting out. I stuffed some tissue into them and Bill handed me a joint, and in a few minutes it got better.
And then there was Richard. He appeared just as a number ended, poof, like the devil, wearing an all-black suit that didn't fit Vegas at all but would have been better in Chicago, maybe on Al Capone. It fit his hair, slicked back like a mobster's. Do you have to dress like that in the sex industry? It was all so fucking stupid. I don't think I'm being too insulting in saying that, though given how many women he had hanging off his dick, I guess it worked for him. I hadn't seen him for almost forever, but he was always exactly the same. Always in dark, always playing the dom, always with a new, sweet-luscious thing in tow.
The newest one was a blonde. Of course. Lean and big-boobed. She had perfectly round, sticking-out breasts that screamed "plastic!" No, I'm not talking about how he paid for them.
Richard had dressed her in something almost like the go-go dancers of the '70s, but with a short skirt instead of short-shorts. The skirt was so short that you could see the curve of her ass and it was clear if she leaned the least bit over you'd be able to tell if she was a natural blonde. Then she did, and you couldn't, because she was shaved. There was just a twinkling of pale flesh.
We hadn't spoken yet. He was in a sort of antechamber that served as a smoking and gathering room for those with. Those without were relegated to the ballroom. I wasn't certain at that moment that he had seen us. Anyway, he ostentatiously dropped something on the floor and she bent to pick it up for him, and it was then she pussy-flashed everyone. A hint of labium, and a touch of anus, both looking pristine. She was already attracting attention. Even those of us without could see her through the double doors. She certainly caught Alice's attention. Alice jabbed me in the arm and said "look who's here with his pussy-du-jour," and Jessica laughed a nervous little laugh. When I looked up from the vision of sweet pubis, Richard was staring directly at us and leering. No. Not at us. At Alice. The others were too late to see the leer because they couldn't tear their eyes from the girl's crotch. But me—I should have had some sort of premonition. I should have.
From there things became complicated pretty quickly. Richard walked into the ballroom, directly over to us, the girl in tow. I'm repeating myself, but she really was "in tow." Once I took my eyes off her pubes I saw she was wearing a dog collar, and attached to it was a leash. Richard held the leash. She walked two steps behind him as he came over, and the crowd parted for him like the Red Sea, Pharaoh's troops stopping to look, to see if there would be another flash of pudendum, then losing themselves in swirls and eddies. Even women were transfixed. Neither of them seemed to pay the crowd any attention, though. Richard kept his smarmy look as he continued to part the sea, while the girl kept her head down and stared at the seafloor in front of her.
I shouldn't have challenged him. I knew it then, but he looked so damned presumptuous and I was a little high. The pachinko sound from the slots and the ringing in my ears merged to form an otherworldly harmony that told me I could say anything. So it leaped out: "Hi Richard. Where'd you get your pet?"
"Henry!" His voice boomed. "And the always luscious Alice! Allow me to present Diane. Diane, say 'hello'." He emphasized the word 'always.'
Diane looked up at us but didn't raise her head much. Just her eyes. Even so, under all that make-up she looked scared.
"Hello," she said, in a leetle, tiny, Southern voice. My God! Like some poor thing straight out of Mayberry. How had he gotten her into this role?
"I'm teaching Diane the ropes," he boomed again. He was ignoring everyone but Alice and me. He had to know the effect he and Diane were making. People were still watching. He wanted someone to play straight man and Alice took the bait.
"I bet you are! And the tricks, too. Isn't she a little, ah, young?" She had that mean smirk on that said "fuck you" all by itself. Jessica giggled her nervous laugh again.
"Oh, just doing a favor. I'd much rather have a mature lovely like yourself." He looked Alice up and down slowly, deliberately, so that no one could mistake what he meant. "In fact, if Henry wanted to trade I'd take you in a second! Half a second!" He turned to me. "Want to do it, Henry? Sweet Diane is just the girl to recharge the old guy who hasn't had variety in a while."
How do you answer? I started trying to say something, but he turned back to Alice. Her mouth was half open.
"And you, lovely Alice, I'd do everything for you and to you. I'd play with your ass, lick you, stretch out the love-making until you begged." Her eyes widened. "Any man who does less than that doesn't deserve you."
No one except Richard had any idea what to say, not even Bill. You could hear the silence. Our silence. We were all standing there in the middle of the tinkling of the slot machines, as thoughtless as any group of idiots. Jessica looked like she wanted to hide, though she couldn't take her eyes off Richard. He, though, he could have kept it up for hours, I think, but the music started again. The house lights dropped, leaving only the fairy lights from the chandeliers, and some music crashed down on us. Richard stepped right up to Alice and shouted, so all of us could hear him.
"Would you like to dance, beautiful woman?"
And Alice stepped back so fast she would have tripped if she hadn't bumped into someone behind her.
"No." She paused, thinking. It was clear to me that she wanted a good answer for him. "No thanks. You have a date."
"It's okay. Henry can take Diane. He'll enjoy her. And I'll enjoy you."
"No. Ah. No."
"Well, maybe another time." He took the leash and pulled Diane out to the floor, just as the strobe lights came on.
* * * * *
I'm not sure there was a melody, or a vocalist. For me the music was noise with a beat that went with the strobes. I have no real memory of it. I kept putting my hands over my ears, then pulling them down to keep from looking like a total dork. The floor was full of people, some in the light, or at least in the flashes, some in shadow. Music hammered me. People were caught in successions of strobe stills, like some experiment in motion pictures. Neither Alice nor I did anything.
Richard was directly in front of us in his Al Capone suit, dancing with Diane. He was barely moving himself, just a little shuffling of his feet, holding the leash while Diane went out and back and wrapped the leash around herself as she twirled to him, then twirled out when he pulled on the thing, spinning her out in spastic strobe segments. Her little skirt was almost short enough to show her vagina even when she was standing. And it did show — once, then again. More people were watching them. Damn, it must have made him happy, being the center of attention as usual. On the floor and at the tables, you could see some of them leaning and pointing. Men were staring. Women were staring. Alice was staring. She was trying to say something to me but I couldn't make it out. It was too loud. The room went black for an instant and the music changed tempo and pitch. When the strobes started back up Alice was yelling in my ear and grabbing my arm. "That son of a bitch!" she was yelling. "Look!" I could hardly hear her because my ears were ringing.
Richard was still swaying in that otherworldly succession of flashes, but something had changed. Somehow the leash was wrapped around Diane's neck so that at first I thought he was throttling her. But no. He pulled her down. He bent her from the waist. Her face was away from us and he pointed her ass directly at us. Richard was pointing his face at us, at Alice, the whole time, ignoring everything else, the music, the strobes, me, the crowd. Now Diane's hairless pussy was visible to everyone.
Richard held the leash close to Diane's neck, to keep her head down. He held the end with his right hand. There was about a foot of loose leather that dangled from his hand. He ran that hand up from her crotch, across her anus, and into the air. He was looking at Alice while he did it, as though daring her something, as though there was some communication only the two of them could hear, as though he owned the world, as though he owned Diane, as though he owned Alice.
Then he took the next step. He took the end of the leash, swung it back, and whipped it right across Diane's vagina. The leather took about three strobe flashes to land, so that it was a slow-motion stroke.
Alice pulled at my sleeve and screamed something above the noise. I think it was "Make him stop!"
Diane jerked a slow-motion movement to the left, upwards, and down. Her ass clenched. The crowd on the dance floor moved away from them, forming a circle with Richard and Diane in the middle. They were looking and talking, though you couldn't hear them through the noise. More were pointing. I remember some leers and some looks like laughter, and some shock, though people in Vegas don't like to show that anything could shock them. Richard leered at Alice and struck Diane again. You could tell it was a hard lash. Diane jerked again. There was a little mark on her where the first one had hit some white skin. Then Richard raised his middle finger in a bird, pointed it at Alice and, still staring at her directly in the face, put his hand down to Diane's vagina, and pushed it in. All the way in. Slowly. He finger-fucked her slowly while the music reached crescendo, stroboscopically in and out while the noise pushed us to the bottom of the sea and a hundred people watched him breathlessly. Finally he pulled his finger out, theatrically, slow-motion, up in the air, and brought it to his face. He smelled his finger, an elaborate sniff. He sucked on it. He was still looking at Alice while he sucked. Alice was staring but not yelling anything any more, or pulling at me. Just staring.
And then the music ended, making my ears feel like they were stuffed with cotton. The soft house lights came back on. I looked at Alice, and when I looked back, Richard and Diane were gone in the crowd. I could see his head moving out toward the gambling area.
*****
That set the mood for the evening, and the conversation. Alice couldn't stop saying "that creep," or "that bastard," muttering things while others talked, and it didn't help when someone tried to make a joke of it. "None of you even tried to stop him!" She was angry. "Why didn't security arrest him?" I mean this was Las Vegas, for Christ's sake. Things sometimes happen, especially where people have money, but you couldn't tell that to Alice.
Bill held Jessica close and said he was going to whip her when they got home. She curved against him and said she'd be good, and she giggled, but she's such a mousy, nervous little thing that I bet it really happened. Would he make her shave, too?
And it passed. The first bit, the shock. I thought it was over. He'd come and done his act and now we could go on about our own business. We stayed in the casino until the New Year came in, and we all had pretty good buzzes on by then. It was in the middle of a slow dance with Alice that I first noticed the change in her. She began to writhe against me and move her mound up and down against my crotch. We frenched and my penis began to grow.
"Oh, you're my bad boy," she panted in my ear. Her bad Donna Summers imitation.
"You're gonna be my bad girl," I told her.
About two in the morning we went outside and walked down the Strip to watch the fountains dance. It was as crowded as everywhere else, crowded and dark enough that I could slip my hand down inside her skirt right there and be almost invisible. I hadn't done that to her for years, and even though we could get caught she didn't stop me. I had a flash memory of Richard finger fucking Diane, and I move my hand until I felt fur, then further, to lips, then to the hole. I finger-fucked her while the fountains danced to some 1950s number and she leaned against me pretending to watch them, until in the middle of it she pointed toward some bushes away from the light. There was a man leaning against a beam, and a woman was kneeling in front of him, fellating him.



She put her mouth to my ear. "Would you like me to do that to you, big boy?"
"Yeah. Right now." It wouldn't happen. It had never happened, not all the way. Sure, some women like doing it, as part of a sexual encounter or even as its own thing, but contrary to what you see on porn sites most can't stomach it. Yeah, I intended the pun. And, yeah, I looked it up. Some will on a rare occasion screw their courage to the sticking place and do it, then congratulate themselves that they've given a lover something special. I'm not disputing that. Not one bit. But most won't cross that line and Alice hadn't, not once. Still that she'd even hint of it was sexy as hell.
"Let's go home."
In any event, it's irrelevant. We went home and sexed. The second night in a row. That in itself didn't happen very often. But we did the same things as the night before.
* * * * *
The wheel turned, as I guess it does, but just barely. A few days of the New Year passed, life went on, and then something happened. What happened? Something. Something changed between our phone conversation at lunch and when I came home at dinner time. Why was she different? What was going on? I came in the door from work and Alice was different. I should have marked it on my calendar. It seems a lifetime ago, but it was only a few months back.
"Hi, honey, I'm home." She ignored me and went on chopping some lettuce. I bent to give her a peck and she hardly responded. "Helloooo?"
"Oh, I'm sorry Henry. I'm just tired. I'll have dinner ready in about half an hour. Why don't you watch the news?" She didn't look at me as she said it. Her eyes wandered up to the cabinets, then to the refrigerator, to anywhere but right at me. Her voice had that flatness, you know, the tone that says "I'm upset but I'm not going to tell you why; you have to figure it out." Oh shit, what was the matter? What had I done?
That wasn't how we were. We always chatted and joked, except when we were having a fight. But there was no fight. Nothing had happened. I couldn't be certain she was really angry. She was more—how to put it? — distant, as though something was on her mind that she wouldn't tell me.
There wasn't much conversation during dinner. She left the table early. She asked to be excused during the national news and walked out of the room. Definitely angry. What had I done? It had to be bad.
But then she came back in while I was clearing the dishes and gave me a hug. It was so sudden and intense I almost dropped a plate. One minute I'm staring out the window at our grape trellis, feeling hollow inside and wondering how I can make right something that's hidden from me, and the next minute Alice is holding me like she's afraid I might try to get away from her.
"I'm sorry, honey," she said. "Really, I'm just tired. But let's go to bed early tonight, okay?"
And in bed it was different, in the good way. She came out in lingerie to get me, carrying the candle. This wasn't Alice. It was almost embarrassing. Then she attacked me, and played with my erection the whole wobbly walk back to the bedroom, while we frenched like mad. In bed she asked, "Honey, will you do that thing? With your tongue?"
I wasn't expecting that. I thought, you decided three or four years ago that you didn't want me to do that anymore. What had changed? What I said was: "Of course, ma'am. It's my pleasure."
So I pushed her thighs apart with my shoulders and went down. Her legs were pulled up, leaving her knees in the air, and I could look straight down to her bush. I brushed one thigh all the way down, over her vagina, and up the other side, giving her chills. Everything was so soft, her thighs especially, even getting plumper like they were. I gave her nibbles all the way down both sides, and gave her a hickey, before I nestled into her mound. I sucked in her labia, ran my tongue up and down between them, then searched out her little nub. I hadn't thought about her taste for a long time, but right away I remembered what I had liked about it. It was even better when I moved my tongue down to her vagina and pushed inside. She was so damn tangy in there.
It wasn't that her body was open to me. Well, yes, of course it was partly that, her thighs and vagina spread for me and hidden from everyone else, there for me to use, the feel of her skin and her soft puff of brown pubic fur and the plumpness of her labia there for me alone. But it was also the other, that I could tell I gave her touches of pleasure and excitement, then jolts of them, that I could do this to her and know she wanted it and that I had touched something deep and personal and usually hidden.
Alice was holding my head, pulling me into her. When I looked up her eyes were open and she was staring at what I was doing. I moved to her button and began circling it with my tongue, once twice, again, again. At about the third pass she sighed and closed her eyes. Her hands clenched in my hair. I kept it up. Sigh, Alice. Moan for me. Love it. Show you love it. Show it. She began huffing, "hah, hah!" like she does when she's really high, and her voice went higher and higher until it was like a begging little whimper, and then she came for me.
"Please, honey. Come inside me. Hurry. Please." I got inside her and began humping while she squeezed me with her vagina. I think she came again before I finished.
* * * * *
Whatever the problem had been, it was gone. Or so it seemed. Everything was fine when Alice got home the next evening, her day to work late. I was fixing a dish with pork loin and she came right up to me, hugged me tight, and said, "I love you so much, Henry." She kept giving me surprise little kisses during the evening, and whispering "I love you." Finally, when she was getting ready for bed, I came up behind her, reached around, and rolled both her nipples.
"Oh, do you have something in mind?"
"I know how to push your button."
"You nasty, nasty man."
"I'll show you nasty in a few minutes." I went to the bedroom, lit the candle, and lay there naked, watching the soft flickers on the ceiling and caressing my penis to keep it up for her, until she came into the room. She wore a peignoir under a green satin robe, old anniversary gifts that usually stayed in the armoire.
"Stop right there, lady. This is a stick-up."
She looked at my penis. "I can tell that."
"So drop your clothes right there and get ready to be robbed."
"Of what? My virginity was taken long ago. By you, I believe. Have you lost it?" She was beginning to disrobe.
"I want some more of what I tasted last night."
"Oh! Oh. Well, we might have some more."
Indeed she did. But even more was to come. I licked her to orgasm again. It was a lot like the previous night, so I was able to watch her get higher and higher and then explode, but when she had come she didn't ask me to put it inside her.
"Let me do you, honey." I lay down and she began playing with my penis. She took baby powder and used it on my balls and cock, tickling the whole ensemble until I could hardly stand it. I wanted to touch her while she did it, but she knelt between my legs so I couldn't touch her. She played with me for a good while, then she sucked my dick in as far as she could take it, moving her mouth up and down, that hot mouth, soft flesh on my penis. Jesus, I got so close so fast. I put a hand to her head.
"I'm getting close. I'm almost there."
She lifted off. "Leave it up to me. Lay back." So I lay back and she fucked my dick with her mouth, then pulled out as I came, all over my belly and chest. She got a warm, wet washcloth while I lay there gasping, and cleaned me up.
* * * * *
We made love a third night in a row.
* * * * *
But the next afternoon she was distant, flat, moody. It was like the first day. What was wrong?
"I'm just tired," she said.
I thought, it'll pass again, like before, but it didn't that night. She hardly spoke again and I could hardly get a peck out of her at bedtime.
But sure enough, the next night she came out to the den when I was watching TV, opened my pants, knelt down, and sucked me. She said almost nothing, just "get your pants down," and she helped pull them. She'd never done such a thing, any of it, and I didn't know how to respond. She just did it. And then ... she didn't pull away at the end. She kept me in until I came and took it all. Every drop. I lay back and held her head against me and she kept sucking at me and swallowing. It wasn't the wife I knew, but I didn't question it, so filled was I with bliss and befuddlement. What had happened?
And here it got strange. Darkly strange. When she was done, she wouldn't let me do her back, or do anything at all. She got up and walked away, leaving me finished. She didn't respond when I tried to interest her later. She ... no, nothing. I seemed to be right back in the doghouse.
Then ... oh, you could see this coming, couldn't you? You're far ahead of me, the village idiot. Well, maybe the village idiot doesn't want to imagine all the possibilities. She became permanently distant. By permanent I mean forever, though forever was really only a few days, lasting until she left me. Little conversation, no sex, a lot of time spent reading back in the bedroom or surfing the Net on her computer. That was when she was home at all, because she had to go back to the office to work late twice, and she found the need to go shopping alone Saturday and Sunday.
I tried to keep busy, so I wouldn't keep wondering why I was so in the outs and why it followed the fellatio. There must be a connection, though the facts of her coldness and the explosive sex seemed so far apart that I couldn't make sense of anything. I became lost. What I wouldn't give for that to have been the worst of it.
I may as well stop here, where it does get worse.
End of Part One
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Part Three -- Richard is to Cat as Henry is to Mouse
* * * * *
And that was all it took? How could he change her so easily? I replayed it and could tell the instant the hook went in. At first she fought it, but as he developed the fantasy it dragged her down. You could hear it in her voice. She didn't want it, but she did. It scared her how much she started to desire it, and then she tried to break it off but ended by giving him a time to call again. A time on a Thursday afternoon when I was never home. It was so easy for him, as though he'd hardly tried.
I called him at the number on his card.
"The little present you sent arrived. So you enjoyed seducing my wife. But you told me she was a bitch. Is that what made it so much fun, you fucker? Are you going to cut her loose now that you've had your fun? I want to talk to her. Now, you asshole!"
A message to Richard, sent to voice mail again. Words sent out to nowhere.
God, he was good. So goddamned good. Jesus fucking Christ. So good. How could a man born of woman turn her in those few minutes on the phone, turn a woman who despised him? He was the fucking Antichrist. Maybe I should be worshipping him, our malevolent God.
What was Alice thinking by the end of the call? What was she thinking when I came home? What about when we were in bed together and I was eating her? Was she busy counting the hours until Thursday afternoon, when she'd be home alone again, when he could talk about his tongue? Was she telling herself she was stupid, reassuring herself with me, trying to convince herself sex with me could be as good as the dream he was weaving. Was she trying to keep from thinking about him? Or was she fantasizing that my mouth was his?
And what about the second call? Did her heart stop when the phone rang? She'd hoped he wouldn't call, and she was desperate for it. I could imagine the whole sequence, her startled pause at the first ring, her intake of breath, her hesitant walk toward the phone, her hand hanging above it, the sudden grab before voice mail would click in, an almost breathless "hello?"
"Hello dear Alice. I knew you would answer."
Was she afraid to pick it up? Something in her changed before the call ended, maybe before it began. It had to be sometime after that one that she sucked me dry, before or after her late nights at the office. Maybe I would hear that call one day, too.
* * * * *
I got a call, but it wasn't from Richard this time. It was my PI, returning his call, wanting to meet but not offering hope. I think back on it and know my mind was torn in halves. I was a loser. Alice was gone. But she would return if only I could talk with her alone. She must! I drifted toward whatever I'd heard most recently, and at this particular moment Mickey was talking. It was time to plan a strategy. He wanted to do it in the parking lot at the Liberace museum. "Is there any particular reason for that?" It was convenient. So, okay, that's where we met.
"Why couldn't we just talk on the phone, Mickey?"
"He might be listening in."
"Listening?"
"He has a lot of money, and he's actually using manpower to keep you away. It's a logical step, and it's good to be a little paranoid in my business."
Something else to consider.
"Anyway, Henry, getting to any of Moriarty's places seems to be out of the picture, unless you're willing to do some seriously illegal stuff with some seriously dangerous people for seriously big bucks. And you still might not succeed, or you might even land in jail."
"Yeah."
"So if you want to have someone see Alice, I'd suggest you call the police."
"For an adult runaway?"
"Yes, because no one has actually heard from her, not really, and if you accuse him of kidnapping someone they might feel they actually have to look in on her. And he isn't going to stiff them if he doesn't have to. I don't think. Probably not. Well, I don't know, but it can't hurt."
I almost laughed, for the first time since Alice left.
"Who should I call?"
"I have a friend. He'll want a photo. Other than that, I can keep a tail if you want, but it's expensive. I can keep looking for more residences. And I'll let you know if I find they're out and about."
When I got home I found Richard had called me back.
"Yes, Henry, I enjoyed seducing little Alice. It was great fun sucking her down my rabbit hole. The fall into Wonderland was great fun for her, too. Isn't seduction always like that? And, yes, her being a bitch made it all the better. But she won't ever be a bitch again. No, she's completely docile. You wouldn't believe the transformation! I intend to continue enjoying her in all sorts of ways. Ciao."
* * * * *
That night I dreamed of Alice. She was lying on the bed, naked, her pale chest and neck covered in ecstatic splotches, writhing sexually, her eyes almost closed, her mouth open in an O. I was so swollen I thought I would explode, but I couldn't get to her. I was on the floor and I couldn't crawl to her. I could see her, but in the dream I was blind. I could hear her grunting little sex sounds while I tried and tried to crawl to her, but I couldn't get to her.
* * * * *
The days passed and Alice fell ever further distant. I wondered, how has she changed? What does she look like now? Does she ever think of me at all?
The next week there was another voice mail from Richard. "Hello, Henry. So you had to bring in the police, did you? Do you realize how much trouble this could cause you? We'll be polite, of course, once we let the officer actually visit, but I may have to punish Alice for it."
I called right back. "You fucker! What have you done to her? Have you hurt her?"
He picked up the call.
"Henry, Henry, Henry. What makes you think I'd harm sweet Alice?" He laughed his warm laugh.
"Let her tell me that herself!"
"Trust me, she's fine, just fine, but she can't talk right now. I suppose I should say she's indisposed." That laugh again.
"What's wrong?"
"Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. She's just in the pit of despair for a bit, being disciplined."
"What the hell do you mean by that?"
"Oh you can read about it. I didn't make it up. It came from that old monkey researcher. Harry Harlow. For the sake of science he tied up monkeys down in little featureless pits. He made them stay there for ages, to see what the effect would be. It quite destroyed them mentally, I'm afraid."
"What the hell have you done to my wife?"
"Nothing, Henry. Really nothing. Don't you go worrying yourself. Anyway, she's not in a real pit. I substituted some simple sensory deprivation and movement restriction."
"You what?"
"Not to worry, Hen..."
"You fucking what!?"
"Oh, she's happy as a lark. Stop worrying so. Well, not exactly happy, not right at this moment. Pit of despair, you know. She's probably as miserable as a person can be..."
"Richard!"
" ... probably crying and talking to herself and begging for me to let her out."
"God damn it!"
"But I'll end it in a while and make her happy. A little change of position. A few caresses. Some touching of the genitals. She'll be completely grateful to me before the night is over. You should see her, Henry. She goes off like a Roman candle. And, it makes her so compliant! Well, have a nice evening."
He hung up. I called over and again that evening, but he didn't pick up the phone or call back. No, he did whatever he wanted with her while I called uselessly.
* * * * *
My other calls were to the police officer Mickey mentioned. I called every day. I left messages about Richard's claims of punishment. The officer was very polite. I thought they must all go to the same politeness workshops. I bought a phone recorder while I waited, to give me something to do.
It was another week before the cop came by. Oh, inscrutable officer, standing at the door, what do you have to tell me? Are there wives who want to go back to their husbands? Do they want help escaping a mistake? I knew the answer. The bell had rung, so I knew the news had to be bad.
"Mr. Jekyll, I followed up on your calls. I went by Mr. Moriarty's house and talked with Richard Moriarty and Alice Jekyll. At this time that's all I can do, and I suggest you drop the matter."
"What do you mean?"
"I went there as a courtesy to Mickey Edwards. He's an old friend. But there's no criminal issue here. Your wife is living with Mr. Moriarty voluntarily and she doesn't intend to return. That's the end of my investigation."
"How is she?"
"What do you mean?"
"How is she?"
"She's fine. She was fine."
"And you're sure it was her?"
"Mr. Jekyll," he handed me her photo, "it was her. She's thinner than in this pic and her hair is shorter. She looked fine."
"Did you talk with her alone?"
"No. They were together, but I talked with her fine. There was nothing screwy, no more than things usually are with him."
"How are things screwy with him?"
He stared at me with that blank cop look I always find so spooky. Then he sighed.
"Look. This isn't relevant, but a couple of years back a showgirl who was living with him came by to file a complaint. She said he'd hurt her, locked her in closets, tied her up. BDSM stuff. She had bruises and such. We followed it up. Well, suddenly his lawyer has a talk with the girl's lawyer and she drops the charges. Says it was a misunderstanding. They're great friends. She won't testify against him. There's a non-disclosure clause in the settlement, but apparently he paid her off well. She got married and moved out of town. End of story."
"I never heard of that."
"It never even made the papers. If it weren't for that case I wouldn't have looked into this even for Mickey. And it turns out there's no crime here."
"She didn't have marks? Bruises?"
"No. None that were visible. Look. You can't see everything. She had on a long sleeve shirt, buttoned at the wrists. Buttoned at the neck." A strange expression passed across his face and disappeared. "Anyway I'm not going to ask her to show me everything. I can't do that. And it wouldn't have made any difference if she had bruises, and if I could prove he made them."
"Why not?"
"Because they're adults! This is Las Vegas. There's an enormous S-and-M scene here. There are thousands of women in it, and probably half of them are soccer moms during the day. People can do what they want."
"And that's it?"
"That's it. There was one thing that bothered me. He was controlling. You run across that a lot in this line of work, and you get an eye for it. He held one of her hands and kept his other arm around her shoulder the whole time. He kept jumping in to answer her questions for her. That's all. It wasn't all that odd, and she wasn't acting scared. She said she was happy there. Take my advice. Drop it. If I were you, I'd file for divorce."
* * * * *
How long had it been since Alice dropped from my life? How many weeks? What do you do when your love becomes obsession? How long since I slept through the night? I was having dreams about her, really just the one dream, and waking over and again, thinking I heard her. Chasing phantoms. Trying to work. I was always tired. It was time to drop the whole thing and find myself again. It was a last effort when I asked Mickey to find the showgirl.
And then Mickey couldn't find her. "What do you mean you can't find her? You said anyone can be found!"
"I exaggerated. Anyway it doesn't mean I'll never find her, but her tracks are pretty well covered and I'm still trying to get her real name."
"Her real name?"
"I only have her stage name so far..."
"Which is?"
"Oh boy. Bambi McPherson."
"No."
"Yes."
"Bambi."
"Yeah."
"A stripper."
"A show girl."
"Who's disappeared. Let me ask you something. Are you sure she's even still alive?"
What difference would finding her make? So Richard had abused another woman? So what? He was rich. He probably abused a lot of them, and he seemed to pony up when called on it. This woman would tell us what? He tied me up in a dark room. He controlled me. Maybe he whipped her too, who knows? But she left him and got a settlement.
Alice could always leave when she got tired of the treatment. Unless. Unless. Unless his appetites increased over time. Yes, there was that. What if hurting women, and abusing them, and then letting them go wasn't enough for him anymore? What if Alice was the one he decided to go over the top with? Would anyone ever know? Would someone, someday, find parts of a desiccated body out in the desert?
When Mickey found Bambi, I jumped on it. He had her name and an address, and more. She lived in Sacramento, she was married to an anesthesiologist, and her name was now Eleanor Freedman. Mickey even got her home phone number. But she wouldn't talk to me. When I called and told her I needed to talk about Richard she cut me off. She didn't know him. Then, click.
I flew to Sacramento. Two steps forward, one step back. Tired. Oh Jesus. What would it be like to sleep forever, without the dream? Give up on this. Alice was gone for her own reasons.
Still.
The guard at the gate put a call in to Mrs. Freedman's house. Same old story. When he gave my name the response was that she wasn't in. I asked him to call again, and to say it had to do with my wife, and that I was desperate. He was an older guy, friendly and chatty and probably not too hard to get past if I wanted to, if I had had any energy left. I waited for a response while we talked, then gave him my cell phone number and the name of my motel and left. I slept away the rest of the morning and long into the afternoon, and it was in my sleep that I found Alice. I was looking for her and found her. Suddenly she was there, standing in front of a strange building I knew intimately, waiting for me. We kissed and I held her and I cried, and cried, and cried. I couldn't stop sobbing while I held her tightly, so she wouldn't disappear. Then something started knocking and we both looked to see what it was. That's when I awoke enough to realize it was the door. Who was it? Probably some of Richard's people, come to kick me out of town. Hold on. I'm coming. I was wiping my eyes as I went to the door.
It was Eleanor Freedman's attorney. Of course. A very polite older man. He told me she, unfortunately, could not see me and I should cease and desist and all that. I was wiping my face as he told me all this. Finish up, sir, so I can go back to sleep, back into the dream where I found my wife. You're part of the world that's determined to do anything but let me see her. Blah, blah, blah, go back home. Then, as he was leaving, he palmed me something. A note, with instructions to walk down to the coffee shop at the corner and out the back door to a car that would be waiting. I got a chill. What had Mickey said about being paranoid?
In the car was Eleanor Freedman, of course. After the fact, everything was "of course." It was all as I should have expected it to be. Here was Eleanor Freedman, a real woman I could actually see. Even sitting in the driver's seat she was tall, and it was easy to imagine her as a showgirl, in her legs and breasts and complexion, but she didn't look at all like a Bambi. No, she looked serious and focused and high class, like Eleanor-the-doctor's-wife might, the sort of woman who chairs community boards. She began talking right away.
"Mr. Jekyll, I have to be quick. I can't tell you anything about Richard Moriarty. I have a legal settlement that forbids any disclosures. And there's another thing. He already told me you were coming here, so he's watching you."
Another chill.
"His minions get around."
"I can't know for sure. He called personally. He let me know my past is still in my present, as he says, and that it would be a shame for it to mar my future." She shook her head. "He used to be so silver-tongued with me. Now he talks like someone from a Raymond Chandler novel."
"So he'll blackmail you forever?"
"It's not exactly like that. My husband knows I was a dancer, and so do some friends. It's not like I did anything illegal. I just wouldn't want the details to get out to the whole medical community or the synagogue. Anyway I simply can't be found to have talked with you."
"Can't you tell me anything?"
"I'm sorry for you. I'm especially sorry for your wife."
* * * * *
It was past time to give up. I would have. Really, I would have, but Mickey called a couple of days later. "Quick, Henry. The two of them are going to the opening reception of The Barracuda casino."
"Why couldn't you get me earlier warning?"
"You have about 45 minutes."
I was there right as Richard's limo stopped, working my way through the crowd, working my way toward the red carpet. Working, working. Then there they were. Oh God, she was beautiful. She wore a sleek, black, long dress, off one shoulder, with long black gloves gleaming with rhinestones. God, she was thin. That was obvious from a distance. She marched up the steps with Richard, leaning right up against him, her head almost on his shoulder. He held her waist.
"Alice! Alice!"
She raised her head and hesitated. She looked out toward me, but I was too far back, God damn it! I tried to push my way through and suddenly I was surrounded by casino security personnel, led by Richard's polite young men. "I'm afraid we'll have to ask you come with us, sir." Everyone was looking at me. I was a crazed and dangerous person, no doubt. I felt crazed. I tried to look back toward Alice, but by now they were entering the casino and then they were gone.
"Alice!"
They pulled me far back. They held me an hour or so in a small room while I yelled at them. Then they let me go. No warnings, no lecture, nothing. Just let me go. That was it.
* * * * *
Richard had called again. There was a long voice mail when I got home.
"Henry, Henry, Henry. I must say I'm impressed by your perseverance. Tracking us. Going all the way to Sacramento. Most men would have cut their losses by now. You know she's only a woman." I could hear the casino crowd in the background. The bastard had called from inside while I was being held in that little room.
"Alice is fixing herself for me right now, powdering her nose, as they say. She always stays lovely for me. Did you notice? Did you enjoy your little peek? I set a new regimen for her. She has to make herself beautiful every day. Remember how sometimes when you'd caress her leg, she'd have some stubble? She couldn't be bothered with that, not too much, now could she?
"Oh, that wasn't any special insight, Henry. My little joke. Sorry if it startled you. It was just an easy guess. Married ten or twelve years? Of course she gets careless and uninspired.
"But I never feel stubble. Why? Because she shaves every morning. Her vag, too. With a new blade every day. Not everywhere. Her arm pits. A little around her ass. Anywhere there's unsightly hair. She has to get up an hour early to prepare herself. I let her know it's for the cause, by telling her how lovely she is, and letting her know I mean it. I set strict rules for her, but there are rewards for complying. And of course costs if she disobeys." He chuckled again. The bastard was so pleased with himself. "She loves me for having rules for her and enforcing them.
"And did you notice how thin and fit she is? She eats right and works out, Henry. She doesn't have that little tummy anymore, and her thighs are smooth. I arrange her diet and watch her closely or have her watched. She's on a strict thousand calories a day, low on carbs. It's inevitable that she sneaks food." He laughed indulgently. Even today Richard's laugh echoes inside my head. I hate the fucking thing. I fucking hate it! "Then I have my excuse to use discipline. We'll talk later!"



*****
I called him back. Even though it had sunk in. His game was with me as much as with Alice. He would torment me as much as he could, and he'd probably enjoy it as much. What a game! The rules were simple. Even though I knew, I couldn't not respond.
"Richard, you brutal son of a bitch, so you keep her through fear. It's what I thought."
He picked up the call. Again. This was third time he'd done that. He knew exactly how I'd respond.
The first thing he said was: "Brutal? Henry, have you learned nothing? You think you lost your wife because I'm brutal? If you want to use discipline to good effect you'd best not be brutal, or you lower your chances of success. I admit I could be brutal now and keep her love, because — as you know — she chose me. But no. One isn't brutal, and chastisement isn't random. One knows the limits, and makes sure the target knows this is for the greater good, for the plan. It fits into the story you're creating, and after a while she accepts it. It never challenges her commitment. It even makes her love you more."
"You're fucking crazy! You admit you hurt her!"
"Henry, you don't want to know these things. Of course I hurt her. It's part of the joy, you know? No, I guess you don't."
"What are you doing to her?"
"I'm completing her re-education."
"Fucker! Shit, you fucker! Fuck you! I'm playing this tape for the police. This is kidnapping and battery. You think up all these twisted things..."
"Henry, Henry, Henry. Oh, I'm such an evil guy." He was mocking me. "I do these terrible things. Well, I do a lot of things. But you know, they're all just fantasy. They're what people want. Or they find out they want them. Everything. And I don't even have to think them up."
"You think things up pretty well." I was trying to sound sarcastic.
"Hah! You poor, dear boy. Don't you know where these come from? Don't you know of all those rape fantasies in romance novels? And all those millions of well-educated, professional women who read them and get hot? I find more on Internet sites than I could possibly ever practice, much worse things ..."
"That's not real life."
"Let me finish. Even though from their vocabulary most Webmasters don't seem to have more than an eighth-grade education. Anyway. I get more than enough from real life."
"Let me talk with her!"
He seemed a little exasperated again. "Let's take a different tack. You could use a nice lecture. Your folks were English, if I remember right. Didn't they love old Queen Elizabeth? The first one? The so-called Virgin Queen? Good Queen Bess? Role model for women who rule? I believe that's why they named your sister Elizabeth, and you Henry.
"What's your point?"
"You know what sweet Lizzy had her people do with troublesome types? She had them racked, had needles pushed under their nails, had them cut, lashed, burned, and mutilated. She had them thrown down dry wells and locked up in boxes. Have you ever heard of me plucking off a nipple with white-hot tongs?"
"Go fuck yourself."
"And then how she killed them!"
"Shut up!"
"She had them hanged, drawn, and quartered. Know what that means? First you're hung for a while, to choke and struggle. Then they take you down and stretch you out. Naked, of course. This is all in front of throngs of cheering crowds, you know." Richard was getting wound up as he talked, excited. "They cut off your privy parts, as they would call them. Your dick and balls. Sliced off slowly. To maximize the shock and pain and screaming. Then, when you're only moaning again, they butcher you, cut you open down the front and pull out your guts. You'd better be mostly dead by then, because they burn your intestines in front of your eyes. And then they finally cut out your heart and hold it up for the crowd!"
"Fucker..."
"But they aren't done! Your body is cut up. Your head goes on a stake and your quarters are hung wherever they want to make a point, so the people there will see them rot, and smell them, and know it could be them. That's what good Queen Bess did to people!"
"That's crap!"
"It's true, it's true, dear Henry!" Now he was shouting into the phone, but he caught himself and took a breath. "One thing you should know about me is I'm truthful. In fact, Bessie wanted to make the executions worse, and more drawn out, and even more terrible. Probably because she was a red head. Unfortunately, her advisors convinced her that hanging, drawing and quartering were sufficient, if done right. The pussies."
This time I didn't say anything at all.
"You think she didn't watch it and get hot? You know? Peek from a hiding spot, maybe inside a cloaked carriage, and frig herself? Good Queen Bess. I'm sure that got her cunt good and wet for her lovers. I imagine she got especially hot. Maybe not. But, you see, I don't have to make up anything at all. I just read other people's fantasies. And their realities. People desire things far more than I provide."
"What are you doing to Alice?"
"Just so you know, I'm not hanging and drawing and quartering the lovely Alice. What I'm doing to her now is taking her to Cannes, and then to my resort island for a brief stay. I do hope you won't try to track us there."
* * * * *
He wasn't done with me. Ten days later he sent me an email with several jpeg attachments. They were all photos of Alice. They were identified by name and number. I opened them in order, beginning with Alice1.jpg.
She was walking with Richard on a beach, topless. She wore a dog collar and he held the leash and she was laughing. There were metal rings on her nipples.
They were having dinner in a large hall in which everyone was topless. Some people were naked.
Still in the hall, Alice was dipping a breast into a glass of what looked like port. In the next picture Richard was sucking the breast, sucking in the nipple rings, dribbles of red stuff running down her front and down his chin. In this one she looked excited, staring down as he sucked and licked her breast in front of the throngs of diners.
There were a couple of photos of them after the meal was finished, before the plates had been cleared. There was some kind of sex show on a platform in the near background. Three men were fucking a woman's vulva, anus, and mouth all at the same time, while she held on to two other men's boners. Another pair of women were tied to chintzy-looking torture contraptions. Alice was looking at them in one of the photos, while Richard talked to her.
It got more personal.
Alice was in what looked to be a tropical hut, with her arms stretched over her head. Her arms may have been tied. It seemed so, though I couldn't see above her elbows. She had a blank look on her face. This was followed by a close-up of her torso. You could tell she did shave her pubis, and there was a ring on her clitoral hood. You could also see several pink lines, like whip marks, on her belly.
The pictures grew progressively worse, all the rest taken in the hut. There was Alice on her knees pulling down a pair of pants, smiling up at the owner. Next she was pulling a penis out of his underwear. Then she was holding his erection to her mouth and looking up to the face of whomever she was sucking. I guess it was Richard. I hoped it was Richard. It would be even harder to take if the penis were someone else's, if she would suck anyone at all for the camera, instead of just her lover.
I didn't want to look at the last one. Richard would have held the best for last, wouldn't he? I actually thought, for a moment, you can erase all of these. Dump them. The thought passed, though, and I clicked on it.
Yes, it was the worst of them. Alice was tied naked to a bed or something, inside the hut, completely spread out. You could see the same stripes on her body as before. I know they were the same because I went back to compare them. Surrounding the bed were six men, none of them Richard. All six were masturbating over her, six men leaning over her, six dicks stretched over her by six hands, a mini bukkake show. One had been caught precisely in the act of coming onto her chest. A little puddle was on her body already, right above her left breast, and another spurt floated between the two of them.
What did Alice think of all this? Her eyes were wide, her head was pulled back, and her lips were open as though she were saying something. I couldn't tell how she was responding. I just couldn't tell.
There was one other thing. Someone had written something across her breasts, a special, intimate message in red marker: "Hello, Henry. Wish you were here."
* * * * *
Afterward it was natural to have the dream again, but it changed. For a couple of nights I hadn't dreamed of her at all. Maybe I was on the verge of letting go. Who knows? But this! It couldn't be any worse, not unless he were to do her in front of me, live. Anyway, after the pictures the dream came back. I couldn't... couldn't what? Couldn't collect myself. Couldn't let go. Couldn't not think of Alice fucking a succession of faceless men, becoming Richard's complete sex slave. The pictures appeared when I'd turn a corner, or blink, or look into the refrigerator. So that night I had the dream again, and for nights afterward. Only this time a circle of men were spewing on her. The room smelled of spunk, but I couldn't get to her. The stench was overwhelming because the men went through an endless cycle of coming, and Alice was laughing with delight at each splash of semen, reaching her mouth to it, reaching her tongue to it. My loving wife.
End of Part 3.
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Fantasy
by H. Jekyll
Part Four -- What if you just, you know, killed them?
*****
It came to pass that I went mad. Not insane, but mad. I knew what I was going to do and it filled me with joy, tremendous joy for the first time since Richard took Alice. I would murder him -maybe both of them. This thing would never end. It wouldn't die unless he did. He was a vampire, sucking my life away, leaving me barely human. He'd done it. He'd destroyed me. Now he was going to die. I had daydreams of killing them in various ways, while they were doing any number of things, mainly in the middle of sex. In my madness a plan came to me.
I had, first, to get away from his surveillance. Richard was always a step ahead of me. How did he know where I was, where I went? How did his men always intercept me? How indeed? Maybe he was having me tailed. That's what Mickey said. But maybe he had a fix in with Mickey. Or maybe he had me wired. I had to slip everyone.
I was mad, but not demented. I knew I had to be methodical. I hired another investigator to do a discreet check for electronic eavesdropping devices. My house, car, phone. Eureka! There was a bug attached to my car and another to my landline. Nothing else. No nanny cams or hidden mikes or anything else, though he warned me about cell phones in general. The two things were probably enough. They weren't even very expensive.
While I talked to the investigator, I had a vision of Alice smearing semen all over her body.
There were two days before Richard and Alice would return to Las Vegas. I had to work fast. I walked out my back door and went three blocks over, where I bought a used car for a thousand dollars cash. Thank you, "Weekly Advertiser." I drove it to City Hall, to the trash department, gave Richard's name, and complained that my trash bin had been vandalized. Then I went to a pawn shop where I bought a pistol and bullets and an old City Works Department badge. It was more official looking than today's badges. One step follows the other. Follow the plan. I put on a baseball cap and drove the new clunker past Richard's estate a couple of times, not closely together in time, looking for ways in.
I went to a firing range and practiced with my pistol on human silhouette targets for an hour. Whenever I hit it I imagined Richard. So far, so good. Richard, you're dead. I'm going to make sure you know it's me before I do you.
I thought, it's too bad they don't have bitch silhouettes.
I drove the used car down to Palm Springs, to a contract parking lot near a resort hotel, where I parked it. Within an hour I had bought another cheap car. I drove that one back to Las Vegas and stashed it in a contract parking lot not far from my house. I was chuckling and rubbing my hands together all the way back.
Now time for the misdirection. I called the resort hotel in Palm Springs to make a reservation. Then I called Mickey. Sorry, Mickey. I'd like you to report on Richard and Alice, but I'm done for. I can't take any more of it. I have to get away for a bit. He was sympathetic.
I drove my bugged car to Palm Springs. In the mirages of water on the highway, I kept seeing Alice's body stretched out, glistening, dripping.
At the hotel I went to my room and turned on the TV. Then I walked all the way down the stairs to a back entrance, retrieved the used car, and left. It was a long ride back to Vegas, slowed by a wreck. At one point I thought I might be late, but everything was fine. One step follows the other. Just stay with the plan. It will work.
Richard thought he was so careful, and that he had good security. I guess he did. Still, people aren't defense minded all the time. It's why airport security usually fails its tests. There was a back entrance to Richard's estate, with dumpsters and a gate the staff kept open so they could get out and back easily. So could I. I wouldn't have to shoot my way in. I didn't care one way or the other, except that this upped my odds of success. There were probably security cameras, so I was taking a chance. But while the cat's away and all that, plus if I were caught I'd flash my badge and pretend to be an inspector for the city trash department. I grimace about it now. Crazy man Henry, did you really think you wouldn't be recognized if they saw you? I parked as close to the estate as I could, walked down toward the dumpster like I knew what I was doing, and slipped along the house. There was a thicket of bushes, pretty far from the sidewalk, where I simply sat down to wait for dark.
I could tell when the two of them arrived, because of the ruckus. It went on for maybe an hour, after which most of the staff began leaving. While they were going out the back way, I went in through a side door. I stepped into a closet and waited. It got quiet. Okay, do it. One foot follows the other. I walked down the hall toward Richard's favorite room. Oh, you fucker, I know this house better than any burglar would, and I know where the staff stays when you don't need them. You're mine. When I entered the den with my pistol ready, I wasn't surprised that no one was there. Not exactly no one. Richard was there, alone.
* * * * *
Richard looked just like he always did, except that he was in shirtsleeves. By the time he saw me it was too late to do anything but sit in his chair and focus on the gun. But he never looked panicked, merely focused.
"I enjoyed the photos, Richard. But now we play this game my way, not yours. You bring Alice out and no one gets hurt. She and I can have a conversation."
That wasn't exactly true, but it would get her out here. We could have some Q and A before I did my business.
He kept looking at the gun.
"You don't want that, Henry. I promise you. Just leave and I won't report this."
"You have to ten." I felt phony, like someone in an action thriller, but I made up my mind to shoot him right away if he did anything I didn't like. It was my only leverage, and what was there to lose, really?
"One."
"Henry..."
"Two."
"Okay. Okay."
"Three."
"Armand will get her. Armand! It'll only take a minute, Henry."
"That's all you have,"
A lovely dark boy came into the room. When he saw me he stopped dead and his eyes went big.
"Armand. Go fetch Ms. Alice. Mr. Henry wants to speak with her."
Lovely Armand backed out of the room and skittered down a hall.
Silence in the room. Finally Richard said, "Care to sit?"
"Shut up."
"We can still talk this out."
I fired a shot past his leg, exploding a large vase. From down the hall, a voice with a Spanish accent screamed. "Señor Richard!"
"It's okay, Armand! Everything's fine. However, please be quick with Ms. Alice." Richard looked at the gun again.
"Are you wondering how many more shots I have? It's a Glock, you know."
"Yes. I know." His voice was dead calm. "I figure at least nine more."
I didn't answer. I might have, I don't know, but things sped up too much. There were sounds in the hall, noises of hurrying, of Armand's voice saying something in fractured, desperate English, of Alice's voice asking something. I turned my head toward the doorway and Richard cocked his head like a sparrow, and at that moment Alice and Armand stum-bumbled into the room, Armand pulling her by an arm, the two of them looking something like a beautiful Larry and Curly running to Moe's call. It would have been amusing, as Richard might have called it, if I hadn't been considering killing him or maybe Alice and him both, or first killing him and then blowing my head off. What was I thinking? The gun felt heavy. I let it drift from Richard to Alice and then back toward him. Alice turned her head back and forth between Richard and me.
"Henry?"
It was clear Armand had been too flustered or ignorant to tell her about me, and while I chewed on that fact I was knocked to the floor by the two large, polite young men who took the pistol from me and pinned me down.
* * * * *
It took two or three seconds to realize the change the men on me had wrought, two or three seconds with the two behemoths twisting my arms behind my back, with Alice already gravitating toward Richard even as she stared at me, drifting over until she was close enough to put the fingers of one hand on his arm. By the time she looked up into his face it was as clear to me as anything, the answer I'd come for, clear enough to make me curse being so stupid as to let myself lose the gun. It would be several more minutes, though, before I found what anything meant.
Richard took charge, of course.
"Don't hurt him, but do keep the gun away from him. He's not to be trusted just now."
I had the chance finally to really see Alice. We stared at each other as I was pulled upright. She couldn't hold the stare, though. She kept looking at me, then turning her eyes away. Then back. She was wearing a simple little shift with thin straps like a full slip. It might have been silk. I could see her shoulders and her arms and her legs just above her knees, the tops of her breasts, and it seemed Richard had half-lied to me. She was thin, thinner even than in the photos. I'd expected that. What didn't I expect? Almost anything else. Somehow, my image of her had been as a concentration camp survivor. She was nothing like that. She was leaner and more nicely muscled than showed in the jpeg picture, as though she worked out a lot. There were no obvious bruises. She was perfect.
"Alice, Henry. Henry, Alice. You two have met." Richard was beaming. Had he ever been worried about the madman with the gun? "Henry here has become impatient. He wants to hear from you directly, love, in detail, that it is true you have left him to be with me. I'm afraid he's insistent, so this can't be put off anymore. You'll just have to tell him."
Then, yes, there was something. I thought I saw reddish discolorations on Alice's wrists. Thin lines. Like ligature marks. He hadn't exactly half lied. He'd at least partly told the truth.
Alice fiddled. I thought she might not say anything, but Richard was patient. He smiled at her as though she was a creation of his, about to demonstrate his creativity. Finally she couldn't not speak anymore.
"Oh, Henry!" she began.
What an awful start. That had been a joke with us. O'Henry. I was her favorite candy bar, the one she ate slowly to savor the taste. How long ago had that been? It certainly wasn't a joke now, just a sign that she didn't know what to say. Another false start. "Why did you come here? I'm not coming back. I'm sorry for hurting you, but it's over. You have to move on, Henry. It's over. It's really over."
Richard nodded at me. My time to speak.
"Why?"
"Why did I leave?"
"Why did you leave? Yes. You said you loved me. And why with him? You hated him. How could you go to him? How did he brainwash you? You! Tell me how it happened. Explain it!"
Alice looked at Richard, then at me. She started to say something. Finally, "It's too complicated. I can't explain everything. I was suffocating. I wasn't fulfilled. Richard fulfills me."
To that there was no answer. I didn't fulfill her. What could you say? We didn't fulfill each other. I'd been unfulfilled for years. It was the way of things, except that Richard could fulfill everything. Come one, come all. All yearnings will be quenched. All desires will be sated.
"How long?"
"How long what?"
"When did it start?"
"After New Year's." He had been truthful, no? I didn't try to say anything, to argue with her. It was silent again, so Richard stepped in. He had a big grin again.
"It's like I told you, Henry. I offered what she needed and she came over. Now she's mine. She does what I want. Tell him, Alice."
Alice looked down at the floor. She hesitated again. She really didn't want to say anything else to me. "Richard is right, Henry. He's so full of life. He takes charge... and we satisfy each other."
"You fucking bitch. I wish I'd killed you." I said it but I couldn't put any force behind it, because I only half meant it. It was over. Beyond over. That last faint hope.
Richard's smirk grew into a grin.
"Actually Henry still loves you. He'll hope against hope. You need to make it final, Alice. Look him in the eye and tell him. Show him how proud you are to be my girl."
Something was stirring. Something was going to happen. Alice moved her head to look at me. She spoke more softly.
"It's true, Henry. I'm Richard's. I'm sorry for you."
Richard spoke again when she said she was sorry, so quickly he almost cut her off. "Let me demonstrate, Henry. Alice, strip for us." She jerked around toward him. She spoke directly to him in a half whisper, cutting her eyes over toward me two or three times.
"Richard! Please. Not in front of him!"
Again, it could have been almost cute. She didn't want me to know what she said. She spoke between gritted teeth, in a half-whisper. She could have been warning, ix-nay in front of the ildren-chay.
"Alice, you'll do what I say or you can leave right now."
She looked like she'd been slapped.
"Please, Richard. You know I'll do anything for you. Everything. I've shown you that." She raised her hands, palms upward, supplicating. "Just don't make it be in front of him."
"It's a simple concept, Alice. Either you do as I say or you don't. I won't remind you again."
I knew she would strip, that I'd see her body, the one I'd known innumerable times, though not for weeks, not in person, not since she'd improved on it. I wanted to see it. It would almost be like seeing a new woman's body for the first time. I hated her but I began to grow a hard-on. That's right Richard, you fucker. Why don't you humiliate her? I'd like that. My keepers didn't seem at all interested in what was happening, though. Ho-hum. Another stripping in front of the betrayed husband. Their grips never changed.
And she did it. She lowered her head and lifted her arms to begin pulling the shift. Up it came, slowly, showing her thighs. When it reached her vulva, I saw she was naked under it, and that she was bare. Smooth, pale skin with brownish tips to her labia. No unsightly hair. Her legs were smooth. Her body was smooth. She lifted the shift higher and I saw the little ring at the top of her slit, right where her clitoris was. It fit the scene, didn't it? In her navel there was a new one, and when she'd lifted the silk high enough I could see the rings in both nipples. They went through the areolas, above the nipples, and circled the nipples themselves, and each was held in place by a bar that went through the nipple and out both sides, long enough to hold the ring in place. He'd been busy with her. Then her hands were over her head and she dropped the shift to the floor. She stood with her arms at her sides. Nothing was hidden. Her body told me more. There were no welts. There were no obvious bruises. What had he done to her? What hadn't he done? God, I wanted to fuck her!
Richard put a hand to her left breast, grabbed it, and moved it around in a perfectly proprietary fondle. "Look at Henry," he said.
She raised her head. Her eyes were slits when she looked at me, but she'd done it. She'd shown herself to be Richard's toy. Do whatever he wants. Richard's special little thang.
"Now let's show him what else you've learned, sweet Alice." She turned back toward him. "I need your mouth again and you need more of my seed inside you." She didn't move. She didn't even breathe. "Get on your knees and unzip me."
No one else in the room moved, either. To me it was as if the earth stood still for the moment. Alice opened her mouth a little and began to breathe again, but she didn't say anything. She looked once more toward me, just a glance, turned back toward Richard, and dropped to her knees. It's stupid, abysmal, but they reminded me of a tableau of the virgin Mary, depicted from the side, worshipping Jesus as he emerges from the tomb. Oh shit, Alice. Can't you see what he's doing? But it's a simple concept. He says. You do. And he won't remind you again.
"Very good, Alice." Richard sounded like an indulgent father coaching his child.
She fumbled with his zipper. It took her two or three tries to get it all the way down. She stopped for a second before reaching inside his pants. His penis came out bent, the middle first. The head was tangled in his underwear, but then - pop! - there it was, big and fleshy and almost ready for action. Once it was completely out and had begun to rise up in a curve, she slumped back on her heels and her hands fell to her lap. Her breasts were rising and falling, her mouth still slightly open. It would be open much further in a few minutes.
I had a raging erection by now. Suck me, you slut! Suck me!
After a few seconds had gone by, Richard put a hand on top of Alice's head. "Show your love, dear." She took a large breath, rose up on her knees, reached out her right hand, and grabbed Richard's penis in the middle. She pulled it down toward her face. Only the head was showing past her fist. She brought the head to her mouth, took another large breath, leaned to it, stuck out her tongue and licked entirely around it. She opened her mouth further and took the head entirely in, slid it through her lips, sucked, and pulled it back out through tight lips. She was staring, it seemed, straight into Richard's fuzz while she worked it.
"Ahh!" said Richard. "You see, Henry? This is what she does when she's really yours."
Alice pulled his dick to her mouth again. She sucked on it like a lollipop for a minute, in and out. Head goes in, head goes out. Repeat. Again. Then she took it in deeper and started to pump him.
"Not so fast, Alice. Slow yourself down. Savor it." He drew in his breath in a hiss. When he came out of his little frisson, he looked at me again. "You train them to take their time, to see to your full pleasure to make it slow and worthwhile. That's how she can best be a helpmeet when you come home late and tired. I've had Alice suck me on and off for a good while, while we watched a film, right Alice?" Alice stopped sucking. She didn't remove the dick but nodded through it. She didn't look at anyone, not even up at him. Finally, she pulled Richard's meat out again, licked it, and sucked it back in.
Richard hissed again.
"Now you're going to be privileged, Henry. You're going to see her do something most women can't do. She's going to take me all the way in and down her throat." Alice paused and looked up at him. "Are we ready, dear?"
Oh God, here it comes! The pièce de résistance. But the men holding me weren't affected by this either. Ho-hum. Just another deep throat in front of the betrayed husband. Do we get overtime? Or maybe they got to live that lifestyle the feminists accuse all us guys of living, so they were jaded. I'd like a chance to get that jaded with Alice. I wanted to fuck her throat and make her take it.
Alice prepared herself. I guess. I'd never seen a throat fuck done live. She pulled Richard's erection so it was pointing almost down, and she shifted her head and her body. Richard said, "Here we go," and pushed his hips to her mouth. Damn! He went a short way and stopped. Alice made a retching sound. "Remember, Alice, swallow it like a nice, big sausage." He pushed again and this time continued until her mouth was all the way up against his groin.
"Fuck, Henry!" He was breathing harder. "You don't know how good this is, in so deep and tight. I could asphyxiate her, you know."
He pulled back out, almost all the way out. I could hear Alice make a little sound. It was just a little bark. When it was gone I could hear her breathing, fast and deep, and her chest was rising and falling. "Round two, Alice." He pushed in again. This time he made it in one smooth thrust. Again, he held himself in her for a moment before pulling out. You can't know how wonderful it was, my slut wife's jaw open wide, her throat distended just behind her chin, her face mashed up against his body. Wonderful. He didn't give her time to catch her breath. Another push. Alice slapped at his thigh with one hand. I could see her face was changing. She was turning red. Her eyes were wild. He slapped her hand away and held himself inside her another few seconds, until she began to wriggle. He pulled out about half way, just enough that I could hear a phlegmy sound from Alice, then he went all the way in again. Alice's face was red. Her eyes were watering. Her chin was becoming covered in saliva. Each time he pulled out there was the sound of her bare wet breaths, before Richard plunged again. He thrust all the way in three, four, five more times before finally pulling all the way out.



Alice leaned against Richard's leg, her breath rattling in her throat, wiping her mouth on his slacks. Her breasts were heaving - such a nice nineteenth century phrase. Richard's dick was completely 21st century, standing straight up.
"You'll have to work on your breath control, dear girl. This is nice, but I want to finish for the good audience, so come do me right."
I didn't think she could still have it in her. But she righted herself and took his dick again and brought it to her mouth and sucked. She started jacking him inside her mouth, and he began to thrust. "That's my good, little girl, that's it!" He was hissing again. "Almost there. Show little Henry how good you are. Show it! Now!" At 'now' he pulled out of her, took his cock in his hand, and shot onto her face, one, two, three good splashes before he put it back to her mouth so she could finish getting everything. I could see it, creamy white, meandering down one of her cheeks.
* * * * * *
It seemed to me that everyone was acting oddly calm. I was exploding, full of hate and lust and depression and madness, but I couldn't move. My handlers still seemed all business. Armand stood with his hands across his chest, looking down at Alice with something like disdain. Alice herself slumped back on her heels again, still breathing fast.
And Richard? He unfastened his pants, put his penis back inside, tucked his shirt in nicely, and fastened himself back up. All business, as though he were just getting ready to exit the executive men's room.
"Well, there you have it, Henry." His voice was already back to booming. "That's how a well-trained woman will show her devotion. Quite a show, no?"
I started to say something, but he cut me off.
"There's just one more thing, Henry." Here came the beating. But no. "I see you're still infatuated with the sweet thing. I can understand why, and I don't want her to come between us. So, in order to let bygones be bygones... I'm giving her back to you as a present. Enjoy her in good health."
Alice's jaw actually dropped. The room went completely dead for a second.
"What!" Alice almost screamed. "What are you saying, Richard? Don't joke like that. It's not funny!" She tried to laugh.
"No joke, Alice. It's over. You're going back to Henry." He was completely calm, self-composed, efficient.
"Richard! No! You can't mean it!"
"It's time, Alice. We had fun."
"Richard, no! I've done everything for you! Everything!"
"And in return you received more than the standard nine and one-half weeks of glorious fantasy. It was a fair exchange."
"I gave up my whole life for you!" She looked around the room with little, jerky movements of her head. She was rubbing mucous from her face. "My job. My... marriage. Richard!"
"Well, those were your choices. Time to go back to the real world, dearie."
"No!" She lunged at him from her knees but he pushed her away.
"Armand, will you get a couple of people to take Ms. Alice?"
"Richard!" Her voice was shrill, desperate, uncomprehending.
"Give her a change of clothes and see that she gets off the grounds with Mr. Henry."
From nowhere three or four people, men and women, came in to take Alice away. They had to grab both her arms, two on each side because she was struggling so much. She was sobbing, screaming "Richard! No!" over and over. She'd been completely blindsided. You may think it odd, but I hadn't been. I'd had an inkling from the moment he made her strip that he was almost finished with her. It was the first time I was able to predict his action. Of course he dumped her! He'd gotten just about all he'd wanted from her, and there were so many to take her place. She hadn't seen it coming because, in addition to being a fucking cunt, she was a fucking moron. As they started to pull her away he told everyone, "This is unacceptable decorum! From now on Ms. Alice isn't welcome here."
"Richard!" I tried to boom up at him.
"Yes?"
"There's just one other thing. I don't want her anymore. I won't take her back!" Take her back? Hell, I'd come here thinking I might shoot her, or at least make her watch me kill him, and I was depressed that I'd failed.
Richard smiled a large, friendly smile. "And after I'd worked so hard to train her! Well, that's your choice." He turned toward the hall. You could still hear Alice struggling and crying. "Armand! Give Ms. Alice a couple of thousand and escort her to a hotel. She won't be going with Mr. Henry." He looked at the larger of the two men still holding me. "George, we will have to work on our security. And oh yes, once Mr. Henry is off the grounds you can return his pistol to him. But Henry. Don't you ever come back or I'll file a complaint."
As they were pulling me away his voice boomed out one last time, "No hard feelings!" I don't know if he meant mine or his.
*****
Pleased to meet you
Hope you guess my name
But what's puzzling you
Is the nature of my game
Richard's game was the kind you'd play if you were a son of a bitch, if you planned on burning all your bridges to past friendships, if you hated them, or at least held a grudge that made you want - being a son of a bitch - to hurt both of them as much as possible, individually and as a team. How better to do it? Seduce her. Ruin their marriage. Rip apart his manhood. Humiliate her and cast her aside. Richard managed it beautifully and as a bonus got all the pleasures of domination and sex. He's a loathsome beast, but you have to appreciate his creativity. It's a rare gift.
End of Part 4.
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Fantasy
by H. Jekyll
Part Four -- What if you just, you know, killed them?
*****
It came to pass that I went mad. Not insane, but mad. I knew what I was going to do and it filled me with joy, tremendous joy for the first time since Richard took Alice. I would murder him --maybe both of them. This thing would never end. It wouldn't die unless he did. He was a vampire, sucking my life away, leaving me barely human. He'd done it. He'd destroyed me. Now he was going to die. I had daydreams of killing them in various ways, while they were doing any number of things, mainly in the middle of sex. In my madness a plan came to me.
I had, first, to get away from his surveillance. Richard was always a step ahead of me. How did he know where I was, where I went? How did his men always intercept me? How indeed? Maybe he was having me tailed. That's what Mickey said. But maybe he had a fix in with Mickey. Or maybe he had me wired. I had to slip everyone.
I was mad, but not demented. I knew I had to be methodical. I hired another investigator to do a discreet check for electronic eavesdropping devices. My house, car, phone. Eureka! There was a bug attached to my car and another to my landline. Nothing else. No nanny cams or hidden mikes or anything else, though he warned me about cell phones in general. The two things were probably enough. They weren't even very expensive.
While I talked to the investigator, I had a vision of Alice smearing semen all over her body.
There were two days before Richard and Alice would return to Las Vegas. I had to work fast. I walked out my back door and went three blocks over, where I bought a used car for a thousand dollars cash. Thank you, "Weekly Advertiser." I drove it to City Hall, to the trash department, gave Richard's name, and complained that my trash bin had been vandalized. Then I went to a pawn shop where I bought a pistol and bullets and an old City Works Department badge. It was more official looking than today's badges. One step follows the other. Follow the plan. I put on a baseball cap and drove the new clunker past Richard's estate a couple of times, not closely together in time, looking for ways in.
I went to a firing range and practiced with my pistol on human silhouette targets for an hour. Whenever I hit it I imagined Richard. So far, so good. Richard, you're dead. I'm going to make sure you know it's me before I do you.
I thought, it's too bad they don't have bitch silhouettes.
I drove the used car down to Palm Springs, to a contract parking lot near a resort hotel, where I parked it. Within an hour I had bought another cheap car. I drove that one back to Las Vegas and stashed it in a contract parking lot not far from my house. I was chuckling and rubbing my hands together all the way back.
Now time for the misdirection. I called the resort hotel in Palm Springs to make a reservation. Then I called Mickey. Sorry, Mickey. I'd like you to report on Richard and Alice, but I'm done for. I can't take any more of it. I have to get away for a bit. He was sympathetic.
I drove my bugged car to Palm Springs. In the mirages of water on the highway, I kept seeing Alice's body stretched out, glistening, dripping.
At the hotel I went to my room and turned on the TV. Then I walked all the way down the stairs to a back entrance, retrieved the used car, and left. It was a long ride back to Vegas, slowed by a wreck. At one point I thought I might be late, but everything was fine. One step follows the other. Just stay with the plan. It will work.
Richard thought he was so careful, and that he had good security. I guess he did. Still, people aren't defense minded all the time. It's why airport security usually fails its tests. There was a back entrance to Richard's estate, with dumpsters and a gate the staff kept open so they could get out and back easily. So could I. I wouldn't have to shoot my way in. I didn't care one way or the other, except that this upped my odds of success. There were probably security cameras, so I was taking a chance. But while the cat's away and all that, plus if I were caught I'd flash my badge and pretend to be an inspector for the city trash department. I grimace about it now. Crazy man Henry, did you really think you wouldn't be recognized if they saw you? I parked as close to the estate as I could, walked down toward the dumpster like I knew what I was doing, and slipped along the house. There was a thicket of bushes, pretty far from the sidewalk, where I simply sat down to wait for dark.
I could tell when the two of them arrived, because of the ruckus. It went on for maybe an hour, after which most of the staff began leaving. While they were going out the back way, I went in through a side door. I stepped into a closet and waited. It got quiet. Okay, do it. One foot follows the other. I walked down the hall toward Richard's favorite room. Oh, you fucker, I know this house better than any burglar would, and I know where the staff stays when you don't need them. You're mine. When I entered the den with my pistol ready, I wasn't surprised that no one was there. Not exactly no one. Richard was there, alone.
* * * * *
Richard looked just like he always did, except that he was in shirtsleeves. By the time he saw me it was too late to do anything but sit in his chair and focus on the gun. But he never looked panicked, merely focused.
"I enjoyed the photos, Richard. But now we play this game my way, not yours. You bring Alice out and no one gets hurt. She and I can have a conversation."
That wasn't exactly true, but it would get her out here. We could have some Q and A before I did my business.
He kept looking at the gun.
"You don't want that, Henry. I promise you. Just leave and I won't report this."
"You have to ten." I felt phony, like someone in an action thriller, but I made up my mind to shoot him right away if he did anything I didn't like. It was my only leverage, and what was there to lose, really?
"One."
"Henry..."
"Two."
"Okay. Okay."
"Three."
"Armand will get her. Armand! It'll only take a minute, Henry."
"That's all you have,"
A lovely dark boy came into the room. When he saw me he stopped dead and his eyes went big.
"Armand. Go fetch Ms. Alice. Mr. Henry wants to speak with her."
Lovely Armand backed out of the room and skittered down a hall.
Silence in the room. Finally Richard said, "Care to sit?"
"Shut up."
"We can still talk this out."
I fired a shot past his leg, exploding a large vase. From down the hall, a voice with a Spanish accent screamed. "Señor Richard!"
"It's okay, Armand! Everything's fine. However, please be quick with Ms. Alice." Richard looked at the gun again.
"Are you wondering how many more shots I have? It's a Glock, you know."
"Yes. I know." His voice was dead calm. "I figure at least nine more."
I didn't answer. I might have, I don't know, but things sped up too much. There were sounds in the hall, noises of hurrying, of Armand's voice saying something in fractured, desperate English, of Alice's voice asking something. I turned my head toward the doorway and Richard cocked his head like a sparrow, and at that moment Alice and Armand stum-bumbled into the room, Armand pulling her by an arm, the two of them looking something like a beautiful Larry and Curly running to Moe's call. It would have been amusing, as Richard might have called it, if I hadn't been considering killing him or maybe Alice and him both, or first killing him and then blowing my head off. What was I thinking? The gun felt heavy. I let it drift from Richard to Alice and then back toward him. Alice turned her head back and forth between Richard and me.
"Henry?"
It was clear Armand had been too flustered or ignorant to tell her about me, and while I chewed on that fact I was knocked to the floor by the two large, polite young men who took the pistol from me and pinned me down.
* * * * *
It took two or three seconds to realize the change the men on me had wrought, two or three seconds with the two behemoths twisting my arms behind my back, with Alice already gravitating toward Richard even as she stared at me, drifting over until she was close enough to put the fingers of one hand on his arm. By the time she looked up into his face it was as clear to me as anything, the answer I'd come for, clear enough to make me curse being so stupid as to let myself lose the gun. It would be several more minutes, though, before I found what anything meant.
Richard took charge, of course.
"Don't hurt him, but do keep the gun away from him. He's not to be trusted just now."
I had the chance finally to really see Alice. We stared at each other as I was pulled upright. She couldn't hold the stare, though. She kept looking at me, then turning her eyes away. Then back. She was wearing a simple little shift with thin straps like a full slip. It might have been silk. I could see her shoulders and her arms and her legs just above her knees, the tops of her breasts, and it seemed Richard had half-lied to me. She was thin, thinner even than in the photos. I'd expected that. What didn't I expect? Almost anything else. Somehow, my image of her had been as a concentration camp survivor. She was nothing like that. She was leaner and more nicely muscled than showed in the jpeg picture, as though she worked out a lot. There were no obvious bruises. She was perfect.
"Alice, Henry. Henry, Alice. You two have met." Richard was beaming. Had he ever been worried about the madman with the gun? "Henry here has become impatient. He wants to hear from you directly, love, in detail, that it is true you have left him to be with me. I'm afraid he's insistent, so this can't be put off anymore. You'll just have to tell him."
Then, yes, there was something. I thought I saw reddish discolorations on Alice's wrists. Thin lines. Like ligature marks. He hadn't exactly half lied. He'd at least partly told the truth.
Alice fiddled. I thought she might not say anything, but Richard was patient. He smiled at her as though she was a creation of his, about to demonstrate his creativity. Finally she couldn't not speak anymore.
"Oh, Henry!" she began.
What an awful start. That had been a joke with us. O'Henry. I was her favorite candy bar, the one she ate slowly to savor the taste. How long ago had that been? It certainly wasn't a joke now, just a sign that she didn't know what to say. Another false start. "Why did you come here? I'm not coming back. I'm sorry for hurting you, but it's over. You have to move on, Henry. It's over. It's really over."
Richard nodded at me. My time to speak.
"Why?"
"Why did I leave?"
"Why did you leave? Yes. You said you loved me. And why with him? You hated him. How could you go to him? How did he brainwash you? You! Tell me how it happened. Explain it!"
Alice looked at Richard, then at me. She started to say something. Finally, "It's too complicated. I can't explain everything. I was suffocating. I wasn't fulfilled. Richard fulfills me."
To that there was no answer. I didn't fulfill her. What could you say? We didn't fulfill each other. I'd been unfulfilled for years. It was the way of things, except that Richard could fulfill everything. Come one, come all. All yearnings will be quenched. All desires will be sated.
"How long?"
"How long what?"
"When did it start?"
"After New Year's." He had been truthful, no? I didn't try to say anything, to argue with her. It was silent again, so Richard stepped in. He had a big grin again.
"It's like I told you, Henry. I offered what she needed and she came over. Now she's mine. She does what I want. Tell him, Alice."
Alice looked down at the floor. She hesitated again. She really didn't want to say anything else to me. "Richard is right, Henry. He's so full of life. He takes charge ... and we satisfy each other."
"You fucking bitch. I wish I'd killed you." I said it but I couldn't put any force behind it, because I only half meant it. It was over. Beyond over. That last faint hope.
Richard's smirk grew into a grin.
"Actually Henry still loves you. He'll hope against hope. You need to make it final, Alice. Look him in the eye and tell him. Show him how proud you are to be my girl."
Something was stirring. Something was going to happen. Alice moved her head to look at me. She spoke more softly.
"It's true, Henry. I'm Richard's. I'm sorry for you."
Richard spoke again when she said she was sorry, so quickly he almost cut her off. "Let me demonstrate, Henry. Alice, strip for us." She jerked around toward him. She spoke directly to him in a half whisper, cutting her eyes over toward me two or three times.
"Richard! Please. Not in front of him!"
Again, it could have been almost cute. She didn't want me to know what she said. She spoke between gritted teeth, in a half-whisper. She could have been warning, ix-nay in front of the ildren-chay.
"Alice, you'll do what I say or you can leave right now."
She looked like she'd been slapped.
"Please, Richard. You know I'll do anything for you. Everything. I've shown you that." She raised her hands, palms upward, supplicating. "Just don't make it be in front of him."
"It's a simple concept, Alice. Either you do as I say or you don't. I won't remind you again."
I knew she would strip, that I'd see her body, the one I'd known innumerable times, though not for weeks, not in person, not since she'd improved on it. I wanted to see it. It would almost be like seeing a new woman's body for the first time. I hated her but I began to grow a hard-on. That's right Richard, you fucker. Why don't you humiliate her? I'd like that. My keepers didn't seem at all interested in what was happening, though. Ho-hum. Another stripping in front of the betrayed husband. Their grips never changed.
And she did it. She lowered her head and lifted her arms to begin pulling the shift. Up it came, slowly, showing her thighs. When it reached her vulva, I saw she was naked under it, and that she was bare. Smooth, pale skin with brownish tips to her labia. No hair. Her legs were smooth. Her body was smooth. She lifted the shift higher and I saw the little ring at the top of her slit, right where her clitoris was. It fit the scene, didn't it? In her navel there was a new one, and when she'd lifted the silk high enough I could see the rings in both nipples. They went through the areolas, above the nipples, and circled the nipples themselves, and each was held in place by a bar that went through the nipple and out both sides, long enough to hold the ring in place. He'd been busy with her. Then her hands were over her head and she dropped the shift to the floor. She stood with her arms at her sides. Nothing was hidden. Her body told me more. There were no welts. There were no obvious bruises. What had he done to her? What hadn't he done? God, I wanted to fuck her!
Richard put a hand to her left breast, grabbed it, and moved it around in a perfectly proprietary fondle. "Look at Henry," he said.
She raised her head. Her eyes were slits when she looked at me, but she'd done it. She'd shown herself to be Richard's toy. Do whatever he wants. Richard's special little thang.
"Now let's show him what else you've learned, sweet Alice." She turned back toward him. "I need your mouth again and you need more of my seed inside you." She didn't move. She didn't even breathe. "Get on your knees and unzip me."
No one else in the room moved, either. To me it was as if the earth stood still for the moment. Alice opened her mouth a little and began to breathe again, but she didn't say anything. She looked once more toward me, just a glance, turned back toward Richard, and dropped to her knees. It's stupid, abysmal, but they reminded me of a tableau of the virgin Mary, depicted from the side, worshipping Jesus as he emerges from the tomb. Oh shit, Alice. Can't you see what he's doing? But it's a simple concept. He says. You do. And he won't remind you again.
"Very good, Alice." Richard sounded like an indulgent father coaching his child.
She fumbled with his zipper. It took her two or three tries to get it all the way down. She stopped for a second before reaching inside his pants. His penis came out bent, the middle first. The head was tangled in his underwear, but then -- pop! -- there it was, big and fleshy and almost ready for action. Once it was completely out and had begun to rise up in a curve, she slumped back on her heels and her hands fell to her lap. Her breasts were rising and falling, her mouth still slightly open. It would be open much further in a few minutes.
I had a raging erection by now. Suck me, you slut! Suck me!
After a few seconds had gone by, Richard put a hand on top of Alice's head. "Show your love, dear." She took a large breath, rose up on her knees, reached out her right hand, and grabbed Richard's penis in the middle. She pulled it down toward her face. Only the head was showing past her fist. She brought the head to her mouth, took another large breath, leaned to it, stuck out her tongue and licked entirely around it. She opened her mouth further and took the head entirely in, slid it through her lips, sucked, and pulled it back out through tight lips. She was staring, it seemed, straight into Richard's fuzz while she worked it.
"Ahh!" said Richard. "You see, Henry? This is what she does when she's really yours."
Alice pulled his dick to her mouth again. She sucked on it like a lollipop for a minute, in and out. Head goes in, head goes out. Repeat. Again. Then she took it in deeper and started to pump him.
"Not so fast, Alice. Slow yourself down. Savor it." He drew in his breath in a hiss. When he came out of his little frisson, he looked at me again. "You train them to take their time, to see to your full pleasure to make it slow and worthwhile. That's how she can best be a helpmeet when you come home late and tired. I've had Alice suck me on and off for a good while, while we watched a film, right Alice?" Alice stopped sucking. She didn't remove the dick but nodded through it. She didn't look at anyone, not even up at him. Finally, she pulled Richard's meat out again, licked it, and sucked it back in.
Richard hissed again.
"Now you're going to be privileged, Henry. You're going to see her do something most women can't do. She's going to take me all the way in and down her throat." Alice paused and looked up at him. "Are we ready, dear?"
Oh God, here it comes! The pièce de résistance. But the men holding me weren't affected by this either. Ho-hum. Just another deep throat in front of the betrayed husband. Do we get overtime? Or maybe they got to live that lifestyle the feminists accuse all us guys of living, so they were jaded. I'd like a chance to get that jaded with Alice. I wanted to fuck her throat and make her take it.
Alice prepared herself. I guess. I'd never seen a throat fuck done live. She pulled Richard's erection so it was pointing almost down, and she shifted her head and her body. Richard said, "Here we go," and pushed his hips to her mouth. Damn! He went a short way and stopped. Alice made a retching sound. "Remember, Alice, swallow it like a nice, big sausage." He pushed again and this time continued until her mouth was all the way up against his groin.
"Fuck, Henry!" He was breathing harder. "You don't know how good this is, in so deep and tight. I could asphyxiate her, you know."
He pulled back out, almost all the way out. I could hear Alice make a little sound. It was just a little bark. When it was gone I could hear her breathing, fast and deep, and her chest was rising and falling. "Round two, Alice." He pushed in again. This time he made it in one smooth thrust. Again, he held himself in her for a moment before pulling out. You can't know how wonderful it was, my slut wife's jaw open wide, her throat distended just behind her chin, her face mashed up against his body. Wonderful. He didn't give her time to catch her breath. Another push. Alice slapped at his thigh with one hand. I could see her face was changing. She was turning red. Her eyes were wild. He slapped her hand away and held himself inside her another few seconds, until she began to wriggle. He pulled out about half way, just enough that I could hear a phlegmy sound from Alice, then he went all the way in again. Alice's face was red. Her eyes were watering. Her chin was becoming covered in saliva. Each time he pulled out there was the sound of her bare wet breaths, before Richard plunged again. He thrust all the way in three, four, five more times before finally pulling all the way out.



Alice leaned against Richard's leg, her breath rattling in her throat, wiping her mouth on his slacks. Her breasts were heaving -- such a nice nineteenth century phrase. Richard's dick was completely 21st century, standing straight up.
"You'll have to work on your breath control, dear girl. This is nice, but I want to finish for the good audience, so come do me right."
I didn't think she could still have it in her. But she righted herself and took his dick again and brought it to her mouth and sucked. She started jacking him inside her mouth, and he began to thrust. "That's my good, little girl, that's it!" He was hissing again. "Almost there. Show little Henry how good you are. Show it! Now!" At 'now' he pulled out of her, took his cock in his hand, and shot onto her face, one, two, three good splashes before he put it back to her mouth so she could finish getting everything. I could see it, creamy white, meandering down one of her cheeks.
* * * * * *
It seemed to me that everyone was acting oddly calm. I was exploding, full of hate and lust and depression and madness, but I couldn't move. My handlers still seemed all business. Armand stood with his hands across his chest, looking down at Alice with something like disdain. Alice herself slumped back on her heels again, still breathing fast.
And Richard? He unfastened his pants, put his penis back inside, tucked his shirt in nicely, and fastened himself back up. All business, as though he were just getting ready to exit the executive men's room.
"Well, there you have it, Henry." His voice was already back to booming. "That's how a well-trained woman will show her devotion. Quite a show, no?"
I started to say something, but he cut me off.
"There's just one more thing, Henry." Here came the beating. But no. "I see you're still infatuated with the sweet thing. I can understand why, and I don't want her to come between us. So, in order to let bygones be bygones... I'm giving her back to you as a present. Enjoy her in good health."
Alice's jaw actually dropped. The room went completely dead for a second.
"What!" Alice almost screamed. "What are you saying, Richard? Don't joke like that. It's not funny!" She tried to laugh.
"No joke, Alice. It's over. You're going back to Henry." He was completely calm, self-composed, efficient.
"Richard! No! You can't mean it!"
"It's time, Alice. We had fun."
"Richard, no! I've done everything for you! Everything!"
"And in return you received more than the standard nine and one-half weeks of glorious fantasy. It was a fair exchange."
"I gave up my whole life for you!" She looked around the room with little, jerky movements of her head. She was rubbing mucous from her face. "My job. My... marriage. Richard!"
"Well, those were your choices. Time to go back to the real world, dearie."
"No!" She lunged at him from her knees but he pushed her away.
"Armand, will you get a couple of people to take Ms. Alice?"
"Richard!" Her voice was shrill, desperate, uncomprehending.
"Give her a change of clothes and see that she gets off the grounds with Mr. Henry."
From nowhere three or four people, men and women, came in to take Alice away. They had to grab both her arms, two on each side because she was struggling so much. She was sobbing, screaming "Richard! No!" over and over. She'd been completely blindsided. You may think it odd, but I hadn't been. I'd had an inkling from the moment he made her strip that he was almost finished with her. It was the first time I was able to predict his action. Of course he dumped her! He'd gotten just about all he'd wanted from her, and there were so many to take her place. She hadn't seen it coming because, in addition to being a fucking cunt, she was a fucking moron. As they started to pull her away he told everyone, "This is unacceptable decorum! From now on Ms. Alice isn't welcome here."
"Richard!" I tried to boom up at him.
"Yes?"
"There's just one other thing. I don't want her anymore. I won't take her back!" Take her back? Hell, I'd come here thinking I might shoot her, or at least make her watch me kill him, and I was depressed that I'd failed.
Richard smiled a large, friendly smile. "And after I'd worked so hard to train her! Well, that's your choice." He turned toward the hall. You could still hear Alice struggling and crying. "Armand! Give Ms. Alice a couple of thousand and escort her to a hotel. She won't be going with Mr. Henry." He looked at the larger of the two men still holding me. "George, we will have to work on our security. And oh yes, once Mr. Henry is off the grounds you can return his pistol to him. But Henry. Don't you ever come back or I'll file a complaint."
As they were pulling me away his voice boomed out one last time, "No hard feelings!" I don't know if he meant mine or his.
*****
Pleased to meet you
Hope you guess my name
But what's puzzling you
Is the nature of my game
Richard's game was the kind you'd play if you were a son of a bitch, if you planned on burning all your bridges to past friendships, if you hated them, or at least held a grudge that made you want -- being a son of a bitch -- to hurt both of them as much as possible, individually and as a team. Who knows why? Why do we want to do anything? Now, how better to do it? Seduce her. Ruin their marriage. Rip apart his manhood. Humiliate her and cast her aside. Richard managed it beautifully and as a bonus got all the pleasures of domination and sex. He's a loathsome beast, but you have to appreciate his creativity. It's a rare gift.
End of Part 4.
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I was done for. That was clear.
Nothing mattered, not anymore. Nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing at all. I should stop using the wood "nothing" so much but nothing else (oops, I said it again!) works as well. I was a failed husband, a failed lover, and a failed assassin. That pretty much sums it up, so please let me have my weak attempt at humor because, as you can see, I had ... nada. There are millions of happy people in the world, I'm sure, maybe billions, just not here. I mostly lay around the house, wouldn't take my calls, didn't eat.
What I could do was mourn. I could do that. I could mourn what Alice and I had had -- or what I had thought we'd had -- before Richard took it all away. And why wouldn't I think that? There had been no signs until right at the end. Even then it was a mystery. I knew almost nothing except that she'd gone to him -- until the photos. Sure, Richard had boasted, but I hadn't completely believed him. Until the photos arrived, I'd held onto this hope that she'd flee him and return and throw herself at my knees, and we could salvage something of our marriage. You don't just walk away from a decade together, not just like that. Anyway, I don't. It was the photos that clarified things.
Every day was the same. I sat in an overstuffed chair and listened to the CD of Richard's first call to her. On every occasion I focused on the part where she resisted him at first -- not very well or for very long, but she'd actually made an effort. And I'd think, "Hang in there, Alice." But she never did. Even so, I was frankly glad I hadn't shot her. He was a different story -- the evil genius behind it all. She was just a pawn, a luscious pawn to be sure, but certainly not the queen Richard must have convinced her she was. It would have been enough for her to have seen his head blown off, and then mine, and then have to live with it all. Well, I'd blown it all right. Sorry. Another weak joke.
I went through the sex photos, but mainly I replayed the scene in my head of Alice doing Richard in front of me. How proficient she had become with her mouth! Yes, my mind was just like that old hamster's wheel, spinning around so I saw the same actions and heard the same sounds in a never-ending cycle of my wife's acting out a pornographic script. Like an ear worm, only much, much worse. I couldn't get away from it no matter what I did, and I did all the traditional things of betrayed husbands. I threw things. I punched holes in sheetrock. I cried. I took pills, drank until I threw up. Even with that I couldn't sleep and I couldn't get the energy to do much but sit in that chair and review events. Oh, occasionally I had to go to the office. There was still business to attend to. At least I hadn't given up my career like Alice. That stupid bitch. But I tried to go in mainly at night, when no one else was around, and let my office manager handle everything as best she could. I took long drives in the desert, in the night air.
And did I tell you? I got another DVD in the mail from Richard. It had the entire last scene from his den on it, in the blurry black and white of a surveillance video, and he had written "Enjoy!" on the jewel case. After that I didn't have to imagine it.
That very afternoon I filed for divorce. At least I didn't have to give Alice some easy, no-fault, quickie, Vegas divorce. Oh no! I wanted it to be on grounds of infidelity, mental cruelty, and abandonment. I filed a civil suit, to get as much of her property as possible. Hell. Nevada is a community property state, but it was worth the effort. The only problem was they couldn't locate her, so she couldn't be served papers right away, but my attorney said there weren't going to be any big problems. I had plenty of documentation. He even somehow got me a court order, giving me complete temporary control over the house. I did the cool things people think about doing -- mainly closing our joint accounts and credit cards. I didn't know if I could legally keep all the money, but it didn't matter. I felt better afterwards. I sold the gun and the used cars, cleaned up the place. My place. I changed the locks, threw out things of hers I didn't like -- just about everything -- trashed her photos, boxed up her clothes and sent them to charity, and did everything else I could to remove her from my life. This was so much better. The dreams stopped. I began working again. Time passed. I decided it wouldn't be possible to ever trust another woman, but I did think of dating.
Then Alice showed up.
* * * * *
Alice showed up. Listen to it. It's only three words, but oh, the meaning. She wasn't there, and then she was. She was announced by the doorbell. The damned doorbell again! I should have heeded its warning. One minute things were just beginning to look up and I was getting finished with that part of my life. The next minute Alice was standing in the doorway, looking straight at my chest, silent, like a ghost or a zombie or something. No! No, no, no, no, no! Not again!
"Get the fuck out of my life!" I slammed the door.
The doorbell rang again. I didn't answer it, but I was already hyperventilating. Is this how it's going to be? You can't be prepared for it. You can't guess what it will be like when she reappears.
She rang for an hour, every few minutes, and she knocked and called to me through the door, "Please. Henry. Please talk to me. Please." She was hoarse, but I could hear her well enough through the door. I stayed away from it. I paced as quietly as I could. Don't let her hear you. Maybe she'll go away. I thought of her as a vampire. She couldn't rip my chest open if I didn't invite her in. Yes, she could. But she didn't look like a vampire or zombie or ghost. I tiptoed back to the door and looked at her closely through the viewer. Her blouse looked drab, her hair unkempt. There was a bruise on her arm. She was the living Alice, slightly used, and truth be known she didn't look that much different than she had at Richard's house. "Henry, please. Please, I'm so sorry. Please talk to me."
Finally she grew quiet. After I'd looked out and not seen her, I decided it was safe to leave. I opened the garage door and backed the car out. It was explosively hot. Spring in Las Vegas. It felt like Hell, and to make sure I knew it was Hell, there sat Alice, on the porch, beside the front door, in a patch of shade, not looking at anything. I made sure to close the garage door, staring at its white panels moving down through the sunlight and urging it on. Hurry, hurry! By the time it was down I saw spots. Alice had raised her head and started to rise, stiffly, using the brickwork for support, but I was quick. I lowered the car window: "You aren't welcome here! If you want to talk, see my lawyer. If you're still here when I get back I'm calling the police."
She stood up and said something, I think it was "please," and took a few steps toward me, but I didn't give her a chance.
Fuck. How to get rid of her? Fuck. The police would probably side with her. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Go away you Richard-sucking slut! I stayed the night in a motel.
The next morning I told my office manager to call security if Alice showed up there. "Don't you think you should talk to her?" she asked.
"Maybe you'd like to look for a new job, Sherrie!"
She stiffened.
"Look, okay. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I didn't mean it. Really. But you don't know everything she did. I can't tell you the details without it being sexual harassment."
Sherrie was quiet much of the day, canceling appointments for me again, while I sat in my office and stared out the window. About 4:30 she came in and shut the door. "Look, Henry, you can fire me if you want, but I've known you for a long time. You need to clear the air. Talk. Then you can go your different ways. You don't know all of why she did what she did, and it's time you stopped letting that asshole Richard control your life! That's all I have to say."
What had I done for weeks -- months? -- but try to talk with Alice? She wouldn't consider that while she had him. When I walked over to Sherrie she flinched like she thought I was going to hit her. I gave her a kiss on top of her head. "I know you mean well, but I just can't do that anymore."
All the way home I thought please don't be there. Please be gone. Please don't do this to me. I can't take it.
Alice was still sitting in that patch of shade.
* * * * *
Hadn't she moved? Was she going to sit there until she died? It had been an afternoon, all night, and most of the next day. She could have died already. Was she even conscious? Maybe they really would find a desiccated body in the desert, but it would be on my front porch. When she heard the garage door she got to her feet again, very slowly. So she was alive. I didn't know if that was good or bad. I pulled in and closed the garage door.
She didn't ring the bell, but when I peeked through a side window she was standing, leaning against the wall, her face in her hands. She looked sunburned. Jesus. Shit. What do I do now? What in the world do I do? I filled a large glass with water, walked to the door, opened it, and held the glass out to her. "Here."
She was only about six or eight feet from the door, but it took her the longest time to get to me. She took the water and gulped it down. She drank it in two breaths. I took the glass back. Our hands touched. "Stay here."
I closed the door, went to the sink, refilled the glass, and brought it back to her. Again she stopped once for air while she drank it. I took the glass away again and closed the door. The third time I opened it I stood in the doorway and asked, "What do you want?"
She hesitated, as if she wanted to formulate some words. She made a croaky little crying sound, though there were no tears. She tried to talk but there weren't at first any sounds. Finally, in a tiny little voice: "I'm sorry." I held the door and stared past her at some cactus. "Please. I'm so sorry. Please help me."
* * * * *
"Go away."
"Let me come home. I'm sorry. I..." Her voice trailed off.
"You can't stay here."
Again there was only silence. I wondered if she was going to say anything at all, or if she'd try to wait me out.
"I don't have anywhere to go."
"Get yourself a place!"
"I don't have any money, or a job. I don't have you. I don't have anything..." She began moaning, sounding again like she wanted to cry but had too little water in her, and she started coughing. Oh, I knew her real problem. She didn't have Richard Moriarty.
"Go to Deb's!" Now there were both coughing and tears. So, she could cry after all. She didn't try to wipe them. They rolled down her cheeks and onto her blouse.
"She won't speak to me."
"Why not? Just because you left me?"
"No. It was more. Please, Henry, listen. When I was with, you know, he said he wanted to do a thing with me and her together. So I called her and tried to get her to do it. I ruined everything." She put her hands to her face again, and this time her shoulders started shaking. She could hardly talk, gasping and sobbing and snarfing like she was. She coughed again. "What have I done? How could I do it? I'm so sorry, Henry. Please forgive me. Please!"
"So as a last resort you come to your old patsy Henry. Hey, maybe you could make this more interesting by fucking someone in front of me!"
But she just kept shaking. Eventually she'd have to stop, wouldn't she? Finally she tried to talk again, though she stopped every few words to pant.
"Henry. I know, I know you hate me. I did the most terrible things to you. But I need help. Please help me. Just for a little bit? If you could just let me stay here a few nights. Just a few? Please, Henry. You can do anything you want to me, I don't care! Just help me, please."
Let her stay. Let her invade my house and bring all that back. I didn't even ask why she didn't try to talk to Richard. Of course she'd tried. I bet he'd enjoyed that. What would Richard do anyway? An idea developed. What? Yes, that. Oh yes! Yes, this could be good, you whore.
"Come on in. I have something to show you." I led her to the den and put the DVD -- yes that DVD -- on the player. "Look at this, Alice." She was wiping her eyes and looking from me to the player, uncertain. When she figured out what it was she put her hands to her mouth and moaned again.
"No! Not that! Turn it off!"
"Why? You were the main entertainment. I thought you'd like to see yourself perform. Don't you like it?"
"No!"
"You don't? Isn't it your perfect little fantasy?"
"No!"
I yelled at her. "And then you have the balls to come to me as your last resort? Poor dear Henry's supposed to let you use him again!"
"No, please! Please Henry!"
"At least you didn't completely lie! You didn't even bother to try to say you loved me!"
That was when I slapped her face as hard as I could. She huffed and turned almost all the way around, and her hands came up. When she turned back to me I could see my hand print on her cheek, much larger than the hand she held over it. "You fucking bitch! You said I could do whatever I want with you. Well, this is what I want!" I slapped her on the other side of her face. God, it felt good, and her cry was delightful. I wanted to hear it over and over again.
"No! Please!"
I yanked one of her hands away and slapped her again. "You'll take your damn medicine..."
"No! Henry!" She was screaming and begging virtually at the same time. She pulled her arms up in front of her face, to protect herself.
"Take off your clothes!" I hit her in the belly with my fist. She half crumpled. "Do it now, you fucking slut!" Hit her again. Do it! My penis began to swell. It hadn't done that in forever. Oh, sweet Jesus, was this going to be good.
I'd knocked the breath out of her. It was a moment before she could manage to say anything. "I'll do it! Please!" I slapped her again. She tried to unbutton her blouse but she couldn't with me hitting her, so I grabbed it and tore it all the way down the front. I grabbed her arm to turn her around and yanked the fastener to her bra. Suddenly her back was smooth and bare and lean. It gave me an idea. I slapped her back hard, leaving another lovely red handprint, and she staggered. I was completely erect now. Yes!
"Your clothes! Now!"
"I'm doing it! I'm doing it!" We were both yelling. She hurried, unfastening the skirt and pulling it and her panties down together. While she did that I took off my belt. She was as lovely and sexual as I remembered, and I wanted her the hardest way imaginable. The moment she was naked I lashed her with the belt.
"Take it, you bitch!" Alice screamed and jerked and twisted around, pulling her arms in front of her face again, but she didn't try to run. I whipped her again. She made a sound like a neighing horse. I liked it more than the other cries. In the middle of this I noticed her vulva was still bare. She was still shaving and had the clit ring. How had I missed that? Oh, my little fellatrix, Richard had you top to bottom! I turned the belt the other way. Hit her with the buckle end! "Take that for your cunt!" The belt whistled and made a jingling sound when it hit her between the legs. She grabbed herself but made almost no sound and for the moment looked as though she couldn't draw a breath. "This one is for sucking off Richard in front of me!" The buckle hit her side, and she fell to the floor. I pulled her onto her back. "Take that for soaking yourself in their jizz!" I whipped her on her belly.
She was twisting, and begging again. "Please no! Please!" But it was faint, and labored, and she was coughing, and wheezing like she had something caught in her throat. What did she say? "I can't breathe. Please. I can't ..." Fine! Suffocate! There was blood.
The next one hit her hip, the next one her side. "These are for ruining my life!" The one thing she never did was try to run. It was too bad, because I'd have liked to have chased her down. I hit her again. Again. Again. Again. Somehow I noticed she'd stopped responding. No cries, no squirming, nothing. I pulled the belt back and held it. Her arms had fallen away from her face. I hit her once more, but all she did was moan, low and soft, the sound of air seeping through a corpse's throat. I lifted an arm and dropped it. It was like cooked spaghetti. I hit her again, just to make sure. Nothing. The corpse sound was all she made.
The idea came that I could tie her to the bed and whip her still more once she came around, then use her as much as I wanted. "Stay there!" I yelled and went to get some neckties.
It was in the bedroom before I realized I was shaking and covered in sweat. My pulse was rushing in my ears. Shit! The bitch! Fucking bitch, getting me like this! She was going to stay here forever. She was never going to get out in the world again. She was going to be mine no matter what, and she would beg me to kill her but I'd make her keep taking it. I'd make her do things she'd never done for Richard. I'd start by making her suck me while I kept whipping her. I just had to make sure she never got away.
But she hadn't tried to run. What was that? There was this voice. It was mine. She didn't run. Why not? It was like she knew she deserved the belt. She knew she deserved it.
Don't think of that!
That's why she had sat outside so long, to torment herself. It wasn't just regret. It was remorse.
Don't think of that! I have to go whip her some more, and make her suck me! Then I'll make her eat my shit!
But she didn't run. Think of that!
I didn't want to think of that, but something else happened, A huge wave rushed from some earthquake far under the sea, along the coast and then deep into the desert, where it jostled the room, rocking it, making me sway, making me dizzy. I had to sit on the bed. There was no earthquake. Alice was the earthquake. She thought she deserved to be beaten. No. Don't do that, Alice. Not that. Don't ruin my lovely rape, my beautiful torture, my vengeance. You don't get to seek repentance. My head was exploding. It was killing me. Not that, Alice. No. I put my head down and held my hands to my temples to try to stop the pounding.
* * * * *
When I could finally get up I went out to look at her. My shirt was wet. My hair was plastered to my head. I was still shaking and couldn't make my hands stand still. I leaned against the doorframe and wondered how to approach her. What had I become? I did that? That many? No! No. How could I have done that? I couldn't. But I had and -- God forgive me -- I could have beaten her to death, not as a mad fantasy but as the real thing. My rage, all of it, drained away, just like that.
I went into the master bathroom where I washed my face and toweled myself off. It gave me time to think and gain control of myself before I had to go to her.
Alice was on her back, twitching and making little sounds, but I couldn't tell if she was completely conscious until I knelt over her and touched her. She opened her eyes wide and shrieked, "No more! Please don't! Please don't!" She scuttled like a crab until her back hit the coffee table, then brought her arms and legs up until she was curled in a ball, almost fetal. She stared at me like you would at the man who was going to carry out the drawing and quartering, shuddering, her breath coming in little bursts, now crying "Please don't, please, please.' She started to cough again.
How much do you have to beg before it does some good? I held a hand up, palm out, and sat myself slowly onto the carpet.
"I won't. I won't. I won't hurt you again." I sat for a minute. What could I say? "I won't." I moved to her slowly, to keep from scaring her. I placed a hand atop her arm, gently, and left it there, just resting on her, while I looked over her body. "I promise. Never again. I'm sorry. I won't hurt you again." I couldn't believe how many times I'd hit her. I tried counting the wounds. Most were marks or welts, but several had bled, and I was afraid others would start seeping. "Wait here. I'll get some bandages."



I had to concentrate on the task, to get through it. You fucking monster! Okay. Okay. One thing at a time. One step follows the other, I thought, but there was no good course to be followed here, no good outcome. Alice quaked when I pulled her arms and legs out from her body, and when I helped her lie on a beach towel. She shivered while I cleaned her wounds, sprayed cold antibacterial mist on them, and bandaged them. I had to ask her to turn on her stomach so I could do her back. I was speaking in a soft tone to keep from frightening her more, and she was growing calmer, but she was still shaking. She watched me and responded to what I said. She didn't say anything herself. Dear Lord, her left cheek and lips were swollen. I'd done that to her. I went for an ice pack. It made her shiver more to hold it against her face.
Alice's naked body didn't excite me anymore. When I looked at it, I saw the wounds I'd made. My erection had fled to some far distant place. When I had to attend to a breast or her vulva, I worked to make sure -- for her -- that there was nothing sexual in the contact.
Now she needed clothes. The next task. Take things in order. There were no clothes of hers in the house, so I got out an oversized Las Vegas t-shirt.
"I'm sorry. I dumped all your clothes. This will have to do for now." She shifted her hips to help me pull up her panties, and she sat up so I could get the tee on her. I had to help her sit.
"Can you stand?" Not without help and not very well. She put down the ice pack and I took both her hands to pull her up, and she was so wobbly that I had to let her lean against me, to hold her up. I could feel her still shuddering. "Have you eaten anything?"
She shook her head and rested her face on my shoulder. I'd have thought she couldn't stand touching me. And me, I was afraid to let her do that, afraid of what I would want to do. When she raised her head and spoke for the first time since the storm, her voice was mere sandpaper, and so quiet I had trouble hearing her. "Not much. I didn't have any money. I was sneaking... from casinos, but I was caught and sent away. Then, there was a soup kitchen."
"What about the money Richard gave you?" I could smell her hair. I turned my face away. I didn't want to be too close.
"It's gone. Motels. Meals. My car broke down. I used the last to try to win a stake at blackjack." She coughed again and leaned back against me. "I lost it all. Just like me."
By then I was somewhere out in the cosmos. She could have gotten access to our money if she'd really tried, if she had thought of it, if she'd had any survival skills at all. If what? If her mind were working right. If. If. I had this image of her starving in the midst of plenty, dying of thirst beside a casino's pool. Remember Nevada being a community property state? There was the house, and all her stuff I'd thrown out. What had happened to her? She had always been smart and practical. So, yes, I finally figured it out, and I realized she needed more help than I could give her.
"Well, come on. Let's get you something to eat." She leaned on me all the way to the kitchen. I helped her sit down and poured her some milk. There were fresh grapes. She liked grilled-cheese sandwiches, so I started making one. She sat passively and watched everything I did. Every few minutes a fit of shaking grabbed her, but the coughing seemed to have stopped.
What was I thinking? That my hatred had evaporated. You knew that, didn't you? It was gone, and it didn't matter what she'd done. It wouldn't come back. She wasn't even my Alice anymore. I didn't know how she had become this other person. I still don't know, not completely. She was just a poor, lost soul, and I wanted to be kind to her.
It wasn't forgive and forget. Don't think that. Forget? You know that would be impossible. And forgive? Forgive what parts? It wasn't Alice who'd toyed with me, but Richard, and Sherrie was right. Stop letting him mess with me. But she'd done enough. The leaving. Letting me hang. Sexing Richard exotically in front of me. It was more than enough. Especially the last thing. Except for that I'd never have hurt her. No, I can't say that with certainty. I might have. I guess I might even have shot her. But that last act took us to a completely foreign land.
The leaving? Hell, that happens all the time. There's a whole industry devoted to handling it. You fight or you give the "it's not you, it's me" speech -- even if you don't mean it -- and you get divorce attorneys. About the rest, well, I can't unsee or unhear all the things Richard sent me, but Alice may never have known about them. They were probably just part of Richard's vast collection of mementos, things to play back to himself when he's old and impotent, and of course useful for tormenting Henry. They weren't the worst of her actions. Her deliberate actions. And those finally came down to the blow job. The stripping and deep throating in front of me. Showing off her depravity. It was breathtaking that she could so demean herself to demean me, I being held defenseless right there, to demonstrate her fealty to her lover and master. It was hard. It's still hard.
Was it forgivable? What does forgiving even mean? Somehow getting past it. Letting it go. Not hating her anymore for her past actions. And yes, I needed to recover my soul. If I could do that, I could do the rest. People have forgiven worse. I heard an Auschwitz survivor once who forgave her captors. You're a better man than I am, Gunga Din. Still, Alice didn't physically hurt me or try to kill me, so maybe there wasn't as far for me to go. I don't know about that, but the hate really was gone. You know that already.
There was the other, harder thing. I needed to earn forgiveness for what I had just done to her.
*****
Her cheek looked awful. I gave her the ice pack again and told her to keep it on until the skin grew numb. What was she thinking? Was she wondering if I'd help her? Or if I'd decide to hurt her again? I think she trusted me. Neither of us spoke while I cut the sandwich. What small talk do you make with a woman you've just whipped unconscious?
"You kept yourself looking nice." Oh Jeez, you idiot!
She tried to smile. "I washed my clothes in restrooms and wore them out into the air to dry."
"You stayed shaved." Why did I bring that up? Fucking moron! Maybe it would be better not to talk at all. Do. Not. Mention. The. Rings! I could see the outlines of her nipple rings against the front of the tee. Ignore them!
She answered, though, her voice falling. "At first I thought he might take me back. Later. I thought I should sell myself. To get by. And I should look right. For the customers." A sigh. "I was trying to," she paused, "sell myself at a casino... well, security caught me loitering. They passed my picture around." I didn't ask how many customers she'd had.
"And you tried to kill yourself."
She startled.
"How did you know?"
"I'm sorry. I shouldn't say these things, but it just came to me. It fit with everything else."
She had begun gasping and started coughing again.
"I'm sorry, Alice. It'll be okay. You'll see." I got a dish towel and tried to dab her eyes, but she pushed my hand away, took the dish towel, and covered her mouth with it.
After the coughing passed, she told me. "I didn't really try. I was staying at a homeless place, but I was..." she paused, just taking those quick, shallow breaths. I began to think she couldn't finish. "I got myself raped by some guys. And most of my things were stolen." Neither of us said anything for a few minutes. "That was when I considered ... you know. But I wasn't brave enough. I thought about it all the time."
"I'm sorry, Alice. Really. I shouldn't have said anything. That's all past. Things will get better. You'll see." She might believe me if I said it often enough.
She was amazingly, depressingly open about everything. I thought she might tell me anything I asked about. I didn't ask if her attempt to prostitute herself had led to her rape, or how many men had done her. She was gorgeous enough to be a successful escort, but she'd know almost nothing about how to be a pro, alone, or how to deal with the dangers. The rape helped explain her thinking, but even it was just the last event in a series that pushed her into a black hole. She didn't have to tell me every detail.
More trouble: she wouldn't eat. "You need to. To get your strength back." But she said she couldn't. Finally we agreed that I would eat half the sandwich and we would each take bites in turn. She took tiny bites of sandwich, which set off more coughing. She nibbled a bit of a grape. That was it before she faded out.
"Come on, let's get you to bed." She began swaying again the moment she stood, so I let her lean on me again and helped her to the bathroom. I got out a new toothbrush and found some prescription cough medicine that had officially expired. Then I helped her to the guest bedroom. Some buckle wounds were seeping through the shirt. I decided I'd have to take her to a clinic. They would recognize those wounds. They'd know. There were any number of things to have checked out, the injuries from the rape, the possibility of STDs, her lungs, but the whipping was its own thing. I'd have to turn myself in. Well, that was for tomorrow. First she had to be strong enough to manage on her own. I rebandaged her while she sat on the bed, and I got her a clean tee.
In bed, the sheet pulled up, Alice was more fragile looking, and -- even with her swollen face -- seemed more beautiful, than anyone I had ever known. Yes, it was stupid. It wasn't just her mind that wasn't working right, was it? It would be so easy to fall into the fantasy of being Sir Galahad coming to a maiden's rescue. Idiot! Idiot! We both needed time to heal. And she wasn't even my Alice, though I guess she was mine in a way, since I was responsible for her wounds.
She took my hand as I rose.
"Henry. The reason I didn't tell you I loved you." I stood over her, my hand in hers. "It was because I don't have the right to tell you that. Not anymore. I don't have the right to put that on you." She was going to cry again. My Alice? No. I keep telling you. Not mine. I sat back on the edge of the bed. I wanted to fold her in my arms and carry her away. That fantasy again. All I did was keep hold of her hand.
"Don't you think you've been punished enough?"
"That's not it, Henry."
"Alice, I'm not an idiot. You still have an IRA. Until a few days ago you could have gotten money from our accounts. You own half the house. You're well off."
She lay there looking up at me, holding my hand, not saying anything at all. I'm not sure she completely believed it, not at first, because she shook her head, but then she squeezed her eyes tightly shut and clenched my hand, and I could tell she understood.
"You know what I think? I think you decided you deserved to be in Hell. That's what I think. Well, I don't agree with you." I saw myself whipping her. I heard her begging. "Earlier I did. I really did. But I was wrong too. And I'm sorry. I'm sorry I hurt you."
I bent to kiss her forehead. I was struck by its softness. I'll never kiss you again.
"And it's okay. You don't have to pretend you love me. We'll work everything out."
I had to leave quickly. I didn't want to be too weak in front of her.
* * * * *
There was nothing more to be done. Wait for the curtain to fall. There I was, with Alice but alone. Flipping through the TV channels. Picking up books and magazines. Tossing them. Web surfing. Pouring a glass of Scotch and leaving it standing. Pacing. Pacing. Pacing. Thinking I'd like to drive through the desert again, but then Alice might wake up during the night and need me. Pacing. Pacing. Picking up the glass of Scotch, sipping it, putting it down. Web surfing. Kicking books and magazines. Flipping through the TV channels.
I got a navel orange from the refrigerator. It was cold and sweet and bright tasting. Remember how Alice's pudendum tasted like something citrus? Why had she stopped wanting me to lick her? Don't go there! In some way it's part of everything that happened.
I showered, brushed my teeth, put on shorts and a tee, and walked out onto the porch to let my mind wander. Here was the spot Alice had stood, then sat for so long, miserably alone in the world, desperately hating herself. I'm sure she was terrified to finally come to me, but in her state of mind I was her last option, and here we were.
There was a sweet smell in the desert air. Something blooming. We were far from the casinos, so far that the stars were bright. My mind flicked here and there. I thought I should call my attorney before we went to the clinic. It seemed reasonable. Or maybe Mickey Edwards. He might help me get quick bail, so I would be able to pick up some clothes for her, something she could wear when she went to find real clothes. How long would she need to stay with me? I kept remembering that it was her house too. Everything was complicated. It might be best if I put her up in an apartment. And I should get her car fixed. I'm sure she would need counseling. Wait! A shooting star! If only I were superstitious, I'd wish for something good to come of this. I kept smelling the desert air so it would stay with me when I went back inside. I'd miss it in jail.
Pull yourself together, Henry. Focus.
I looked in on her. She was asleep, but the sheets were tangled.
*****
I tossed in bed for the longest time, and then I fell into the dream of Alice. It was the usual dream. I hadn't had it for a while, the one with her on the bed and inflamed, me on the floor, the men jerking off over her body. Suddenly I was awake. Is she home? Damn! Of course she's home, for now. Remember? Is she really? Go check on her.
I turned to look at the clock, and when I did I saw a long lump on the floor beside the bed -- Alice, wrapped in a blanket. She looked dead.
"Alice? Alice. What happened?"
She half-turned and looked up at me.
"I'm sorry, Henry. I couldn't stand to be alone. I didn't mean to wake you. You looked so peaceful."
If only.
"Did you have a nightmare?"
"No. I'm afraid to go to sleep, because they'll get me in my dreams, but it happens when I'm awake, too. For a while I'll be okay but then it comes over me. Suddenly. I don't know..."
"Panic attacks."
"I can't stop them. I was afraid, being alone. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry to do this to you. Could ... could I sleep in here? Down here? I promise I won't bother you."
"Sure. Look, come on up."
She didn't move. "No. I don't want to bother you."
"It's okay. You'll be more comfortable up here and it won't bother me."
She climbed onto the bed, atop the spread.
"In the bed, Alice. You may as well be comfortable. And we've slept in the same bed for years."
She slid under the covers, on her side, turned away from me, on the far edge. I watched her as long as I could. Just as I began to fall asleep, she jerked. It was like an explosion.
"Alice?" I reached to her.
"I'm sorry, Henry. I'm bothering you." Her breathing was off again, and she sounded terrified. At least she wasn't coughing.
"Okay, let's try something a little different." Sigh. Make the offer. "Let's do spoons."
"Henry, no. I don't want to bother you."
"It won't bother me and it'll help you. You have to trust me. Right now, I have to think for both of us."
Thinking for both of you or just for yourself? Oh, shut up! It will help her, whatever it might do for me, and I'm letting go, so just shut up. Are you sure? Shut up! So, you're not gonna parlay it into sex? No. She'll gladly give you apology sex. No. Gratitude sex? Stop it! Maybe even sex sex? Go away, God dammit, it's not going to happen!
Alice took no side in this conversation, which of course she couldn't hear, and she didn't say anything. She moved toward the middle of the bed and scootched back toward me. I draped my left hand over her waist and pulled myself all the way up to her. She took my hand from her waist and drew it to her lips and then whispered something: "Thank you, Henry."
You sad, strange, devastated creature, I'll help you. I'll protect you. Tonight, or for a few days. Until you're better. You were dear to me once, and I care for you today. I realize that in all those years together I never completely knew you, but I know you need someone now.
I squeezed her hand. In a few minutes her breathing became deep and regular, and I could let myself fall asleep.
End.
**********************************
A Note to the Reader
**********************************
Is that all there is? Is that all there is? If that's all there is, my friend, then let's keep dancing.
Is Part 5 the end of "Fantasy"? ("Please!" say a bunch of you) It is for Henry Jekyll. Maybe not so much for H. Jekyll (I'll get to that in a moment). It ended for him where he and Alice fell asleep together so sweetly in the last lines. That romantic fool. It's a good ending. It doesn't tie everything up in a neat, Hollywood conclusion but lets the reader imagine an ending that works best for him or her. Rather like "Sleepless in Seattle," my favorite chick flick, where you don't absolutely know for certain that Sam and Annie are going to have a fabulous, Gawd-bless-it, romance and that everyone is going to be able to be happy. Though they probably will. Nora Ephron was a fucking genius!
A lot of readers like things to stay a little undetermined, a little nuanced, so they'll agree with Henry. If you're one of them, STOP READING HERE. Your story is done! In fact, when I first wrote a version of "Fantasy" many eons ago (in Internet years) that's about where the story ended.
This ending also has a great advantage in that it causes the heads of some members of the Literotica Loving Wives Mafia (often named "Anonymous" in my Comments section) to explode. The only thing that could make their heads explode harder would be for Henry and Alice to get back together and Richard to get away with what he's done. Well, I can't promise that. I'd say I won't promise those folks a classic "beat the bitch" ending either, but then Alice already was beaten, and she'd had a pretty rough go of things after Richard threw her out so unceremoniously.
But events certainly had to go somewhere after our couple--that God may have joined together but Richard certainly put asunder--got some shut-eye, and some might want to follow it. Oh, not so far that we get to where everyone dies of Alzheimer's or broken hips. But events do keep happening, don't they? Unless an asteroid hit Las Vegas, which I assure you it didn't. And I can give you a version of what happened next in these folks' lives.
I'm not 100 percent completely sure how this is going to come out, given the range of possibilities and the recalcitrance of some characters. If you read it and don't like the ending, feel free to write your own, with my blessing. I've had readers do that before. And why should I have all the fun? Just let your readers know where they can find the original, so they can compare.
Who am I to say that? Unlike Henry Jekyll, the narrator so far, to whom bad things have happened, I'm H. Jekyll, the actual author. We're not the same person. I'm tougher, and not nearly as nice a guy as Henry. Everyone likes him, really. Me? Not so much. Also, no one has ever stolen my wife, at least not to my knowledge, and I think could tell. Anyway, if you'd like to follow them a bit further, I'm willing to usher you along that path as far as you'll read. Just so you know, it won't be in Henry's voice, but mine. If you're not interested, well this is a great place to disembark.
For any remaining, metaphorically turn the page to Part Six (when it's available, which means once it wends its way through Literotica's arcane moderation system), to the middle of that night...
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So, Sherrie didn't care much for Alice. Why then was she volunteering so much of her time? Oh, you know the answer. There's nothing to see here. Just keep moving.
There's more. A lot of people have marital issues, not Henry and Alice alone. Sherrie and Paul did. And as Sherrie and Paul left Henry's house, Paul showed that for him it was all about the sex.
"Man those pics were hot! And the video!" They weren't even to their car yet.
"Paul, stop that! Is that all you think about? I mean, he whipped her!"
"Yeah. I'd sure like to have seen that."
"Paul!"
"And you wouldn't? Admit it. You'd like to have done it yourself."
"I'd like to see her get what she deserves."
"Sexy! My wife the flagellatrix!"
"Paul! It's because of what she's done to Henry."
"Henry's a sap."
They walked silently for a moment. Then,
"Fine. Maybe he's a sap. If she plays her cards right, she may get her sap back."
"I'd like to watch you whipping her. You could make her beg."
"Oh, just shut up!"
Trouble in paradise? Or was that foreplay? Paul got behind the wheel and put his right hand between Sherrie's thighs.
*****
When they got home Paul started kissing Sherrie and feeling her breasts. "Take everything off."
It didn't take long, until they were both naked.
"You'd love the whip, wouldn't you?"
"No, Paul. Stop it."
"Yes you would. You're so wet already."
"No."
"Yes. You're Alice and you need a good whipping."
"Paul."
"I'm Richard. Get up on your knees, Alice. Get you ass as high up as you can." He got a belt.
"Please, Richard." She raised her ass.
He struck her once, lightly. "Count."
"Please! One." He whipped her again, a little harder.
"Count."
"Two. Please don't hit me again...harder."
Again. Harder still. "Count."
"Please Richard. Please! Three."
At 'four' she called out the number and added "Four. Oh, I'm so yellow!" So, he whipped her more softly. After ten strokes he kissed and licked her ass, which was covered in light, pink stripes, and ran his fingers up and down her vulva until she cried out and shuddered.
"Now, bad Alice gets her breasts whipped, too. Kneel up."
"Please, Richard."
"Link your hands behind your head and stick your Alice tits out. Hold them out."
He gave her ten of the best again, while she counted and begged. Or 'begged.' Her breasts, too, were covered in faint, pink stripes. "Now I'm going to fuck you hard."
"No. Please. I don't want you to fuck me." She guided his penis into her vagina and they went at it.
Afterwards Sherrie almost couldn't catch her breath, lying under Paul, sweaty, dreamy, exhausted, and happy, feeling just a little guilty about the role playing. But not all that guilty. Paul was right. Sherrie loved the idea of whipping and wouldn't have regretted it the way Henry did. The sap.
Why even bring this up? Well, is Sherrie really all that different from Alice? In her kinks? She doesn't approve of what Alice did, though I personally think she might have been just a wee bit turned on by the pics. She has a jerk for a husband (IMHO), though their sex life seems to be very good, and that can make up for a lot. She's never done anything "cheatful," that we know about. On the other hand, neither had Alice, previously. Is Alice fundamentally different? Or was she simply unfortunate enough to be chosen by a truly powerful demon like Richard? How could you tell?
*****
Once everyone was gone, Henry sat in the large, overstuffed chair facing away from the bedrooms and stared at nothing in particular. It's hard to say how long it was before he felt a hand come lightly to rest on his shoulder. Her other hand held the mist machine.
"Henry. You look so tired. Come lay down."
"I need to get us some lunch."
"I'll stay with you." When they started to walk her knees gave out on her. He had to help her to the kitchen--again--and when they got there her forehead was covered in sweat and her breathing was strained. She used the breathing device while he watched her.
"Let me get you back to bed. I'll bring you lunch."
"Let me stay out here with you. Can I?" Pleading with her eyes. Of course she could. He was a sap, you know. Or a saint. Or something. He made a can of soup for them.
"Can I ask you something, Henry?"
"Sure."
"Why are you being so good to me?" He became a statue. "I know you hate me, but you've been...so good. How can you stand being like that?"
The conversation. Or a conversation. Henry wasn't really prepared to talk, but she'd served and the ball was in his court.
"I don't hate you. Really, I don't. I care for you. And like you said, you didn't have anywhere else to turn. And after what I did, well, I owe you. Okay? There may be other 'ands,' but that's about it."
Her eyes welled and she rubbed them with her palms. White women's tears; their superpower. But she wasn't trying to use them. She was just weak. "After what I did to you?"
"Alice. Cripes. Alice, that's for me to get over. It's in the past. It's over. Don't bring it back up, okay? I don't need to think about it. Let's move on and get you healthy again, okay?"
She took a couple of sips of soup, then put her spoon down.
"I want to explain how it happened. Maybe you'll kick me out. I don't know. But I want to be open. And honest."
"There's no reason."
"I threw away our marriage, so I owe you. So you'll understand. I don't want to leave you in the dark, thinking maybe it was somehow your fault."
*****
And this is Alice's story of her fall--the first fall. It's not exactly verbatim, though it is longer than the version she told Henry, but it's as she recalled it, and as she recalls it today. I'll fill in some gaps. Henry understood her well enough and sometimes asked her for explication.
"To begin, is with my big secret." She took a breath. "All my life I've been driven by the fantasy of being dominated. Of being made to do things, and not to be able to stop them. Being degraded. Whatever. Made to do anything, everything, at one time or another. Really, it's all my life, from before I really knew what sex was."
She remembered being eight, and her older brother and another boy -- what was his name? -- leading her down to their basement to play 'Prisoner.' They made her take her clothes off, play-spanked her and made her lie down on a blanket and spread her legs out so they could touch her. She remembered how excited she became, the feeling in her chest that wasn't exactly like sex, which she didn't understand yet, but was profound, that grew even stronger when they began to unfasten their pants to make her touch their little penises just as her mother caught them. Her mother had consoled her while her father yelled at her brother and called the other boy's parents, never for a moment doubting that their little girl had been forced. She didn't mention the episode to Henry, but she would if he ever asked her about her past. She wondered if her brother remembered it.
"It wasn't anything in my actual sex life, but I'd get books or look at pictures. I never did anything, except, you know, self-pleasuring."
"I never guessed."
"No one ever knew. I'd read things, you know, 'The Story of O.' Things like that."
"'Fifty shades of ...'"
"Oh, that one was pretty bad, but yes, things like that too. But I kept the fantasies hidden. There are a lot of books and R-rated movies that are hot. I never gave you any reason to worry. I liked sex with you. It wasn't forced. I wasn't uninterested. I never, ever cheated. Not until Richard. I'm sorry."
"Then it changed almost overnight. Something snapped. That much I know."
"It was New Years Eve, when Richard appeared with his little sex slave. Right there out in the world. Right in front of me. I'd never seen anything like that, not in real life. Nowhere but fantasy. He led her around with the dog collar and chain, and whipped her ass, and used his finger on her right there. And he stared at me the whole time! Like he could tell. Like he knew my secret and was aiming everything at me. I swear he could. He could tell things! I was outraged, partly because he could actually do that, and that little nebbishy girl could experience it and I couldn't. I never had. I was outraged but I got so horny. So, we had really good sex that night and the next. You remember?" Henry nodded. "Things might have settled down, but a few days later he called."
Henry just went "Um, hmm."
"You weren't home. Somehow--I'm not sure exactly how he did it--he turned the conversation to fantasies, and a fantasy he had of me, tied up and helpless. I swear I don't know how it happened."
"I know," said Henry. "That part I know, because I've heard it. He sent it to me."
"He...what?"
"He sent it to me. The first thing he sent to me."
"I don't understand."
"He sent it to me. To let me know how he seduced you. It was part of his game."
"I don't understand."
"Well, it's there. I've still got it. If you want, we could play it later. You can tell how good he is. So, yeah, I know about it, and I know there was at least a second call."
And Alice's world spun out of control because this was all suddenly so much more complex--and what were Richard and Henry doing, talking about her and sharing her words? What was going on? She lost her train of thought and it was a moment before she realized Henry was speaking.
"Alice. Alice. I'm sorry. I know a few things because that bastard Richard played us both. I won't hide them from you. But just believe me that I do know what he did in that phone call. So...I'll let you finish."
That would have to wait because Alice became dizzy, and nauseous. She put her hands to her face, but after a moment she had to lay her head down on her arms, on the table, knocking the soup bowl, spilling some of the soup, shivering, afraid she would vomit, afraid of everything, wondering if somehow she were the butt of everyone else's joke, if Henry were somehow in on it with Richard.
Henry cleaned up the soup and put everything in the sink while Alice lay with her head on her arms.
"Let me help you to bed. Here. Up."
"Don't mock me. Please don't." He was half carrying her.
"I'm not. And I won't keep anything from you. But there hasn't been time since you came home. We haven't been able to talk. Okay. Can you walk? Do you feel you're going to throw up? Let's go into the bathroom. No? Okay, then here. Lie down. Let me get the nebulizer. I'll just be a second."
And she began to feel a little better. Her stomach settled. Henry thought she might even fall asleep, but she wanted to end the beginning, and then Henry would explain things to her. She wanted to know, and she wanted to confess. She needed to confess.
"There was a second phone call, Henry." By then she was mad with thinking about what Richard could do, and wanted it. "He called and I just let him reel me in. He could read me. I was transparent to him. I'd never cheated, not once in all our time. I know, I'm repeating myself, and it doesn't help anything, but please believe me. Somehow, he talked me into it. I talked myself into it. I convinced myself that everyone does it sometime. This would only be the one time. You would never find out. So, we set up a meeting."
"At your office? One of those days you stayed late?"
"No." A harsh little laugh. "Richard doesn't come to you. You go to him. It was a day I got home late, but he didn't come to my office. It was at one of his places, not far away. I left early to drive there."
A small place, actually, in a strip mall, near a Chinese restaurant she and Henry had dined at several times. It had a nondescript business name on the door, which Alice later found was usually locked, but inside it was a lovely, almost deluxe meeting space with thick carpeting, beautiful furniture, soft lighting, things like that. There was music, space music, the kind you'll hear in a spa.
"I thought it would be a scene like with his little sex slave."
"Diane," said Henry.
"Yes. Her. Though I never met her. I thought it would be like that, but it was completely different. There were two women there who did everything, Juliette and Justine."
"Probably not their real names," suggested Henry, thoughtfully.
"I know." Alice looked down and smiled. "I read de Sade along with everything else in my secret life. But those were the names they always used."
Justine and Juliette. The first blond and tall and willowy, the second shorter and dark and bigger breasted, though both looked natural enough. They spoke with heavy accents. They met Alice and escorted her in, being oh-so-formal, one taking each arm. Alice trembled at their touch because it was going to happen, whatever "it" was. They passed through a corridor and into the main room. It looked like a home theater, and Richard was sitting in a wide, leather chair. He rose; she doesn't remember exactly what he said, only that there was a servant with red wine in tall flutes on a silver tray, and she was served first. She never saw anyone else. She does remember that Richard introduced her to Justine and Juliette, and that he commented on her appearance and asked how she was. He told her that if she weren't ready for what was to come, she should leave now. At that, she trembled again and said, simply, "I'm ready, Richard." They finished the wine.
"Good. Those were your last words, unless I tell you to talk. Nod if you understand." Alice nodded, which thrilled her. She had begun feeling different, not just more apprehensive or excited but higher, shivery, physically hot, emotionally close to him and to the women. Her heart raced. The room seemed darker, then darker still, and it seemed to be rocking. She swayed to one side and Justine supported her. Or was it Juliette? The two helped her walk to the center of the room and turned her to face Richard.
"Now, keep your face and eyes forward, and your hands at your sides." Alice did it. "No." Richard chuckled. "You don't have to stand at attention. Just eyes forward and hands at your sides. That's right." He waited a moment.
"Now please take off your shoes." She did it, staggering a little. Juliette took them from her and put them someplace.
"Good. Now your skirt." Alice unfastened her belt and unsnapped and unzipped her skirt. She had to look to see what she was doing. "Did I say you could look down?" She started to say "I'm sorry," but stopped herself. Instead, she looked straight ahead and worked her skirt down. She felt beautifully helpless. One of the women took it. She could tell they folded it and put it somewhere, but she couldn't look.
"Your blouse." That was easier. Then something more complicated. "I see you're wearing pantyhose. Take them off. Girls, get her a stool to sit on while she does it." Once she was bare-legged he had her stand again. "Don't wear pantyhose anymore. Next time wear stockings and use garter belts. Nod if you understand." After her nod, he said: "Now you're dressed just like any woman at the pool, aren't you?" She nodded again.
The feeling in her chest was constant. Oh, it was in her pudendum too. Don't get me wrong. She grew faint, almost as though she weren't there all the time, and the only solid things were Richard's voice and the hands of the two women. She didn't provide every detail you are getting, my readers, not every single one, but Henry got the picture. He thought, "Why is she being so thorough? Does she really think this can make anything at all better?" But he listened, because Henry was unfailingly polite--when he wasn't whipping his wife--and he wanted her to recover. Maybe this would help her. Me, I'd listen because it was hot. A woman's fall into debauchery is always a good story for me. Would I think it was so hot if she were my wife? I'd have to think about that, but I might.
It was at about this point in the telling that Henry began to suspect that Richard had spiked Alice's wine. Maybe with MDMA, ecstasy? Though why would he bother? She was already gone. She'd probably been irretrievably lost by the end of the first phone call. She was certainly lost by the time she drove to this little den and opened the door. She wouldn't have backed out then even if she'd been scared to death. So why? Maybe it was just the last nail in her coffin. Making sure there were no last-minute screw-ups. Richard was thorough and would have thought of that. And, Henry thought, maybe to give her an even bigger charge than she was expecting, something a little chemical. Giving her a push to do more than fall off the marital wagon for a day. Who knows? He was speculating, but he's a pretty smart guy when the blinders are taken off.
Richard was talking again, and Alice was listening.
"Unhook your bra, but don't take it off. Good. And close your eyes."
She waited. A pair of soft hands pulled her bra straps forward and down, until it came off completely. Her breathing grew faster. Another person came up from behind. She was taller. It was Justine, who reached around Alice and caressed her breasts very, very softly.
"Keep your eyes closed."
Juliette knelt between Alice's legs--she could tell she was kneeling, because her hair touched Alice's belly--and rolled Alice's panties down. When they were down to the floor, Richard told her to lift each foot, in turn, so they could be taken away.
"Now you're completely naked before us, for whatever purposes we have. Almost naked. We're going to cover just one thing."
The woman behind her--Alice kept forgetting which was which--pulled a soft cloth over her eyes and tied it in the back. It covered her face from her forehead to the tip of her nose. She waited again. The women left her for a moment and Alice rocked back and forth, unable to see and barely able to keep her balance. When they came back each took one of her hands, gently bent her elbows, and crossed her wrists behind her back. They tied them with something soft.
"You can open your eyes now, if you want." Richard chuckled again. "Let's begin with some sweet kissing, for foreplay. Be active and sensual, loving, and deep."
At this point of telling the story, Alice sat up on the edge of the bed and bent her head down, staring into the palms of her hands. She was remembering what had happened.
Alice had never kissed a woman--not sensually, that is. A lot of things she'd never done before. But Justine began kissing her, open mouthed, with her active tongue, sucking on the soft insides of her lips, just oh-so-lively, oh-so-deeply. Alice knew it was Justine because she had to tilt her head back and kiss upwards. She sucked Justine's tongue in and let her tongue be sucked back, and they played against each other and breathed each other's air. And Justine--she was naked too! She'd disrobed and her breasts were rubbing across Alice's, her belly against Alice's, their sexes brushing now and again, while she held Alice's face between her hands. And Juliette was there. She pressed her naked body up behind Alice's and she reached around to rub Alice's nipples with some kind of heating ointment, her breasts rubbing against Alice's back, kissing Alice's neck and shoulders. But those nipples! Round and round went the fingers, squeezing them and letting them pop out, than catching them again. Over and again, while the deep kissing never stopped. Alice came to love them. There was a beautiful one-ness among the three that could go on forever, even after Alice began groaning up into Justine's mouth and then cried loudly into Justine during the kiss, an orgasm that came from playing with her nipples alone. No, she'd never experienced that, not from her nipples. It was a small club, this world of love that she never wanted to leave.
If Alice had imparted those specific facts to Henry, he would have been certain he was right, that Richard had spiked her wine.



In any event, they weren't through with her. Justine and Juliette changed sides of Alice, so Alice was now kissing downwards, kissing a woman with larger breasts. The kissing was different and Alice was exhilarated. She had lost track of time and wanted this to go on--oh--forever. Justine, unlike Juliette, played less with the breasts and more with Alice's body, hands up and down her abdomen, around her ass, and just brushing around her puss. Mostly outside, toying with her lips, not just plunging in like a man might do, but leading by indirection, using the ointment and pulling her lips, letting them pop free, brushing oh-so-lightly over her mons, keeping the high sustained until it itself had decided on its very own that the time was right and Justine was able to pull another, full, gasping O from Alice's body. After which, if the two girls had not held her up, she surely would have collapsed.
They held her until her gasping subsided, each gently taking an arm. Then they sat her on the little bench they'd used earlier and let her rest. Finally they untied her arms, and began to dress her. They left off her panties and pantyhose, and they left the blindfold in place.
Richard gave her parting orders. "You're to buy sheer stockings and garter belts. Do not wear panties. Do not wear slacks. Skirts and dresses only. And shave. Your body must be smooth. Not just your legs. Shave your pubic hair. You may have to find a video on how to do it right, but your pudendum must be smooth to the hand and the mouth. Nod if you understand."
She nodded.
"And...you need to prove yourself before we take the next step. You can talk now."
"What do I have to do?"
"You need to agree."
"I will. I will. What do I have to do?"
"How often have you drunk semen?"
"I've never done that."
"My. You're almost a virgin. Well, you will, before we meet again. And your first will be your husband's. Henry's."
She didn't say anything at all, but the high, well, you know what happened to it. She swallowed hard.
"Let me know when you've done it. You have three days. No more. Don't consider lying, not to me. Remember today. You can experience so much more, or always regret what you've missed. It's entirely your choice, lovely Alice. I'm glad you came--pun intended--and I look forward to seeing you again. Good evening."
Richard was gone.
Justine and Juliette led Alice to the front door, where they removed the blindfold. They were both dressed as they had been when she had arrived. They handed her a brown paper bag that contained her panties and pantyhose. Finally, they each gave her a deep kiss before they unlocked the door, let her leave, and locked it behind her.
*****
That's the end of her story of the first time, at least the end of the shortened version she told Henry. She left out the part about the test, though he'd long-since guessed it. Even hearing a less thorough version than you have gotten, it was more than enough.
'Okay," said Henry, when she was finished with the episode. "I see. And...and did you see them regularly, Justine and Juliette?" For the moment he couldn't think of anything else to ask.
"They were my minders."
"Minders?"
"Richard wasn't around all the time. They kept me, and they had instructions on what to do."
"So, they did things to you, and you..."
"Yes."
"So, you're bisexual?"
"I... I never thought of myself that way. But they had a way. I don't know. I guess, maybe. Maybe I am."
*****
How did Alice get home that evening? Badly. At one stoplight the car behind honked at her to get moving. She almost ran another. She came down from her high and became flat, even dull, finally depressed. The Vegas world of blazing sunshine looked gray. She didn't want to go into the house but sat in the car pretending to listen to the news, really playing back the afternoon. She avoided Henry as much as she could. Guilt? Sure. Could he tell anything? And: longing for what wasn't here? Yes. The house felt empty. She felt empty. She passed the evening playing on her phone in front of the TV, finding a place that sold sexy stockings and garter belts, one she could visit at lunchtime; then looking for instructions on how best to shave your nether regions. She sat in the shower for the longest time, a new razor in her hand, pretending to herself that she was still making up her mind about the next step, pretending she hadn't agreed to an ongoing affair. Affair? Was there another word? Ongoing assignations. And: thinking about how, and where, and when to suck Henry.
*****
"When did you decide to leave me?" This may have been the most important thing, no?
She might know the day, maybe even the approximate hour. But was there a tipping point? Well, yes, and we'll get to that. But did you ever wonder how a woman gets stolen away? Is it all at once? It's not--quite--like losing yourself one evening or having an affair. There are people who've done one or the other and kept it secret their whole lives. Leaving, though. It can't be covered up and it's not a short-term thing. There are causes any of you could list or perhaps have experienced: abuse, mutual dislike or disinterest, and so forth. Maybe they're going through a rough patch. Maybe it's money. If you follow the woman herself, you sometimes find what we might call a track record. There's sometimes an extensive one, though in my understanding that most often leads to a simple, though acrimonious, divorce.
But Henry and Alice? They seem to have loved each other well enough. Their sex was--not terrible. It was all right. Better than some folks' and worse than others'. You just saw Alice swear she'd never cheated before or done anything to make Henry worry, and since she was in confessional mode we might as well believe her. They should have been fine except that she had this peculiar weakness--one that's frankly not all that rare, at least to some degree--and a guy who could exploit it.
"I didn't plan it. I fell that first time. Then I realized...it was going to keep happening. Richard swept me up."
He 'swept her up.' You're probably asking yourself if she really used such a romantic phrase. Yes, she did. It's like she wanted to slap Henry's face with the romance of what she did. She didn't. If you need more evidence that her mind still wasn't quite there, that will help make the case. She simply didn't think the line through. Richard 'swept her up' indeed! But it's accurate. It was like a whirlwind caught her. What a piece of work is Richard. Successful. No, rich. Yes, that's it. And powerful. Dominant. Politically connected. Smart. And cleverer than smart, endlessly inventive, with the resources to make things come true. They had a second meeting. A third. Something new and hot each time.
Do you think it was only the sex? Hoo-hah, this is a sex story so it's only the sex. Well, fuck it all to hell with a blow torch. Do you really think Richard is that simple? Consider this: during the third encounter Alice was spread across a wall, toes barely touching the floor; wrists, ankles and waist secured. There was lovely sex going on, the very stuff of her fantasies. Richard rolled out a full-length mirror, so she could see herself. "You're such a beautiful woman, and you can be even more." He fastened on her neck a deep-blue, solitaire, sapphire necklace in a platinum setting. "Observe yourself." Then he held out matching, pierced earrings. "I don't want you to be noisy while I attach them. You can moan." They weren't going to her ears. He played with her nipples until they were nicely swollen, then pushed the earring pins through the meat, first the left side, then the right. When he stepped aside so she could see herself he called her 'beautiful' again: "You're so beautiful. Such a lovely woman. Exquisite." She stared at herself as he commenced to play with her body. Yes, on her pale skin they were exquisite. As--she knew--was she, herself. I happen to agree with both of them, and I'm the author. Richard had made her so. Afterwards he told her the jewels were hers to keep.
"But I can't! Where will I put them?"
"You'll have to hide them."
And he knew people. Two nights later he took Alice to a cocktail party when she was supposed to be on a girls' night out and Henry was home thinking he'd done something wrong, and there Richard introduced her to--among others--two state politicians, a casino owner, a novelist, and a couple of HBO stars. She wore a new dress Richard had just gotten her and the necklace and earrings. Several women of quality commented on them.
Richard said he'd take her to Europe. Then to Morocco. Why Morocco? It was exotic.
She got used to lying, and to being with not-Henry. That happened awfully quickly. Her main problems--she thought--were keeping Henry from noticing her still-swollen nipples or finding her new jewelry.
When Richard suddenly asked her--told her?--to come away with him, she didn't know what to say.
"But...I can't. Henry..."
"Alice, I can't build my life around your schedule. Choose. You're already halfway here. Come or stay. It's your choice. I'll take you the rest of the way. Or not. Stay behind in your blah, little life with your mundane events and your dull sex."
"But..."
"And don't be so sure he'll be that unhappy. He's always bitching about you."
"Bitching...?"
"You always want this or that. You don't want to do things. You've faded. There are new models he'd like to try out. Frankly, he simply doesn't know what he has."
"When...?"
"Almost whenever we speak."
"You speak?"
"More often than you know."
"But. But I couldn't..."
"Face him? You pack and leave. I'll handle him."
"What about my job?"
"I have far more money than you could ever spend. And I'll handle your employer."
As you've guessed, she said yes. That's how it's done, at least one way, and for the most part it's an old-fashioned way. Sex is always part of the package, but there's so much else. You couldn't do it like that, nor could I, but Richard? How much practice has he had over the years? So now, when did Alice decide? Did she even, or was it decided for her? How did she answer Henry's question? She said, "I'm not sure when I decided."
*****
"So, you just up and decided to go. No word. No discussion. No explanation. Not even a note. You left me with...nothing." Nietzsche had written that if you gaze into the abyss, the abyss gazes back into you, which sounds about right. There was no looking away from it for Henry. The abyss would be his constant companion. Maybe it was time for finality; to end the conversation. He wouldn't hit her, but he didn't have to talk to her anymore. Alice, though, rose and went over to the cushioned bench in front of the vanity. She wouldn't have to look directly at him from there. She had no answer--did she?--but she had to say something.
"I couldn't face you. I didn't know how to tell you. What to say. That's why Richard called you, not me. When he put me on, I just said what he told me to say. And then...you never even tried to get me back."
"I...what?"
"Richard said you wouldn't, and you never did. I'm sorry. I know it's self-centered. I know I'm awful, but I was a little hurt that you never called or came by or anything. I know. After I left you. I know. I know. I'm a self-centered bitch. I didn't know what I'd say when you called or came by, but you didn't and I never had to try to say anything. So, I guessed he was right that you really were tired of me."
I bet you didn't see that coming, did you? Neither did Henry.
"You think I didn't try to call or come by? You really think that?"
"Of course. We knew you were already dating."
"Dating."
"They saw you at Gordon Ramsey's with some woman. She was gorgeous. And then you were with her at one of those showgirl revues."
Breathtaking, isn't it? The things my readers never knew! The lies my characters tell behind my back.
"And you heard all this...from whom?"
"Some friends of Richard's told us. They knew us from before. You know, Guy Robinson and his wife. The casino manager. It came up in a conversation."
"And that's it?"
"Well, except that you started harassing us."
"Harassing?"
"Having the police come by to grill us? Really Henry? And trying to accost us at the Barracuda opening? When security had to drag you away? Richard said that was the last straw and he was going to file a complaint." Alice was actually sounding miffed here, quite a change from her previous attitude. "And then you broke into Richard's house. I didn't understand why you would do those things, since you seemed to be enjoying the single life."
That's a lot to unpack. And of course, as we know, Henry did call the police and go to the casino opening and break into Richard's house. So, there were bits and pieces of truth sprinkled among the dreck. Richard had salted the mine.
"Okay. Let's stop. Just stop. I'm going to set the record straight and then we'll end this conversation. I never dated. I never went out. I haven't gone out with another woman since I met you. Ever. I did call the police, and try to get your attention at the casino, and I broke into Richard's house. The rest are lies. I tried for days, weeks, to get through to you, but Richard has the resources to keep that from happening. Hell, he talked to me often enough, to brag about taking you."
No, she didn't believe him. Not at all.
"My investigator, Mickey Edwards, suggested the police, because I didn't absolutely know you were okay and that was the only way to get someone inside to check on things. He also told me about the casino opening."
Must I repeat? She didn't believe him. Not at all.
"Well, where do you think I got the recording of that phone call? What about the video of your deep throating Richard? They came from Richard himself. To gloat!"
The conversation changed immediately. Alice took a deep breath and held it in and looked worried.
"Until I saw the photos, I hoped that maybe--just maybe--you'd leave him and come back. Afterwards...it was clear everything was over."
She exhaled. "I don't understand. Photos? What photos? What are you talking about?" Alice's eyes grew wide and she stared at Henry in the face.
"Oh, Jesus! Of course you don't know about the photos. They're of things you did at his resort. They showed me enough. More than enough. A million times more than enough. They were more of his gloating. And that's when I snapped and decided to break into his house!"
"What were the photos of?" So, Henry went through the list, during which she closed her eyes and began to swing her head back and forth and whisper "No, no, no." He went out to the living room to get the laptop and went through the pictures for her.
Alice sat silently during the photo array, but not just. She looked down into her lap and would look up only with her eyes, then would squeeze her eyes shut. You can imagine what was swirling through her mind. Then she was shaking her head again and saying "no, no, no" out loud, and then she slammed the laptop shut and was crying, and when she started she couldn't stop. She clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from sobbing aloud and cried on and on. Henry brought her a box of tissues but otherwise let her cry herself out. It took a while, but she finally stopped crying enough to talk, or rather to ramble between sobs.
"Oh, God, Henry. I'm so sorry. God, no. I...I believed everything. Everything! I never realized. I never thought. Oh, God. How could I? I didn't know you cared. I believed everything. Oh, God! How could I be so stupid? Everything! Stupid, stupid, stupid! How could I be taken in so easily?" Her crying overwhelmed her all over again. "I'm such an idiot!"
"Yes, you are, love. Yes, you are."
Henry brought a chair over and sat down facing Alice. He lightly held the hand she wasn't using to wipe her eyes. She didn't look up but she grabbed his hand and held it tightly while she stared into the abyss of her idiocy.
*****
Once Alice was calmer, Henry had a question.
"Why did you even come here, believing what you believed, after I'd gone after you with a gun? Weren't you afraid I'd shoot you?"
Alice looked up and shook her head. "What do you mean, a gun?" She sniffed.
"The gun I had at Richard's."
"A gun?"
"Yes. A pistol. I had a pistol. A Glock."
"I never saw any gun."
"It was pointed at you."
She shook her head again. "A gun? All I remember was you and the bodyguards, George and Alesandro, in the doorway. And then they knocked you down." She shook her head a third time, then stared at him and took a rather large breath.
"Were you going to shoot us?"
"You?" Henry shrugged. "Richard? Absolutely. Though it turns out I'm not a natural at these things."
A coughing fit came over her. She had to use the nebulizer to get it to stop.
"Maybe it would have been better if you had shot me. Then I wouldn't be causing so much trouble."
"Shh. That's enough of that. But, aren't you afraid of me?"
She shook her head a fourth time. "No. I'm not. Really, I'm afraid all the time. All these fits. Especially since they raped me." She squeezed his hand. "But I feel safe when I'm with you." And at that Henry laughed a real laugh.
"Then you really are an idiot!" And Alice laughed too. But she wouldn't let go of his hand. In a moment both went somber again.
*****
What else do you want to know? Henry wanted to know a lot. He wanted to know and he didn't. Alice wanted him to know everything, but she didn't. She also wanted him to take her back, but that was slipping away. She'd been even worse than she'd known, out of ignorance. Henry wanted her and wanted to be away from her. He also wanted to beat her again, and to protect her. My God, they were both messes. Summing up Henry's thinking, it seemed knowing was the most important thing.
"Why did you suck him in front of me? Why did you do it?"
I probably don't need to tell you that Alice rose again. She sat on the bed, got up, walked in a rough circle, then sat where she'd begun. She sighed. She tried to take his hand again, but he wouldn't let her.
"I didn't want to do that. I hated it."
"Well woo-hoo! I did horrible stuff to you on purpose, but I feel just awful about it!"
She didn't answer. Then she did, in a tiny voice. "I know. And I know how terrible it was. I'm trying to be honest, to explain, not to make excuses." Her eyes began to water.
"You're not going to cry again, are you?"
"No." She wiped her eyes with her palms. "I'll tell you."
"Just don't go on about how pure of heart you truly were." It's hard to fathom how supportive he had felt just a few moments before.
"I thought I had to. Before you say anything, I'd failed a test and I couldn't fail another one. I didn't think I could afford to. So, I did it."
"Yeah. A test."
"To keep my place as Richard's girl.'
"One of many."
"Yes. I knew that. It was his business. But I was his number one. That's what he called me. Number One. His companion."
"So, go on, Ms. Number One."
"I had to, oh, meet challenges to stay there, do different things. Not all sexual things. There was my diet, and how I dressed and made myself up. And the sex things weren't every day or anything, but I couldn't do less than the other girls. Some things were hot, but sometimes I just had to force myself to get through them."
"You advanced quickly enough. You say before you went with Richard, your sex life was pretty vanilla? Ours certainly was."
"Yes. He once called me his 'ice cream queen.'" She smiled at the memory. "I think...no I know that he liked it that I was so new to things." Henry wasn't smiling at all.
"So, what was a hard thing to get through? Give an example."



"Do I have to tell you?"
"Yes, you do. You want to be so goddamned open and honest."
"Okay." She sighed. "That I got through? The golden cocktail."
"You drank pee?"
"Yes. I did."
"Jesus! But you didn't like it?"
"No. Afterwards I was proud I'd been able to do it at all. And to keep it down."
"Okay. Okay. Blech. Well, what else? When he whipped you? You had lines on your belly in a picture."
"No. That wasn't from a real whipping. It was more of a game, with a leather boot lace. It stung and made little welts and I had to count them."
"You liked that?"
"I have to tell you? I know. Okay. It was hot. I knew I'd really get whipped eventually, and that scared me. It scared me and I wanted him to do it. I can't explain it, but it's true. Anyway, like I said, it wasn't real. I saw him flog another girl once. Really hard, and she couldn't stand it. I don't know if she was being punished or it was part of their agreement. I knew he would whip me some time, but no one ever did--except you."
They both paused for air. Then:
"Did you like it when I whipped you?"
"No. You know that. It hurt so much, and you terrified me."
"And yet you feel safe with me." He waved a hand in the air and shook his head. "Never mind. Never mind. Never mind. But answer me this: Does it make you hot to remember it?"
"No. I don't know. A little."
*****
Should the conversation continue? Where could they take it? I'd like to find out what test Alice had failed, what she hadn't gotten through, but her last answer set up a powerful roadblock to the Q-and-A. I can sort of see where his question came from. Her answer? I think she said it impulsively, when I had turned away from the keyboard for a moment. Characters do that sometimes, and stories go off in ways I hadn't intended. Other writers have had similar experiences, so who knows how fictional the characters really are? In this scene, no one said anything for what seemed a long time. They both looked away. Finally, Henry filled the void.
"Yet you have nightmares about it."
"They're not usually about the whipping. Mostly the rape. I've had a lot of fantasies about being raped, even gang raped. But the real one won't let me go. I can't get away from them, the rapists, in my nightmares. I had one nightmare about you chasing me to whip me. It was you and not you. And I couldn't get away from you, either. But it's not the same, awake. Because you're right there when you wake me. And I'm not--not completely--sorry it happened, and...no. I'm sorry. I can't."
"Tell me."
"Don't make me."
"Say it."
"Please, no."
"Tell me. Say what you were going to say."
"Okay. It affects me that it was you. I don't want it to happen again. I don't. Ever. Believe me. But if it's you, it's different. It doesn't make any sense. I'm sorry. Please let me stop."
"Okay. Take a break. I won't push it." And he didn't. "Maybe, though, keep one thing in mind. Maybe, just maybe, it can be easy enough to think about me doing it again because I won't. I don't know if you're safe with me, but you're safe from me. Those motherfucking rapists? Not so much."
Like I've said, Henry can be a pretty smart guy. But Henry! Ask her about the test she couldn't get through. Rats, it's too late. It was Sherrie, with dinner.
End of Part Seven
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Fantasy
By H. Jekyll
Part Eight: Alice's Failure
*****
Sherrie would hardly speak to Alice, except to bully her into eating, at which she was better than Henry. With Henry, she was a different person, chatty and happy. They discussed work, about how the assistant manager would handle the office Monday morning, everyday topics. They never mentioned the marital breakup, the rape, the beating, anything like that at all. Would you? Which cut down the set of potential topics for discussion quite a bit. And, frankly, as you've undoubtedly guessed, she didn't want to have to talk to the bitch--her word. I'm just telling you the facts. When Sherrie turned from Henry to Alice, her face would change, freeze for a second. Alice had little to say, but a lot of time to observe.
Still, it was Sherrie who noticed the small, red stain on the front of Henry's shirt.
"Is that where I hit you? And it bled? I hit you that hard?"
"What is it?" asked Alice. "What do you mean you hit him?"
"Oh bother," said Henry. "You know, it's been such a strange day, I'd forgotten about it."
"Doesn't it hurt?" asked Sherrie.
"What do you mean you hit Henry?"
"It's complicated, Alice." He nodded toward Sherrie. "Sherrie decided I was a monster, for beating you. It's neither here nor there, but I agree with her. Anyway, she thought I should know what it feels like, on the receiving end. She only hit me once. And no, it doesn't hurt."
Alice sat frozen during Henry's answer. She turned to stare at Sherrie. "You hit Henry with the belt? How could you do that?"
"Well, maybe I hit the wrong person!"
"Sherrie!" It was Henry. Alice didn't respond at all. Frankly, no one responded to anything at all for a moment.
"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that. And I shouldn't have hit him. I was angry with him, after I saw your wounds. I didn't understand how he could do that. Him, of all people. Look, I should leave. I'll take you to the doctor on Monday, but I think tomorrow I'll take a rain check. I'm not handling all this very well, as should be obvious. Henry, you should soak that stain. I can't believe you never noticed it."
"Well," and here Henry laughed to try to smooth things. "Next time I'll wear a white shirt, so it'll show up better."
At the door he asked Sherrie if she really wanted to drive Alice on Monday. Maybe it wasn't a good idea?
"I'll be better. Really. I want to help, and I promise not to hurt her. You take care." Before she left she gave him a kiss on the cheek, a longer kiss than might have been necessary.
*****
"She hates me."
"She's upset. She'll be okay."
"No, she hates me, and she likes you."
"She's my friend."
"She's right to hate me. I hate myself. I'm the monster." She wants to be more than your friend. It's obvious, but you can't tell. "You say you don't hate me, but you do. Everyone hates Alice, and I deserve it. I drove away every single person with sex. I'm the fucking whore of Babylon! I wish there was some place I could go, far away, but there isn't, and I have to keep bothering you." She stood and turned away and wiped her eyes. "I said I wouldn't cry anymore, and I won't." Maybe when I'm gone she'll get rid of her awful husband and come after my Henry. Not mine anymore. She's not a homewrecker, so she wouldn't do it deliberately. I just wish I could hate her back.
"Alice. Alice." Henry stepped in front of her and held her close, warm, a hug, holding her all the way up against him, his face touching the top of her head, putting his lips to her hair, knowing he was in dangerous territory. The feeling from last night came back. "I don't hate you. I'm angry with you. Okay? Angry. And disappointed. Does that make you feel any better? I'll get over it. And the monster. That's Richard. Can't we all agree on that?" He took a breath or two. "Also, 'whore of Babylon' doesn't refer to what I think you think it does." He was a little surprised she'd used the word "fucking."
He continued to hold her and she lay her head on his chest. The feeling was the same one from last night, identical, when he had comforted her and soothed her and it had filled him with wonder. He would lose it soon enough.
"Oh!" She lifted her head. "I don't want to hurt your sore."
"It doesn't hurt. I'm fine."
"Can we look at it?"
"I'm fine."
"We need to make sure it isn't infected."
So, there was nothing to do but go off to the bathroom and take out the supplies he'd used on Alice yesterday. The wound's edges were inflamed, so he let her fuss over it. Well, goose and gander, folks. Yes, of course she had an ulterior motive, and you know what it was. Henry could tell, too, though he tried to ignore it. He liked the feel of her hands on his chest, until he imagined her hands playing with the breasts of Justine and Juliet. There was that problem yet again. Do I have to spell everything out? The good feeling drained away. Alice cleaned the wound, which did hurt, and put some antibacterial cream on it, and a bandage. She got to touch him more than she needed to, trying not to be too obvious. When she was finally finished he thanked her and left to get ready for bed while she got ready to shower. The doc had said Alice could, so she stripped down, but there was a different problem. It hit her right then that this was where she'd first shaved herself for Richard. Once the memory came, she couldn't make herself get in but stared at it. Panic came from nowhere. She hugged herself until it began to pass, and then she stared at the shower some more, and then she began to do what she'd promised she wouldn't. She started to cry, quietly, so Henry wouldn't hear her.
She cried the clock away until Henry knocked on the door. "Alice? Are you okay?"
"I'll be done in a bit." Then she got in and soaped her body quickly and washed her hair, careful to scrub her face to help fix her red eyes, and got out.
She had stubble. She hadn't had any since Richard had taken her. She got a fresh razor and shaved herself. Then she stood in front of the mirror to see how she would look for Henry, but all she saw were grotesque cuts and bruises he had laid on her. The bruises on her face seemed especially bad and, looking at them, she crumpled inside.
****
Henry wasn't finished with questions. Once Alice was out he had to ask about the immense thing that had been hanging in the background since Sherrie had arrived: why had she felt she had to do Richard in front of him? At what had she failed that required that in atonement? It ballooned over him.
They went out to the living room, where she sat on the couch and he on the loveseat. He asked her directly and--knowing she had lost him--she found it easier to answer.
"It was the bukkake. I couldn't get through it."
"In the screen shot you seemed okay. What happened?"
"What you saw was the first six men."
"First six?"
They were mostly volunteers from among the guests, and they came in six at a time. If they took part, they got a discount, and there was never a problem getting volunteers, though Richard said it was surprising how many couldn't perform when they were being watched. A woman who volunteered got the whole week free, and she'd get prizes and an "honorarium." They did two bukkake shows a week, which were expensive extras for the guests and well attended, at least by the men. In the first show women guests could see what they'd experience in the second show, if they volunteered, in exchange for a big payoff.
"How did the observers fit in that little cabin?"
It wasn't a cabin. The photo was misleading. It was a sunken stage with a platform, and bleacher seats that went up all four sides. All the 'wet' entertainment happened there. There were overhead TV screens so people could observe happenings more clearly, just like at major sporting events. There was another, larger stage, utilized both simultaneously and at other times, for people who weren't interested in that sort of thing.
"You were the first night's entertainment."
A sigh. "Yes. I'd seen videos. Some women have no problem with it. None at all. I don't know how. You saw. Richard decided to tie me to the platform and the men stood around working themselves up. When my skin got slippery, Juliet and Justine would spread the stuff on my nipples and vagina to work me up."
"They weren't in the pic."
"They were there." Another sigh. "Anyway, after the six all came, they would line up by my face and I was supposed to clean the extra off each of their cocks with my mouth."
"Later they would scoop some into a glass...?" She broke in. She didn't want it said explicitly.
"It never got to that point. It was supposed to happen. But when I was doing the second group I got sick. I got queasy and then threw up all over. All over myself. Everything. The phlegm, dinner, the red wine from dinner, the dessert and coffee. All over me." Still another sigh. "That kind of ended the entertainment."
While a crew cleaned up and Richard offered partial reimbursements, Juliet and Justine tied Alice's wrists behind her and led her to a shower room. They thought the whole thing was funny and joked about it while they washed her. Ho-ho! "Next time fee scoop it all up unt you dreenk it down." Ho-ho. "Womit meelkshake." Very funny. It made Alice start to get sick all over again.
They washed her body thoroughly, washed her hair three times, held her mouth open while they brushed her teeth and flossed her, then made her rinse out her mouth over and again. When finally done, they sat her in a chair and dried her hair completely with a blow dryer. They replaced the wet ties from her wrists with soft handcuffs and put a dog collar on her. She cooperated fully in everything. They finally led her down a cinder block stairwell, at least three flights of stairs with meager lighting, that ended at a small closet with a built-in bench. Here, they secured her dog collar tightly to the wall, pulled her feet far to the sides, and used more soft cuffs to fasten them to bolts in either the floor or wall. She never knew which. They each gave her a deep, luscious kiss. Then Justine said, "Fee fill zee yoo zometime," and slammed the door. That was when Alice first realized she was in a vault. There was no light, and she could hear nothing from outside.
"I bet you cried then."
"Please, Henry. Don't."
"I'm sorry. Go on."
Mostly she whimpered while she thought of all the possibilities. Would Richard make her do endless bukkake until she learned? Maybe there really would be a vomit milkshake? Would he have her whipped? Or demoted and removed from the program? Or would he make her stay in here forever? She could die and no one would know. At some point she became hysterical and screamed and squirmed, but no one came or seemed to hear her, and her only accomplishment was chafed skin. Finally, at some point, she drifted off.
The next day--it must have been the next day because it seemed a long, long time and she could tell there was some natural light--Juliet and Justine let her out. They removed all her bindings and helped her up, put a kimono on her, and walked her to the cabin she shared with Richard. They kept glancing at their watches and got there just as Richard did. He came with another girl whom he kissed and sent on. The clock in the cabin told Alice it was 8:00 a.m.
She wanted desperately to apologize and promise him she would do better, but he shushed her. "Take off your kimono. Lie down. That's right. Girls, help her relax. I know it's been a bad night." Juliet and Justine massaged her all over, to the point she began to drift, while Richard lay beside her and watched. Finally, he said:
"I know you won't disappoint me again."
They went to sleep, but as she told Henry, "I knew I was on notice."
*****
"And that's why you felt you couldn't disobey him. For ruining that show and the next one."
"Only that show. They still had the second one. I had to watch it. Three women volunteered and they had a drawing to determine who won."
"Three? After the mess you made? Why?"
"I don't know."
"But you had to make up for the failure."
"I'd just begun working on throating. I think he decided I had to show I could do it."
"And you passed his test."
"Uh-huh."
"Well, how's that working out for you? No. Forget it. I'm sorry. That was just piling on. So, you passed his test, that one of them."
"Yes."
"And you failed mine."
Alice didn't respond for the longest time, long enough for us to carry out a thought experiment. What if she had told Richard "I don't care what happens. I won't humiliate my husband. I won't do that in front of him and in public." Would Henry have been more likely to welcome her back? Or were things already too far gone? No, I don't know the answer either, but it could have made for quite a different story.
"I know. I know I did. And he threw me out anyway. Just like that. I failed everything."
"He was playing you. He was never going to keep you, you know."
"I know that now."
"Do you think you might have said 'no' if you hadn't been, as you call it, 'on notice?"
"I don't know. I really don't. I'm sorry. Probably not."
"You couldn't refuse him anything, even if it affected me? And, by the way, you can stop saying you're 'sorry' about every single thing. It doesn't help."
"What would happen to me if I did?" She realized how bad an answer that was, even as she said it.
"I personally think he might have thrown you out. Oh! Wait! He did anyway!" Alice looked woeful, and promise or not her eyes were wet, but she didn't say anything. What was there to say? "What about your telling me how very, very much you two satisfied each other?"
"What else could I say? What in the world could I say? That I didn't like everything? That some things made me sick? That I was afraid of what he might do to me? Please, Henry. I never understood how deep things would get, and by then it was too late."
"Too late?"
"To get out. I thought it was too late to get out. I didn't have anything out in the world anymore. Or anyone. So, I did what I could to stay in his graces."
"Forever?"
"Forever." Alice's laugh was like a short little bark. "Yes. 'Forever' became keeping myself looking glamorous, saying all the right things, and doing harder and harder stuff for him. That was my miserable 'forever.'"
She stopped and began shivering, breathing hard, closing her eyes. Henry let her pass through the episode without offering support or asking when she could take her next pill. Then:
"You still liked some of it."
"Yes, I liked some of it, but there was all the rest."
"And yet...and yet you could have walked away at any time. It wasn't like being in the mob. What a commitment. What's wrong with you?"
"I don't know. I don't know what's wrong with me." She shivered and started breathing fast again, and Henry let it pass again.
*****
They sat quietly for a few minutes, once it was over, not looking at each other, before she asked:
"Would it be okay...?"
"Yes?"
"Never mind. I know the answer."
"If you don't ask the answer is always 'no.'"
"I wanted to know if it would be okay if I slept in your bed again. But I know I've thrown that away too. I know you don't want to be close to me..."
"Stop telling me what you think you know about my thinking. Jesus Christ that's irritating! You always did that when we were married; you don't need to keep doing it now."
"I'm sorry. We are though...never mind."
"What?"
"I didn't mean to say 'I'm sorry.' It just came out. Really."
"You're getting pretty good at it. So, what were you going to say?"
"Just that we're still married. Legally."
"Yeah. Okay. You win a point. You'd rather win than get on my better side, wouldn't you? Well, it doesn't affect much, not like doing Richard in front of me." She started to say "I'm sorry" but bit it off and just pulled her hands to her stomach, as though it hurt.
"Oh, forget it. Nothing has changed. I know some ugly details, which is where the Devil resides, unfortunately. But the big picture hasn't changed. So, sure. Share the bed. Just stay on your side."
He said that? Hell, shouldn't he have kicked her out of the house entirely? She was a lost cause, even as a poor, lost soul. But that's what he said. What he thought was more complicated and you can trace the conclusion, if you want, to Lincoln, who had trust in "the better angels of our nature." They seem to have triumphed here, at least for the moment.
Well, I asked her to tell me those things, didn't I? Have I forgiven her for it all? I thought so. I really did think so. I'm not at all sure anymore. But she forgave me, didn't she? I beat her and now I'm her damned hero. Jesus! I don't want to be her God damned hero. I don't want her to need me after what she did. Maybe being a little crazy helps her. For me? I guess I can stand her being in the bed. Being close to me seems to help her, and this is only for a while. She'll get therapy and regain her sanity, or enough of it to get by. She'll find a moderately nice guy who'll tie her up from time to time and make her do things, and she'll be happy. I can stand it for a while.
Or it could be from Shakespeare, who has Portia say:
"The quality of mercy is not strain'd.
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven
Upon the place beneath. It is twice blest:
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes."
So, sue me. I like Lincoln and I like Shakespeare. In truth, both lines failed at the time. Lincoln wasn't able to stop the Civil War from coming and Portia wasn't able to get Shylock to show mercy toward Antonio. Whatever. Something like mercy got Henry to let Alice sleep in his bed, where he could comfort her if she had one of her nightmares. I personally think the panic episodes and nightmares affected him more than he'd like to let on.
And let's not fool ourselves. It's because she was Alice. Oh, come on. Do you really think Henry would get the warm fuzzies and put himself out like that if the person having nightmares was, say, Ilse, she-wolf of the SS? Or maybe Joe Stalin? I don't doubt that he'd feel that way if he were called upon to comfort a small child, but there isn't one available hereabouts, so it's Alice or nothing. And Alice isn't 'nothing' to him. Love can turn to hate in a heartbeat, but people do remember that they loved another, and they can remember a lot of "whys" for a long time. It's why we mourn the end of love. Those things linger in our minds.
As it was, she took her pills and they carefully got on opposite sides of the bed.
*****
Before going to sleep, Alice had a question. She turned toward Henry and asked:
"Are you still planning to shoot Richard?"
"It's a nice idea, isn't it? But I think his security is better now, at least with respect to me. Even so, successful or not, I'd be the prime suspect, and one thing I won't do is go to prison for that son of a bitch."
"Oh."
"Though it's crossed my mind that he could easily arrange a little accident for me, so he would never have to worry about that eventuality."
"Do you really think so?"
"Just hypothetically. Frankly, I think he's too arrogant to be concerned about me. He won and we lost and I'm sure he's moved on to other conquests. But there's another thing. He has a lot of video of you. It hasn't made it out of his vaults, as far as I know. But if I were to be the least bit threatening, well, you might turn up all over the Internet."
"Do you think he'd consider something like that?"
"He's always three jumps ahead. So, yes. I think he has it tucked away somewhere in his head. Just one more option."
Alice actually went to sleep happy. Henry was worried about her, about her image being used in blackmail. He had addressed her as 'love' earlier in the day, even if he had been insulting. He had held her and had let her tend to his belt wound. And he let her into the bed despite everything. Desperately reading the tea leaves, she thought there was a pattern, and she felt almost blessed, more than she had a right to be. If only it were enough to keep her from having bad dreams.



Henry went to sleep conflicted.
That ended their second day. The next day was Sunday when, about mid-day, Alice made a terrible mistake.
End of Part Eight
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Part Nine: Henry the Monster
*****
Alice got on the laptop as soon as she awoke, and what she found troubled her.
Henry was in the kitchen. She stepped to the doorway and knocked on the doorframe.
"Good morning. How are you feeling?" She was better, at least physically. She didn't get winded walking. There was another, altogether different thing.
"I looked it up, Henry. I am like the whore of Babylon."
He put down the glass he was drying and leaned back against the counter.
"Really? You want to share this new finding?"
"She's a whore who has a cup, and it's filled with the abominations of her adulteries. I'm a whore, or a slut, and I had a cup filled with abominations of my adultery. I drank some. It's me."
Henry shook his head slowly. "It's not you. The whore of Babylon is Rome. Or it's a metaphor. It's not a woman."
"It says she was a woman."
"Are you trying to convince me? Though God knows why. It's not like I think you're as pure as the driven snow and I need a lot of convincing otherwise. Or are you trying to convince yourself? You think you need more reason to hate yourself? Go back and read the whole thing."
"I'm right."
"No. You're not. Try this out. Instead of the whore of Babylon, think of the prodigal wife."
She thought about it for a moment.
"There isn't any prodigal wife. It's a prodigal son. There's no wife."
"Maybe there is. Here, get your own breakfast." He walked past her and into the back of the house.
*****
Prodigal son. Prodigal wife. The father gave the son a second chance. Is Henry telling me I have a second chance?
She stood in the doorway of Henry's office, afraid to knock, afraid to ask. Afraid she'd say the wrong thing. And it was here she made her mistake.
"Henry? Can I ask you something? What you just said, about the prodigal wife. Do you mean it? I mean, about me? Do you think it's possible, maybe, that I could have another chance? I'd do anything if you'd give me one. I would. The prodigal wife would make good."
Henry winced and face-palmed. Yes, actually. It's not just an Internet meme.
"That's not what I meant. I apologize. I'm not trying to lead you on. I meant you don't need to hate yourself so much. Being prodigal isn't as bad as being the Great Whore. That's all. A lot of people have lost control, had a wild time, that sort of thing. But I don't see us as a couple. There's too much water over that dam."
Too much cock, too. And too much come.
Well, the course of true love never did run smooth. That's Shakespeare again.
Sometimes the course is dammed. Sometimes it's damned. That's not from anywhere in particular. It's just true.
"If you wanted...you could...you could do things to me. I wouldn't mind."
She should have focused on his face, but she was seeing what she wanted and didn't even notice his head jerk around.
"I'm not going to 'do things' to you. So please stop it." He sounded pleasant.
"Really. Anything."
"I'm not going to be like Richard! So, just stop it! And we're not getting back together!" Nothing pleasant there,
"Listen, Henry. I'm offering myself to you. For anything you want."
"Well, no thank you. For anything."
"Why not?" She snapped at him. "Think you couldn't measure up?" She turned her back to him, dismissively.
Fuck her all to hell! He was on her before she could think to ask herself why did I say that? He ripped her around by an arm then grabbed both the straps of her peignoir and pulled her right up to his face. She screamed.
No, no please, I didn't mean it! He was breathing hard, through his mouth, and his face was red. Veins stood out on his forehead. His eyes became pinpoints. It wasn't Henry at all but some madman, a monster, and Alice recognized it.
It was Friday and she was back at the whipping. This was what happened to Henry then, when he was hitting her and hitting her. The same transformation. That face. And his face from the nightmare, when he was both Henry and not Henry. It was him.
He stared down into her face, blank, pale, and frightened. He breathed on her through his mouth, not two inches above her. The peignoir's straps threatened to break and weak little Alice waited. After the scream when he first grabbed her, she hadn't so much as twitched. Don't. Don't. His breath smelled different. She wanted to avoid it. It would contaminate her, but she couldn't look away while waiting to be hurt. It wasn't Henry who held her almost suspended off the floor, but something else. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. Don't hurt me. She was as silent as she was still.
But then he lowered her. It was as effortless as the lifting. He could do whatever he wanted with her and he was putting her down. He kept breathing on her, but she thought she could see bits of Henry in his face again. He might not hurt her. Please.
"You fucking...Don't you ever, ever say that again." His voice wasn't low, wasn't guttural. It was higher pitched and loud. Crazed.
When he lowered her it was with care, almost softly. Alice was half off the floor, then she was down and standing on her own while his fingers opened slowly, one, two, three, all of them, from her straps, until finally he took his hands entirely away from her and turned them around. He held half-curled palms up toward his face and stared into them, still huffing. He was ever more like Henry. Alice was a statue. Her arms were raised only to her breasts.
"Ever!" He pointed at her, kept his arm pointed at her, as though his hand and finger were a gun, pointing at her face. Then he turned away from her, to the door, stepped through, paused, and turned back. "Ever." And he was gone.
Alice backed up to the chair and sat and held her arms tightly around herself, and shivered.
* * * * *
Oh dear God, my God, please forgive me! Holy Mother, what did I do? And he could have killed me. What did I do? What was I thinking? I wasn't thinking at all. It was so easy to hurt him and I did it without thinking. I don't know what to do. I wanted to bring us together and I pushed a wedge between us.
And now this. What did he become? A monster. Some kind of one, Because of me. Oh my Henry, I'm so sorry. I know you hurt and you could really hurt me again.
*****
"Henry? Please call! Please. I'm sorry for what I said. I'm such an idiot. Please call. Please!"
She called again.
The third time the call went straight to voicemail. All the rest did as well.
*****
She waited in his office. She went into the bedroom and made the bed and waited for him there. She tried the living room. Where should she wait? She sat on the couch the longest time. Finally she decided she had to eat something, but it took her a long time to prepare some cereal and to eat it, because she kept stopping, certain that she'd heard his car or the garage door or his footsteps.
She washed the dishes.
She remembered she hadn't taken her pills and went to the bathroom to get them, and in the middle of swallowing them she thought she heard the garage door again.
She walked about aimlessly, straightening the house, then straightening it anew.
She stood in the front door and looked up and down the street, over and again, then tried his number again.
"Please come home, Henry."
She put the dishes away.
She thought: Is this what I did to you? I left you all by yourself? No, that was worse because I was just gone. You left because you couldn't stand to be with me. But how could I do what I did? What was wrong with me? What is wrong with me?
She sat on the couch again and after a while she found herself nodding off.
Henry?
She tried the TV, but she couldn't watch it. She kept listening for him. She couldn't get started on a book or magazine. The day drew on. She tried the TV again and watched a story on the Weather Channel about tornadoes in the Midwest. CNN had a report about suicide bombings in Afghanistan. She looked out the window.
She checked the phone again. Everything was fine. Nothing was fine.
She thought about what she did to him. What is wrong with me? It was such a puzzle.
*****
By mid-afternoon, Alice opened the laptop to investigate herself. She covered everything in chronological order, beginning with Richard's first phone call.
She listened to the entire call, then played it back. Richard was so smooth, so in control. I used stupid, hackneyed phrases, just trying to hit him, while he responded perfectly to everything I said. She played snippets over and again. Richard's natural use of compliments, none used excessively or appearing forced into the conversation, sprinkled here and there. Stroking her with them. His self-deprecation when she'd lash at him, turning away or absorbing her ire. His warm laugh. How did he know just what to say, and how to say it? I even like hearing it now, when I know his game. He is so good and I was so easy. She played the whole thing through yet again.
A memory interfered. It went like this. Alice is kneeling below Richard and licking his cock from his balls to the tip. It's entrancing. He's slapping both her cheeks, lightly, enough to sting, one side then the other, while she licks the length of his cock, going all the way to the head, swirling her tongue around the head and then taking it in as far as she can. Not into her throat; not yet. That will come at a later time. He's so meaty. Suck and swallow. Suck and swallow. He slaps her again and again, and she sucks until he pulsates into her. It turns so her on. That was the memory. It was an early experience of Richard, of him personally rather than of the girls.
Her mind snapped back to the recordings. Stop it! Not that! Not now.
Wait, is that Henry's car?
She went to Henry's saved voice mails, where Richard talked in an utterly different voice and talked about her in utterly different ways. She was shaken by his vocal shape-shifting ability. One Richard to seduce Alice; another one to torment Henry, the tormenter so ugly and cruel in comparison to the charming prince who brought down Alice.
On to the photographs and screen grabs. I liked the dog collar and going topless with him. I got so hot. She even grew hot at the memory. And yes, where he sucked the wine off my breasts. I'd seen that in a movie once and had wondered what it was like. I was thrilled. The memories warmed her more. To have it done in a crowded club turned me on completely. Sucking him on my knees before the photographer. I wanted all of it. Not the bukkake, but beforehand, when it was a fantasy, when he was preparing me for it. Even that. Would I have come to like it if I hadn't gotten sick? I don't know, but my stomach says 'no.' Her whole sex disagreed. Maybe she would have. The same as being whipped. Everything was sexy beforehand, when Richard instructed her. Some things were always sexy. Could Richard make everything sexy for me? Or did he take me past a point beyond which I didn't want to go but it was too late to get out? She couldn't decide.
The one thing she couldn't watch was the video from Richard's house, her sucking the demon in front of her husband. She tried and she tried, but no. She turned it off. How could I do that? How could I? It was Henry!
She sat for a long time, stopping only to check her phone for any texts and to look out the front door again, then sat at the couch and typed "addictions" in her search engine. Which brought up links to "sex addiction" and "sex addicts anonymous," and sites that said sex addictions were a myth. She began reading in depth.
*****
It was well past dark when Henry returned. Alice stood awkwardly beside the coffee table until he entered the room, then ran to him. "Henry! Henry!" She tried to hug him, to squeeze him, but he wouldn't let her. He put out both hands and held her off.
"Don't. Don't touch me."
"I'm sorry. I was so worried."
"There was no need to be." He pushed past her and went to his office, with Alice trailing just behind. "I'll be alone if you don't mind."
That wasn't going to work with her.
"Please, Henry. Please. Can't we talk?"
"About what? We've covered about everything."
"Please."
"Aren't you afraid of me now?"
'No."
"Yes you are. You should be. You know how close you came to getting beaten again."
"But it was my fault. I won't do that again."
"It doesn't matter. It doesn't matter the least bit if you were at fault or not. So, you said something mean in a fight. So what? I shouldn't turn into the incredible Hulk. The old tagline: be afraid; be very afraid. It's not a joke. Be very afraid of me."
"Henry, I know what you feel. I know I made you feel inadequate..."
"Fuck you! You don't understand!"
"I do! I hurt you and I hate myself for it. I just want to be with you..."
"You don't understand anything!"
"Maybe not, but--I said I didn't have the right to tell you this, and I don't--but I love you! I'm sorry but I do, and I want to make things better for you."
"Better? You can't do that except by leaving!"
"I've ruined our lives to this point. Please don't turn me out."
She's crying again, the bitch, using those tears, turning the faucet on. Trying to manipulate you, Henry.
"Stop it, God damn it! You don't understand a fucking thing! You think I was just feeling like a pussy because of what you said, but that's only the part of it, not even half of it."
Alice stopped and snarfed. "What's the rest?"
"There's my feelings about you."
"Which are?" She tried out the forbidden phrase aloud, softly, trying it, not sure but hoping it were true. "I know you love me. I know it. I don't deserve it but you do! You're too tender for it to just be kindness. Can't I help you get past it? Can't we help each other?"
"Shut up! You don't know!" There is a flash, just a bit of the beast in his face and in his tone. "You don't know the other. God, I've tried not to love you. I'd loved you in the past but it had turned to hate. Jesus, that was at least easy. Then I felt sorry for you. That wasn't bad. But then the other came back. I didn't want it to."
"Then we..."
"Let me finish!" More of the beast. Alice stepped back half a step.
"I'm sorry."
"Yeah. Me too. Damn you! The other part is how I still hate you!" Alice began to respond. "Don't say anything! Not a word. I thought I was at least over that. I thought I could move on. Shit! It seemed like that. Then it's there again. Everything you did comes back. It can be any time, and I can't stop thinking about it.
"My Alice. Yeah. I forgave you Friday. I thought I had. Then I hadn't. I might think I have, but the hate comes over me anyway. It's here, right now, standing right between us You can almost see it. I want to smash you, but you think we can just go on as though nothing happened. How could you be so cruel? You didn't just leave me for him! There was all the rest. What possessed you? He possessed you. How could you? He sexed you up, that's how. He sexed you up and you liked it so much it was worth killing me for. And that's just what you did. So, you think we can be sweethearts again? Well we can't!"
He got more of that look during the speech, and much more of that voice. The veins on his forehead grew again and his face and he began sweating. Alice didn't move. Little Alice, standing so close to him.
Henry took a large breath. He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again he was more Henry and less the other.
"If we were together, I would hurt you. I'd enjoy it. I'd love it. And what about the first time I completely lost control? You know what would happen."
"Like a werewolf." Alice trusted Henry to let her speak. "Only, he killed the innocent, and I'm guilty."
Henry stepped toward her and Alice stepped back. A gasp floated across the room and disappeared. He stopped.
"It's okay. I'm not going to hurt you. I promised you I wouldn't ever hurt you again. Remember?" Alice heard his voice now and his voice when he promised, here, right in this house. Never again. Never again. I promise. She came back to this world and saw Henry, the real Henry, big enough to tower over her, broad enough to block her view. His face was almost all Henry's. The beast was only a hint, a shade. He kissed her on the top of her head. "To keep that promise, I can't be around you too much. So, I'll spend the night in the guest bedroom. It's better that way. Tomorrow, we'll start finding you someplace to stay."
*****
It wasn't to be. Late that night Alice's screaming woke him. "No! Don't! No!"
He knew what it was and staggered half asleep to her room, bumping into walls and doorways and saying "Fuck, Fuck, Fuck," the whole way.
She was twisting and flailing her arms, her hands rolled into fists. "No! No!""
He got on the bed and touched her arm. "Alice! Alice. You're having another nightmare." But she wouldn't stop at first. She hit the bed, hit him, swung at nothing at all. Finally she rolled on her side and opened her eyes and when saw him she looked terrified. "No!" She pounded him with her firsts. "No!"
"Alice. Alice it's me." He grabbed her fists. "It's okay. It's just a dream." He folded her to him, let her push her face against him, and ran his free hand over her back. "It's okay. You're okay."
"I hit you. I'm sorry. I thought you were going to kill me."
"It's okay. No problem. Which dream was it? The belt?"
"No." She stopped because it came back to her. "It was you, but it was different. You were coming to kill me." She shuddered, and it wasn't like her earlier nightmares where she had calmed as she awoke. She couldn't stop shuddering.
"It's okay. I'm not going to kill you. You still have my promise, I'm never going to hurt you. My poor, sleepytime girl. You know that. It's okay." He kept petting her back, then her head, and now she was only shivering. "Maybe we can get you another pill, and I'll stay with you, just in case."
He brought a pill and some water, and he let her lay pressed up against him, but while she grew calm, and sleepy, and then fell asleep dreamlessly, he didn't. He stared at the red dial of the alarm clock and mouthed to himself, over and over, "Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck..."
*****
The morning? Uneventful. Henry would almost oversleep the alarm and Alice would have to wake him in time to be ready for Sherrie. And Sherrie? Nothing happened. There were none of the fireworks that many would like. Sherrie is a good person. She likes role playing with her husband, but she wouldn't act out on Alice. Driving to the doctor's, Alice said:
"Thank you, Sherrie. I appreciate your doing this."
Sherrie didn't answer but just kept driving.
After a bit, Alice tried, "I know you don't like me."
Sherrie sighed and pulled over to the curb. She put the car in 'park.'
"Alice. You don't know how much you hurt Henry, or how fragile he is."
"I do."
"Well, maybe. But I've seen him--at work--staring out his window for hours. I've had to run the office. He's broken, and I don't know how he gets by."
"I know. I've seen it. Up close. I promise, I'll never hurt him again." I mean it, but I keep saying the wrong things. I know you know because you want him for yourself. So, you watch him. I understand that, too.
"Keep this in mind, is all I have to say about it. I liked you before, you and Henry as a couple. But if you hurt him again, I don't know what I would do. I'd make you pay."
"I understand." I do, Sherrie. And you'd have a right.
The rest of the appointment was entirely unexceptional. Alice was fine. Everything was good. There were no infections. There was no systemic disease. She was healing well. She could even have sex again. Ruth brought that point up diffidently, not wanting to disturb Alice, but she had a right to know.



*****
Back home, it was difficult. Henry wanted to look for an apartment for Alice. Alice didn't. She wanted to stay. How do you work that out? Carefully.
"I know I keep saying the wrong things, but can I ask this one? Can I stay? Just for a while longer? Until I get myself straightened out?"
He was trying to be reasonable. "We need to move on. You know what will happen." You've heard such bargaining.
"I'm sorry for yesterday. I won't do that again. Please. Just a while. I'm not asking for forever."
"For what? Let's get it over with."
"What I said yesterday. I do love you. I do. And I know you love me, at least a little."
"That doesn't get us anywhere, now does it?"
"I've changed, Henry, and I'll get counseling. I can deal with my addiction and become normal. Please let me try it here, with you? I want to make it work! Please let us make it work!"
"There's no thing as a sex addiction."
"It feels like an addiction to me, and there are treatments. I don't want to be like that anymore. Let me stay with you for a while."
"Go make it work with Richard, or with Justine and Juliet. I'm sure you can work everything out just perfectly."
"Please, Henry. Can't we just try? I don't want Richard or Justine or Juliet. I don't want that life. I want our life, if we can have it. If you'd have me. Can I just stay, to find out? We could have sex or not have sex. If we did, we could make love the ordinary way, like two ordinary people who love each other."
Henry let this hang a moment. Why snap back? Let it hang.
"Sure. That would be great. Until some time goes by and you began to remember what you're missing. Or until it hits me again what you've already done. You think it can work? It. Can't. Work! Just stop it! We aren't going to be together!"
"But you called me your prodigal wife! You did. Doesn't that mean there's some hope? A little? All I'm asking for is that hope, Henry. Not a guarantee. Please just give it some time. Time for a second chance? Let me be Alice again and make things better, to make up for what I've done."
"Alice. No. If you really love me, let me go. Don't claw me back into that hole I've been in for months!" She was wearing him down. He was starting to change, the veins, the face, the sweating, the voice, the wolfman, but she didn't back down. No, she went crazy. Crazy? Well, she became desperate, lost her composure, was so afraid that this was the end, just as she'd begun to understand herself, that her desperation overcame her. She went straight at him.
"Hit me then! Hit me! It's okay, Hit me if you have to. Do it! I'll take it if you'll keep me. I'll do it. Hit me!"
"Stop it! I'm not going to hit you."
She bumped herself up against him.
"Do it! I deserve it. Hit me!"
"Stop it!"
"Then kill me!" She did it again. Right at him.
That did it. He threw her to the floor. It was so easy. He raised his foot as though to kick her, but he stopped and put his foot down beside her head. He leaned over to link his hands around her throat but stopped again. There seemed to be a wind blowing straight through the house, loud, like a high-pitched airplane propeller. He said something and grabbed her, got her bra straps and some skin, and picked her up as easily as you could lift a child. He swung her toward the door.
"Get out of here!"
"Hit me. Kill me!"
"Get out!"
"Kill me!"
"Get out!" He pushed her hard enough to make her stagger, and when she saw the en suite door she ran through it, slammed the door, locked it, and began rummaging through the dresser for scissors. She found sharp nail scissors. Gleaming chrome, curved, sharp, perfect. Henry was pounding at the door. "Open it! Open it!" She grabbed the scissors like a knife and jabbed her wrist.
"Ah!" She hadn't understood how much it would hurt. She found a different spot, nearer a vein, opened the scissors up and stabbed again. By now, Henry was pounding on the door. "Alice! Open up, damn it!" She cut with the scissors and blood flowed out, then began spurting. She wanted to cut some more but couldn't force herself to do it and took a breath to build up her resolve before working the scissors again. The blood was running along her arm now, and dripping. The drops were already forming a little puddle on the floor.
Henry was yelling more and now hit the door with his shoulder. "Open it! Open it!" Then he was inside. She tried cutting more but Henry broke the door open and when he saw the scissors and the blood he yelled "No!" and knocked the scissors out of her hand, all the way across the bathroom, along with a clump of skin. He looked like he was going to hit her but what he did was stare at Alice's wrist. Then her face. Then her wrist again. Then at the floor.
"Don't!" He clamped a hand over her wrist, hard, but blood seeped between his fingers anyway, so he used both hands. Alice was struggling. "Let go of me! Let me die!" She was hitting him, and kicking, and squirming, but all he could do was hold her wrist.
"Stop it!" It can only have been a few seconds before he moved one arm around her and pulled her all the way up to him, tightly, so she couldn't hit him. They were both shouting and he held her so tightly she got dizzy.
"You can't hold me forever!" He was so strong.
"Stop it! I will! Stop it!" He couldn't completely staunch the bleeding with one hand.
"You can't! Let me stay! Please let me stay. Only for a while." Something popped near her spine. She was still trying to struggle but was losing.
Henry looked from her wrist to her face. "Look at me!" he yelled. "God damn it look at me!" When she did he stared into her eyes, took a huge breath, and yelled directly into her face. "There! Are! Conditions!" It was the monster's voice.
It became quiet except for their panting.
*****
"What do you mean?" Then "Please. I can't breathe."
He loosened his arm.
"To stay! There are conditions. You can't meet them." It was part Henry's voice.
"I can stay?"
"No! A trial!" His voice dropped. "A trial. We'll try it. We'll see. It won't work and then you'll go away."
"What conditions?"
"First..." He had to order his mind. More blood was seeping between his hand and her wrist, dripping onto their feet. "Come here!" He yanked her by her bad wrist over to the linen closet and grabbed a washcloth. He had to drop her wrist to fold the cloth and the blood came out in a rivulet. Finally, he could press the wad hard against her wrist. She stood absolutely still through all this.
"First, you have to promise to never, ever, try to hurt yourself again."
"And then I can stay?"
"Do you promise?"
"Will you keep me?"
"You have to promise!"
"I promise. Can I stay?"
"There are more. You have to promise to never again do anything like you did with Richard."
"I promise! Please believe me, I'm not the woman I was. You'll see. Your prodigal wife will be the best wife."
"You're not my wife! You're my trial."
"I understand. I do. Maybe your wife!"
"Maybe, maybe not. That means you have to be faithful. Completely."
"I will. I promise."
"No matter how boring our sex is."
"What...it wasn't.... Oh. Oh. I understand." She closed her eyes, then got a look on her face. "I promise this, Henry...listen to me...I pledge it. I'll be completely faithful even if you never want to make love to me again."
And he stood completely still. And relaxed. He reached his free hand to touch her cheek, leaving a smear of blood. His voice became soft and conversational. "I wouldn't hold you to such a pledge."
"But I meant it. Really."
"So do I. You know Richard may want you again. He'll try to get you."
"He can't have me again."
"He did before."
"But now I know his tricks, his ways. And I'll be on guard. And--if he ever tried anything, I'd tell you."
"Yes. All right. That brings us to the next thing. You have to promise to be open and honest with me."
"I will, Henry. I am."
"Yes, but you have desires. You can't help that. They're part of you, and you won't want to bring them to me, but you have to. You have to bring them to me!"
"That's so hard."
"Then the deal is off."
"No! I didn't say I wouldn't do it. It's hard because I've always hidden them, my whole life. But I will. Please. If I can stay."
"I don't mean every little thing. I don't want this to be a prison, Everyone has their private place. But important things. If you ever hear from Richard. If you just see him on the street, anything. Tell me. Or if...if our sex just doesn't work for you. You have to tell me. That's what I mean."
"I promise, Henry. I do."
*****
He was holding her gently now, except for the wrist, and she held her good hand to his cheek.
"There are more. Fourth, or whatever the number, is harder. You have to love me."
"Oh, honey, that's the easiest thing. I promise."
"There will be times when you won't."
"No, there will be times when I'm mad or tired or we're fighting. I'll still love you. I promise."
"No. You can't promise that." When he said that she knew exactly what was coming and that this would indeed be difficult. "You loved me and then you didn't. I was an...obstacle to your trysts, someone to be managed The guy you walked out on. You didn't love me then."
Here's no real answer to that, is there? What could Alice possibly say, since that's exactly what had happened? People pledge their eternal love, but it evaporates. It's just words. Where does it go? Sometimes people try to rekindle it and sometimes they're successful. They reconnect. It happens. Or at least they come to an understanding, an agreement, an arrangement, something that works well enough for them. Often they don't. All of them learn, firsthand, about these things, and they're wiser for all that. Henry and Alice knew it but she'd forgotten it in the glow of realizing Henry might let her stay, and he'd just rudely brought it back to her attention, rubbed her nose in it, so to speak. People ultimately know that while they cannot always promise a feeling--they cannot always be the 'love of his life', as the obituaries always say--they can hold to a commitment. What Alice had done, really, was abandon her commitment. What in the world could she say to that?
"I can't. I can't guarantee anything. Whatever I say you can doubt. But please try to believe this. I've been thinking hard on it, and what it comes down to is that I did become like an addict. Richard brought it out somehow and then fed it. It pushed everything else away, including my love for you. It wasn't complete. I would suddenly wonder about you, and wonder how you were, and if you were enjoying your new girlfriend. The nonexistent one. That's not real love. I'm so sorry, Henry. And I won't apologize for saying 'I'm sorry,' because that's what I'm sorriest about.
He listened. Both his hands were now on her bad wrist which didn't seem to be bleeding.
"I love you now. I swear that's true. I'm going to get counseling, I read about 12-step programs. I know one of my steps is to make amends to all those I've hurt, and I owe you so very much in the way of amends, my darling--whether you keep me or not. But please let me stay."
Henry listened quietly. He wanted to get through this quickly because Alice's hand had begun to swell and he wanted to get her to the ER.
"I believe you. But it could fade. People can do what they want, but no one can want what they want. I don't want a loveless marriage." Alice started to say something and he cut her off. "Please. Let me finish. If you find that you are falling out of love again, the promise to be open and honest comes into play. You have to bring it to me and we have to talk about it and deal with it together. Okay?"
"I will. And the same goes for you. Please? If your feelings change you have to tell me."
"I promise. And let's get to the fifth condition. Counselling. We'll go to counseling together." Alice heard the word 'together' and her heart soared. "You to recover from this and to come to terms with your sexuality. I have to try to recover from this. And come to terms with our sexualities. And fix myself to the point I don't have to worry that I could hurt you."
She was uncertain how to say this but, "You'll have to tell the counselor a lot of things too, you know."
"I know. It's worth it to not worry I'd hurt you again. Okay. Okay. There's one more thing."
What else could there be?
"I want us to have children."
Now where in hell did that come from? There's nothing about kids anywhere in this story. Go back and re-read. No? Then take my word for it. Henry's been holding back on me. Children? Or, as Alice put it,
"Children? I didn't know you wanted children. You never said anything."
"Yes or no?"
"When did you decide this?"
"Yes or no? I've wanted them for a long time. I never brought it up. I've kept things hidden too. I want a full family--and it's the right time to decide it, before we go any further. If you don't want kids, I understand. You don't have to leave. You can stay here while we work things out, and we can stay close. But for a wife, I want someone who wants children, and if I have to start looking further afield I will. But you're right. I love you. I want you for my wife. So, I want us to have kids."
"How many do you want? Is that part of my promise?"
"Three."
"Three?"
"Three."
"Could we begin with one and work our way up?"
Henry's face, well it lit up. How do you describe that? He smiled and took his free hand and held it to Alice's cheek while he gave her a very, very sweet kiss, and left a bloody hand-print on her face.
"It seems reasonable."
"Could we maybe start trying tonight?"
"Yes. And one last thing. If we break up, I get the children."
"We're not going to break up. Not again."
"Just so you know. And I think trying to start a family tonight is a wonderful idea. But first, let's get your bloody wrist to the ER."
"How will we explain it to them?"
"I'm sure it happens all the time."
*****
So, they're both saps. No? Yes? But it might just work out for them. Some will think Alice got away with shameful behavior, but I don't think she got away with a damned thing. She did--and enjoyed--shameful things, and she hurt Henry terribly, but she paid terrible prices, too: failing again and again, being humiliated, raped and battered, being afflicted with PTSD, cut off from people she'd been close to, and seemingly losing part of her mind. If not for that sap Henry, she really might have ended up as a crack whore living--and dying--on the streets, which some readers would have preferred, instead of what she actually became--well, look below. I won't nominate Henry for sainthood, not being a Catholic, but to my mind he became a Mensch that weekend. Look it up.
*****
Neither of them was ever certain how serious Alice was about killing herself. Did she mean it, or half mean it, did she do it out of sheer desperation, or was it a powerful stunt? I vote for desperation. Whatever, it worked. It must have been in the tenth year of their 'trial,' one night when all the kids were asleep and they'd just finished fucking, that Henry asked her:
"Did you really mean to kill yourself?"
He was holding her left hand and kissing the scar on her wrist as he often did.
She answered: "I don't know, honey. I was crazy."
"The therapist never, ever used that word."
"But we both knew what she meant. And I was the luckiest crazy lady in Vegas, because you took me in and kept me until I could be fixed."
"She didn't think you were so lucky. She thought I was going to be whipping you again."
"She never said that."
"But we both knew it."
"Anyway, you could. A little. If you ever wanted to."
"I think maybe you're still a little crazy."
"Your crazy lady adores you." Alice caressed Henry's cheek, gave him a kiss, then moved her mouth all the way down his body, slowly, to his penis, to see if she could get him up enough for another round.
*****
What about Richard? This is a very sad part of the story. It is sad because nothing happened to Richard. Just as bad things happen to good people, so a lot of truly awful people have great lives and die old in bed. That seems likely to be Richard's fate. Perhaps some other tortured family will shoot him or blow him up or poison him, but Henry and Alice aren't cunning enough to do that and get away with it, and they're happy enough in their post-Richard lives to leave all that behind. They have never seen him or heard from him again and he's become an ever more distant part of their past. Oh, you can't completely miss him. He'll occasionally turn up in the society pages at a major fundraiser or a hoity-toity country club party. He has yet another new trophy wife who will be there with him and about whose experiences we can hardly guess. I take that back. Of course we can. Richard also makes regular donations to both political parties, and because he's careful with age verification he hasn't ever run into any Jeffrey Epstein issues. Though you never know.
I suppose karma could get him to catch some terrible, lingering disease, but good people get those, too, so it wouldn't mean much if he died of, say, pancreatic cancer. Too many good people die of it. Getting shot still seems to be the best option. Maybe he'll get in trouble with a Mexican drug cartel. Or we could just forget about him. Which I plan to do.
End.
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It begins with a rumor. More than that. It's gossip. Juicy gossip. A true story of how an administrative specialist may be fired, with plenty of details that violate the university's privacy policy. Karen knows about it because the whistleblower came to her -- both before and after reporting the thing to Human Resources, which has called a disciplinary hearing. Now she's telling Miriam. It's the normal passing of confidential information in organizations.
"You can't tell anyone, Miriam. Promise me! I'd be in no end of trouble." Karen is enjoying this. Miriam is actually the third person she's told, and she's excited. Sexed up so much she wants to touch herself. More so each time she tells it.
"You know I won't. But... Georgia Witherspoon? In Kiplinger Hall? With a door open? Georgia? During the day? Was she crazy? I mean, they go to our church! How could she actually do that? What could have possessed her? Who was the man?"
Karen lets Miriam ask all her questions. After all, Karen Is in charge and will drop the dirtiest dirt on her own schedule.
"Well, he possessed her!" Karen giggles. "A new guy in Languages, in Greek of all things," Karen gives Miriam a look and giggles again. "I don't know him personally but I know he's tall. And dark. And handsome."
Miriam ignores the editorial part. "Are you sure?"
Now comes the good stuff.
"Donna Kraft saw it. The door was open. Just a crack, Donna said. But she could see Georgia was completely naked. Giving him oral sex." She emphasizes the words 'completely' and 'oral', savoring them, almost pleasuring them. Then, sotto voce: "All. The. Way." She seems to have this thing for making lists of three.
Miriam exhales. "Oh Lord."
"Donna was pretty shaken up about it." I wish I'd been there. Oh God I want to play! How soon can I get Al alone?
"Oh Lord." There is a pause. "Donna's sure of everything?"
"Miriam!"
"I know. I know. I know. I'm sorry. It's just that, well it seems so...implausible." Georgia?
"Donna told me HR had her write it out. And sign it. And they swore her to secrecy."
Miriam exhales again, a long, slow release of air. "Oh Lord!" If you say three 'oh Lords,' isn't one likely to appear? "At our school? Completely naked? In a department office?"
"Donna didn't say he was. Nephilim. That's his name. I don't know that he was naked. Just his you-know-what. But Georgia was, yes. Absolutely buck naked in the psych admin office. She was kneeling in front of him and really doing it. Donna said when Georgia saw her she yelled and tried to cover up."
I thought I knew her. Miriam now knows she doesn't know anything at all. She wants to know everything.
"It gets even better. Afterward Georgia came to Donna and tried to get her to not tell anyone. If she hadn't lied, Donna says she might not have."
"How did she lie?"
"She said he made her do it, but Donna saw enough, and it wasn't like that at all."
"Poor Georgia. I mean...losing your job over...something like.... And poor Frank. And their kids! Does he know?"
"I don't see how he could keep from finding out, not if they fire her."
"Oh Lord! It's terrible."
It's fabulous, Karen thinks. "He'd be the only one not in on it. How could people keep a secret like that?" I bet poor Frank could use some consoling. "What will happen to Nephilim?"
"Well, he's a prof and she didn't work under him -- no pun intended." Miriam ignores the jollity again. "I imagine he'll get a letter of reprimand or something. I don't know. Maybe he won't get tenure."
* * * * *
Round and round it goes. Miriam has closed the office door for lunch, so she can have a sandwich, but she isn't hungry anymore. One bite of her sandwich is gone. The rest sits beside a cup of pens and pencils and a bottle of hand lotion, right in front of her desktop screen, none of which are in her world now. She thinks of Georgia, can't get rid of the image. Georgia sucking on a man, not even her husband, but some strange man. Georgia losing her job. She's my friend. Not close but close enough.
She imagines the scene when Frank finds out. Will someone else tell him first, or will Georgia have to break the news? She can't just say she lost her job for no reason. How can she tell him? "Honey, I have a little confession. I gave a blow job to a new professor and got caught." Miriam tries to imagine the look on Frank's face. It will kill him! It will completely destroy them! A loving young couple with two toddlers.
Maybe not so loving. He can't let her stay after that! Georgia sings in the chorus and Frank teaches a Sunday School class. Miriam recalls what a beautiful singing voice she has, and has a quick image of her in a purple and gold gown, holding her hymnal, but the image becomes Georgia slipping off the gown to give suck. Some strange man with a swollen cock. They've always seemed so happy. Will would die if I did something like that. I wouldn't be able to face him.
Miriam's mind keeps going back to the act, and her mind's eye is sharp. There's the door, cracked open, and Donna is peering in. Georgia is on the floor, naked and brazenly feeding on a dark man with dark eyes and a dark penis. Georgia's vulva, covered with rich, dark fur, peeks out from between her thighs. Can I ask Donna? No! Then there's the penis itself, swinging upward from the man's lower belly, dark like the rest of him and purple- headed. Where did those details come from? She steers her mind away.
It's so unfair! The man always gets away with things. The woman pays the price! She hears the echo of Karen's words -- "All. The. Way." -- hears the smirk in the voice, and the image of what Georgia will pay the price for pops up again. All. The. Way. Karen is so snarky!
Could it be a game -- like ours? Will and Miriam sometimes play naughty games when they can get the house alone. Her favorite is where she is Will's prisoner. He yells and cracks his belt on tables and chairs and makes her do things. He's had her kneel, naked, and hold his erect cock in her mouth while he leaned over and told her all the nasty things he intended to do to her. As if.
So, yes, Miriam knows what kneeling before him with his helmet in your mouth is like, and that even though it's probably sinful it can be hot. But this isn't a game, and it's not between spouses. And it's going to end not with heated-up intercourse but with a money shot. How does Miriam know this?
Now her mind tricks her and Miriam sees the scene from close in, from Georgia's view, not Donna's, so she's looking down the shaft at the man's fuzz. And then somehow the scene shifts yet again. Now Miriam is inside Georgia. It just happens. She slips inside. She couldn't explain the how or when of it, but she feels what Georgia feels and does what Georgia does. She feels the head of his penis, big and meaty, and tastes him, and smells him. Oh, the smell of him! And his little slit, seeping silk. She knows Georgia is excited because it becomes her own excitement, as is the breathing, the swallowing, the achy vibration around her pudendum that is so strong if she just touches herself it'll set her off.
This is too much! Stop it! But when she tries to turn it off the camera in her head spins around and she can see it's herself with the penis plugged into her mouth, one hand curled around the base of the cock, the other caressing his scrotum, her clothes on the floor, her back chilled by the breeze sifting through the doorway.
Miriam looks to the door, her own door. She hurries over, locks it, and turns out the light. Back to her desk she unsnaps and unzips her pants and reaches inside to push two fingers down across her bud. She's so high she doesn't even try to stop herself. She's on the verge, so charged she can't stand it, then she's inside Georgia again, and she feels the man's hands on her head. She's moving her fingers as fast as she can. He's humping her mouth. The cock starts to pulsate. It shoots a jet onto her face before he pushes it into her mouth, then there's another, and another, and Miriam does come. Lord, does she.
The spurts give way to a flow, then to a seep, and all of it shatters Miriam, who is drinking it like milkshake. There's a super close-up of her mouth, lips pulling away from that beautiful penis with its lovely blue veins, her mouth overflowing with the taste, her lips still joined to the slit by a slender, glistening thread, milky fluid on her nose and chin.
Miriam snaps her head to one side, then the other. Both hands are inside her slacks, inside the waistband of her panties, her fingers diddling inside the folds of her labia, still in high orgasm. Her breathing is out of control and the room is filled with tiny, black stars that form and drift downward and disappear. She hunches at her desk, her hands between her legs, just pressing now, the partly-eaten sandwich and cup of pens and pencils and lotion all sitting unnoticed to the side. It takes a minute, two, three, before she pulls her hands out and stares at them.
What just happened? What happened? What happened? My God! My God!
Not her God. Maybe her Lord.
It is another few moments before the knock comes at the door.
* * * * *
Miriam knows who it will be. She doesn't but she does.
"Just a minute." She's shoving her blouse into her pants, pulling them all the way up, closing and fastening them, trying to act composed. She's anything but composed.
Okay, open the door.
Yes. Him. He's as she'd imagined, but taller, bigger, like a defensive end. Dark. Olive. Dark eyes. Black, wavy hair. An afternoon shadow. A seducer.
"Hello. I'm Amon Nephilim." His hand is out. Miriam has to take it, and when she does a spark tingles up her hand to her arm, up her arm to her body, through her breasts and hits right where her hands had been. He holds her hand and says, "Call me Amon." What an odd name. "I need...," and he stops. He pulls her hand close to his face and sniffs. And grins.
"Well, I know what you've been doing!"
Miriam yelps. She manages to bite it off, though anyone walking down the hall would have heard it and wondered what had happened. What would she tell them? She jerks her hand away. Both of them go behind her back. "I...I don't know what you mean!" She can't keep her voice steady. Her face is hot, itchy with heat, then her neck, all the way down to the tops of her breasts.
She thinks she may cry. She will, but not just yet.
That's the scene: Miriam lost, her seducer towering, looking down at her, relaxed, smooth, knowing, authoritative. There's no leer. Nothing flirty. He's simply in control. He speaks again, smoothly in a baritone.
"It's nothing to be ashamed of, Ms...."
"Price. Miriam Price." She latches onto the answer. Maybe it will turn the conversation away. No it won't.
"Miriam. Yes. Sister of Moses, who found water on the desert. A prophetess too. Well!" He smiles a warm smile. His eyes look into hers from far away. "You've found water in yourself, Miriam. Can you also divine the future?"
Miriam doesn't know what to answer. She stutters something. Oh, she can foretell something now. Not every detail, but yes.
"You don't have to be ashamed, Miriam. Only...," and oddly-named Amon Nephilim takes a half step in, "you shouldn't do that to yourself. It should be done to you."
No, no, no, no! Miriam can't breathe, not because of sexual excitement but because she's terrified. There's just a little, shallow nothing of air. She sways, or begins to, and Amon Nephilim takes another step, close enough now that he can put his hands on her waist, one to each side, perhaps to steady her. God they're big, and strong, and she realizes how easily he could pull her all the way in. Their faces are only inches apart. She is afflicted with an image of him on top of her, the feel of a phallus she can knows she can recognize pushing into her. It would feel so good.
No! She is a statue of herself.
"I'd get down there for you, Miriam." You read my mind? No! "I'd help you find your sweet water. But not too fast. Oh I wouldn't wander in the wilderness for forty years." Amon Nephilim laughs. It's a warm laugh that goes with his warm smile. It would melt her on a January morning. His eyes are beautiful. "But I'd begin with your breasts."
Miriam is a mouse waiting for the snake to strike.
"You'd like that, wouldn't you?" She looks down at her breasts. That much she can do, and what she sees frightens her more. Her breasts are almost touching him, shielded only by brassier and blouse. "We both want me not just to covet my neighbor's wife, but to take her. Don't we? To take your breasts."
Miriam swallows.
And now his hands are rising, lazily, in no particular hurry, up to breast level, half cupped. He's so tall that's only to his stomach.
"They're calling me." He's been in the office all of two minutes.
His hands are at breast level, coming in now, and finally she raises hers to stop him and finds a voice:
"Don't!"
"Hush. This is what you want."
Her voice was desperate. His is as smooth and assured as though he were calming a toddler. When she heard it her hands stopped three-quarters up, almost there, and his now go right between them. They push against her front, the hollows of his palms right on her nipples, push them in so firmly she almost steps backwards, then eases the pressure.
She makes a tiny little cry down in her throat. Her eyes fill. He moves his palms in circles over her tips until they swell and begin to ache and push back against the cups of her brassiere. The sensation goes straight into her chest and downward, all the way down, while her hands float in the air.
"Please. No." Just a wheedling little voice. She doesn't want her eyes to spill but doesn't know what to do.
"Yes. We'll go further now." He is still caressing her nips. Oh they ache! They had never throbbed like that. Yes, once, when she'd first breast-fed her daughter. What a sweet pain. They must be bulbous by now because they press so hard against bra and blouse, rolling under his hands. She closes her eyes at the sensation. Don't! She opens her eyes wide, stares at him, at his hands, at the door. The door. The door is still open.
"Please. They'll catch us!" That's not what I meant to say!
He ignores her words. "Your breasts need to be naked."
Miriam finally begins crying. She can't control herself. Something has happened. She doesn't understand but knows she can't make herself stop it, so she cries. Tears squeeze through her lids and run down her cheeks and mouth and chin. She's gulping air, sobbing, and her hands still dangle helplessly off the ends of her wrists. Shame and desire creep upon her.
You're so easy, you little slut, you willing little play toy. Where did that thought come from?
She whimpers: "Please." A tiny sound.
He ignores her again, or perhaps he doesn't. "Your blouse and bra. Take them off." That voice.
Miriam does as she is told. She circles her hands around his, which are still caressing her, his fingers now squeezing her nipples through the cloth, wipes each eye with three fingers, moves them to her top button, and undoes it. Then the second one. She is awkward, trying to work between Amon Nephilim's hands. Concentrating on the buttons, she has almost stopped crying, so it is all gasps and snarfs, more like a child's tears than a woman's. She shifts her hands in circles to bring them up from under his and loosens the remaining buttons: three, four, five, six. When all are undone she pleads again: "But they'll catch us." Still that wheedling voice.
"You're not finished, Miriam."
She pulls the tail of the blouse out of her slacks. He is squeezing, pinching. She can't stand the ache and thinks it might help if he pinched harder. What's happening? She undoes the wrist buttons, the left one, then the right. What am I doing? She sees her tears on his hands. She stops for a moment when a paroxysm shivers her shoulders, but he withdraws his hands to give her room and she grasps the front of the blouse to pull it off. It takes her a moment. She pulls her arms out and it drops to the floor, inside out.
All that's left is her black underwire brassier, black and silver embroidered patterns on a solid black background, that Will had bought at Victoria's Secret for her birthday. She takes two huge breaths to control herself. It is time to make it end, for Will, but she can't anymore look Amon Nephilim in the eyes, to tell him.
"Now the bra. It's what you want."
Yes. No. Yes. You can't understand, Will.
The bra fastens in front. The fastener is easy, slide the hook and let go. Will loves to do it himself. But Miriam holds the eye and the hook for a moment, willing herself to stop, then drops both ends and her breasts come tumbling.
They fall and bounce and jiggle. Her nipples are swollen. Miriam is both afraid of what Nephilim is going to require, and consumed by fear he won't like them. Nephilim, though, caresses both bosoms with the backs of his fingers, kneads, them, rolls her nipples between thumbs and forefingers, and finally cups them from underneath to lift them.
As Miriam watches and feels his hands playing with her she get goose bumps all the way up. A few tears drop from her face onto her breasts, more onto his hands. A stream runs down her front.
* * * * *
For the first time, Nephilim pays attention to Miriam's crying. He lets go of her breasts, lets them drop like a child's forgotten toy, and takes her face in his hands.
"There, there. You're just afraid of what you want. You've always wanted this. You know that, don't you? So don't cry, but sing ye to the Lord, for he hath triumphed gloriously.'"
He holds her face still and puts his mouth to her chin. She thinks he may kiss her but that's not his purpose. He moves his mouth upwards, to the right, gathering and sucking away tears, up her cheek, taking more water, to her eye, and cleans her eye with his lips: cheekbone, eyebrow, lid. An animal cleaning its young. He lingers on her eye. Hot breaths pour over her face. She moans a moan she doesn't hear. Then -- over the bridge of her nose to her left eye. Cleaning her eye, breathing lovely breaths on her face, and then down her cheek to her chin, to her lips, where he finally feasts on her mouth and she feasts back.
When Nephilim finally releases her face. Miriam is no longer afraid of what she wants. Something flickered and something died. She's in a place far away, a place from which no one returns, holy of holies. Her Lord makes her think of scripture again: Entreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after thee.
She notices something new. How could she have missed them, how long his teeth are, and how beautiful? A line from a Fairy Tale comes, "Oh grandmama, how big your teeth are." She knows and doesn't know what will happen.
* * * * *
"Miriam has water, and she has fruit." Nephilim's words are beautiful. Everything about him is beautiful. Miriam again feels herself sucking him and wants it to happen, but he will direct her. He takes both breasts again, and squeezes them. "Overripe. Washed with rain. Full of juice, ready for me to pluck and to suck the juice."
He twists them to make them hurt. Miriam closes her eyes and brings her hands to her face. "Oh, Amon, don't hurt me. Please don't." He bends and brings the breasts to his mouth. He licks the tears from her right breast, then fastens his mouth to the nipple. Miriam puts her hands on his head to hold him tight, kisses his head, smells his hair.
But then.
Something is piercing her. What is he doing? Amon is piercing her.
"Oh!" It's a cry of pain, but Miriam doesn't pull back. She can't stand the pain but it travels the same road as everything else. "Please, Amon!" He shifts his head and the piercing is at another spot. "Oh Lord! Please!"



He goes to the other breast and repeats whatever he is doing, and after she stiffens she pulls him to her. Not my will but thine be done. He's going deeper, trading sides, left, right, left, and Miriam is pouring into him. Each bite makes her go rigid and pulls tremors from her swollen puss, to her face, and out her mouth. She forces herself to hold his face to her teat because it is so glorious. She pushes harder against him, pulls away, pushes. He sucks from her and she begins losing her strength, her moisture. Her eyes go dry, and her mouth. She can't even swallow. Miriam becomes weaker and dryer and blissful. Finally she can't hold herself up at all.
* * * * *
Nephilim is standing over her. When did he finish? How long did he suckle? For Miriam: no time. Forever. Miriam would be covered in a fine sweat but her skin is almost dusty. Her mouth is bone. Her eyes are filled with grit. She is so, so frail: her energy seeped away sweetly. If she looked in a mirror she would see she is ghastly white and her ravaged breasts hang almost flat on her chest. She has to hold Nephilim to keep from sinking to the floor.
There is blood on Nephilim's lips. Miriam frowns, touches his mouth, and stares at her fingertips. She looks down. There are punctures on her nipples and areolae, all over. More punctures are spread over the white -- red, inflamed. Miriam begins to slide. Nephilim is larger and stronger, or is it that she is so weak? Thirsty. Dry. She is gone, except for her nipples and her vulva and a faint vibration, something humming from below.
He smiles down at her, moves fingers around and around her tattered nips, then licks the blood. Next her fingertips. He moves them to his mouth, sucks her fingers deeply. She yearns for his saliva. He bends to kiss her, and when they kiss she tastes her blood on his mouth and he lets her swallow. Her knees finally give way.
"Don't fall just yet, love." She tries to stay upright. "You need to finish with your clothes." He brushes the straps of her brassier, which had hung from her shoulders, and it falls. "Now the rest."
If Miriam could fall to the floor along with her bra it would be so much easier, but he won't let her.
"I'm so tired, Amon."
"There, there."
"Let me lie down."
"There, there."
She leans back, half against her desk, and works her slacks and panties. When they drop she smells herself.
"Now my pants. Open them."
It is the gorgeous penis that Georgia loved, erect, curving. Miriam puts her hands to Nephilim's abdomen and now she does sink to the floor, until she is kneeling. She can't hold herself up anymore. She leans against his thigh, her left arm around his leg, and with her right hand she strokes his erection softly, petting it. She pulls it to her mouth to drink it and to keep from sinking all the way. She needs it, but he won't let her have it.
"That's not what we're doing, love."
"Please." All. The. Way. She's empty and needs filling. She's desperate for him.
"I've had enough of that for now."
"I want to, Amon. I'll be so sweet to you."
"I know you will, but it's not what we're doing."
He slaps her face. It is out of the blue. Sharp on her left cheek. Her head jerks with it and she squeaks. He slaps her other cheek. Another squeak. The world flickers again. Oh my love, my love, my love. There are white stars that float every direction. "You'll do what I say, won't you?" Miriam blinks and nods. Of course she will. My love. My Amon. "What we're going to do is less a drawing of water from the well and more of an injection into the fundament. More like fracking."
"Amon."
"Now tell me you want me to fuck your ass."
"Please Amon. My ass."
"Say the word."
"Amon."
"Say it. Ask me sweetly."
"Amon. Please. Fuck my ass. Please do me."
"Of course I will. Anything for Miriam."
He lifts her by her underarms, all the way up. He nuzzles her face, then turns her around and tosses her to the desk, where "Oh!" she falls like a doll: arms, legs, head going different directions. She's trying to grab something, anything to keep from sliding, but she needn't bother. He comes up behind her and puts his front to her rear, which holds her still. She's on top of the sandwich, and a pencil point from the cup is sticking her breast. Nephilim pumps some lotion from the bottle to his fingers and puts the cold stuff to her ass.
"This will make it easier."
One finger, then another, then a third, all slide into her, and she groans.
"Such a lovely sound. A mewling Miriam moan. A lamentation or a sigh? I want more of those, but you're not allowed to scream."
With that he circles her anus three times with the head of his penis and pushes in. Just a bit, opening Miriam nicely, just a tease so she will think she can take it easily, holding for a moment until he says "Now," when he pushes all the way into her and his hips smack against her bum.
Miriam doesn't scream, but she does mew. It comes from holding her mouth closed and yelling against her lips. Nephilim holds himself in. He's too much, too large! Is she tearing back there? Is she bleeding? He pulls out slowly, slowly, until only the beautiful head is still inside her and she's only panting.
He pushes in again. All. The. Way. Another mew, a little louder. She can't help herself. Another fuck. Miriam reaches back to push at Nephilim's cock.
"Oh no we don't! This is your body, which is given to me." He slaps her hand away and pushes in again, not in any hurry, and at the same time he twists her clitoris like he had her nipples and recites a parody of a nursery rhyme:
"Hey little fiddle, your cunt I will diddle, you cow, I want you to moan."
She does, and he continues, and Miriam's moans change from lamentations, from "Ohh" to "Ahh! Ahh! Ahh!" In all the world there's only Amon stretching her, his hand at her front, fingers twisting her nub around and making her jerk. He takes her back up to where she was before, so high she might fall, which she does. She bleats it to the world but is too weak to more than twitch. Nephilim finishes by grabbing her hips in both hands and pushing faster, to ejaculate, grunting, not poetic at all.
And, yes, she feels his cream. It's not just some spurt. It's a torrent rushing up through her ass, like rain on the desert, flooding the arroyos, spreading from Miriam's ass to her bowels and then to all her parts. Her eyes become wet again. Her mouth isn't dry anymore. Her breasts swell, and something starts seeping from her nipples. Something is flowering, and there's a smell of wet dung. She's filled with fluid again and yet, when he finally finishes and pulls out she's parched. It wasn't enough. It will never be enough.
Miriam collapses.
Nephilim leans down and picks up her panties, pulls back his foreskin and rubs the panties around his prick for a minute, then drops them by her head. They are stained brown and red. He pulls up his underwear, tucks in his shirt, buttons and zips his slacks, and fastens his belt while she looks up at her love.
"Amon." She gapes at him, all honeyed and floating. Down below she's feeling her ass agape.
He ignores her.
"Amon."
He leans down again, and smiles, but this time it's cruel.
"Tata for now. You'd best get dressed. This shit, pun intended, would be hard to explain." He points to her panties.
What?
"Amon." She shakes her head. "No. Don't leave. You said you love me!"
Another leer. He's a gargoyle. "No, I don't think so."
"But you said..."
"What I said? What did I say? What do I say? Oh right! This is what I say." He holds a hand out, palm upward, like a bad actor in a melodrama. "My little whore, you're such a queer, to come from fucking in the rear." He winks at her.
See it happen. Miriam's hand rising to her mouth, her eyes this wide against her dead pale face. If you see it you know she understands nothing, and you know why. She can't let herself understand anything. But finally, she has to fill the void:
"When will I see you again?"
"If I want you I'll call." He turns and walks away.
"Please, Amon. Take me with you. I'll do anything you want!"
"I know, dearie." His steps reverberate down the hall.
*****
It isn't over for Miriam.
She hears steps from the other end of the hall. Quick! She pushes against the floor, pulls on the desk, gets to her feet, and staggers to the door. She almost falls. She closes the door and latches it. Please don't come here. She leans against the door, totally out of gas, trying to breathe quietly, and listens as the steps get close, closer, pause, and pass by.
She finds herself sitting at her desk, though she doesn't remember how she got there. She uses tissue after tissue to wipe her ass and drops them in the trash, then reconsiders and takes them out. She stuffs them into a manilla envelope, seals it, twists it up, and drops the whole thing in the can.
Now get dressed, Miriam. First her pants. Not her panties. Her nipples are covered in blood again. She wads tissues into the cups of her bra, but when she tries to fasten it her nipples hurt so much that she has to stop. Hold your breath. Pull. Slide the fastener. Breathe. It takes three tries.
Next, her blouse. Her shoes. Miriam gathers more tissues. She leans to pick up her panties, and grunts when her breasts shift inside her bra. Breathe. Wrap the panties in layers of tissue. Shove them deep into your purse. Stop to catch your breath. Let your heart slow down. Breathe.
One more thing. Miriam brings up the on-line Faculty Directory. She finds Amon Nephilim's office number and writes it down.
When she can, she totters to the door again, hitting the desk, a chair, a floor lamp, a filing cabinet. The lamp falls and she leaves it. Unlock the door. Open it. She leans against the frame and feels the world spin, and she thinks. Finally she steps into the hall and locks the door behind her.
End.
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In the beginning, Corinne is dying of thirst inches from the toilet's water.
Her arms are crisscrossed behind her and each is handcuffed to an ankle. There's a large dog collar on her neck, with a chain that goes to the toilet's water-intake pipe. There's just enough play so she can work her head over the rim and smell the water inside.
How did she come here? She sometimes forgets to suffer, forgets to remember, but she can't remember to forget long enough. It has been three days. Or two. Or four. Corinne can't follow the time. After smelling the water she licks the porcelain and slumps back to the floor to forget everything until the sizzle in her nipples rouses her again.
The last time she blacked out Corinne felt her mother tuck her into bed and kiss her forehead, like she did so many years ago, and whisper I love you, Corrie-Glory. Was she saying goodbye? I miss you so much, Mom.
Two men are talking. One of them is X, her master.
Look what I got here, says X.
The other man whistles and says, She's a fucking mess!
X makes a chortling sound. That's the way I like her.
Corinne moves her mouth a little to beg for drink. There is no saliva. She can open her eyes but can't focus. The man's voice is familiar. She can't place him, and she tries to swallow while they discuss her.
Look here. The other's voice is close to her ear. She feels something, a pinch on the skin of a breast. See? It stays up. She's that dehydrated. You'll kill her if you're not careful. I don't know if she can last another day.
Oh, we'll have plenty of fun with her.
She can't do anything for us like that.
Going soft?
She's damaged goods!
Corinne slips into a vision, one in which she is drinking the coldest water imaginable. And drinking. And drinking. The voices wake her.
You want her? You can have her for a thousand. Fix her up and play with her all you want.
Yeah. Right. Like I want to spend my money to get something I'd probably have to dump right away.
X laughs.
Corinne recognizes the voice. He is one from the party X threw, one of the men who came over to play with her that night, just before X chained her to the toilet. Wasn't he the one who used the lighter on her? She can't remember. She tries to think but loses her thread and is dreaming of water.
Nothing has happened since the party except that she's been dying. X had warned her about the party. He said he charged the men a bundle and she better be sweet. They're fellow slave-masters. It's not easy to get into their society, so don't disappoint me. Some of them give parties too. I don't charge those guys.
For the first hour or so she served them, going back and forth to the kitchen hobbled by ankle chains, serving drinks and snacks while they watched sadistic pornography. They touched her and pinched her and stared at her. She was going to be the main entertainment.
The man is talking. Tell you what, though. I'll give you three-fifty, cash. I might be wasting my money, but I'm willing to take the chance. But I need a signed statement that says she was pretty much done for when I got her.
Make it five and you got a deal.
At some point during the party the men had been making Corinne into a sandwich, fucking her ass and vagina at the same time. Another one stuck his erection into her mouth. The others were laughing and cheering. They were having a great time. One of them asked, You want to feel something incredible? He had two other men hold her tight. Then he took a butane lighter, lit it, and moved the flame across her right nipple. Corinne went crazy. She screamed around the dick in her mouth and twisted her body every way she could, so hard the men could hardly hold her. The man moved the flame to her left breast and the man in her mouth squirted into her.
Damn! Said the man in her ass. Don't stop! Man that was great! Corinne was moaning. Noo, noo, please, noo. Another man pulled her mouth open and stuck his dick in.
This time when the flame came Corinne bit the penis. The man cursed and slapped her. He stepped back and hit her on the side of the head and in the stomach, before X pulled him off. The party was ruined. X let a few men fuck her while she whimpered over her blistered nipples, but two of them threatened him until he refunded their money. It was then he decided to chain her in the bathroom and see how long she could last.
Corinne is lifted and carried. A glass is put to her mouth. Water! She gulps and spills much of it. Slowly, says the man's voice. Another glass comes and she is given sips.
She ain't mine anymore, so hurry up and get her out of here!
Corinne is placed on something. Picked up. There's movement, a car, a trunk closes, the feel of driving. At some point she is awake and aware the car has stopped and that she can make out a line of rhythmic blue light on the roof of the trunk. She stares. Is it God? The man is talking to someone. There's laughter. She's here. The trunk opens. I'll take care of her. The flashing blue lights are blinding to her with the trunk open, but Corinne can see him make quotation mark signs with his fingers when he says Take care. After the trunk closes again there are two or maybe three voices, and then a sound like a car backfiring.
She passes in and out, dreaming not of God but of glasses of water, drinking and drinking again but never quenching her thirst, until she becomes aware that she's drinking real water. She's reclining against the man, who is holding a glass to her again. Time passes, time of cool, sweet water such as she's never known, before she understands she's unbound, and they're in some strange house, and on a bed. He brings her another glass and he murmurs to her while she drinks.
When Corinne is conscious again, and opens her eyes, the man is sitting beside the bed reading. He has a plate with an apple that has been sliced into a continuous spiral, that he feeds to her a little at a time, followed by apple juice so cold it makes her teeth ache. She is still unbound.
He places another sliver of apple to her lips.
Corinne awakens again and finds he is leading her somewhere, to the bath. It is full. Get in, he says. She knows he will push her under and hold her there until her lungs are full of water and her struggles almost stop. Then he will pull her out so she can get some breath and do it again. Rinse and repeat, X used to say. But he doesn't do it. He washes her hair and scrubs her tenderly all over, especially tender over her nipples. It is so gentle she forgets to stay awake, so that he has to speak to her to keep her from sliding under on her own.
She can't keep from swaying while he dries her. Easy does it. Sit here. He puts a thick towel on the toilet. Much better, he says, while combing her hair and using the blow dryer. She nods off again.
Corinne is wearing a plaid, cotton dress. She does not remember dressing. The man is asking if she wants more of something. He gives her juice and a small, turkey-cheese sandwich with lettuce and tomato and pickles. Halfway through eating she finds she has to urinate. When had she last done that? Does she dare ask him? She can hardly get the words out: Please, sir. I need to go to the bathroom.
He smiles at her and says, Call me Daryl.
Yes sir.
He leads her back to the bathroom. Her urine is dark and it burns when she goes.
Then he takes her back to the bedroom. Look over here, he tells her. That's for you. She sees a walk-in closet with a mattress. You'll have to sleep in there awhile. Too many people know about you, and I don't know how much I can trust you yet.
She looks at it, and at him. It has a comforter. He speaks again. You look confused. Ask me some questions.
Corinne is tongue tied, but then it comes out. Do I have to go back to X after you play with me, sir?
It's Daryl.
Yes sir. Will I have to go back to X?
X? Right about now, he's
Daryl looks at a clock.
he's dead.
Later Corinne rests beside Daryl on the bed, only half awake, while he reads through some manila folders. They hold typed pages and photos of men, some of them from the party. Three photos are crossed out in red marker. One of those is X.
On her mattress, Corinne gathers the comforter around herself. She still isn't bound. She curls herself so that she can see the narrow line of light at the bottom of the door. She listens to Daryl move around the room. She tries to remember every aspect of his face, and his voice, and how he smelled, and how his hands felt on her. After the light goes off she falls asleep again, but this time she doesn't dream of water.
End.
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If your name is by chance "George Mathis," I apologize to you in advance. I chose that name for the creep more or less at random.
Consequences
By H. Jekyll
CHAPTER 1: The First Forty-Eight
There is little sex in this chapter, but much conversation.
*****
Eight nights before their confrontation, John and Laura Reynolds had sex.
John got to see Laura naked, his pretty wife whose body he loved because it was a lovely woman's body and because it was Laura's. Not voluptuous but proportioned and soft. Her tummy had never entirely shrunk back after bearing twins, so it was softly rounded, just a little, and therefore--John thought--perfect. Her breasts were neither large nor small, basically (again, he thought) perfect, her milky skin showing soft blue veins, with nipples that were sensitive to touch by fingers or tongue.
But the night's loving was like it had become so often, when it happened at all: lukewarm. Kiss, strip, fondle, stroke. "Why don't you just come inside me, honey?"
John stopped what he'd been about to do next, which would have involved his mouth. Not again. So, I can't smell you anymore? I can't taste you anymore? Laura guided him in and they did it, and when he finished he could tell--once again--that she hadn't come. Along with the absence of everything else there was the lack of that little catch way back in her throat that happened just as she was starting to crest--as much a part of Laura as her fingerprints. It wasn't at all like before, when they'd play with each other's bodies for eons and Laura could get loud. There was that memorable night when she'd cried out so loudly he'd worried a little that she might wake the kids, though he hadn't worried enough to want her to stop. That was then. This was now. They were in the same bedroom, on the same bed, and it was the same them, but it was different. On Thursday Laura appeared content enough and she continued to kiss him and said "I love you, honey," but the sex--well, anyone could tell. It had been over a week, with two refusals, since their previous lovemaking. Then, the next day, her period started.
John was planning to try for sex the next Thursday night. There had been longer droughts. He didn't recall exactly when this new regimen had begun but Laura clearly wanted it less often and wanted it to be finished quicker.
Thursday, though. He'd been thinking, maybe tonight.
*****
You may know families like them. A middle-class couple, moving upward, with a lot of friends and activities. A couple for eight years, two in college, six married. Two kids, twins, just starting pre-school. Everything was good, fine, great. Both working. He'd joined her church while they were dating. She was a believer. He was and he wasn't, but he threw himself into it wholeheartedly because of her. That probably even ratcheted their sex life upward because, according to their church, God intended it and said it was very good. Well. Maybe that made a difference to them and maybe it didn't, but it didn't hurt. Who's to know? Laura was all those hackneyed things to John: his soul mate, his life partner, the love of his life. His sexual delight. And they were happy.
If the sex had fallen off, it was enough to concern him but not enough to truly worry him. Until Thursday, that is. If you count Thursday, this beginning isn't forty-eight hours long but more like three full days.
*****
Thursday, 3:35 p.m.
"Honey? Will you click the link on my Messages? It'll have the presents I found for the kids." These would be for their birthday. Laura was with the children in the living room, whereas John was at the desk in the bedroom, where he could look at the pictures without the kids demanding to see the phone.
Sure. 'Honey' got Laura's phone from her purse on the bed, went to Messages, and clicked the link. There were the toys. The kids would love them. Kyle's dinosaur was green and Kayla's unicorn was pink. But, at the very bottom of the screen was a message from George Mathis. That was curious, so John clicked it and that changed his life.
It had come in that morning: "1 tomorrow, ur house!"
Tomorrow? George? What? It was the latest of a long thread of messages. Laura's to him, from a few hours earlier: "Tomorrow @ 1? My house." From George, yesterday: "friday?" By then John had started to shake.
He checked to make sure Laura wouldn't walk in on him, then went back to the thread. It couldn't be what it seemed, but it was. About a week earlier, amidst other lists of suggested dates and places, George had written the clincher, "prepare 2 b fucked!" and John needn't have read further. He put the phone down and looked out the window and tried to control his breathing. He forgot to keep checking for Laura.
There was more, much more, messages every day or two, all just in the past month. They were having an affair. Laura? With him? Him?! Anything earlier had been deleted. John knew because he checked carefully. What did they say? They set up assignations at John and Laura's house, at George's house, at a hotel. They negotiated times and places, working around everyone's hours and the kids' pickup times and George's wife Margery. Not many were salacious, but there were enough. "i want ur mouth," from George, and "I'll milk you dry!" back from Laura.
John remembered again that Laura was nearby. Yes, he was worried about her finding him reading about her trysts. Jesus, how it goes! He closed the thread and scrolled back to the top of the Messages app and closed it.
He felt queasy and went into the bathroom but couldn't throw up, so he went back out to the bed.
He had an idea to check Laura's phone logs. There, the numbers picked up. John didn't even try to sum up those to and from George since--Oh my God! --September. It was now early March. The math was easy. Half a year. Half a fucking year. 'Fucking' indeed!
After it became clear to him, John sat on the bed, head down, staring at the carpet. Laura? A half year of betrayal? Laura? How could you do that? But no! Of course not! Not Laura. She hadn't of course. Of course she hadn't! This was a practical joke. Sure! Ha-ha! She'd set him up and he'd fallen for it! But he knew it wasn't a joke. John scrolled back up to the most recent call, one from Laura to her mother, and closed the phone app.
He wanted to stop, but there was always more. Check Laura's voicemails! There were not one or two but three explicit ones from George that Laura must have saved because of how thrilling they were. We can list them as to the topic: what he would do to her ass (sodomize it), what he would have her do with her mouth (suck him), and finally what they would do together--dine at "Mirabile Dictu" after a good bed session to build an appetite. What's the date on that one, when they had an entire evening together? It was when I went to Chicago in February. A crappy meeting for me, but she'd gotten a fine meal and a fuck out of it. John remembered her calling him later that night and telling him how much she missed him. So she'd said.
*****
Thursday, 4:52 p.m.
John didn't do anything else until Laura came into the room to ask about the toys. "Oh. Yeah. They seem great. Why don't you order them?" He gave her back her phone. He was careful not to touch her.
"Are you okay? You don't look well."
"I have a little headache. I've taken some Excedrin."
"Oh, my poor baby. Here. Let me massage your scalp. You know that helps." Ultimately, he let her do it. She stood in front of him, her breasts almost touching his head, running her hands through his hair, massaging his head, using her fingernails, and pulling softly on his hair. If he weren't feeling that his world was ending and that he didn't want her to touch him ever again, and if he'd actually had a headache, it would have been terrific. It wasn't his head. It was his stomach and his chest and the strange feelings of both emptiness and something swirling within them. He thanked her after a bit and they went into the living room to watch something on Disney+ with the kids.
What John really wanted to look at was spyware. In a half hour he had changed from being a guy who never once in their relationship had ever considered the possibility that his wife might do something like this, to being a determined investigator hunting down evidence that she had done it and was still doing it.
Finding spyware online was easy enough. There were all kinds of things, small enough or disguised enough to unobtrusively get the job done--the job being to make sure your babies are safe or to catch your mate with another person. He searched on his phone while they watched some kids' show, sitting as far from Laura as possible, and found a local tech store that had devices in stock. He called them from the bathroom and arranged to pick up a video spy-cam in the morning. He'd try it out before buying anything else. It was hidden in a desk lamp. He would put it on the desk across from the bed, and it would be ready for action long before Laura and George were. He could record whatever they did, either continuously or via sound activation, and save decent-quality videos to a microSD card or to the cloud. Or both. He could even watch them in real time, though he didn't think he could stand that.
John certainly wouldn't try for sex now--would he?--and if for some godforsaken reason Laura wanted to initiate it, he'd beg off with the old, housewife's, headache excuse.
For now, he just had to be pleasant. He had to get through dinner and have things to talk about with the children. He had to get in bed with Laura. Under the same covers as her. He had to kiss her goodnight. There was that Prohibition-era quotation: "Lips that touch liquor shall never touch mine." Laura's lips had touched George's cock, apparently often, and they'd touch John's lips that evening. He had to endure a whole set of intimate behaviors while he was living as a hollow man. Well, she had faked it for at least half a year. He could probably fake it for a day.
The very next day John got incontrovertible evidence, from their very own bed, in their very own house.
*****
*****
Friday, 7:15 p.m.
"You're a fucking slut and a whore!"
"No, I'm not! I've never done anything like that before! I'm a good wife who just made a mistake."
Chew on it a bit. She's waiting for some response, for an acknowledgement that it's somehow not as bad as it is, that she's not as bad as she is. Well, drop the insulting words. Drop the sharp voice. Don't retort but talk evenly. Fucking control yourself! All right. Just control yourself. I will. Take a deep breath. I know she's a slut, or a whore, or whatever. And I'm wearing the horns. Just drop the attitude and lay it out calmly. I can do it.
"No." He took a breath. Time to get it said. "You're not a good wife." Another breath. "And it could maybe be a 'mistake' if you fell off the wagon once but vowed to yourself to never repeat it, and you never repeated it. I might accept that."
"Honey, no."
"Don't 'honey' me!" No. Try again. Control! "Don't call me 'honey.' You lost the right to call me that, so use my name. What you did was decide to fuck another man," he emphasized the word 'fuck,' "George Mathis. Repeatedly."
"No."
"At least admit it."
"Don't!"
"Over and over."
"Please."
"Over and over again. Just admit it and we can keep talking. Otherwise, let's stop."
"Please, stop."
"Him instead of me."
They were in the same bedroom, such a peaceful place, a sanctuary with suffused lighting, intended for intimacy, not for fighting. He could prove she'd used it for intimacy with the wrong man, so they were fighting.
"Please, honey. Please. I love you. Can't you let me make it up to you? Please give me another chance."
"How many chances did you have with him? A hundred? Hundreds? There aren't any more chances. You've used them all up."
That was the beginning of the end, or the end of the beginning, or some equally godawful thing, and it came during the confrontation, after he'd watched the video that afternoon, watched it while sitting in his workshop in front of the tiny screen, crying and not knowing what to do next, banging the workbench with his hand so hard that Laura had come out to ask if anything was wrong. "No. I just dropped a can of paint." He'd managed to hold himself together until after the kids were in bed. It's not the whole scene, but you get the gist. It was very, very bad, and it would get so much worse.
*****
*****
What were John's feelings? It was a few weeks later that he laid them out for his therapist. She'd asked him, "I'd like to know more about your feelings toward your wife." He wasn't lying on a couch but sitting on a padded, wooden chair and the therapist was sitting facing him, across a coffee table, on an identical chair. There was a couch, but it was hardly ever used. It mainly told clients--or were they patients?--that it was there if they needed it. Everything was dark wood. There were several large potted plants around the room, some understated paintings, quality wooden paneling, and beautiful bookshelves. It was somewhat old-fashioned, intended to suggest solace, and John needed all the solace he could get. Except for a large desk and the therapist's computer, it could have been a living room.
"Are you kidding? You think I feel different from any other cuck?"
"Cuck?"
"An ex-friend called me that. Some others make little noises, like chickens, when they see me. They think they're being so damned cute and I want to gun them all down. But if my ex-friend had called me a cuckold? I guess I'd have had to accept that."
"Let's just call you a husband who's having to deal with infidelity. Okay? Okay. Now, let's try this. What did you feel about Laura when you first found out about the affair?"
He knew how he'd felt but not how to say it. It was too strong for mere words. He didn't even hate or despise her. It went deeper than that. "I mean," he strung some words together, "she sucked my whole world away." He sighed. "The short version? I wanted to hurt her."
"You mean physically? Batter her, or maybe worse? Kill her?"
"No. I didn't think of killing her. Never. I didn't want her dead. Do most cu- ... husbands? The idea of beating her, though? Yeah. I had that idea. I had it a lot. I almost hit her once, really hard, with my fists, but something stopped me."
"What was the moment?"
It was right after he had told her he knew and had shown her some stills from the video. They were arguing about it. Arguing! He'd thought the video would make everything a slam dunk, but she had fought it. What was there to argue about? In the video Laura and George kiss, strip, and play with each other's bodies, she sucks him, and he licks her, and they finish with straight coitus. Reasonably vanilla stuff. John still has the video. Maybe he's watching it at this moment. Laura-in the-video comes. It's obvious, and she's pretty loud, and there's that little catch in her throat.
John couldn't miss it. He had heard it hundreds of times over the years. Apparently, so had George.
John was furious that she would argue about it at all. "She had no right, damn it!" She'd ultimately implied that the problem was with him, not her. "She said that if it weren't for my fragile male ego, we could get past it. Get past it! Oh God I wanted to kill her."
"Kill her?"
"Yes. I said 'kill.' I didn't really think of her dead, but I wanted to beat her. I don't know where it might have ended if I'd started hitting her. Jesus!"
"What stopped you?"
"I don't know. Something. Maybe my cuck side."
"John..."
"Sorry. It seemed funny to say that. I guess it wasn't. Anyway, I don't know why I didn't do it. Instead, I slammed her about the ego thing."
"How?"
"I told her she knew how fragile it was, and that you don't fuck around with fragile things. Excuse the word. I said 'fuck' because it was a play on words. Then I brought up wine glasses. I'm not sure why. I said anyone could accidentally knock over a glass of wine, and most people have, but you don't toss them across the room. By the time I finished I'd gotten control of the urge to hit her. I don't know if it helped her understood me any better."
"I like the wine glass analogy."
"Thanks. Feel free to use it. Anyway, back to my answer. Mostly I wanted her to hurt emotionally."
"Meaning?"
Sigh.
It was still hard to get the words right, even with the topic narrowed down. He wanted her alone, lonely, sad. More than sad. Depressed. John thought some more. The therapist was patient. Finally, "I wanted her to feel hopeless. That's what I wanted for her. Hopelessness!" He was happy to find a word that worked. "Hopelessness! That it was the end of her world. I wanted her suicidal."
"Is that like what you were going through?"
"Yes. Yes. Just like that. But even worse."
"Dead?"
"No. Not dead. I already said that. But suicidal? Yes. I wanted her to have to live with that feeling."
"John, if you ever feel like you want to hurt yourself, you need to call me right away. Or call 9-1-1."
"It's not like that. I wouldn't. There are my kids. They come before me."
*****
*****
How did that first night end? John kicked Laura out after their confrontation. She left with an overnight bag and nothing else. She'd kept her engagement ring and wedding band, though he'd demanded that she return them. That was about it. What followed was a period full of phone calls and conversations. Later on, there would be a lot more empty time.
*****
Friday, 9:47 p.m.
The first call was from Laura to John. It was quick.
"Don't call me again, you fucking whore!"
He hung up and blocked her number. Almost immediately he got a call from his mother-in-law's number. It was Laura again.
"John. Please let's talk. Please!"
"Go fuck yourself! If you call from this number again, I'm going to block it, too!"
*****
Friday, 9:53 p.m.
Laura did what you'd do next if you were a woman. She called her best friend, Stacey Abramson, who was home, reading in bed while her husband listened to classic rock and played video games in the den. That's what a best friend is for, talking with when you're at your lowest and need a shoulder and some advice. Stacey could tell from the start there was a problem. "What's wrong, Laura?" She asked. "You sound awful."
Could she bring herself to actually tell her best friend she'd an affair and been found out? What about saying she'd had a fight with John and was at her mother's house? Laura tried that. Stacey wondered if, somehow, she'd left the bastard, but when Laura said, "No. Not exactly..." Stacey took her words and put them together with her knowledge that John wasn't a bastard to draw the right conclusion. "He kicked you out?"
"It's complicated." Of course. 'Complicated.' After that, how could Stacey not dig for information as to why John had kicked her out, and when Laura had been silent for a very long time, she'd guess that, too. It became a little cat and mouse game, digging pieces of information out of Laura, bit by bit, and filling in gaps with guesswork.



"It was another man, wasn't it?" All Laura said was "yes," barely even able to say that much, and over a few minutes it cost her a friendship. Stacey could hear Laura sniffling into the phone, but she ignored it. "You cheated? You? On John? Not on John! Oh, dear Lord, Laura!" People liked John, more than he could possibly know.
"I know. I know. I'm in trouble, and I don't know what to do."
Then Laura wouldn't tell Stacey who she was cheating with. The silence became deafening, as they say, crowding out everything until Stacey ended it. "Let me make a wild guess. George Mathis."
"Stacey! Stop it. Please. How did you guess?"
"I have eyes. If it was anyone, it would be him." Then, "So that's what's been going on."
"Don't tell anyone. Please."
"I'm not a snitch. But if I could figure it out, do you think the other girls would have too much trouble? And Marge! How do I keep it from her? And why did you even do it?"
Another silence, but finally, "It's complicated."
"You can't tell me?"
"It's complicated!"
"For how long?" Dead silence. A walk through a graveyard. "How long, Laura?"
"A while."
"Laura! I don't think I know you anymore."
"Please, Stacey. I don't know what to do."
"Well, you could start by getting down on your hands and knees and begging John to take you back! But ... cheating on John? How could you? Oh, my Lord! And you might do some serious praying, too. "
It's what best friends are for, to cut you deeply and then cut you off when all the chips are down.
And now it would spread.
*****
Friday, 10:48 p.m.
It was so late that John thought the next call was Laura again.
"I told you not to ..."
"It's not Laura. It's me."
"Oh. Myra." He calmed himself. "What do you want?"
"Laura's staying with me."
"I figured as much."
"I need some information. I'm walking in the dark."
"Oh? She didn't tell you why she's there?"
"Not any details, which I imagine I won't get for now. She said it was a fight and that it's her fault, and that you two decided she should leave for a while."
"That's partly true. She's at fault. That part's right. But no, we didn't 'decide' anything. I kicked her out."
"Oh. Well. Oh. I see. I see. How long does she have to stay away?"
"Permanently."
"Oh! Well, John, you know I love you. But she's my daughter and I have to stand by her."
"I understand, Myra."
"I know you don't want to see her, but I think you'll have to talk with her about practical things. Things that go with being apart."
"Maybe. Not now though."
*****
Saturday, 9:37 a.m.
The phone rang while John was trying to get the twins settled. They kept asking "Where's Mommy" and he kept trying to buy them off with TV. He turned the volume down and took the phone into the kitchen where he could hear better and know the kids wouldn't hear anything.
"It's hard, John, but I need to know things. Can you fill me in? About how it came about?"
Myra was calling from her bathroom because she didn't want Laura to hear, and the voices on both ends had an echo.
"Ask her. She'll know, now, won't she?"
"She won't talk about it.
"Not even with her own mother?"
"Maybe especially not with me. She just gets teary. And she's been ... crying."
"Well. That makes two of us." She heard him sigh and hoped she wasn't making him cry.
"I'm sorry, John. I hate this, but I'm guessing it's another man. I need to know so I know how to help. Would you, for example, be up to seeing a counselor? A neutral person you could talk to?"
"Is that her idea?"
"It's my idea. I think she'd do it. She'd like to talk with you, I know. But I also know you're not ready to talk to her."
"No, I'm not." They were both silent a moment. Then, because he didn't want to leave her completely hanging, he gave her a sketch. It was an affair. Not just a fling. He was going to file for divorce. John wouldn't tell Myra the details he'd uncovered because "they would be pornographic." His words. But he told her they'd known the man--and his family--for quite a while. "They go to our church."
"Then I must know them too."
"Yes. You do." He wouldn't tell the name.
"I'm sorry. I'll try not to keep digging. That's the sort of thing for a marriage counselor."
"You bring that up, but I've made up my mind."
"A counselor can help you sort things out clearly when you make your final decision. It's your decision. Anyway, a judge may require that you two see one."
"You know all this ... how?"
"Amos and I never told anyone." Myra wasn't sure she should tell him, but knowing things is better than not knowing them. Myra listened to hear if Laura were nearby, then continued. "Years ago, when Laura was a toddler, we had a rough spell ... maybe not all that different from what you two are going through."
"Oh? So, it runs in the family?"
"John!"
"I'm sorry, Myra. I apologize. I'm really sorry. You can tell I'm not handling this very well."
"Just so you know, in our case I wasn't the one."
"Oh." A pause. "I'm sorry. Amos cheated."
"With a supposed friend. I was going to divorce him."
"You two always seemed so ... good together."
"We were. We had a good marriage afterwards."
Amos had shattered her heart, but she'd wanted to forgive him and the counselor had helped her find a way forward. It had helped that Amos was so abject and so willing to do anything he could to make it up to her and to try to win her back. At one point Myra had even thought of him as being like a little puppy dog. Don't ask. Anyway, she forgave him. But forgiving versus forgetting. Yeah. It was about two years before she could, as she told John, drawing a breath and using an old-fashioned phrase, "Before I could completely give myself to him again."
"I'm sorry. And I appreciate your telling me. I'll consider the counselor. And I guess Laura and I do need to actually talk."
*****
Saturday, 6:56 p.m.
Talking with his mother-in-law was easy. Talking with his wife? Jesus H. Christ!
They met in an old coffee shop, a well-kept relic they'd first eaten at way back in college, when they were dating, then off and on again after they married. It had been old even back then, with dark, oak booths, red-and-white checkerboard tablecloths, brass coat racks and lazy ceiling fans. It was kind of an 'our' place, at least until Saturday night. Laura arrived first and took a booth that let her look out over the hedge plants, to the sidewalk. She wanted to be able to see John come up from the parking lot, to see how he looked when he didn't know she was watching him. To see if he looked hateful. He didn't, He looked calm, even bland. Laura couldn't know how hard he was working to control himself.
He came in and sat. Laura said 'hello' and John nodded to her, and while they waited to order, Laura asked:
"Do you remember the first time we came here?"
John replied, "Sure," in the flattest tone he could manage.
Then they were silent until they got their menus.
The conversation? Laura wanted to apologize and tell John how much she loved him. Pretty familiar lines, stuff straight from the "So Now You've Gotten Caught" handbook. But John wanted none of it. He also told her he wouldn't talk about 'it,' not precisely. He thought he'd blow up if they did. He didn't want to touch, didn't want to sit close to her, no closer than was needed to communicate without announcing to all the waitstaff and other customers what they were saying. Didn't want to look at her. Didn't want to notice how carefully she'd dressed and done her make-up; nor the perfume she wore.
Is that how you dolled up for him? Don't say it. If you say it, you'll just yell and not get anything accomplished. It made him think of the other guy and wonder if they were still doing it. Keep fucking her. I'm certainly not. If so, he figured they'd be extra careful. John was pretty sure the guy's family didn't know, and while he'd love to burn him, he couldn't yet bring himself to lay all that on the wife and kids. He could wait. If he went that route, he had all the evidence he needed. Every war has collateral damage and John was as torn about that as he was about so many things. His and Laura's own children were already suffering without their mother. Yours and mine. We fucked, or we made love, and you seemed to like it--to love it--and we produced them, and then you did what you did. You fooled me completely. How could you do that to--them?
*****
Laura ordered a Cobb salad while they waited to talk, and John ordered his college favorites: cheeseburger, fries, and a milkshake. He worked hard to keep his voice level, and almost his first words after telling her they should avoid 'it' were, "It would be good for the kids to see you regularly. Maybe pick them up tomorrow. Even keep them overnight."
That's not what Laura expected. What did she expect? Insults and demands for details and more insults. Maybe he would scream at her in front of everyone. Not this. Maybe he's not as emotional about it as I thought. His eyes should have warned her otherwise before she tried to bargain upwards a little.
"Can I come home? Where I could be with them every day?"
"No. I don't want you in my house."
"It's our house."
And that pretty much ended their first meeting. "Don't you dare ever come to the house!" Then he threw some money on the table to cover his tab and walked out. He managed not to yell.
Laura picked at her salad a little, then paid and left, dabbing her eyes with a napkin.
*****
Sunday, 9:40 a.m.
Myra became their go-between, their back-channel negotiator. Laura couldn't call John and she was afraid to go to the house. John wouldn't come to her. She finally told her mother a little about what had happened--more than John had revealed--and asked if she would talk with him.
But Myra! She wanted to slap Laura, to kick her out herself. My own daughter! Yes, an affair. She already knew that, but that long? With him? She wouldn't talk with Laura the rest of the day. Poor John, she thought. And my poor grandchildren. And those other poor children. And poor Marge. They were all innocent, but their worlds would be torn apart.
Myra skipped church and did chores to keep herself busy throughout the day, so she didn't have to deal with Laura, who lay flat on her back on her bed much of the day, staring at the ceiling. Late that afternoon Myra went to Kroger, where she saw Marge across the way and turned up an aisle so they wouldn't have to meet. Her heart was pounding and she was breathless. I can't avoid her forever. She left without buying anything and drove directly to John and Laura's house.
*****
Sunday, 5:12 p.m.
Myra talked with John in the living room, on the couch in front of the picture window. She did it right in front of Kayla and Kyle who were too innocent to understand any of it.
She dealt with practicalities. There were any number of them and they were complicated, especially the financial ones. The accountant's portion of the fee was part of what made divorces expensive. John's and Laura's finances were almost all jointly held, of course, including the house, including the mortgage payments. Laura kept the checkbook in her purse, though it wasn't used much. They shared their credit cards. What to do with them? Both their paychecks were automatically deposited to their joint checking account and major recurring bills were automatically deducted. They had a joint savings account and a joint investment account--mutual funds and IRAs. Their medical insurance was a family plan through Laura's employer. What was separate? Well, retirement and social security. They each had a little individual checking account for buying each other surprises--or a spy-cam. Anything else? Laura actually was listed as the owner of John's car, and he of hers. It was a long story. The twins were jointly theirs of course. What to do with Kayla and Kyle, King Solomon? Well, people screw up their kids' lives every day. Why be any different? And, if Laura was going to be gone--long term--there were things she needed to have with her. They should make a list.
John should call around to find a good attorney. "Right now!" as the guy on the TV ads said. Myra would tell Laura the same thing soon enough.
Myra mentioned marriage counseling again. When John got huffy she raised her hand. Stop. "John, you think I'm trying to get you two back together. I'm not. I know that's not likely. Not impossible, but ... anyway. It's worse than what Amos and I went through." At least, she thought, he wasn't my daughter! "I just think it would help you to talk with an outsider, someone who deals with this kind of thing professionally. It might help Laura too, not that she's your problem."
"I said I'd consider it. That still goes."
"And you two do need to meet again. Maybe with a third person present. A professional. Someone who can keep things on track."
"What about you?" John was getting ever more impressed with his mother-in-law.
"Not me. I'm not impartial. I lean too far to your side."
When she left, she took the kids over to her house, where they could see their mother.
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Consequences
By H. Jekyll
CHAPTER 2: Therapy
There's just a little sex in this chapter.
*****
The woman called herself a therapist. A marriage and family counselor. John got three recommendations from his attorney and Myra took their files to Laura, who chose one. They got an appointment almost right away. Each of them had a session with the therapist, followed by a joint meeting. She would compare accounts, get clarification, and give them assignments.
And the first meeting wasn't so bad. The time was spent laying out the who--when--what--where--how details of the situation, to get the basic facts straight.
"Your wife, Laura, had an affair with another man." Another man? Oh, yeah. I guess it could have been a woman. She was brusque. "When did you find out about it?"
"Two weeks ago. Two weeks ago, today."
"Do you know how long it lasted?"
"About six months."
"How did you come to know about it?"
He gave her the cell-phone story, ending with "The stupid bitch!"
"John, please. Insults and diatribes just wind you up. I understand your emotions but go slowly and go over things as factually as possible. If you feel like it's too much, stop for a moment."
He apologized. He was embarrassed to have exploded, but crap, that thread!
"Did you have any suspicion, before that?"
"No. It was out of the blue." There had been 'suspicions,' little ones that he'd dismissed as stupid. For Christ's sake, this was Laura he was thinking about! Yes, she'd seemed distant. Sex had fallen off, both in frequency and intensity. She'd been getting home late from work and taking awfully long to shop on Saturdays. They'd been short with each other. If you browse for 'affair red flags,' those are among the things that pop up. But, as everyone knows, all marriages go through phases. That's what he'd told himself. Afterwards he claimed an honorary title: "I was the village idiot." A lot of people miss signs, probably about as many as see signs that don't actually exist. There's a fine sign line, he rhymed to himself in a Dr. Seuss moment. Anyway, "If she hadn't been so dumb about it, I still might not know."
"And then?"
"I'd read about people getting digital devices to spy on their spouses." He told her that story, and how the evidence became absolute.
"And you confronted her?"
"She tried to deny it. I showed her the evidence. She said she was sorry and that she loved me and so forth ..." John stopped and breathed through his mouth and the therapist let him alone. "Anyway. Blah, blah, blah. What could she say? All the usual things, I guess. She didn't love him. It was only sex. Only! Probably the worst was that she'd never intended to hurt me. Well of course she'd never intended to hurt me! She'd never intended to get caught! If she'd intended to, she'd have made it a lot easier to catch her! Shit! Then she got her back up. It got pretty intense. Anyway, I kicked her out."
Then he'd gone back into their bedroom and remade the bed.
They hadn't talked, not since that ill-fated coffee shop meeting.
"And I understand you're planning to divorce her?"
"Who could stay married to the slut after that? I'm sorry. Yes. I've filed for divorce on the grounds of adultery. I know it's a no-fault state, but I want to make it official. She's going to contest it. I think she thinks that if we drag this out I'll ... oh ... I'll 'come to my senses.'" He used air quotes.
"Why are you seeing me?"
"My mother-in-law, Myra. She's a thoughtful person. Anyway, she says this can give me ... give us both ... better clarity."
*****
"What would you would like to get from the therapy, Laura?"
"I want ... I don't know. I want to understand it. To understand me. And I want to be able to help John. I don't know. Everything." She shifted around on the padded, wooden chair.
"And your marriage?"
Laura had told herself she wouldn't cry, but it happened again. The therapist handed her a box of tissues. "I don't want a divorce, but John's mind seems made up. At least from what Mom says. I want to try to fix things, but I don't know how."
"The affair is important. It brought you ... and John ... here. But it's not the entire story. I'd like some background before the affair, and the circumstances that led to it."
"You mean besides the sex?"
Laura came right to the point, didn't she? Well, the therapist had her go back to the beginning, or the pre-beginning. They'd been flirting, bantering and trading bon mots--oh, just call it all 'flirting'--off and on for more than a year, at both large and small social gatherings, barbeques, potlucks, non-profit work, church dinners. Here and there. It was all innocent. Playful. No one was planning anything. It was 'just' playful. Sure, but Laura had fantasized about sex with George. Just a little. What would he be like? What would he want to do? A lot of people do that but don't carry anything out, right? Maybe most people do. Who knows? We can't know what George had been thinking, not anymore, but no matter. They'd been in each other's houses. Laura and Marge had traded recipes.
'It' itself blossomed the way so many do, with them flirting while alone and free from prying eyes and ears, the bon mots escalating, ever more that lovely tension growing as they faced each other and talked, each feeling it more in the chest than anywhere else, and finally the touch and the kiss. It was innocent until it wasn't.
The touch? They were standing close, too close, and he held his arm toward her as you might to make a point, a little closer, then a little further back, then a little closer, and she watched it only from the corner of her eye while she talked. Finally, he simply touched her cheek and held his hand there and she went silent.
The kiss? He took the half step between them and leaned forward and they did it, still silently, going directly from mere lips to tongues without a clear separation point. He pulled her to him with the one hand and moved his other hand from cheek to breast. There was no "stop," or "we can't do this," or any such thing, no words of any kind at this point, no fakery where 'no' means 'yes.' She reached her hands up to his shoulders while he moved his breast-hand down her belly to her pudendum and caressed her there, up and down. Ah, but her skirt and panties made her smooth and silky. She breathed faster into the kiss. He used his waist-hand to pull one of hers down from his shoulder to his dick, nice and big and straining for her, and after he pressed her hand hard, she, too, began caressing, up and down.
It was so easy and so quick.
It was harder to sex than to seduce because there was no bed. But--happily!--there was an armchair, so once they were both naked she knelt on it, facing the back, and he stood behind her and did it. What a first time! It was tawdry as all hell but she'd never done it like that, so the thrill of adultery was multiplied. They set up their second time before they even dressed.
The only real problem was that John wanted to make love that night and Laura was done for the day. That became a continuing problem.
Did either of them think of marriage or family or other considerations? Actually yes, not so much in the heat of the moment, the action itself lasting less than half an hour, but yes. Obviously not nearly enough.
*****
"Tell me about your home life. Before the affair."
What to tell? There weren't any major problems. Any major problems. Any more than a typical marriage can and will have. It is easy to skip though. Laura wasn't mad at John or sick of the marriage. She was a little bored with it and felt that John neglected her, and their sex had become same-old, same-old, so there was that. And with two small children she was tired a lot, as was John, which led them to being snippy toward each other. George was someone she wasn't being snippy with, who wasn't being snippy with her. Still, those things infect any number of marriages that don't face this. Laura didn't understand the beginning and hoped the therapist could help her. She did recognize that the thing had a long gestation, not exactly as easy and quick as all that but more like Hemingway's account of how a family went bankrupt: gradually and then suddenly.
*****
"Did you have other feelings for George ... let's call him your paramour?"
"I did. I guess you would call it a crush. Long before the affair. It was just a little fantasy. I never thought anything would ever happen ... really, nothing ... but yes, I did. Then ... once the sex started ... it took over. Other than that, we didn't do much of anything. We managed to arrange two dinners out. Two. And we took a few walks. We went to a movie. We talked. Really, that was about it."
The therapist chuckled. "That sounds like home life."
"Yes." Laura scoffed. "Well, we talked about different things than John and I did, and he found me more interesting. John wouldn't usually listen to me, not really. And John and I never seemed to do things together anymore, like have date nights or take little out-of-town trips, just the two of us. But the sex. There was more of it, and it was, well, different. More exciting. I think ... I thought about it a lot, even before we were caught. I think because it was someone new ... and different. His body ..."
"His body?"
"It was just different. And the sex was dangerous. We almost got caught a couple of times. And I explored some things."
"But your sex with John diminished."
A sigh. "Yes. Maybe cut in half? Yes."
"Did that affect your home life?"
"I couldn't tell. John didn't let on if he was ... unhappy. I knew he was disappointed because I said 'no' more often. But I couldn't tell. Maybe I didn't want to know."
"And 'exploring'?"
Laura surprised herself by being able to talk about that. It wasn't dramatic, not in the realm of things that many people do, but it was new to her. The therapist found it pretty mundane. It certainly would be, for a person whose profession brought her into contact with a surprising number of people who engaged in truly perverse sexual variations, some of which she and her partner later tried out--though we're not going to get into that.
Laura talked about the big one, oral sex. "I'd never done it, not all the way. John asked me when we were dating but I wouldn't. The idea seemed disgusting, and I thought I couldn't." Ah, but that was before George! In the early days of the affair everything was blisteringly hot, so when George told her--not asked her but told her--to do it, she agreed to try. She found that she could. And then, "I started to like it, the whole experience and how he responded."
"Was that a regular part of your encounters?"
"Sometimes. I mean there was a lot of oral pleasuring, but all the way, swallowing, wasn't that often, less than half the time." Did Laura find herself getting aroused at the memories of it? Here? In front of the therapist? Stop it! Focus!
The therapist, on her part, never changed her expression.
"And that was what was ..." she looked at her notes, "... 'exploring'?"
"That and my rear."
"Oh? Did that develop the same way as oral?"
"Pretty much. Do I have to talk about John and me?"
"Not it you don't want to."
"Well, John would put a finger in me there, sometimes. But there was nothing beyond that."
"And you liked it? With John?
"I can't say that I liked it. But I didn't dislike it. And I liked that he wanted to play with me."
"And with your paramour?"
"The same. One day he just told me we were going to do it. I was afraid it would hurt, and it did some, but it was his penis, so it was ... exciting." The idea that he spurted into her back there was almost overwhelming.
"Was that a regular part of your encounters?"
"No. Just a few times. Everything else was just, you know, normal sex."
So, Laura's sexual repertoire had expanded from top to bottom, pun intended. One might include the use of that chair, an experience she didn't share with the therapist, which the couple later repeated in George's living room using Marge's favorite rocker, which, as one might suppose, required somewhat different postures and actions. There may have been other wrinkles as well, but as she'd told the therapist it was mostly "you know, normal sex." There doesn't appear to have been anything at all kinkier or more outré. With those few wrinkles and a forbidden lover, she experienced six months of exquisite delight.
The oral and anal sex reminded the therapist of some information her mother had once shared about a close neighbor, whose husband apparently had required her to engage in sex that "isn't Biblical." Ah, Mom! If only you knew! It's possible the supposed sex was outside of what was allowable according to her mother's church, but the phrase was interestingly vague, and she certainly wasn't going to judge. Talk with a theologian about that. She'd had so many clients who practiced both those things that they certainly seemed well within the range of "you know, normal sex." But for Laura they were electrifying.
"Are you still seeing him?"
"No. I sent him a text to explain that I couldn't see him anymore. He answered that maybe, after things settled down a little, we could get back together. I told him 'no'. If there's any chance at all ..." She stopped and took several breaths and dabbed her eyes "... to save our marriage I want to try."
"Does his wife know?"
"I don't think so."
There was another thing, really the main thing for Laura: "Do you think there's any chance for us? For our marriage?" It was a question the therapist hated, but that she was asked all the time. She sometimes questioned herself about it. Sure, she only talked with those who actually came to sessions, but she still wondered: If you liked being with him so much more than with your husband, why are you so desperate to go back? But most of them did, or said they did, both women and men. Anyway, she couldn't give an all-or-nothing answer, and sometimes she was surprised at how things turned out, so she took refuge in the basic statistics.
"Divorce rates are higher when the wife had the affair, Laura. And higher where it is discovered by the non-involved partner, rather than being confessed. And higher still for longer-term affairs. So, there are some real problems." Problems of Laura's own making. "I can't give you an absolute number."
"Something? Some estimate? Anything?" The therapist handed Laura the box of tissues again.
"Just statistically, there's maybe a ten percent chance of maintaining the marriage. Maybe less." Laura began using the tissues.
There was another thing.
"If you and John were to reconcile, have you thought about how this would affect your sex together?"
"I don't know. I just don't know. I'd like to try to reconnect with John. Maybe we could explore together? I just don't know."
"That's an important issue."
*****
*****
It was time for the church-women's food-drive meeting but Laura didn't get the call. She found out about it the day after. She called Stacey Abramson to check on it, but Stacey wasn't answering, and the call went to voice mail. Laura texted but got no reply. She tried calling again and Stacey's phone rang a single time and went to voicemail. She's blocked me! She tried another friend, who apologized. Someone had dropped the ball, but she'd be sure to let Laura know of the next meeting. Laura actually got that notification, but at the meeting several women mostly talked around her, awkwardly, and Stacey ignored her. Later Laura texted Stacey: "Please can we talk?" But Stacey didn't reply. She's ghosting me!
It turned out Stacey wasn't the only one.
*****
*****
The twins were unhappy and acting out, and John didn't know what to do with them. They were delighted when they got to go to Grammy's house to see Mommy, and they didn't want to come home afterwards. They were impossible around the house. They cried at bedtime, they cried for Mommy during the day, they woke crying in the middle of the night. They fought, they wouldn't eat what they were served, and they didn't want to go to pre-school. The cure would be Mommy.
It came up at the end of the first session, when the therapist brought John and Laura together. They sat facing each other and the therapist brought her desk chair around in front of the desk. She'd already gone over the basics with them, the sort of thing every marriage counselor has gone through innumerable times, when John brought up the children. He had an idea and wanted the therapist's thoughts.
"It's affecting the kids. It might help them if she were in the house." Laura looked up at him and her eyes grew large with hope and she began nodding before he was finished. "I'm not sure. I think we can control ourselves in front of them. I don't know if she should use the spare bedroom, or if that would tell them too much."
"Oh yes, John! Thank you! Yes. Oh, I love you so much!"
"Stop it! Nothing has changed. It's up to you. Yes or no?"
The therapist stepped in at that point. Yes, having Laura in the house could be useful. If! An enormous if. If the two of them could manage to be civil in front of the children. A lot of couples couldn't do that, so they should consider the negatives. They might, as the therapist put it, have a short-term "trial non-separation." Neither of them thought the term was funny.
Laura was stricken by the way John had cringed when she had said she loved him. It made her want to hug him and comfort him. She would have in other circumstances. Other ones. Other? Can we ever have other circumstances?
In any event, they agreed to the trial non-separation.
*****
Of course, the kids were ecstatic to have Mommy back home. That evening Laura made dinner and they ate together in the dining room. John and Laura both talked to the kids, but John wouldn't speak with Laura except to ask for the salt or a napkin or some such thing. They all watched a Disney+ movie together, Mommy on the couch with the kids and John on the love seat. They put the kids to bed together. Not exactly together. They each separately put a child to bed, then they changed places to tuck them in and read bedtime stories.
They themselves got ready for bed separately. They would sleep in the same bed for appearances' sake, but Laura got ready for bed first and John stayed out until she was in bed reading. Or pretending to read. He came to bed and pretended to read until it was time to turn out the lights, whereupon they each lay on their respective edges, their backs toward each other.
After a few moments that first night, Laura spoke into the dark, "John? Thank you for letting me come home."
"Sure."
*****
Follow a week or so of this. They were able to be less stilted around each other. Laura tried to start conversations more often, and John would answer her, more or less. More less than more, but it was something. He even smiled at her in front of the children, and one evening they all did a 'group hug,' which made her hopeful. There wasn't much progress with the therapist.
One night after they went to bed Laura reached over and touched John's shoulder. He turned to look at her and patted her hand. He didn't know why he did it. She rose and leaned over him and kissed him and they began kissing and touching each other all over. Out of the blue both of them wanted sex. No, it wasn't out of the blue, except as an overwhelming desire. They stripped, and after several moments she lay on her back and he entered her and they did it, not love-making but not a hate fuck either, just something they both missed and couldn't resist.
Though it didn't matter what you might call it. John couldn't come. He couldn't even stay very hard. He worked and worked at it and was sure Laura had managed to grab some kind of pleasure, but it simply wasn't going to happen for him, so he faked it. Unfortunately, Laura knew how men's bodies responded when that really happened.



"You didn't come."
"Sure, I did."
"No. Here. Let me do this."
She leaned down and took John's semi-erection into her mouth and started sucking. That was important because, as we know, Laura didn't suck. She hadn't ever, not on John anyway. That's just for that fucker George! He pushed her away.
"I don't need pity sex!"
He went into the bathroom and slammed the door and stood in front of the mirror, staring at himself. God damned cuck! God damned cuck!
When he finally came out, Laura seemed to be asleep, so he got onto his side of the bed very quietly, but he could soon feel the vibrations and knew she was crying, trying to be still about it but not completely able to stifle herself. He lay there and watched her shoulder tremble and felt sorry for her. He almost tried to comfort her, she who had done things with her lover so many times, and with himself never. He did nothing and was finally able to fall asleep.
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Consequences
By H. Jekyll
CHAPTER 3: Worse than Death
There's a little sex in this chapter.
*****
"What are your feelings about Laura now?" They were in the third week.
His eyes got wet and he breathed through his mouth. He'd sworn to himself that he'd stay dry-eyed no matter what. He couldn't bring himself to say anything at all but the therapist waited him out again.
"Now. Oh, fuck. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say that."
"It's okay. But now ...?"
"Now. It's worse than before. I don't know. I hate her and I don't. It's almost funny. I know she's sad. I think she's always sad now. She's filled with guilt. She even hides from friends. And I know she'd like us to be back together permanently. It's not what I want."
"Which one?"
"Her being sad. Sometimes I wish she weren't so sad, so guilty. She deserves it, but even so ... you know?"
"What about being back together? Permanently?"
He sighed again and sat a moment, looking around the room. He stared at a potted plant.
"That's what I'd want in a perfect world. To be really back together. But that's not going to happen."
"Because?"
"It couldn't ever work. She'd have to love me and I'd have to trust her, and she'd have to ..." He tried to think of a phrase that wouldn't be loaded. "She'd have to want me sexually."
"You think she doesn't love you."
"I think she does love me, actually. Maybe surprisingly. But the sex? She made a choice about that, and I wasn't in it."
"You think that's gone forever?"
"We actually tried, a few days ago. It wasn't planned but it happened, and it completely cratered. Anyway, if we had sex it would be out of obligation. You can choose what you do, but you can't choose what you want."
"And the trust?"
"How could I ever trust her? Six months! Six goddamn months she's doing him and pulling the wool over my eyes. Six months..." John's voice trailed off. The therapist let the silence cool him down.
"Do you want her?"
"I guess I have mixed feelings. Is that normal?"
"Yes. It is. Frankly, if you didn't you probably wouldn't be here unless a judge ordered it. What about love? You say you think she loves you. Do you love her?"
"Sure."
"'Sure'?"
"It's tough. You ask if I love her. Do I love her? I ask myself that. I can say this much: I haven't gotten over her. I can swear to that!"
"And your mixed emotions?"
"That's another thing. Maybe I shouldn't tell you. She'd have to pay for it. I mean, really pay for it."
"You don't think she's paying for it?"
"Just feeling remorse since she's been caught? Shit!"
"But you don't want her to be sad."
"Sometimes I do. Hopelessness. There you have it. My stew of emotions."
*****
They barely coexisted after the sex incident, even around the kids. John stopped talking to Laura again, almost completely, and he was careful not to touch her ever. But the larger world was about to fall on them, and it came via Myra, who brought it into their house.
"I bumped into Marge again," she told them. "I can't act normal around her. And people are asking what's going on with you two. How many friends have each of you confided in?" She waited. "Yes. That's what I thought. She's going to find out, and she'll be the last one to know. You have to tell her."
"Maybe she already knows," said Laura.
"Maybe, but it doesn't matter. She'll know her so-called friends were hiding it from her. You have to let her know!"
"I can't do that..."
John cut in. "Yes we can. But it shouldn't come from us. We need to give George a chance to tell her first. I think we owe her that much, to hear it from him."
Laura couldn't stand it. No! She thought. "I can't tell him that!"
"How can you not?" It was Myra, who stared hard at her daughter and didn't say anything else.
John looked at each of them and said, "I'll do it. On speaker phone, so we can all hear it. I'll give him the chance to tell her and, maybe, three days to do it. Then we go to their house. Together."
Laura looked like she was going to break.
*****
"Hello, George? It's John Reynolds. Don't say anything until I'm finished. We're telling Marge about the affair."
"My God, John! Don't do that! It'll kill her!" He sounded strange on speakerphone.
"You can tell her first. It's your call, but she's going to know."
"I can't."
"Look. Consider this a courtesy call. You have three days. If you don't tell her first, we're breaking it to her, Laura and I together." He stared at Laura with that last part.
"I can't! Do you hate me that much? Have you told Laura you're planning this?"
"She's right here. Tell him, Laura." He held the phone to her.
She had a hard time saying it. "I'm ... here, George. We're going ... to do it."
John pulled the phone back and repeated himself. "You have three days. We're not the only ones who are going to go through this."
"Give me more time. Please!"
"Three days!" John punched the end-call button.
*****
The messaging began late Saturday morning. Their entire little community was passing it around: calls, texts, emails.
George Mathis had shot himself.
Laura went "Oh God. Oh God. Oh God," when she heard. She staggered back to a chair and almost fell, holding the phone to her ear and finally managing to sit while a friend from church told her the full news. She was shaking her head, back and forth, again, again. "No, no, no, no, no."
John came downstairs still reading his text messages, one hand holding the phone, the other holding the banister. He stopped on the landing and read it again, then read the next text. When he saw Laura, he walked carefully down the last of the stairs and over to her. She was still shaking her head, looking like she didn't believe it. She looked up at him and held a hand over her mouth. She began shaking her head back and forth, again, again, again. No, no, no, no! She couldn't stop herself. Maybe she didn't even know she was doing it. John didn't know what to think. He sat beside her and didn't say anything.
Nothing else--nothing substantive--came from the community. Sure, reams of speculation but few facts. No one who was talking knew anything, really, except that George Mathis had put his pistol to his temple and pulled the trigger and was dead.
*****
When she didn't have chores, Laura stayed alone in the bedroom, even staying away from the twins as much as she could, sitting at the window and looking out over the neighboring yards and houses to the wooded hills across the way.
John came to her Sunday afternoon. He stood behind her and put both hands gently on her shoulders and leaned down.
"I want you to promise me something."
She barely looked up. "What?"
"I want you to promise that you'll never try to hurt yourself."
She put her face down in her hands and moaned.
"Promise me. Please. Do it."
"Okay. Okay. I promise. I do." She reached a hand up to her shoulder and lay it on his. They were silent. Both of them looked out the window to the distant woods.
"I keep wondering what I'd do. What if it were me and I had to tell you?" They both thought about that. Laura leaned her head on her hand, the one on his hand, the one on her shoulder, feeling the warmth, that lost emotional warmth.
"You ... wouldn't try to hurt yourself, would you?"
"I don't think so. I just wonder how I'd do it ... tell you. I don't know how I could." After another moment, "I didn't know he was so weak." Laura stiffened and leaned away from him and the entire scene changed, but he didn't notice at first, so fully was he wrapped in his thoughts of how he'd tell Laura if he'd cheated on her. He'd never once thought about it, not because there hadn't been temptations, and not because it would be utterly impossible for him to cheat on Laura, but because he never had. "It never crossed my mind that he'd take the easy way out."
Oh no. Laura rose and turned toward him angrily. "Well, I imagine you're pretty happy about that, aren't you? Fucking George Mathis is dead! Isn't that just wonderful! Your big competition is out of the way!"
John slapped her. He'd never hit her, never, he wouldn't, he never thought he could, but he slapped her hard, and while she stepped back and held her hand to her cheek, her eyes wide and her mouth open, he stepped back too and looked first at his hand, then at her, and said, "I'm not glad he's dead. I'm not glad he killed himself. I'm not fucking glad about any of this." Then, "If you want the truth, I wish he were still alive so he could suffer like I do!" At that he turned and left the room.
They stopped speaking to each other.
*****
At work, Laura struggled to focus on the job and tried to stay away from the gossip about Mathis and his wife. In a small city a handful of topics can dominate. People who don't even know those involved help pass them on because it's interesting and life can be dull. There were several lines of gossip, not all of which focused on sex, but the sex ones seemed the most popular. Maybe Marge had had an affair and George just found out. Or maybe it was George, and he couldn't face her. Laura left the room whenever anyone started up. She spent a lot of time in the restroom.
*****
George's visitation. The fact is they had to attend. Laura almost backed out and her first words to John since he slapped her were "I can't go in. I can't see him ... or her." But they had to go. It would be unspeakably cold not to, and with the rumors of an affair swirling, attention would surely focus on them if they didn't show. So, they went.
It was in a nice funeral home, a converted old church, lovely and bright inside, as cheerful a place as it could be given its function. There was a line of people waiting to offer Marge their condolences--friends, other parents of young children, people from each of their jobs, neighbors, folks from their church, family who'd come into town. People made small talk while waiting. Something that made this different from most visitations was George's head wound. It was so gruesome that there had to be a closed casket. There was another difference. It was what happened when John and Laura got to the head of the line.
The moment Marge saw Laura she stood up and lunged at her. "What are you doing here? How dare you come here! Get out, you slut! Get out! Get out!" She'd have gone for Laura if John hadn't stood between them. Laura hurried out of the chapel and Marge deflated. Just like that. She told John, in a suddenly softened voice, "I'm sorry for you, John." Everyone was staring and whispering.
"Can we talk? Some other time?"
"Yes." She said it quietly. "I'd like that." But she wasn't through. She shouted again, jabbing her index finger toward Laura, who was trying to look dignified as she hurried out, "But! Not! With! Her!"
*****
He found Laura leaning against the car, broken down, hyperventilating. "I wish I were dead! I wish I were dead! I killed him! I killed us! I've ruined everything!" He'd been wondering if she might have gone away somewhere to hide. She began to sway, and he grabbed her.
"Stop it, Laura! Stop it! Stop it!" She was crying onto his suit jacket. "You're responsible for what you did. You're not responsible for what he did. He put this on you. It's not your fault! Just stop it!"
Two couples walked by, gazing at them, not talking. John stared at them until they looked away. One of the men was slower to turn than the others. He put a hand over his heart before continuing on. "Stop it, Laura. We'll figure it out somehow." Laura swayed again. She almost went down but he pulled her closer to him, and they held each other until she could manage to stand on her own. "Hold your breath, Breathe slowly. Hold it again." He had to hold her up. Other people walked by, also looking at them, some not even trying to be discreet, but John ignored them. "Okay. Okay," he sighed. He touched her hair with his lips until he realized what he was doing and turned his face away. Finally, they got into the car and drove home.
*****
By Tuesday night everybody knew.
*****
Laura wouldn't get out of bed Wednesday until John tore her covers off. He felt he had to take charge.
"Get up! You're going to work."
"I can't."
"What you can't do is hide in here. So, get dressed. This is our first day of living it down. It'll be the worst one for both of us." He didn't actually know if that was true. "You're going to go in with your head high. Don't slink. Don't let them make you talk about it. Just tell them you won't. Do your job. And Laura," he grabbed her wrists and pulled her up, "remember, George's death wasn't your fault."
*****
Frankly, it could have been worse.
At first no one would look at her. Even that wasn't as bad as she felt it was. Not everyone really knew her or knew the situation, and they mostly went about their regular days. They found out soon enough, though, after which they'd glance at her and hurry past. Most who knew the situation tried not to look at her or talk to her--the invisible woman, brightly illuminated under the microscope--so there was precious little of trying to get her to talk about anything at all.
Someone patted her on the shoulder. It was a woman Laura didn't know very well, from Accounts Receivable, Betty something. Betty Lang. "Hang in there, Laura," she said. "It'll get better. Trust me. And if you need to talk with someone who's lived through this, you know where my office is." No, Laura didn't know, but she could find it. Betty squeezed Laura's arm and said "Stay strong," and then walked on. What was there about her past? Laura didn't know. She watched her walk away, then found she was hyperventilating again and had to put her head down on her arms. When she looked up, everyone was busy focusing away from her.
About midday, Laura's manager called her into his office. He was a chunky guy who reminded her of Jason Alexander.
"Take a seat." Laura slumped into one.
"Is this where you tell me I'm fired?"
He jerked his head up and his eyes widened.
"Not a chance! Laura, we all know you're going through a bad time. But you haven't violated any company rules. You're a good worker and you still have friends here. If you need a few personal days off, we can arrange it. Take what you need. If you think you need a new job, well ... I'd put in a good recommendation. But that would be your decision. Certainly not mine."
At that Laura broke down right in front of her manager. She'd have tried to say "That's the nicest thing anyone's ever said to me" if she could have, but it was out of the question. He hurried over and shut his office door--something the company lawyers said he should never do when alone with a woman employee, especially one who was emotional--and brought her a box of tissues. She was going to put the tissue manufacturers' kids through college. When she was finished, he brought in his executive secretary. "Laura needs to leave early today and may need a few personal days. Will you get the paperwork for ..." he looked to Laura, "... three days?" Laura nodded. "Three personal days. Laura, I look forward to seeing you back at your desk next week."
So, yes, it could have been much worse. She had thought people would be more overtly hateful, like Marge, but that came mainly online--nasty texts and emails and especially social media posts, some from people she had considered good friends, some from members of her church, calling her a slut and a whore and a murderer, threatening her, hoping she'd rot in hell. Stacey Abramson posted everywhere, and all her posts said something like, "This is what happens when a Jezebel betrays her family and friends!" Laura read everything. She didn't answer anything. She sat and read.
*****
*****
"I would have divorced him."
Except for a large stack of papers, cards, and envelopes on an end table, Margery Mathis' living room was exceptionally tidy. A set of friends had cleaned her house to help her deal with George's death. Marge wondered if any of them had known about the affair all along, but she didn't ask.
She sat in a large, overstuffed chair, her legs curled under her, a small comforter over her lap. She herself was small, almost tiny, dark-haired, large-breasted, with a tiny waist--the sort of thing people sometimes call 'wasp-waisted.' She would attract a lot of men, and frankly a lot of women. She must have attracted George, but obviously she wasn't enough for him.
Why not? What's that terrible saying, that behind every truly beautiful woman there's a man who's tired of her shit? Could that be it? That George felt he had taken too much shit from Marge and wanted someone clean and fresh? That would be Laura. Or maybe George was one those philanderers about whom it can be said, "Cheater's gonna cheat." Well, I can't ask that SOB about it, can I? Marge was somber but didn't appear to be a devastated widow.
"I'm sorry, Marge. And I'm sorry I brought Laura to the visitation. I didn't know you knew."
"How long have you known?"
He looked down. "Weeks. I'm sorry again. Things were so bad between us... and I didn't want to dump that on you. I didn't know what to do, so I didn't do anything."
"Are you going to divorce her?"
"I've filed."
"But she's back in the house." It was a statement, not a question.
"I kicked her out. She was at Myra's. But I've let her back in for now." John moved down the couch to be closer to Marge, so they could talk more easily. She reached up and turned on a floor lamp.
"Because of the kids?"
"Yeah. How do you kick her out without hurting your kids?"
"I know. Mine are at my folks' until I can get things settled. If George had been brave enough to live, I don't know where they'd be. Anyway, I guess it didn't matter when I was told. I already knew." John cocked his head and raised his eyebrows. "Not exactly, but pretty much. You see, Laura wasn't George's first rodeo."
"Oh."
"The first one ... the first that I know about anyway ... was about five years ago. He confessed everything, and he swore eternal fidelity and gave me all his passwords and we went to couple's counseling. The whole nine yards." John didn't say anything. He just nodded. "And everything was great. I got over it. We got past it. It was wonderful. I even forgave the other woman. Dear Lord, we were better together than before! We had Jeannie and Bethany. But I was more observant this time, and I began to see signs."
"How long ago?"
"October? November? I wasn't sure and I didn't want to dig if I wasn't sure. Maybe I was just being paranoid. Because of our history, you know. I became more certain by late winter. I even thought it might be Laura ... the way she began acting around us, but I concluded," she emphasized the word 'concluded,' "that it had to be someone from his job, like last time. Not someone from our church. Certainly not a friend. That was like a dagger to my heart." She took a sip of hot tea from a China cup.
"I'm sorry. How did you find out for sure?"
"There was talk that you'd thrown Laura out, so I put two and two together. Then George left a note. The bastard wrote a confession and killed himself." She was angry, not sad. "He could have just confessed again. I'd still have divorced him, but we wouldn't be going through all of this!" With that and a sweep of her arm, she brushed cards and sheets of paper and envelopes off the end table. Some of her tea spilled. John wanted to say 'I'm sorry' again, but after a while they just pile up like the paperwork on her floor. He got down to gather it up. "I heard you comforted her in the parking lot after you left the visitation." Now there was an accusation in her voice. John piled the papers carefully on the end table while Marge wiped up tea with a paper towel, then turned and spread his hands and shrugged.



"She would have collapsed. Yes, I held her. I won't apologize, Marge. I've got enough things I'm sorry about. Just not that."
"Well, I'm sorry I made such a scene." And here Marge smiled, "Although it felt awfully good at the time."
"You had a right."
"I know. But I also don't know. Pastor Neuman has come by a couple of times. He's into the whole forgiveness thing. I wish he were more of the holier-than-thou type."
"He won't see us. Not in that church."
"Myra still goes."
"Myra is stubborn."
"He says all the right things, and I know what the Lord would want, but I can't do that. Forgive. George or Laura. Not now. Maybe not ever."
"I understand. Oh Jesus, do I understand."
*****
*****
They were lying in bed, John and Laura, naked, and they were caressing each other's bodies. John's penis curved up and over him, and Laura's hand went from his balls up to the head and back down. John began with Laura's breasts, fondling them, then trailing down to her mound, to her hood, her clitoris, her vagina. Both of them were breathing shallowly.
This was bad, a massive violation of the therapist's instructions about their assignment--to reintroduce contact into their lives. If they were going to be together for, well, some indeterminate period, it would be a prison if they didn't work toward comforting each other.
But the real reasons for the assignment? George's suicide and the visitation and Marge. Laura couldn't stand still during that first post-George therapy session. She couldn't sit. She couldn't hold a coherent conversation with the therapist. She fidgeted and turned this way and that, started to leave the room and came back. She was, she kept thinking, the embodiment of feminine evil to everyone who knew her. Or thought they knew me. Am I really a Jezebel? It was the first time either of them had seen the therapist perturbed, and John thought she had set up the exercises to help keep Laura from falling apart completely, the intimacy exercises plus an antidepressant.
Sure. More help for her. Not for me.
Laura wouldn't leave the house unless she absolutely had to. At the office she tried to concentrate on her work, with limited success, and she'd become terrified just seeing people. John was her refuge even when he wanted to leave her, or better yet hit her. But he followed the assignments dutifully whereas Laura did them enthusiastically.
The therapist didn't tell them to take their clothes off or caress each other, just to lie next to each other several minutes every evening, no matter how unhappy they were. And she explicitly forbad sex, even if--or when--they got turned on. This was for comfort, not pleasure.
In addition, they were to hug five times during the day. Every day. Just come up to the other one and do it. Sometimes one of them surprised the other. It was always Laura. It would be during a panic attack. She'd rush to John and hold him until it passed.
Fuck it! Why not focus on the injured party for a change? She fucked him and sucked him. Doesn't that count for anything? Couldn't he let Laura stay in the house without all these cheap displays of affection? Crap! What if he just left? What if he said "shove it" and walked away, leaving her behind? Fucking whore! He never said things like that out loud anymore--almost never--but he thought them a lot. He also seldom initiated hugs though he didn't try to shrug them off. Doctor's orders. Once when the clock was winding down, he'd hugged Laura to get it over with.
Another thing they had to do was arrange a date night every week. It could be anything, but the two of them had to go out alone together and be out until at least ten. These terrified Laura. It wasn't a big town and she wanted to avoid everyone they knew. Myra, though, was happy to keep the kids. She thought she saw a glimmer of hope for them as a couple. Maybe. Just maybe.
It sounded sappy and fake but it was doing something, maybe even for John. Or maybe that was just from the passage of time. Well, again. Doctor's orders.
The nakedness came on its own, once they had been in bed awhile. John didn't want to do it, have contact in bed. Especially not that. But here they were together, and how long had it been since either'd had sex? They weren't a monk and a nun, you know. Laura began it. She started touching John and the feeling went all the way to the end of his penis. He touched her back, and they wanted it. Just like that, just like the time before. God damn they wanted it! Well, the therapist hadn't said they couldn't get naked. They kissed and fondled and unbuttoned, and after playing with each other's bodies, John pushed Laura down and shoved his cock into her vagina and they did it, and this time it worked for them, for both of them.
They lay there panting. There was the whole of Laura under John, and he kissed her and finally asked, "Do you think we're in trouble?" They both laughed. It wasn't until a few minutes of afterglow that he remembered his anger, and the cause, and knew he shouldn't be feeling so good toward her. He rolled off her and away.
*****
Then it got serious.
"John, I want to ask you something, and I know it's going to upset you." They were supposed to practice being open and honest, especially about the painful things.
"Okay. I'll control myself. Don't worry." She should have worried. If she did, it didn't help.
"I want to give you oral sex. All the way."
Great! he thought, The George Mathis Special! "Why?"
"Because I do it now, and I know you would love it. You should get to experience it too."
"Experience it?"
"Yes. You should get to know what it's like. I know you'd love it, and I could make you happy."
"Um, Laura." He smiled, but not what you'd call a 'happy' smile. He almost smirked. "You know ... or I guess you don't. I've had blow jobs."
She jerked and looked at him with huge eyes. "When?" As though she thought he'd been doing it throughout their marriage.
"Before we were dating. I wasn't a hermit, you know." Definitely smirking.
"I don't understand. With who?"
"That's 'whom.' And no names. But ... let's see ... a girlfriend, some dates, a few casual pickups." That includes your freshman roommate, Brenda. Then there was that friend of yours who visited from Michigan State, Gale Something. And so forth. "Girls liked me, and I liked them, and there were a lot of them around. And young women who are ... ah ... hunting as it were, seem more willing to give head than you might expect."
"All the way?"
"The full Monty. Complete BJs"
Laura didn't know what to say next. How was this in her husband's sexual history? And how empty had theirs together been? She got up and walked in a circle before she could bring herself to ask the next question. "How many?" She actually asked that? Yes. She did.
"For goodness' sake! I didn't keep count."
"That many?"
He laughed. "Well, it wasn't in the hundreds. Let's just say I was reasonably experienced." Let's just say it was more than ten. I'm sure George got far more from you alone.
"Can I do it to you?"
"No." It was here that everything turned from afterglow to the depths of space, and her hope--and plan--crashed and burned, and she got a fuller understanding of her husband and of the gulf between them. "I don't want your mouth touching my cock."
No. No! He wanted it. He has to want it!
"I don't understand. You had choices! Girls who would do you. You could have had a different wife who did it. Why is it a problem if I offer?"
He got off the bed and dressed, underwear, sweatpants, t-shirt, while Laura waited for an explanation. He kept his back toward her the whole time. She pulled the sheet up around herself. It must have been nearly a minute of silence before he turned back toward her.
"You know, I really loved fellatio. I've missed it. I've fantasized about it over the years. But sex isn't everything. It's just an important thing we promise to be exclusive about. And oral sex? It sure isn't everything. And frankly I didn't fall for any of those women." I'll kill you with honesty, you bitch! "I fell for Laura Helmholtz. Remember her? Originally from Muskegon Michigan? I fell for you."
"But ..."
"No! I fell for you and pursued you and you chose me. Laura Helmholtz of Muskegon Michigan, my soul mate, my life partner, the lo..."
He couldn't go on, not past that part, because it caught up to him. Yes, it was trite. He knew that, but he'd known it was true. Had been true. He closed his eyes and pressed his lips together and turned his head away. He made fists and held his arms tightly down his sides. The seconds ticked by and Laura wondered if he was going to speak at all. Finally, John lifted his head, wiped his eyes, stared at her like you would to challenge a hated rival, and finished.
"The love of my life." He had to stop again. "That's what she was, or so I thought. Well, all relationships have trade-offs and compromises. One of mine was that if I wanted Laura Helmholtz to be my life partner, I would give up oral sex." He blew his breath out between his lips. "It was an easy decision. And I was content!"
John went into the bathroom and slammed the door. Laura dressed for bed and sat on the edge while she waited for him. She didn't understand him. When he came back out, she stood up, facing him, and asked:
"Couldn't we start now?"
"After George? No."
"But I'd like to do it to you now."
"You liked to do it to George. Not me."
"But I didn't do it at all before. What if ... what if I'd learned to do it before we'd ever started dating, and I'd do oral on you from the beginning? Would that have been a problem?"
"You don't understand, or I'm not making myself clear. Look. The problem isn't the blowjobs, not that specific thing. Forget about them. They don't matter. The problem is you!" He took both her hands and led her back to the bed and had her sit back down.
"I'll try again. When it came to fellatio, I asked and your answer was a hard 'no.'" He raised a hand as though he were a school crossing guard with one of those signs, controlling after-school traffic. "It was like a big, red 'stop' sign. Stop! Go no further! Don't cross this line! You pushed it right into my face. So, it was out, and I accepted it." Now Laura could see it coming. "But then along came George, and there was suddenly a bright, green, traffic light and a flashing sign that said, 'Come right on in! This way to the open mouth! No waiting!'"
"No! I just started. I wouldn't hold it back from you."
"Even that's not true! You were sucking him happily for, what, six months? But never once in those six months did you ever say, 'Oh John, I'd like to take oral foreplay a little further' or whatever. Never. Never! It was only for George."
By now Laura was crying. She knew he was right, but she couldn't bring herself to retreat. "But I'll do it now. Whenever you want! Please let me!"
"Not a chance. Crap! You know how I see it? You've got this checklist that's labeled something like 'Stuff I did only with George and should do with John to fix things.'"
"No!"
"One item is 'give John a blowjob so he won't feel left out anymore.' When you complete that, it's 'check'!" He moved his hand as though making a check mark in the air.
"No!"
"There are other things. 'Let John do my ass so he won't feel left out anymore.' And it's 'check' again."
"Stop!" She was sobbing now.
"Go down the list, check, check, and check, as though that will make everything better. Well, it won't! It won't undo anything! And I won't take part in that whore's game where you work to get a rave review from your customer."
Laura stopped trying to hide her crying or even wipe her face. She turned away. She wouldn't look at John. She couldn't bring herself to do that. And there wasn't any answer. She stopped fighting because now she understood him and knew what he knew and knew that he knew her.



        

  
    Ch.4 Like Scales from Their Eyes
  
  Ch.4 Like Scales from Their Eyes

        No excuses anymore; Maybe the truth can set you free.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/ch-4-like-scales-from-their-eyes

Title: Ch.4 Like Scales from Their Eyes

Author: H. Jekyll

Category: Loving Wives

Description: No excuses anymore; Maybe the truth can set you free.

Tags: confession, adultery, cheating, affair




Consequences
By H. Jekyll
CHAPTER 4: Like Scales from Their Eyes
There is no sex in this chapter.
*****
The guest bedroom. John didn't recognize where he was at first. Then it came to him: the night before and his whore-wife's check list. He rose and left before Laura woke. There was a morning appointment with the therapist and he didn't want to see Laura before he'd had his visit.
In her office he sat across from her and announced he wouldn't do any more intimacy exercises. As always, almost always, the therapist looked calm and interested. "Any of them?"
"No hugs, no date nights, no touching in bed. Not even hand holding."
"Something happened."
"Yes. We had sex. We didn't plan it. And, yes, it was fine. It was nice. But it got her to ask if she could do ... fellatio on me. What an offer! Frankly, I could read her mind. Thinking if she did me it would cancel out six months of George Mathis, so she could worm her way back in. Once I realized that, I couldn't imagine anything except the two of them, her doing things with him! I can't accept that anymore."
She was quiet, letting them both think about what he'd said.
"And that affected how you saw yourself?"
"Heh! I've always thought I was a pretty nice guy. Not perfect, but good. Always helpful. Always polite. Not argumentative. Always controlling myself. People liked me. Laura loved me. But now? What am I? I know the answer to that one now. Finally. I'm a total fucking loser!
"And no, I won't apologize for the word. It's what I am. That's the problem, being one of those nice guys who finish last. I lost friends. I thought they were friends. I may walk away from my job. I get to be the butt of jokes there. They stop joking around when I come by. My volunteer organizations? Poof! We've quit our church. All because I lost my wife, I mean really lost her. Hell, George Mathis is dead and he's still her number one!
"I'm John Reynolds the loser. What do I want to do? I want to murder my so-called friends. I want to murder Laura. I wanted to kill George Mathis but I never even confronted him. He had to go off and kill himself. Himself! John Reynolds didn't do it! Not the good guy. Not go-along, get-along, don't-make-waves John Reynolds! The fucking loser."
She gave him time to finish. Finally, "I won't get her back, not like she was. And I don't want the new Laura."
The therapist gestured for John to calm himself, and she waited. She had more patience than anyone John could ever remember having dealt with.
"Let's turn to what started this conversation, John, okay? It doesn't have to do with the paramour." She still didn't use his name, even with him being dead. "Tell me about the comforting exercises. Have they been hard on you?"
John thought about them a bit, then shrugged. "No. Not of themselves. She gets more than I do from them."
"She likes the hugs and all?"
"She loves the hugs. She gets these attacks. Maybe she told you. Then she's all over me."
"You're her base."
"Yeah."
"And? How are these for you?"
"They're fine. She feels good to hold."
"But?"
"That's not the problem. Not how they feel. Not that. It's this: why should I be comforting her when she's the one who cuckolded me? They just make it easier for her to stay, to get back into her comfortable, old life with nice guy John. After what she did!" John held his hands out for a moment, then continued. "Whereas I have to be sweet and accommodating ... to learn to live with being the failure, the sucker. I provide her with everything she always got from our life together while she gets to remember the joys of fucking the dead guy."
"John!" So, he can't use 'fucking' as a verb.
"I'm sorry. No, I'm not sorry. What she was doing with him wasn't making love. It was fucking. And she loved it. But I have to live with my busted up, fragile, male ego? How can that be right?"
"Do you feel like she's manipulating you? With the intimacy exercises?"
"No. Not really. I think they help her."
"You could refuse her."
"I wouldn't. John's the nice guy who listens to and follows instructions. Only now I realize that means being a sucker."
"Okay. They aren't helping you. And you're angry today."
"No. And yes."
*****
"Okay. Let's go back to the fellatio. She offered and you turned her down. So, you did refuse her that."
"Okay. Yes."
"Which put you more in control."
"Okay."
"Did that make you feel better?"
"Well, I didn't get the blow job." He stopped and chortled. "But yeah. It felt good to tell her 'no.'"
"It put you in charge, not being such a nice guy. You could keep doing that."
"Meaning what?"
"There are alternatives and grey areas. Consider a hypothetical--asserting yourself. What if you were to tell her to do the fellatio? Just hypothetically. I'm not telling you to do anything specifically, just using this as an example. But ... here's the 'but.' But you set the conditions. The circumstances. Give the entire scene to her as a take-it-or-leave-it proposition. 'Sure, I'll do this, but only if x, y, and z.' Make it a little less her idea and a little less consensual."
"Less consensual? Well, I wouldn't rape her!"
"Oh my, John! Even in a hypothetical I wouldn't suggest you be a monster. Just that you set the agenda. Since she'd already offered, there would be a lot of pressure for her to agree. She could decide yes or no, but it would have to be on your terms. It's done a lot in role playing. There, both partners get enjoyment from it, the dom and the sub. This would be similar but more serious, because real life is on the line. Don't be a monster but don't be ... as you put it ... a sucker."
He considered it long and hard.
"And John, you did confront her paramour. It was you who made him confess to his wife."
"Laura couldn't do it."
"Listen to yourself: 'Laura couldn't do it.' Laura is actually pretty weak in these things. She's a follower, not a leader. That should be obvious by now. She loved you. She does love you. Mr. Nice Guy. The man she knows will love her and protect her. But it turns out she could be seduced by a dominant-seeming man who offered the excitement of flames. That was George." When had she last called George by his name? "On telling George to confess, ultimately you took charge. And you made her tell him she would be with you when you told his wife. Right? Remember that. You've asserted yourself. You can do it again. And again."
*****
*****
Laura didn't have her session with the therapist. She had a statement to make that had to be in front of John, and then she would leave. So, there were the three of them sitting in a triangle, the therapist in her desk chair that she had rolled around in front of her desk, John and Laura facing each other across the coffee table, Laura looking awful, red-faced, swollen-eyed, hair unkempt, lacking makeup, clothes unmatched, sleep-deprived. Standing to make her statement, her final apology.
There are only so many things one can say and so many types of apologies. A person who is serious about healing the relationship may fling a mea culpa and hope to cut a crack in everything that can let the light touch her love. Maybe, just maybe, she can find a path back. Most statements are pretty much the same, declaring love, saying it was only sex, promising to do better, to make it up to the partner, to do this or that, sometimes to beg. Laura's statement wasn't like that. It was the type you give when you've truly given up, when you know you've lost your love and it's over.
"I'm sorry, John. All this time I've been trying to convince myself that I could undo what I've done, that it wasn't as bad as it was." I knew that the first night, Laura. Where have you been? "That was my maybe not-so-secret agenda. I apologized, but I hid the full truth from myself." This was where she started wiping her eyes. "It took until last night for me to realize just how badly I had hurt you, that I couldn't make things whole.
"I'm so sorry for what I did to you. And to others. Oh, when you let me come home, I was so happy and so hopeful. I thought you would take me back. Truly take me back. But what I did was too long and too intense and too selfish to get over.
"And though I've always said I love only you, and I do love only you, I didn't love you enough while I was cheating. I can't keep being false. I'm not sure how much I loved you then. I just don't know. When I thought of you it was mainly how to get around you, how not to let you catch us, so I could keep doing ... it ... with George.
"And the list. Oh, the list! What you said last night was so true, like you were reading my mind. And I'm so pathetic. I did have a list, and not just in my head. I saved it in a Word file, so I wouldn't forget anything I might done with George and not with you. So I could check everything off the list over time." That's how shallow I am.
She looked appallingly woebegone, as though she would collapse at any moment.
"I know it was unforgivable. I'd hidden it from myself, but I know it now.
"And it wasn't only you I hurt, though you bore the brunt. I hurt Marge, Mom, even George. I'm a pariah in this community and I deserve to be, but you're a pariah by association, and so is Mom, and even Kayla and Kyle, and you didn't deserve any of that!
"Anyway ... anyway, I've decided I need to leave so I can stop hurting you. I hope you can heal. I hope one day you'll be able to forgive me, maybe to think of me fondly from the time before this. All I ask is, please give me some time to find a new job and a place, maybe in a different city. I'll call you when I find something. And I won't contest the divorce. Please, just let me have visitation rights to the children." She picked up her coat and purse and turned to go because she was about to break down completely. "I'm sorry. I love you, but I can't be here."
*****
But she didn't get to go because John said "Stop!" Laura looked back at him and he looked to the therapist. "Don't I get to make a statement too?" Yes, he did.
"Okay, sit down." Laura hesitated. "Sit down!" He almost shouted it. He stood and Laura sat.
"I wasn't expecting that. You basically made my entire case for me, so what I say I'm making up as I go along. It may not be that organized. Just listen carefully." He thought for a moment.
"Laura, let's get one thing straight. You're not my soul mate, not my life partner, not the love of my life. Not anymore." Laura put a hand over her eyes and nodded. "But there's no need to run away. I don't hate you. Not usually." He scoffed. "And one thing I can do is, I can stand to be around you." Neither Laura nor the therapist made a sound.
"Yeah, that's not much. But you don't really want to move out, not really, do you? Christ! You don't even have a plan! And the kids need stability. To me that's fundamental. We need to figure that out. Why hurt the rest of the family? You and I, well, we know we can be cordial if we need to be. The divorce has been filed. It's not going anywhere but it can wait a bit until we see what happens. Things happen.
I'm not predicting what could happen. I don't know how anyone ... anyone! ... could ever get over what you've done. We can never go back. It's just ... sometimes I want to hurt you so badly, and I wish I'd killed George myself. So this is chancy.
"Our relationship would have to change and you'd have to do without all the intimacy gimmicks." He looked at the therapist, who kept her calm, professional face. "I will set the conditions. All of them. You're on notice. You might not like much of it, but you'll do what I say ... in everything ... or leave." The therapist had a look to her, as though she were thinking this is interesting.
"That said, I'm proposing a defined period during which you stay and we try to act like parents around the kids. For what? Say, three months. I don't know. We'll come back here at some point and take stock. Okay. That's my offer. I'm done. Make a choice. Yes, or no? Say yes or go home and pack."
Laura stood. "Can I hug you?" She was as hesitant as she could be.
"No. Make your choice."
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Consequences
By H. Jekyll
CHAPTER 5: Retribution
Here there be sex. And rough stuff. You've been warned. It gets very dark.
*****
Here is where one might expect events to become sweeter and lighter. John and Laura will move past her cheating and, oh, one could almost fill in the blanks. But things don't work just that way. Didn't Laura's little speech at the therapist's move John oh-so-close to reconciliation? Sure, she pled guilty, even massively guilty, and she took full responsibility. But in the end, it was just words. Words, words, words. And sure, John figured he'd played some role. The betrayed spouse almost always plays some role, though Laura's ex-friends probably wouldn't accept that argument. But even if so--even if--it was so minor in comparison to six long months of her getting naked and screwing George Mathis and deceiving John. And it had taken her this long just to really accept it.
Where did that put John, Mr. Nice Guy, in all his brooding time since he'd stumbled onto Laura's trysts? His entire experience. Myra was right that what Laura had done was so much worse than what Amos had done. How had John survived it? After all that, a reconciliation? Really? What actually came of their 'reconciliation'? It wasn't pretty. It wasn't pretty at all.
What had become of John? What had happened to him? Ernest Hemingway--yes, the same Hemingway--wrote that the world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places, and having been broken so often, he probably knew. But sometimes the broken places don't heal straight. How crookedly had John healed after Laura had well and fully broken him? How straight would anyone heal? Or there's this to consider: had he healed at all?
That afternoon they took the kids over to Myra's house and explained the new situation, the defined period part. Laura kept trying to touch John, his arm, a shoulder, anywhere, because he still hadn't accepted a hug. Myra, though, was over the moon. There was a late cold spell that year. There was even a late snow. But for Myra it was a lovely summer's day. She'd happily keep the kids until dinnertime. John and Laura would have some time alone. Maybe? Maybe they can work things out? That's what Myra asked herself.
When it was time to go, John called Laura but she tarried a bit to talk with Myra and hug the children.
"Laura! We're going! Now!"
That got everyone's attention. He was furious with her. The slightest thing she did set him off now that he was out from under the therapist's control. Laura thought he was like a different person, and it scared her. He didn't say anything at all on the way home and she leaned against her window and looked over at him with worry until they entered the garage. "I'm sorry, John. I didn't mean to do that."
"So did you already forget, about doing what I say or leaving?"
"John. Please. Don't even threaten. I'll do anything. I mean it."
"Then take off your clothes."
"What? Please John. Don't."
It was cold in the garage. It seemed almost as cold as it was outside. He grabbed a wrist and dragged her to a floormat that he kept in front of his work bench.
"Your clothes! Off! Hand them to me."
"John!"
"Then go pack. Anything means anything!"
So, she shut up and stripped. Everything. Her coat. Her shoes. Her socks. Her flannel slacks. Her wool sweater. Her blouse. Her bra. Her panties. She handed everything to John, and he tossed it all onto the work bench. At each step she showed him more of that womanly body: her lovely breasts, the nipples, her pubic hair, dark and curled and trimmed to a little triangle. Not just those parts but the rest of her too: her slender hips, her trim thighs, even her scars, the faint appendicitis scar and the larger one from her Caesarian section. He'd been with her for the birth and he'd nursed her afterward. Laura's body. The body he'd loved--loved so much because it was hers. Not hers anymore but someone else's. The body that was shivering even before she was completely naked. She was begging him to let her stop, begging with her eyes.
"Kneel."
Laura knelt, hugging herself against the cold, and John unfastened his pants. He pushed them and his underwear down in a single motion.
"Now suck me."
He wasn't erect, not when she began, but as she sucked him into her mouth and began swirling her tongue beneath his foreskin, it grew nice and hard. She tucked one hand under John's balls and held the other along the shaft. She moved her head up and down and sucked and tasted her husband, using the sweet, hot, wet mouth that she'd used on George Mathis' cock from--what?--September to March, but as she did it she shivered ever more. She was covered with chill bumps. She leaned up against him to get what warmth she could from his body while she sucked on him. Shivering, quaking, and sucking. Poor Laura. John grabbed her head and held her tightly so he could move into and out of her mouth. He grunted and started to come, pushing into her, to the back of her mouth, making her gag before she dutifully swallowed. Drink it, you slut!
It was brand new, Laura doing him, but it wasn't new in his fantasies. Those began when he'd first learned about her and George. He'd thought about it, oh, all the time. One night he'd even tried to calculate the total volume of George's semen that Laura had drunk. He was that obsessed. Depending on the number of times she had done it, and the average volume of ejaculate per orgasm, he estimated maybe a half cup to a cup. It didn't seem all that much when converted to defined units, but in any event, now, in the garage, he thought I have a ways to go to catch up.
He didn't turn Laura loose even when he was finished. His first blow job from Laura. How skilled she was. What was he thinking during it? It was mostly, You fucking asshole, George! You fucking asshole!
"Keep sucking." Laura was whimpering into his erection because of the cold. Finally, he just pushed her aside. "Get dressed and come inside when you're decent. We'll talk." He pulled up his pants and fastened them and went into the house. He was shivering.
Fuck! I'm a monster. Shit, it was good. God damn it, I'm a monster.
The therapist had screwed up. She'd given him the idea, and a monster was just what he'd be. John, Mr. Nice Guy, might be somewhere but he wasn't here anymore.
*****
And Laura. Laura! Why didn't she just call John's bluff? That's an easy one. It's because the world breaks everyone, indiscriminately. Life had been wonderful for Laura and George. They were in the clear and getting exactly what they wanted, the two of them, until John confronted Laura and had the evidence.
Can Laura remember the exact moment she began cracking from the shock and the despair of knowing her little, deceitful world was ending? Does she remember how the cracks spread across her like a spider's web as event piled on event? Didn't it almost kill her to have to help John tell George to confess? Crack. Did she break all the way through when George put a bullet through his head from the shock and despair of knowing his little, deceitful world was ending? Or did that wait for Marge to out her to the assembled mourners?
There wasn't much holding her together by then--was there?--only her faint hope for some kind of rapprochement with John. But last night she'd learned a fairly minor thing--just how calculating and soulless John actually found her--and that was that. Considering the bigger picture it was truly a small thing, as light and gentle as butterfly wings flapping over the Amazon jungle, but it had shattered her into a thousand jagged little shards. Laura should remember last night. After that there was nothing whole of her left, nothing to knit back together. Perhaps she should have followed George's lead, having followed him in so much else.
*****
And perhaps she intended to. That thought swirled around upstairs as much as anything else, but John offered this one lifeline, and he was all she had in the entire world. So, here she was.
Inside the house, John started the gas log fireplace and warmed himself. Laura staggered through the door a few minutes later, dressed but shaking, shuddering. She swayed with the shaking as she walked, enough to bump into the door frame. "Come on in," said the spider to the fly. The man by the fire was someone she didn't know, and she was afraid to come near him.
"Come here."
She stopped six feet away and stood there quaking.
"Come here!"
She walked up to him with hesitating, baby steps, and finally he made a sound of exasperation, hooked an arm around her waist, and pulled her to him. "Warm yourself." He held her by her waist and moved her in front of himself, toward the fire, so she could do that, and after several minutes she stopped shivering. He wrapped one arm around her waist, the other right over her breasts, and pulled her into him. He nuzzled her hair. She shivered, not from the cold. He smelled her hair and blew a warm breath back through her hair to her scalp. If you'd seen it you'd have thought the scene was sweet and romantic. He said, "I like you afraid. I like you submissive. They make you so very sexy, my sweetheart."
He turned her around. "Look at me." She didn't want to look up. "Look at me!" Yeah, it was so much better being a monster. When she raised her face he told her how it was going to be.
"I'm going to punish you and hurt you." She was motionless in his arms. They may have been all that kept her from falling. "When I'm ready, I'll hurt you, different parts of you, in different ways, at different times. I'll come up with new punishments, so they don't get too repetitive. I'll tell you what I'm going to do, and you ... you're going to cooperate. Whatever I decide. You have a choice. If you cooperate, you can stay. If not, you leave and can't ever come back. Do you understand?" Laura didn't say anything. She stared up at him and had trouble breathing. "Tell me you understand!" She nodded. "Tell me in words. In whole sentences." That's when she began to cry again. He'd have her crying a lot.
"I'll cooperate. When you want to hurt me. Please John. Don't make me."
"I'll make you. Now kiss me. No. A real kiss."
They began a long, deep, loving kiss. She had to because John made her, and the whole time her tears ran down between their faces. Except for the tears it was another warm, romantic scene.
She had to know something but she was afraid to ask without his permission. When the kiss was finished, she asked, "John?" in a quavering little voice that told him she'd deny him nothing.
"What?"
"How much will you hurt me?"
"We'll see. How much punishment do I think you need? How much do I want you to suffer? How good can you be?"
He made her thank him by kneeling and blowing him a second time. Jesus, she was good! He wondered if there was any limit to how many times he could do her in a day.
When he was finished this time he told her, "Go start making dinner. Myra will be here with the kids."
*****
*****
It wasn't hard to tell something was going on with Laura. Her voice: small, quiet, deferential. She was so attentive, always looking to John when asked something. Busy cooking, serving, cleaning, refilling; otherwise mostly sitting quietly, hands in her lap, following but not truly engaging in the conversation. Oh, she played with the kids, but she was different. Myra wondered, about her and about John, but she didn't want to wonder too much.
*****
*****
That night, after the children were asleep, John told Laura it was time for her first punishment. "Take your clothes off. Kneel on the bed, your hands and face to the pillow, your ass high in the air. Higher." He talked in a soft, controlled voice, the smooth voice of a demon. Not of a monster? No, definitely a demon. He reminded her she could leave at any time of her choosing. If she never wanted to come back.
Laura did everything she was told. John was naked and his dick looked huge.
"I'm going to whip your ass with my belt. Hard. Do you understand?" Laura nodded into the pillow. "Good. You're going to count each stroke out loud." She nodded again. "If I can't hear the number, we're going to repeat it. Lift your head and tell me what you're going to do."
She lifted her head. She was shivering, though it was warm in the room. John had an inspiration. Maybe next time I'll tie you to a chair in the basement and leave you naked in the cold after I punish you. Maybe he wasn't just a demon. Maybe his soul had been taken over by Lord Satan himself, who had so many good ideas.
"You're going to whip my ass and I'm going to count the strokes out loud." That's nice. He stroked his dick. Don't play with it too much. We want to stretch this out.
"Good. I'll take my time. We have plenty of time. Two things you're not going to do. You're not going to try to dodge any of the strokes. If you do, I'll have to tie you down and start over. Do you understand?"
She lifted her head again. "I understand."
"Good. And you're not to scream. I don't want you waking the kids. If you scream, I'll gag you and double your punishment."
When he was ready, he whipped Laura hard, the belt making a whirring sound in the air before hitting her. She didn't know it was coming and wasn't prepared, and she yanked her ass down to the bed and screamed. At least the scream was into the pillow.
"Count."
"One! Oh, God!"
"I'll be lenient on that one, since it was the first, but no more dodging or screaming, or it'll go hard on you."
He waited until the digital bedside clock showed that a minute had gone by, then he whipped her again, a little lower. "Count."
She tried not to evade the strokes or to scream. She really tried, but she couldn't help clenching her butt and tensing her thighs and swaying. She screamed, but it was through her teeth, also clenched, with her face in the pillow, so the sound came out as a muffled "Ah!" and John thought it was fine. At seventeen he was so excited that he took a break to fuck her from behind. "We'll get back to the punishment shortly." Which they did.
At twenty-one Laura suddenly sagged and fell to her side. She was conscious but seemed dazed. She was breathing hard and covered in sweat. "We're almost done, darling. Do you think you can be a good girl for four more? If you can, we'll stop at twenty-five, but if not I'm afraid I'll have to tie you and continue. Can you do four more? Hmm?"
"I ... please. I'll be good." When she lifted her head John could see the pillow and her face were covered in saliva, snot, and tears, a facial troika that looked just like cum.
"All right. Now get back into position." He was speaking to her in the new Satan voice. He felt strong in the broken places. His penis stayed large between fucks. He ran a hand very lightly over her ruined buttocks, as Forest Gump would have called them, and felt heat radiating off her. She was covered in welts and purple marks. He whipped her again. "Count."
"Twenty-two."
After twenty-five he made her hold herself in place for several minutes, then turn around and suck him off yet again. I'll catch up with you, George.
He told her to clean herself up and get a dry pillow slip, but after almost an hour of whipping she was too weak. She swayed so much that she almost fell, and he had to hold her up. He had to help her into the bathroom and help her do everything else. She couldn't sit on the toilet because it hurt too much, but she was too weak to hold herself above it, so John had to hold her and then had to walk her back to bed. He got the new pillow slip himself. Maybe I got a little carried away.
She fell asleep almost immediately but woke gasping from pain when she rolled to her backside. She slept badly and woke several times. She thought she must have woken John, but he never said anything. In the morning, she was lightheaded but she could at least stand and walk and hold herself over the toilet.
John called her into the bedroom, but she made it only as far as the doorway. He was pointing down at the sheets. "Look what you did!" She tried to look from the doorway. "Come here and look!" When she did, he slapped her and she squeaked. "When I call you, you come, understood?"
"I'm sorry, John." It was her same, tiny, deferential voice.
"Look. You bled on our sheets!" There were some smears of blood. "And look at your panties."
"I'm sorry John."
"Wash them right now, before you eat, and remake the bed."
"I will. I'm sorry."
He went downstairs to get breakfast for Kyle and Kayla. He wondered how long he could keep it going before Laura would give up and decide she had to leave. Well, enjoy it while you have it! He was really, really enjoying it. It was utterly fulfilling. Becoming a demon in, oh, one easy lesson.
He'd never done anything remotely like this. He'd known about these things, of course. You can't miss all the video porn sites, but they hadn't been in John's world. They certainly were now, and there were any number of ideas to pick up. Women being whipped, tied, their breasts tied and whipped, pins thrust through them. That was just the beginning. What couldn't he do to her? Lord Satan was generous with ideas. My word, the possibilities! And I've been bypassing them all these years? John went to new video sites, searching for more things. He'd certainly miss it after Laura finally left. Fuck it, I'll go to one of those places that have women who want it. I'll hook-up or maybe hire a pro. I won't need Laura.
Such women wouldn't be as good as just having Laura. If he hired someone, she'd be a stranger, and there might be legalisms. He didn't know exactly how to get into sadism with someone online. But with Laura? She simply agreed to cooperate.
*****
It wasn't John's plan to punish Laura every day. The sex, yes. She'd suck him off every day, sometimes more than once. And he'd use her other ways. But not the punishments. After all, she only had so much body. He made her lie on her belly that evening to check her bum, and frankly it was a mess. I need to lay off it until she heals up. Practice a tad of self-control.
He'd always do something. That night, after the twins were asleep, he leaned over her and put his mouth right up against her ear. "How often did George fuck your ass? Tell me everything."
"Four times, John. I think it was four times."
"Did he lube you up?"
"He put some lotion in me."
"And did he clean you out first?"
"No."
"So, he came out dirty?" Laura hesitated after this question. "You're not answering."
"He did. He'd go wash himself off."
"I want you clean, so you're going to do enemas. Two of them. I'll fuck your ass and then you'll clean me with that great mouth you have."
Everything about Laura slumped, her head, her shoulders, her very body. Her arms just hung from her shoulders. "The enemas are by the sink. You know you can leave whenever you want." While she was in the bathroom he sat on the bed, playing with himself, listening to her move around, hearing the toilet flush, two, three, four times, then watched her emerge, as slumped as when she'd left. She never raised her eyes from the floor.
"Get back up like last night." He got out petroleum jelly and put a slippery finger into her. Then two. He used more petroleum jelly. "Did George prep you this much?"
"Not that much."
"Did it hurt when he did you?"
"At first."
John worked a third finger in. When he was ready he put the head to her and held it there before pushing just a little. Then more. Then he was all the way in and Laura grunted between her teeth. He began playing with her puss while he pumped her slowly. Almost all the way out. Stop. Slowly all the way in. Stop. Slowly out. Don't rinse; just repeat. Now faster.



Wonderful things happen when you're doing evil. That's what John thought, because Laura's body betrayed her. She began panting, which escalated to grunting, then to moving her ass up and down and crying into the pillow. It didn't take her very long to come. Her orgasm came first in fact, and she cried out beautifully, yes, making that sound in the back of her throat, and collapsed, and John collapsed on top of her.
He pulled out and turned her toward him and kissed her, and she kissed back and ran her hands through his hair and kissed him all over his face. They did that until they could finally breathe normally.
"Now," he said, his voice almost normal, "Clean me."
Laura's face collapsed more than her body had, but she went down to his dick, which was bright and shiny and spotless, and cleaned him thoroughly. It was so wonderful that Satan got still another O before he let her up. John wondered how much of the pleasure he was actually getting, and how much he was tithing to dark powers. If anyone thought about it at all, they'd conclude he was unbalanced, and they'd be right. So much for healing.
*****
Afterwards they put robes on and John held Laura close and was gentle with her. Something had passed, at least for now. She laid her head on his chest. For the moment it was almost as though they were in a slow dance, after which they went downstairs for a late snack and she made bacon and over-easy eggs, with a pot of coffee, orange juice, and toast, butter, and preserves. A full breakfast. He sat at the dinette table and she kept turning to look at him while she cooked. When she sat she squirmed because her ass was still so sore. They started eating and she put a hand on his free arm. She put it back on him whenever he wasn't using it.
"You liked it. A lot." She just nodded. "Everything?" Laura closed her eyes for a moment, then nodded again. "You don't mean that. You have to tell me the truth."
"I ... You told me ..."
"The truth. I won't abide any lies. Not even one. Now tell me what you didn't like."
"Cleaning you with my mouth. I didn't like that."
"I was clean."
"I could still taste it."
"But you did it."
"You told me to."
John was quiet. He had some more toast, dunked in the coffee and still dripping when he bit into it. He gazed at her as he swallowed.
"Okay. You don't have to do that anymore." The Devil can be magnanimous.
Laura leaned to him and wrapped her arms around him and put her head to his shoulder. He let her do it. "Thank you, John. Thank you."
"Now sit back down. And remember, I'm still going to punish you."
She looked him straight in the eyes, not a thousand-yard stare but an intimate look. "I know." She put her hand back on his arm.
*****
*****
He whipped her again two nights later. Not her ass. She could sit on it now, and some of the bruises were turning from blue and purple to yellow and green, but he wanted it to heal properly. She'd even gone to work that day and had managed to sit through her shift. It was a terrible shift. Some of the women were willing to talk with her now, though she had little to say. Some of the men, too, though it was obvious what they wanted.
About midday Laura went to see Betty Lang. She was desperate to talk with someone who could understand her situation.
"Well, you see," explained Betty, "I had an affair. About a year after we married. No one here knows about it because I moved afterwards. It was ... well ... it was with my father-in-law. It sounds like porn, but he was impossible to resist."
Laura wanted to run back to her desk. "How did your husband find out?"
"We were living with them at the time, in a guest cabin, and he walked in on us doing it." Worse and worse. "He turned right around and went straight to my mother-in-law." Betty wore an engagement ring and a wedding band and Laura wondered whether her husband had taken her back or she was divorced and remarried.
"So, they kicked your father-in-law out?"
"Yes. And me, of course. She made us both leave that same day. I didn't know what I was going to do. It was almost the worst. Almost ... my father-in-law and I moved to a sleazy motel, and no one would talk to us."
"And that was when he shot himself?"
"No. He's still alive. They even reconciled, if you can believe it. The worst thing was my husband. One night, a few weeks later, he hanged himself."
Laura could never talk with Betty after that.
*****
No, it wasn't Laura's ass this time. It was between her thighs. No pillow to muffle her cries, and two expanses of tender, white flesh. "On your back. Grab the headboard rails. Good. Now draw your legs up and spread them as wide as you can." Laura cooperated in everything. She didn't beg. She didn't hesitate. She spread her thighs and John could look straight down the soft, pale stretches of her inner thighs, to her two lower openings that had been so open to George, finally to her muff.
"Hold yourself still. Count and don't scream."
He took his time again, one minute between strokes, and Laura worked--Lord how she worked!--to be good. Of course, she wasn't able to hold herself completely still, but she tried and she pulled herself back into position after each stroke, crying, but only into her tightly-closed mouth, so that each one sounded like a long grunt. She gasped right after each cry and then panted until the next one. John began just up--or is it down?--from her knees, first one side, then the other, and he worked his way toward her body. Only twenty strokes this time, eight on each side and the last four applied directly to Laura's middle. Her body jumped with each of the last four, but even at the end she was still trying.
As soon as he was finished John pushed her flat and jammed his prick into her puss and did her. Laura's body didn't betray her this time, so she just lay beneath him, panting and moaning. John couldn't decide if this was better or worse. Whatever, he thought, as he lay on her, It's good either way.
*****
*****
One of the twins was crying. Kyle. Laura turned to get up, to go to him, but John wouldn't let her.
"Stay here. You're in no shape to do anything." He pulled on his underwear and got his robe.
Little Kyle had upchucked and was crying. He had a fever. John took him to the changing table, cleaned and changed him and the bed and got him some medicine. He held Kyle tenderly. Then he rocked him until he fell asleep. Oh, my little guy. He wondered if Kayla would get whatever Kyle had.
He drifted into a light sleep, and once when he opened his eyes he saw Laura in the doorway. She came in, but she duckwalked. I did a good job on her, didn't I?
"Go back to bed. I've got this."
She leaned over to kiss Kyle, and she put a hand ever so lightly on John's shoulder. "You need some sleep, John."
"I'll put him down in a bit. He's completely out and I can feel his fever going down. Go back to bed."
Toward morning, a child's crying woke him from a deep sleep, but when he staggered into the kids' room that time, Laura was already there, holding Kyle and rocking him. John draped a blanket over them and went back out the door, but he didn't go straight to bed. He stood outside the doorway and watched Laura rock their child.
*****
Both children were throwing up the next morning. There would be no pre-school today, and Laura would stay home to care for them. But something happened at work and John was home by noon.
"What's wrong, John? Are you alright?"
"Actually, I'm fine. I'm suspended for the next week for hitting Jerry Weeks."
"What? Why? What happened?"
"He kept calling me a cuck and I'd had enough."
"Because you let me come home?" It's my fault! She wanted to comfort him, but he held her off. He didn't need comforting. He was, in fact, happy.
"No. Because he's a son of a bitch."
*****
He'd hit Jerry Weeks?
None of them actually called him a cuck, not anymore, not since he'd called Jerry out a while back, but three of them would still sometimes make those little chicken sounds behind their hands. Cuck! Cuck! Today he stalked over to them. "Cut it out, you assholes. I've had enough of that!"
Jerry hadn't gotten the message. He was a big guy, a bully in a shirt and tie and a gut that was starting to bulge over his belt. A lot of offices have a Jerry. "Oh, did we hurt your widdle feewings?"
"Yeah? Maybe we should check out who your wife is fucking!"
"You asshole!"
He came at John, just like that. A short fuse, no? But he didn't expect John to step up and hit him in the face, the palm of his fist across the bridge of Jerry's nose. It's not clear--no one could afterward agree--whether it was a knockdown or a fall, but Jerry was down and holding his face, then staring down into the blood on his hand until his two compadres came to help him up.
"You're going to pay for that!"
Here they came, and John prepared to be beaten, but he'd go down swinging.
It wasn't going to happen. A little guy, name of Guy Swenson, a short, skinny, balding, dapper mustached, bow-tied, numbers nerd, the whole little package, stepped between them. "Stop right there!"
"Oh? And you're gonna stop me?"
"What are you gonna do? Kick the shit out of me? Then get ready to tell the police why you assaulted a pipsqueak."
Another guy stepped up beside Guy. Andy Hirsch. He turned his head toward John and apologized. "I'm sorry, John, that I ever took part at all. Never again."
There they stood, the six of them, everyone else just gaping, until Bill Ballard, the office manager, shouted at them.
"All six of you! Into my office! Now!"
In they shuffled, two groups of middle management professionals, lined up on opposite walls. Ballard slammed the door.
"Okay, Reynolds! You're suspended for a week for fighting. Weeks, you're suspended for instigating this! And you can swear out an assault complaint against Reynolds if you want, but if you do I'm going to fire your ass for creating a hostile work environment with this 'cuck' shit! You're on notice. Each of you go home and think long and hard about what you did. Not what the other guy did.
"The rest of you! You go down to the cafeteria right now and sit together, and you figure out how to fix this. Don't leave until you figure it out. I want you to be able to be friendly, and I mean really friendly. I won't have this sort of gang behavior in my office! If you people can't do that, I'm fucking willing to fucking fire all of you and have you replaced. And I don't mean maybe!"
Out they shuffled.
Ballard's admin came into his office to talk about the suspensions. He told her to close the door. His hands were shaking. "Give me a few minutes. Don't worry. I'll be okay."
As they were waiting for the elevator, one of Weeks' guys turned to Guy Swenson and said "I'll give you this, Swenson. You've got cajónes." Swenson smiled. That, in fact, became his nickname.
*****
*****
When Andy Hirsch got home, Melissa was peeling carrots for a roast.
"There was almost a fight at work today,"
"What happened?"
"John Reynolds' wife had an affair."
Melissa Hirsch dropped the carrots in the sink and became completely still. Finally, "Oh?"
"Some guys have been bullying John a little, calling him a cuck, and he hit Jerry Weeks over it."
"Oh, that poor man."
"He's tough."
"But he needs support right now, not bullying." She wiped her hands on a dish towel and walked over to Jerry.
"Well, I supported him."
"Good. I knew you would. He needs his friends to rally around him. He must feel so alone."
He kissed her. ""I'm just glad I don't have to face anything like that."
She hugged him, "Never. But if it happened to you, you'd want that support."
"But I don't have to worry, right?"
"Of course not. But I mean, what if in an alternate reality you had a different wife who did cheat? You'd need your friends' support." She hugged him again. "Was her lover the guy who shot himself?"
"Yeah. I think I'd shoot them both myself, the wife and the guy."
"You'd shoot me?"
"Not you. The bitch in the alternate reality."
"Even in an alternate reality I wouldn't want you to be a murderer. Just divorce her and take custody of the kids. That will kill her soul. And maybe give the guy a good beat-down."
"You're just a softy."
"I'm a softy for my real husband in this reality."
After Andy left the room, Melissa went back to the sink. She checked to make sure he was gone, then sighed and lowered her face into a hand and shook her head. "Please, no," she said in a very quiet voice. Finally, she looked up, wiped her eyes, and went back to peeling carrots.
*****
*****
"Take off your clothes." It was a couple of days later, the children were back in pre-school, and they were alone. John took his own clothes off and had Laura suck him until he was fully erect. "Stand in front of the mirror." The full-length mirror on the closet door. She stood there, about three feet from it, her hands at her sides, wondering, and John came up behind her. He caressed her ass and her thighs, her vulva. Very softly. "You bruise awfully easily."
"I'm sorry."
"It doesn't need an apology." He stood behind her, his cock hot against her lower back, his eyes traveling up and down her front. His hands followed his eyes, over her breasts which he cupped, raising them up from below and letting them drop so her nipples slid against his palms. Then he went down over her belly, his fingers spread so they reached completely across her, then down to her fuzz and back up, but he stopped only part way up. He stared down at Laura's belly for the longest time. He stared some more, stared at her C-section scar, and when he said it, it caught her completely by surprise. "I'm not going to punish you anymore."
Laura didn't react the way you might expect, certainly not the way John expected. She twisted around and fell to her knees, all the way down. "No!" She wrapped her arms around his legs. "Please, don't! Don't make me leave! Please! Let me stay!" She was screaming against his ankles.
John had never seen anything like that, not even in a movie, but she didn't seem to be faking anything. It was real, her falling apart. Real and unreal. Maybe he'd seen something like that in a silent movie marathon, maybe somewhere else, but he couldn't remember ever seeing it. There was just Laura, on her belly now, holding his feet and begging him not to release her, and he had to do something. His original plan had been to do her breasts next. That's what she had expected, and she'd been trying to steel herself for it, but something had stopped him cold. More than one thing. And now there was this.
"Laura, stop it. Stop it! You don't understand. Stand up." He helped her rise and held her. It was hard, getting her to let go, because her grip was so strong. He spoke softly. "You don't have to leave. Listen. You can stay." He put his hands on both sides of her head and looked into her eyes, dead on. "I'm not going to whip you. And you can stay."
She leaned into him, sniffling and hiccupping. Finally, "I'm sorry. What do I have to do?"
"Right now, just stand still." He held her to him and caressed her hair, her shoulders, then her back, down to her ass, caressing her until she grew calmer. "It's okay. It's okay," he whispered. Then he turned her back around so she was leaning against him and he could see her whole front, especially her scar, to see it and touch it. Oh, he touched her all over again, this time as softly as a cat's tail--her breasts, her belly, her sex, her thighs, but always back to the long, C-section scar. That was what had finally done it. Her scar. The other night had started him thinking differently. Not the whipping itself, and not doing her. It was when he watched Laura holding Kyle, her tenderness. It had bothered the demon.
But he'd forgotten the scar, a thin, curved line that could almost have been the mouth on a smiley face. A symbol of their happiness. Maybe the symbol. He saw it and it changed things for him, radically and all at once, like a lightening flash, and the demon slunk away, leaving only pieces of itself behind. The scar was just below her bikini line, maybe six inches wide, maybe a bit wider. Slightly raised and barely pink. It wasn't disfiguring. People would hardly notice it, but it embarrassed her, enough that she wore one-piece bathing suits to completely hide it.
I was there when they cut you, when you gave up your body up for us. She couldn't birth the twins vaginally so they did the section, with an epidural so she could be awake, and they had let John be there. Not all hospitals do that, especially in complicated cases like with twins. She was breathing oxygen through a nasal cannula, and there was an IV tube in one arm, and more, a mask over her mouth, a blue paper head covering, and one of those terrible hospital gowns. She'd looked a mess. I loved you more then than ever before. They'd held hands tightly through the whole thing, squeezing each other.
There had been a cloth screen across Laura's midriff to mask the actual work. There was lore, probably true, about husbands who saw the operation and fainted dead away, falling completely across their wives' bodies. It could ruin the procedure. But the screen had drooped to one side and John had kept peeking over it, to see when they cut her open and when they were pulling first one baby, then the other, out of her. When he'd looked back down at Laura he could tell she was smiling up at him every time. She was happy and scared. He could tell it through her mask. Remembering that, he caressed her scar. My Laura. You sacrificed your body.
He loved her again. Some people wouldn't think it could happen like that, but they weren't there. He didn't know if her forgave her.
Today, Laura just leaned her head back against his shoulder. "I'll be good. I promise. Anything."
He couldn't figure her out. She isn't the same Laura Helmholtz I married and loved, who carried our children and sacrificed her body for us and was faithful. She can't be that woman again. But she isn't the Laura who fucked George Mathis for so long. Not that one either. Just who the hell is she?
And who the hell am I?
"Anything? Okay. We're going back on the therapist's regimen."
"I don't understand."
"We'll do the intimacy exercises. You can hug me. And we can touch in bed, not just when I'm doing something to you. And we'll have date nights."
She was silent but turned directly to him and wrapped her arms around his waist as hard as she could, pushing her face unto his chest, and said "Oh!" Nothing else. Just "oh!" twice. He held her as well, then loosened her arms and turned her back around again, toward the mirror, so he could see her scar again.
"Tell me what you're thinking."
"Do we have to go out?"
That?
"We have to go out. You have to get past that." His hands were up on Laura's breasts again and he caressed them both, running his palms round and round her nipples.
"But you'll be with me?"
"I'll be with you the whole time." Her nipples bulged under his palms.
"What if someone insults us? Someone like Jerry Weeks calls you a cuck?" She was panting a little.
"Or calls you a slut? Maybe I'll hit them. I kind of enjoyed it at the office. Yeah, I'm sure I'd hit them." Her breasts. I was going to whip them.
"What if it's a woman?" She was trying to control her panting.
"She should watch her mouth. She can't call you a slut in front of me. Maybe I'd just slap her. Not Martha Brisbane. She's as big as me. I'd definitely have to hit her." How could I whip you? I'd like to do it. I still would. But I won't.
"She'd never say something like that."



"Well, good. I wouldn't have to hit her." My Laura.
"Thank you, honey." Can I call you that?
His fingers were moving back and forth across her scar again. After watching him she put her own hand over his to hold him to her. Then she looked up in the mirror to his eyes and they looked each other in the eyes through the mirror. She moved a hand behind her back and took John's cock softly and stroked it up and down and felt it grow more. They weren't talking anymore, but he turned her toward the bed and walked her there. He lay her down softly and they sexed. It was almost like making love. Just about exactly. Slowly. For a while he had her spread her legs and used his hands on her, going back and forth between her thighs, being careful with her bruises, then up and down through her vaginal lips, softly and slowly, then faster, and finally he entered her. Who knows? he thought. And Laura? When they were finished, she held him and cried and wished she could undo all the hurt. She'd flood the world if she weren't careful.
When they were calm again, they held each other and John touched Laura all over. "We'll figure it out somehow." He thought a minute while he caressed her face, then continued, "And we need to get you a therapist."
"You mean the marriage counselor?"
"Someone more specialized. Maybe she can recommend someone. You're too fragile. We need to get you stronger." Then, "Maybe get me a therapist, too."
"Why?"
"When I punish you, I like it too much. And when I think of you and George together ... well, you shouldn't be around. I'd like to hurt you."
"You're being nice now."
"I'm not focused on you and George right now."
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Consequences
By H. Jekyll
CHAPTER 6: A Beginning
There is no sex in this chapter.
*****
John met Marge in one of those mid-priced restaurants, the one with the nice salad bar, outside their houses and away from the world. She took a sip of San Pellegrino and asked him:
"So, how are you doing with Laura?" There was no beating around the bush.
"You don't want to know." He chewed on a bit of a BLT and took a sip of coke. People came and went and he didn't answer, so finally Marge asked,
"It's that good?"
"It's not that good. And I don't want to talk about it."
Marge mulled the answer while she dipped a piece of sliced radish into ranch dressing and chewed it.
"You owe me, John."
This time she outwaited him. She should be a therapist. "I've been cruel to her."
"Oh. You've successfully guilted her?"
"Oh, muchly much worse than that," said with a grimace. Confession is good for the soul, don't you know? Maybe not so much for your relationship with law enforcement. "I'm not kidding, Marge. I could be arrested. I've been brutal. Physically. Sexually." Marge tilted her head and raised an eyelid. "Mainly with a belt."
"Oh." She blew out a breath, held a bit of tomato on her fork, and thought about it. "Well. I think I'd like to have watched that."
"Maybe. If you're perverted like me."
"Oh!" again. How do you respond to such a statement? "Have you always been like that?"
"Never before. Never again. I hope."
They ate silently. The waiter came over and asked if they wanted refills, and they both said, "No thanks." She waited until he was out of earshot.
"Will you do it anymore?"
"No."
"Are you sure?"
"No. I'm not completely sure, but I plan not to."
"How did Laura take it?"
"She accepted it. She cooperated. She completely, damn cooperated."
Another moment of silence. John dipped some fries in ketchup and ate them and wondered why he'd told Marge any of it.
"So, it was consensual?"
John shrugged. "I don't know. I didn't tie her up or hold her down or anything. But I told her if she didn't cooperate, she had to leave."
"And that was all it took?"
"Yes. That was it. So, consensual? I guess it was, more or less. But I don't feel like it was."
"I think ..." began Marge. "I think that shows someone who's desperately seeking forgiveness."
"Yes. Pretty obvious, isn't it?"
"I mean you."
"Oh? Oh, yeah. Me too." Is that why he told her?
"Both of you. So, what are you going to do now? Now that you're hopefully not going to beat her anymore?"
"What I'm doing is ... I'm trying to forgive her."
*****
They didn't talk much the rest of lunch, and not at all about Laura. They were a block from a city park, an easy walk to make quietly, across the street, through some trees, and around a large pond crowded with Mallard ducks. It almost seemed there wouldn't be any more conversation at all, but Marge broke the silence.
"It's the same with me, John. I'm trying to forgive Laura, too."
"And George?"
"Oh, there's no hurry on George. But about Laura. She's never even apologized to me."
"Wait. Wait. What about the letter?" There'd been a letter. Laura hadn't known what to write. She'd asked John to help her compose it.
"I read it. It seemed sincere. So, you've seen it? Wait! Did you write it?"
"No. I'm not that conniving. I helped her with the editing, so I read it. Those were her words." Mostly.
"Okay. It seemed sincere, but I won't accept something like that. Maybe I'm petty, but I want Laura to apologize to me to my face."
"Well." He had a little argument with himself and decided he should let her know. "The reason she hasn't is ... Laura is terrified of having to talk with you. She's afraid to talk with anyone, but especially you."
"She hurt me the most. No. I'm sorry. The most after you. Well, make her put on her big-girl panties. She's certainly had them off enough." Marge put a hand to her mouth. "I'm sorry. I'm not usually snarky. But can you do it, make her come over? I promise not to bite, and I think it would help. And there's someone else I'd like to have there, too."
*****
So, it happened. Laura was holding tightly to John's hand, dragging her feet, almost stopping twice on the long sidewalk, but eventually pushing the doorbell herself. She braced herself to face Marge, but the door was opened by Pastor Neuman.
"Hello Laura." He nodded. "John. It's good to see both of you."
He escorted them in but pulled John off to the side so Laura could--at least nominally--be alone with Marge. There was a chair for John by the door, set diagonally in front of the window. Pastor Neuman stood behind him. Marge was over by the coffee table, in front of the couch, fingering a small, silver cross that hung from a fine chain on her neck. She appeared to be reciting something. She also seemed to be at least as nervous as Laura. Laura walked over to her and took a huge breath and started to say it before her courage failed her completely, but she couldn't finish, not on the first try, nor the second. Not at all.
"I know you hate me, Marge ... and I deserve it ... but I'm so ... I'm so sorry... what I did ..." That was where she had to stop. It was impossible. She could never be sorry enough. There were no perfect words, no magic sentences. In the end she stood nakedly apologetic before Margery Mathis, while Marge observed her quietly and then said, "I'm trying to forgive you, Laura, I really am, but I don't know if I can."
Then Pastor Neuman walked up to them, and joined hands with each, and talked with them quietly. John couldn't hear much of it, but at some point the three were praying together and he could make out some cadences. Nothing profound happened, no miracles, no thunder or lightening, but at some point Marge reached over and took Laura's other hand and said something to her too quietly for even Pastor Neuman to hear. Laura nodded, wiped her eyes, and thanked Marge.
Laura thanked Pastor Neuman, too. He told her they were missed at the church, and he'd love it if the two of them would return, and to please give him a call. Then Laura got John and they left. She held his hand tightly all the way out to the car.
"What did Marge say to you? At the end? That you thanked her for?"
Laura made the bleak little smile that signifies something like despair and replied, "She said she'd keep trying."
*****
*****
It was the same, old coffee shop they'd used for their first conversation after he'd kicked her out. The same booth. The first time there hadn't been a real conversation, had there? More a brief exchange of disagreements. They were back because John had decided they needed a date night after their trying afternoon at Marge's, and Laura had agreed because John had decreed it. It scared her, only partly because they might meet people they knew. Mainly because of how badly it had gone the first time. She was in the same spot she'd sat that night. When the server asked what they'd like, John again ordered his favorites from college, but Laura hesitated.
"Well," asked John. "What do you want?"
She answered in that small voice she used so often now, looking up at him from under her eyelashes, "You."
John smiled. It was a tight little smile, but there you have it.
"She'll have the Cobb salad."
After the server left, John slid Laura's water glass, napkin, and cutlery to his side of the table. "Come sit beside me." He scooted over and Laura joined him, but she looked worried. He put an arm around her to pull her close, and when she looked him in the face, he kissed her.
"I've got something I need to tell you. Don't be worried. It's good. I think it's good. I hope it's good." He turned toward her and reached his other hand around to her cheek. "The thing is ... I haven't actually told you before, but I forgive you. I mean I have forgiven you. Already. Not just this minute. I just want you to know for sure."
Did she know? Did she believe it? She shivered and pulled him to her as hard as she could and buried her face in his shoulder. Forgive her? Wasn't that weak? Any number of people would agree, and maybe that's what John was. Weak. Or maybe generous, sweet, high-minded, tender, compassionate. Or everything combined. There are differing opinions, and not everyone would accept forgiving her to be a legitimate option, including the person sitting right next to him, burying her face in his shoulder. You love me again. You've taken me back. But you can't truly forgive me, not ever. She was sure of that. It was unforgivable. You can't forgive it. She couldn't say that out loud, not for the world. How could she call him a liar when he was lying so wonderfully? Could she?
"You don't have to say that, John. I know you can't."
"I can't?"
"I don't deserve it. You don't have to say that." She was shaking her head, back and forth on his shoulder, but he pushed her away--not too far, just far enough so he could lean back in and they could touch noses before he kissed her.
"Laura Helmholtz Reynolds!"
That was the wind-up. Get ready for the pitch. But at that exact moment he remembered finding out. The whole sequence. It filled his mind, out of nowhere, the way it had come to him at other times. Those first, unexpected text messages, the phone logs, the video scene from their bedroom, the confrontation. Flashes of everything. Especially the video. That was the worst thing. You can know about it, but actually seeing it is different. You don't want to see it, not if you love her, not if you knew without even thinking about it that you two were exclusive, not if you had never once thought of her as unfaithful, not if you had never, ever bothered to consider how remarkably good she could be at deception.
He'd seen the video--how many times? He couldn't leave it.
Seeing his deceptive wife naked with George Mathis, pleasuring George Mathis, squirming under George Mathis. That's what had broken John. And the sight wasn't even the worst thing about the video. For John, the worst thing was hearing Laura, hearing her grunting and panting and crying out, hearing that particular sound she made at orgasm. She'd been making it for George Mathis, over and over and over again, across the months. That was what had ultimately broken John. Her voice.
My Laura. My dear, fucking wife.
He stopped there. He didn't move. Laura waited, knowing he was going to express something profound. Waiting.
John?
Unforgivable. Yes, it was. His dear, fucking wife. And now? How had he gotten here, to this point of saying he 'forgave' her? He pulled back and stared at her, his poor, fucking, puzzled wife. How did he get here with those memories permanently installed?
"John?"
What else was there?
"John? John, what is it? What's wrong?"
He moved back toward the window, far enough that he wasn't touching her.
But the other memories came, too. Yes, the birthing. And her crumbling, cooperating in her punishment, letting him take over her life when she could have just left. At least in theory she could have left, but no, she couldn't. There she was in that one memory, holding his feet in that bizarre scene, desperately begging him not to release her from her punishment. Utterly despondent. Utterly dependent on him, on John Reynolds, on her husband and no one else. On me.
It was the Three Lauras problem. She wasn't the Laura he had married. If she were, there'd be no problem at all. But she wasn't George's Laura either, the deceptive cheat who could so easily, and repeatedly give her body to another and get her pleasure from him, ultimately breaking her husband. If she were still that one, there'd be no 'problem' because she'd have been out of the picture by now, kids or no kids. But this third one? She's mine if I want her. But? But what?
Stack everything up, side by side. At some point you make a decision. At some point he'd decided to forgive her, this different Laura, this hybrid. He'd decided before he really knew he'd decided, and this afternoon he knew. It's my decision to make.
He finally replied. "Be quiet. You don't get to decide the matter. Forgiveness is mine to give and I'm giving it, Laura Helmholtz Reynolds, whether you deserve it or not."
"How can you ...?"
"Stop. Stop again. You did what you did, and we both know how bad it was. But you've paid a price. You've paid a heavy price." Of course she began crying.
"Oh John!" She moved over to him, to be able to touch him again and hold him. "Thank you. Thank you. I love you so much and I'm so sorry ..."
But he pushed her off again.
"I know. I know. You've said it before, and I believe you. But there is something else. It's about what I know you were thinking just now." He held a hand up between them. "I'm not over it. Not by a mile. It comes and it goes. I don't know when ... or if ... I can ever get over it. Maybe I can't. Not completely. It's there right now. Don't think of it. Not right now. Leave it. But I have to live with it. We have to live with it."
"What can I do to help? Please."
"I don't know. Be faithful. Be loving. Try not to make me worry." Don't go sleeping with other guys. Oh, give it a rest!
"Are we going to be permanent, you and I?"
"I don't know. Sometimes I want to punish you all over again. I won't, not physically, but you have to know. It could get so bad that I'd have to leave." He squeezed her hand. "So, let's go back to the therapist and just take it slowly, a day at a time. With any luck..." he smiled another tight little smile, "maybe you can ask me again in a year or two."
He let her move all the way over to him and hold him. For the moment the memories were under control, enough that he could forgive her again. He'd have to forgive her, privately, inside himself, repeatedly. How often will I have to do that? It would be fine. It would be perfect except for my damned memories. It was okay for now, and they kissed again.
The server brought their food. She thought they seemed like such a sweet couple. What did the woman say she wanted? Her guy. And there they were, sitting side by side and half snuggling like they were in a fairytale. Kissing where anyone could see them. Not college kids but not very old. Probably new to each other. She'd bet twenty bucks they hadn't even had their first fight. She thought of Bill, at home with the kids, and the argument they'd had right before she'd left for work. It was my fault. I goaded him. She'd been tired, and miffed about some little thing she could barely remember. She decided to call him right away and apologize. If only they could be as good around each other as that couple. I'll make it up to him tonight. She got out her iPhone.
Laura and John ate, not saying much but leaning into each other and occasionally turning their heads to look at each other. When they were about done, John had something he needed to broach.
"There's another thing, Laura. I want ... I hope you can forgive me for hurting you."
It was time to grab hands again, to shake her head.
"I deserved it, honey. You know I did." Then, "If you did it again, I'd still deserve it."
Time for him to shake his head.
"Maybe. But I didn't have a right to do it."
"You had every right! John! After what I had done to you? And it was consensual. I cooperated of my own free will."
Why couldn't she accept an apology?
"No. It wasn't consensual! I used extortion."
"You weren't yourself because of what I did. I caused all of this."'
He turned his head away.
"You're right, honey. I give up. You're responsible for everything. Everything. Everything!" He stopped because he was raising his voice. He almost whispered it the next time. "Everything. But I still chose to do what I did. Stop trying to convince me that you're the only one with faults here. I did it to you, and I need to own up to it. I'm sorry. I love you, and I hope you will forgive me."
"Okay. Okay. I forgive you." She sounded exasperated at first, but her voice drifted downward. It became soft and sad. She asked him, "Remember after George shot himself and you made me promise I wouldn't hurt myself?" He nodded. "I don't know if I could have kept that promise if you hadn't let me stay." She stopped there and John didn't say anything at all. "Being punished was better than not having you at all." She touched his cheek. "Please John. There's nothing to forgive. If you decide I need to be punished again, ever, I promise it'll be consensual."
He still didn't say anything. There didn't seem much else to say. Maybe: Be careful what you offer. I might whip your breasts one day. He sighed and put his arm around her and pulled her tightly to him. She laid her head on his shoulder and he sighed again and leaned his head down against hers. My Laura? My Laura. I hope so. They sat there for several minutes, quietly folded onto each other, while the server discreetly ignored them. She would have been content to let them snuggle like that until they closed. Some things are too fine to disturb.
Finally, John asked, "Are you ready to go? I want to make love to you." Laura reached her hand down to John's crotch. They decided dinner was over and he called for their check. The server was going to get a really good tip tonight.
The server had a harder time with Bill, who was flabbergasted by her call and worried that something was seriously wrong. "Em, are you all right? Did something bad happen? I can be there in ten minutes! Are you okay, Em?"
When she could finally get a word in, "Everything is fine. I saw a sweet couple and it made me feel bad about the fight and I wanted to apologize. I wanted to tell you I love you. And ... I want to jump your bones when I get home." She listened for a moment. "Oh, my sexy baby. Maybe we can make some extra fireworks after the wee ones are down." She listened. "Uh-huh. Exactly. Now can I talk to the kids?" Bill put them on and he was grateful for the break. He could catch his breath because Emily was okay. And she was horny. And he needed some time to try to remember exactly what the argument had been about.
*****
*****
It didn't mean anything. Not really. Or maybe it meant that Pastor Neuman was a skilled salesman and negotiator. That's about it. It was a few Sundays hence and the church was positively filled, almost like an Easter crowd. The word was out about some really special, but undefined, happening. An ad-man, that's what Pastor Neuman was. It was a stunt. And what a stunt it was. Once everyone was settled and the organ began playing "Amazing Grace," in he walked, straight in from the front door. Immediately behind him were Marge Mathis and Laura Reynolds, holding hands like BFFs. Then came Myra Helmholtz and John Reynolds. They all looked straight ahead and walked down the long aisle to the front pew and ignored the murmuring that filled the church building and poured out the doors. Laura sat between Marge and John.
Pastor Neuman gave a powerful sermon that Sunday. Everyone agreed it was powerful, on his pet, conjoined themes of forgiveness and redemption. He never mentioned a name, never gave a current example, certainly never pointed anyone out. He used Biblical examples everyone would recognize, the prodigal son and so forth. But all anyone could remember afterwards were the stories of the crying prostitute who washed Jesus' feet, and especially of the adulteress he kept from being stoned, and to whom he said, after the crowd had left and no one was left to condemn her, "Neither do I condemn you." Pastor Neuman gazed all around the church, looking people in the eye, here, here, over here. Everyone thought he was somehow looking in their eyes. Then he repeated that line, with emphasis. "Neither do I condemn you!" Yes, he did include the part where Jesus added, "Now go and leave your life of sin." People remembered that, too.



Laura, John, Marge and Myra stood with Pastor Neuman as everyone filed out, many shaking their hands or hugging them, some apologizing, and some avoiding them. Harold Abramson shook all their hands. Stacey Abramson stopped for a second and glared at Laura, then walked right on by. People agreed it was a grand stunt to get them welcomed back into the church, and that was what Stacey told Harold afterwards, "It was just a stunt." The congregation agreed they'd never before had a showman like Pastor Neuman.
And maybe it didn't mean anything. We'll see.
End.
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*****
Nine months. It's not a year but long enough. Or maybe forever wouldn't be enough. Mary thought Phillip was thinner. Phillip focused on Mary's hair. She had cut it shorter, kind of a bob, and she had some make-up. Even 'some' was a lot for the Mary he'd known, nine months ago, when everything had blown up.
He didn't want to see her, but she looked good.
She wanted to see him and was afraid.
She simply showed up at his door, the door of his little efficiency. Why is she here? And how did she get my new address?
"Hi." She hardly looked at him.
He didn't invite her in.
"What do you want?" Oh, that was nice, Phillip! But her response went sideways, too.
"Have you gotten it ... never mind." She shook her head. "No. I'm sorry."
She began to turn away.
"You might as well say it. We're not going to grow further apart, and you took this much trouble to find me."
"The women. Have you gotten them out of your system?"
He considered slamming the door in her face.
"So. You tracked me all the way here to get some extra snark in?"
"That's not what I meant. Or, I did but... I don't know. I didn't mean it that way. I didn't. But I do want to know."
There's a trick, which is to answer a question with a question. Turn things toward your inquisitor.
"Are your boyfriends out of your system?"
"Can't you just answer my question?"
"Can't you answer mine?"
There were no 'boyfriends!' It was only him."
"That's it? Just the one?"
Silence. They stood at his doorway on the second floor, the railing behind her and the parking lot below; his hand on the knob, his body blocking the view of a couch and couple of chairs, a kitchenette with a tiny table and a few dishes in the sink, a laptop on a little desk and not much else. Yes, there was. There was a photo of Mary on the wall. Some things don't add up. Why does he have that?
He asked again. "What about him?"
Silence. Mary's silence told Phillip most of what he wanted to know.
"I'm sorry, Mary. Don't be so surprised. I don't hate you, not all that much." He caught a small laugh before it could completely escape. "Maybe you're easier to take in small doses. Anyway, I thought you could use a little happiness. Don't go looking like that! You don't have to disbelieve me. Even if it was with him. We certainly didn't have much."
Finally, she answered. "We did at first. But your question. He left. Or I'd have sent him away, so I guess it doesn't matter which way it went." While he considered that, she looked over his shoulder. "Why did you keep my portrait?"
"Target practice. Darts."
He finally let her in. They turned left into the dinette and passed the photo, which had a few pinholes, only one of them on her face. They sat at the dinette table, across from each other, and he poured some lemonade for each of them.
"I'll answer your question. I don't have a harem but there have been women. I'm not celibate and I don't have a wife anymore, so there's that. Is that what you wanted to know? For Christ's sake, why? And why are you even here?"
"I wanted to know... I'm sorry. I really should go."
She started to get up, but he raised his hand like a cop, and he told her: "Stop. Stop, Mary. Stop trying to leave in the middle of a question. Sit down. We can talk, and there's something you want to say. So, say it." And she did.
"I wanted to know... if you'd like to try being a husband again."
*****
Oh, Jesus! He stared at her. "You wanted to ask me that? And you decided the best way to ask it was to attack me? Yeah. That's pretty much the way you did things. The answer is 'no.'
"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I didn't know how to ask. I didn't try to be mean, but I guess it's a habit." He waited for more. "And I thought maybe you were having too much fun to settle for me. Like when you broke us up."
It was going nowhere.
"And you wanted to know if the philanderer wanted to move back in with the adulteress. Right? Well..." He shook his head. "Just so you know, he was before them. I didn't cheat first, you did."
Mary gasped and twisted in her chair and then stood and leaned toward him and yelled: 'You wouldn't fuck me anymore, but you started up with that slut!" He'd never before heard her use that word. "We didn't have any sex and you were never warm anymore and you couldn't even be bothered to talk!" She took two large breaths. "You weren't ever home. You were out fucking her, and I have the proof!"
It was silent again, except for her panting. It stayed silent for a moment. Phillip stared down into his hands and looked puzzled for a moment before nodding and looking back up at Mary.
"You mean Allison Watts?"
"Yes! Her!" Mary was having trouble controlling her breathing, "The marriage wrecker. So don't say I was first!"
Someone rolled a cart along the walkway, and a few seconds later came the sound of a child skipping past. A sparrow briefly landed on the window ledge. It was obviously looking for a handout, but the birdfeeder hanging above the railing needed a refill. The sun was shining merrily. It was a beautiful day outside, but indoors it could have been nine months ago. It was cold and dark, they were who they had been, and they were bitter. For some reason Mary didn't understand, she'd gotten the idea that they might try a second bite of the apple. Jesus H. Christ! Maybe it's what loneliness and forgetting just how bad it had been could do to you. Hadn't they already been evicted from the garden? How much further down could they go?
"You think that and you would still want me back? Yeah. Right." Phillip paused. "Only, you see, I wasn't diddling Allison." He smirked and looked up toward the ceiling. "Never even once. So, you got a PI? It starts to make sense. I imagine he saw us having dinner and me going to her place, and if I'm right, saw her give me a kiss. You put two and two together and decided it was time to get Eric Asshole to do you."
"You were fucking her! And his name is Eric Asensio."
"No. I wasn't. And stop using that word. Allison is a friend. She was holding my hand because my marriage was going to hell. And for your information, she's a goddamn lesbian! Your PI never checked that out, did he?"
*****
Time out.
They both sat quietly. Phillip asked Mary if she'd like some more lemonade and she said, "No thank you." He poured himself some. There didn't seem to be much more to say.
"Are you telling the truth?"
"I'll take you to her place and let her tell you herself. You can meet her wife."
Mary sighed.
"I'm sorry." She sighed again and stared down into her lap. "I guess I screwed that up, didn't I?
"Literally."
"I'm sorry. But... how? How did you know about us?"
Phillip shrugged.
"Just by chance. Monday night classes had been cancelled and I saw you two together, so I followed you to the restaurant." He shrugged again. "To his apartment. The next night I cancelled my Tuesday class and waited for something to happen. That was about it. It didn't take much planning on my part. I guess I'm surprised your PI didn't notice me following you."
"If I was with Eric, I'd already gotten the report." She laughed harshly into her hand and shook her head. "And I guess you saw us our very first time. But why didn't you tell me? Confront me? You could have done that. You could have called me a whore and set me straight on Allison Watts. You could have. I'd have begged you to reconcile. You let me tell you to leave and you just disappeared. You never came by, not even to yell at me. You didn't even come to court. You were never there... and you hadn't been for so long. My missing husband! Only there to stalk me!"
"Okay. Look. Let's step back a bit. This is us. You attack and I attack and you attack and I attack..."
"And never the twain shall meet." They both smiled for the first time.
"So. Maybe we can do a little better. Shit. I'll start. Let me admit something. You were first, but if you'd waited just a bit, I'd have been first. It wouldn't have been long. Hell, if Allison had been straight, I'd have been working hard on her. Let's just say we're about equally at fault on that part."
Mary gave another smile, a tiny one. "Okay."
*****
"And why I never came by?" Phillip moved his lips around like he always did when he was thinking. "Because then I'd have to see you." He paused and moved his lips around again. "I didn't want to have to see you. And for what? You were cheating and my marriage was over. Then I was cheating back. So, what were we going to do, just call each other names? The same with court. I wasn't there because I'd have to see you. Anyway, you claimed irreconcilable differences and the settlement wasn't terrible. If it had been 'adultery' I would have fought to protect Allison's name, though I didn't know until just now that you thought it was her."
He considered the situation. It didn't seem so long ago anymore.
"I thought you meant Elle. She was my first, ah, partner, right after you started with Eric. I wondered how you found out about her so fast, but now it makes sense. But whoever you thought it was, if you'd filed for adultery, I'd have fought it and probably countersued. Anyway. Back on the subject. 'Irreconcilable differences' seemed about right and didn't implicate anyone, so I thought it best to just fade away." He played out the word 'fade.'
Mary asked him the question that had brought her here, asked him in a small voice, "Do you still think our differences were irreconcilable?" Phillip just stared at her again.
"I'm not the one who filed. What do you think?"
"I don't know. I just don't know."
*****
"Why were you going to do it?" She asked. "With your 'Elle?' Before you knew about Eric?"
"Because all men are dogs."
"Dogs?"
"Yeah. Well, I'd spent the better part of our marriage trying not to be a dog. It wasn't easy. Then, I wasn't getting any at home..." Mary started to interject. "Wait. Stop. Let me finish my statement and then I'll let you have yours. Let's try it."
"Okay."
"Okay. Let's just say... for evenhandedness... that there was no sex at home. Okay? Okay. We can agree on that. And I was straining at the bit. It was going to happen. When I discovered you and Eric Assho-... Eric Ascensio, I told myself 'fuck it'... sorry... and a few nights later I stayed over at Elle's house. It happened just like that. Boom! And when did you start saying 'fuck'?"
"Eric used it. It sounded bold."
"Well, don't use it around me. It's not becoming."
"And who the fuck are you to be telling me how I should talk?"
"Oh Jesus! Here we go again. All right, talk any way you want. But please don't use it around me. As a courtesy. Okay?"
"Okay. I apologize. Just don't try to be so bossy. And if I'm going to stop using it, will you stop saying 'shit?'"
"I'll try. All right. Are we okay to continue? All right. Your turn."
"All right. So, before we start shouting again, let me say Eric didn't cause the end of our sex. It was you." Phillip was going to object, but she stared him down. "You wouldn't touch me. I kept waiting and you kept not being there! Anyway, Eric was holding my hand because my marriage was going to hell. But he wasn't gay, and one thing led to another. When I found... I thought... I'm so sorry... that you were cheating, I let it happen. I'm sorry, Phil."
"What kind of name is Asensio, anyway?"
"It's Spanish."
"Ohhhhhh."
"Stop that, damn it! He's not a bad guy. He was sweet and helpful, and he was loyal throughout the bad times, and at least he'd listen to me."
"Until he got into your pants!"
"Just stop it! I thought we weren't going to use snark. And I know. I know. I was easy. I was so lonely and frustrated because of you. No. I know what you're going to say. It was because of us. Us! There wasn't an 'us' anymore."
"'Us.' Okay. You're right about that. About no 'us.' But you're not together, you and Eric. How long did it last?"
"After the divorce? Maybe six weeks. I was on the rebound, so a relationship was a mistake. He was looking for a girlfriend, not a commitment, so the breakup was easy. We're actually still friendly. Not like you and me."
"But you want me to play 'husband.'"
"I don't know. That's not what I meant to say either."
*****
"You said it was only him?"
"Surprised?"
"Yeah. Kind of. I thought they'd be lining up to be with you."
"Well, there's quantity and there's quality."
"That's not as much of an issue if you're a guy. It's the dog thing."
"But you were faithful. Until..."
"Yeah. Until. It wasn't easy."
"Then why, if you're part dog? Why were you faithful for so long?"
"You can't figure it out?"
"I mean, until Allison... or I thought it was Allison... it wasn't that hard for me."
"I could certainly tell that!"
She sat up and gave him that stare, the stink eye one. "Just what are you implying?"
"Oh boy. Never mind. Forget it. Let's just move on."
"No! You started to say something, so finish it, damn it!"
"Okay. There's a bad, old joke. A guy says his wife likes sex, especially doggy style. His friend says 'Oh yeah?' and he replies, 'Sure. When I touch her, she rolls over and plays dead.'"
"I. Was. Not. Like. That!"
"It was a joke. A joke! Shit. I'm sorry. Really. I 'm sorry about the joke and about saying... you know. I shouldn't have gone there. I was being snarky again. But." He raised both his hands. "A joke can have some truth. The truth here is that if you didn't initiate the sex, you weren't... enthusiastic. And you initiated it less and less. And then... never."
"That's not true!"
"It's true. I'm really not being snarky. I learned it over time."
She sat quietly then, pensively, looking down into her lap again, her hands folded, bringing things up in her mind. Just thinking.
"Oh, fuck. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say that. But, was I really that bad?"
"I'm the one who needs to apologize. I shouldn't have said anything."
"No. It's just that Eric said the same thing. About my initiating. Not those words. I'm sorry Phil. Not for the end. Toward the end I didn't initiate because I was mad so much. And when I wasn't mad, I was usually peeved. I'm sorry for before that. I never realized. And you never said anything."
"What? What do you tell your wife, 'Hey honey don't just lie there?'"
"If I'm not... I know if I'm not already in the mood, it takes time for me to get warmed up. I don't know. I don't recall your taking time with me. I don't know. If I knew... it would be something we could work on. I mean me and a partner. I don't know. I wish I'd known."
*****
The sun was low enough that its rays came through the living room window, across the floor, and into the dinette. It would soon be time for Mary to leave.
"You know, Mar? I'm glad we've had this conversation. For the most part. It's the best one we've had in... it's over a year."
"A lot longer."
"Maybe..."
"What?"
"I'm glad we've had it. Maybe..."
"Just say it, Phil!"
"I will. It's just hard to admit. When we were first together, you were so hot. So often. When things cooled down... maybe I could have tried harder. You know, played with you more. Maybe played with you and not even worried about the sex. Of course, there's always that dog thing. Anyway, it's not all on you. I'm sorry we ended like that. And I'm sorry I pulled away so much."
"I thought you were out running around. It's why I hired the investigator."
"I was still resisting the dog."
"Why?"
"You can't guess? No, you can't guess. Well, I didn't help on that score."
"Why weren't you running around? I know I wasn't helping."
"It was because I was trying to keep my commitment. And because I still loved you. I had a little hope until I saw you and Eric together."
Mary stopped breathing entirely. Then she took yet another large breath. She reached a hand across the little dinette table to Phillip's cheek and he held it there.
"Oh, Phil."
"Jesus, Mar. I cheated because you cheated because you thought I was cheating because your investigator followed Allison and me right before I'd actually have begun cheating. With probably the one woman I'd never cheat with. And all because we fought so much and so hard. We're just twisted, Mar. I thought if I stayed out more, stayed away, we could cool down. And I was a coward about the fighting. Turns out it wasn't a very good strategy."
"Can I say we had a fucked-up marriage?"
"Yeah. I think that's pretty accurate. I'm sorry I was such a fucked-up husband." He took her hand and kissed it.
"I'm sorry I was such a shitty wife."
"But Mar. About the husband thing. I don't think I could do that. Not now. Not after everything."
"Oh. Oh. No. Of course not. I'm sorry. I was just talking. I didn't mean anything. Of course you couldn't. Well, I should be going."
"Maybe..."
"It's okay. I understand. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to keep you."
"Wait, Mar. Wait. I'm not being clear. Oh, God, I'm such a dope! What I mean is... maybe we could just go out to dinner or something?"
"Dinner? I'd like that."
"I could come over to pick you up. Maybe 6:30? We could talk some more. No commitments. Just a date."
"A date? I'd like a date with you."
"And anyway. Anyway. If the dating worked out, maybe we could see a counselor or something?"
Mary rose and walked around the dinette table. Phillip stood and Mary raised a hand to his cheek again and stood on tip toes and kissed him. Or they kissed each other. Their first real kiss in over a year.
End.
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Battery, Part 1: The Beating
By H. Jekyll
My wife came back to me after I killed a guy.
That's not quite right. She didn't leave me. I left her. I'd have left anyway, but I was forced to leave "pursuant to a protective order," as the magistrate put it. There was a protective order because I had hit her. I'd kicked her, too. I broke her nose and gave her a hairline crack to her cheekbone, along with some other injuries. I did all that because I caught her doing it with a guy. And, no, I didn't kill the guy she was doing it with, though I sent him to the hospital.
That's the simple version.
I didn't kill anyone until much later, and I didn't kill him because of her.
*****
Oh, Jesus! Could there be a simpler way to catch them? Just stumble on them. Sometimes I've thought, 'if only I hadn't gone home early.' At least I wouldn't have had to know. Maybe she'd have ended it. So what? As it was, I ended it, and it ended badly all around.
Walking in on them took my breath away. Our townhouse front door was up a flight of stairs, and it opened onto the living room. Our mid-century modern couch faced the door, and the matching love seat faced the deck. The style doesn't matter. What matters is that when I opened the door, I looked straight at Mary Ann's ass, and she was bending down toward his dick. They probably should have heard me, though they were busy. She was on her knees on the carpet, naked; he was on the couch, hunched forward, his clothes on but his jeans all the way down around his ankles, his knees spread, his dick sticking straight out, and Mary Ann was licking it like a Tootsie Roll Pop. I don't know where her clothes were.
Yes, it's 'Mary Ann,' the girl next door, just like the cute one from "Gilligan's Island," for anyone old enough to remember. Mary Ann was cute when I started dating her and was cute as my wife. Short and trim, not voluptuous. Her almost-black hair didn't reach her shoulders, though it was long enough that she took one hand away from her--her what? Her lover's?--her lover's dick to brush it out of the way, so she'd have better access. I'd always thought her breasts were like small fruit, especially when she was kneeling, and they would hang and sway. Like peaches. They were hanging as I stood there not breathing, but they didn't sway because he was reaching between his knees and squeezing them. He seemed to be squeezing them hard and pumping them, and she grunted when he did it, as though it hurt. That was all the sound she made. He didn't gasp or anything, but said, "Yeah. Yeah," while she did him.
It wasn't so much what she was doing as whom, though the 'what' counted. My Mary Ann didn't generally do oral. 'My' Mary Ann. Crap. She didn't, but sometimes she did. She once told me that 'ejaculate'--her word--was too much like snot, and would you suck out someone's nose? But now and then it was different. One time, when we were making up after an argument over something I don't even remember, and we were madly in love again and having make-up sex, she went down on me and worked me with her mouth, getting me closer and closer. I tried to tell her I was going to come, but she didn't stop and then I couldn't stop. That took my breath away, too, though it was completely different. Afterwards she caressed my face and looked me in the eyes and whispered, "I wanted this to be special for you."
'Special'. Special because we had fought. Again. It was Mary Ann's way of making up. We'd met in a coffee shop--a music bar--where she played guitar and sang in a little folk group that was professional enough to get gigs and had cut two CDs, and whose songs were mostly about peace and love and heartache. With Mary Ann I had love but not much peace. Her soft soprano could become a whip, and we'd go from peace to total war, or, as often, to total surrender. There was a lot of making up. No one is perfect, and the making-up rescued everything else, though now came the heartache.
But 'special.' I figured she wanted to make today special for whoever it was who'd made her strip and get down on her knees, who was squeezing her breasts too hard while she did him, and who couldn't be bothered to strip for her.
That wasn't the first thing I thought or thought about. My first thought was 'no.' No. It couldn't happen. Never. But the denial phase didn't last long.
I would have said something as soon as I could exhale again, but I didn't have to. Mary Ann was staring into her guy's groin and couldn't see me, but he saw me and pushed her away. He half rose from the couch and tried to say something that started with, "Wha..."
Then it was her turn. She looked as shocked as she could be, maybe as shocked as I looked. He'd looked surprised at first, but also a bit smug, as though he were thinking, 'So here's the guy whose wife I'm banging.' That changed to a smirk. 'Yeah, let him see her do a real man,' and he wasn't in any rush to cover up his junk. It waved back and forth in front of him. A big damned cock. A big damned guy.
He must have been sure I was overmatched, because he was as big as a pro linebacker. Over all. I don't know how his cock stacked up against those of other linebacker types. I imagine Mary Ann didn't have much basis for comparison, either. But he knew that out in the open it dominated the room. He even petted it, like a cat, so that it pulsed, and he was the first person to actually say anything: "Would you like a taste of this, you fag? Maybe you two can share it."
Mary Ann was up and walking over to me by then with her game face on, but she turned back toward him. "Gary! Stop that!" Then back to me. "I'm sorry you had to see this, Peter." She was covering her breasts with an arm and had a hand over her crotch, as though they were things I shouldn't see. When she spoke, she was controlled and direct. "We need to talk. Just give us a few minutes alone, so Gary can leave. We need a little time. It won't take very long, then we can talk."
That was when I hit her.
*****
Never hit a woman. I know the rule. Never. Not under any circumstances. I never would. I never had. And my own wife? Me? Hell, I was Peter the 'Peacekeeper.' People chuckled about it, how even-tempered I was. I had a reputation and a nickname. The last time I'd been in a fight was, oh, never. In junior high I'd jumped into the middle of a brawl to break it up. What I'd gotten out of it was a cut lip and some bruises, but also the admiration of my friends. "Jeez, Louise, Pete! That's either the bravest or the dumbest thing I've ever seen!" Two girls were especially impressed. I got to second base with one of them a few weeks later. Then I hit a triple with the other, on a drive to deep center, if you catch my drift. Girls liked the Peacekeeper. Guys liked me. I got between two fighting kids in high school once, and they both quit rather than hit me. Other times I'd get between guys who were on the edge of swinging away. I had a way and a presence. Stay calm. Be reasonable. Help folks get out of that spiral. Talk them down.
It made Mary Ann mad. When we'd argue she'd explode and call me names and say outrageous things, while I'd try to be calm and recognize her side. God, she hated that. "Get angry, Pete!" I didn't want to get angry. I tried to stay in the zone. Yes, we fought, and we loved each other.
But I hit her.
I, of all people. In college I got a degree in clinical psych and then became--should I say, 'wait for it?'--a counseling psychologist. I specialized in couples' counseling, and I was good at it. I knew all about battering. I'd counseled couples who hit each other. Where he'd hit her a lot. I had helped wives or girlfriends get protective orders. I'd worked with the Women's Center to find them safe places to stay. I'd reported men to the police and helped get them arrested.
Then something happened. No, somethings. Plural. Not just Mary Ann and her new guy. That was pretty much the last thing on the list.
*****
Months before. Long before. This couple was accosted by a street gang in a sketchy neighborhood in Indy. Famous last words by the husband: "Don't you touch my wife!" Anyone could guess what followed. Just for fun, they battered the husband into submission, then doubled their fun by dragging them into an abandoned building and taking turns with the wife. "Watch this, Mr. Hero! I said watch, you fucktard!" They were a skinhead group, and they wanted her to experience plentiful cocks tattooed with their gang's name and emblems, so she'd remember them.
What followed?
Their relationship couldn't take it. They knew they weren't at fault, but it didn't matter. It destroyed them. Sex itself became a terrible issue. She couldn't face it. She'd flinch from his touch. "Please don't, honey." Over time they could hold hands, kiss, even hug, but any step toward sex would set her off. She'd gag at the sight of his penis. She'd feel guilty about it, and angry that he would want sex, and mad at herself for being angry with him and for not trying harder, but unable to force herself forward. He was sad for her and tried not to push sex, even felt guilty for wanting sex, but grew upset with her for not trying harder, and then mad at himself for being upset with her. They fought bitterly and their marriage entered a death spiral, though neither wanted that. They started therapy to try to salvage something, but it wasn't going well when I was called in.
Why me? The husband wanted to see a man, someone he thought would better understand him. I read the file and heard him out and I thought I understood his position, but I had missed a major part.
It was our second session. We were in my office on two comfortable chairs, sitting across the coffee table from each other. We seemed to be making progress when he stopped talking and began staring at the wall, at a landscape by someone from the Hudson River School, just staring, completely losing the thread of the conversation. "Fred?" When he didn't respond I asked again. "Fred? Are you okay?" Then, out of the blue he hung his head and got weepy and began crying. He couldn't continue. I waited for him to gain control, but he couldn't, so I waited some more. You do go dry eventually, and when he did, I asked him to explain it to me, but he broke down again and started crying into his hands. Finally, he managed to tell me the hidden part.
"It's not just the sex. If we never have sex again, I'll love Linda and stay with her. It's not what I want, but I can live with it. She's my wife. But I can't live with..." and he broke down yet again. I'd never seen a man sob like that, in all my work. When he slowed down enough to finally talk, he said, "I couldn't protect her. That's what I can't live with." He had to stop again, and when he continued it was in the high and tight voice of a person who is struggling to get it out. "My wife. My Linda. I couldn't do anything. I couldn't help her." He was shattered and wanted to kill himself.
We managed to work through it. He was able to go back to his wife and the other therapist and be open with them. The last I heard they were still together and working towards intimacy, and he was learning to forgive himself for failing her. But it made me wonder if I could live with myself if I ever let something like that happen to Mary Ann, and I decided that no, I couldn't.
So, I learned how to fight. I took classes from a pro, twice-weekly group sessions and individualized practice sessions. I learned how to size up a situation and an opponent and to take control. We had a motto: "Don't be active, be pro-active." Don't let him choose the fight. Don't give him any time. Start before he's ready. Go for the eyes, the nose, the balls, right now!
For a break, we'd watch things like the knife fight from "Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid," where a gang member built like Mary Ann's Gary challenges Butch Cassidy--Paul Newman--to a knife fight over leadership of the gang. The guy's got a Bowie knife. Butch says something like "let's go over the rules," and when the guy argues "There ain't no rules in a knife fight," Butch kicks him in the balls and then knocks him out. The whole thing lasts about five seconds. We all laughed hysterically, but after we were done the pro said, 'That's the outcome you're aiming for."
Yes, I learned to fight because my client couldn't protect his wife. I understand the irony of what actually happened.
*****
The second big thing was that Mary Ann and I had a crisis. We'd been trying to get pregnant. We wanted kids, and we were working at it happily. We had sex all the time, focusing on positions that were supposed to help, after which she would arrange her body in ways that should help my sperm seep deep within her, while I caressed her ass and her pudendum. She'd caress my cock to get me back up and we'd do it again, as often as I could get it up. Sure, there was some so-so sex, but there's that old saying: better so-so sex than no-no sex. We did everything right, but somehow it wasn't happening.
We had tests and got the bad news that Mary Ann couldn't get pregnant. God, that was an awful day. The morning was overcast and cold, which Mary Ann took as a sign. She'd been obsessing for days, and I'd been trying to reassure her, but she grew so scared that she wouldn't even go to the gynecologist's office to get the results. I had to bring them home to her. I held her hands and told her, and then I pulled her to me, and we held each other until she didn't want me to hold her anymore. She lost her appetite. She lost her libido. She sat or walked aimlessly, and I grew more and more worried about her. She couldn't even talk about our options.
But the crisis seemed to pass. She ate. She talked. She laughed. I remember we were on the bed, naked, the first time we'd set out to make love since that horrible day, me erect as all hell, when she burst out crying and asked, "How can you want me, when I can't even give you a baby?"
The crisis wasn't over at all.
We held each other again, and I caressed her, maybe too much. I should have known better. I caressed her breasts, then down to her mound, and she said, "Let's not do it tonight, Petey, okay? Could we just snuggle?"
Of course! Of course we could. We fell asleep touching each other. In the morning when I awoke, we were still naked and Mary Ann was curled up to me in the middle of our bed, but something had changed for her. She didn't want sex. Ever. She absolutely wouldn't initiate sex, and when I'd try, she'd turn me down for this or that reason. She was in her period, or she didn't feel well, or she was too tired. Sometimes she said she just didn't feel like it. She cooperated a few times--isn't 'cooperated' a nice, neutral term?--but she just passively accepted it, and I stopped trying.
That was the third thing. Weeks went by. A month. Two months. More. Yes, I knew about these issues, didn't I? Well, it's different when it's your own wife. I knew to give her time, and to not put too much pressure on her, but at three months I was starting to suggest she see a therapist. Other than the sex, things seemed to be okay. Okay. That's a shit word for a marriage, but it's how I felt.
So, unlike many men who've found their women have strayed, I can point to the exact date that things began to turn sour, indeed the very hour. I thought I saw depression, though, not what turned out to be a voyage of slutish exploration.
*****
Mary Ann came to me, around the coffee table, straight from her lover's cock, and used that mouth to tell me to leave so she could usher the guy out. I should be a gentleman about it, then we could have our serious 'talk.' Fuck it all! Something snapped and I hit her and she just collapsed. She rolled to her back and her lips and mouth and chin were all covered in blood. She was making a sound, something like a cross between a moan and a whimper, and I wasn't sure she was completely conscious.
I couldn't focus on Mary Ann, though, because Gary had started to rise just as she had begun to fall, and I took him out. A giant? One who didn't know how to fight. Had he ever needed to? Did anyone dare cross him? If so, he'd won on brute power. Sure, I'd never actually fought before, but I had two things going for me, rage and training, and to hell with peacekeeping.
In any case, he made a huge tactical error by kicking the coffee table aside instead of fastening his pants, and I got him in the balls. Thank you, Butch Cassidy. But really, how could I miss them? They were right there, still half visible, saying 'hit me!' and the fight was over. What came next was the massacre. As he doubled over, I came up with my palm, right on his nose, and I heard it crunch. I hit him on the side of the head to put him down and then I jumped down on him, driving both knees into his belly. I hit his face over and over. I was trying to jab my fingers into his eyes, but I couldn't get direct hits anymore because he was struggling so much. Still, he was finished, and after about a minute I put a forearm across his throat and pushed it down with my other hand, and I said, "Get the hell out of here! But keep looking over your shoulder because you'll never know when I'll be there. And if you ever touch my wife again, I'll kill you! Do you understand?" He just grunted so I slapped his face. "Do. You. Under. Stand? I'll fucking kill you!"
He averred as to how he could see my point of view. I'm making a little joke of it because I'm feeling it again, as I write this. I have to fight the feeling because it's so overpowering. I really didn't want to stop, but I was getting winded. My first fight and I think I could have beaten him to death, but I got off him and he struggled oh-so-slowly to his feet, catching blood in one hand, leaving more on the carpet, holding his pants up with the other hand, and he staggered out the door. I never saw him again.
Then there was just Mary Ann. She was lying on her side against the love seat, holding her bloody face, writhing and moaning. Her left eye was swelling, and she stared at me with her right eye. I hated her. I hated her more than him. "So, you want to talk?" I walked over to her, and she cried, "Don't!" as she tried to shrink under the love seat. She could never shrink that far. I grabbed her hair, pulled her face up, and slapped her right where I'd hit her. She screamed and pulled both hands over her face.
"Don't! Please!"
She rolled over so her face was protected, and it was just her back.
"Sure! Let's talk."
I kicked her in the back, and she yelled again.
"Don't hurt me!"
"Sure! Start talking. Why not?"
I kicked her again. Then again, so she'd know it.
"Don't hurt me, Pete. Please don't. Please don't."
She was shaking, and I was too. I thought of kicking her again, but I finally started to realize how pointless it was. What was I doing anyway? I looked down at my feet, at the floor, at the love of my life, at Mary Ann. Then I turned away. I got her cell phone and tossed it to her.
"Call the cops. I'm sure they'd love to talk with you."



I went out to the deck and sat on our little sliding bench, waiting for the police to come and for the world to finally end. Someone must have already called them because they didn't take any time. Two officers. The moment they saw Mary Ann's face, one handcuffed me while the other covered her with something and waited for a woman cop. They took our statements, mine from the back seat of the squad car with my arms behind me. They read me my rights, and I know you're not supposed to say anything to the police, but I told them everything and they arrested me for assault and battery.
More police cars arrived, all sitting there with their lights flashing, then an EMS van, and finally, for some reason, a fire engine. Not much happens in Carmel, Indiana, so I guess they had nothing else to do. Most of the cops were standing around chatting, ignoring me, maybe even ignoring Mary Ann, until finally two of them got into the squad car and took me to jail. I had nothing to do except think about her, about what she'd done and what I'd done. I began shaking seriously. How had I done that? How had she? I was shaking so much when we got to the Hamilton County jail, in Noblesville, that they put me on a suicide watch.
Mary Ann? I found out they'd driven her to an Urgent Care center where they took a head CT and cleaned and bandaged her nose and cheek. They found her sweetheart at the Noblesville ER. Along with his ravaged face, one of his balls was swollen and he had some kind of internal injuries. I don't think they were all that bad, not as bad as I'd have liked them to be, but the docs held him overnight for observation. That put my actions over the top, so when I was finally taken before a magistrate the next day, they'd upped the charge to two counts of aggravated battery, a felony. The magistrate set bail at $50,000 and they took me back to my little suicide-watch cell, where I could shake as much as I wanted.
That was it.
There was just the jail cell and me. The cell was modern, fresh, and clean, with pale beige walls and LED lighting. Except for the lack of windows and the locked door, I've stayed in worse hotel rooms, but it didn't matter much, because anything looked better than what I saw when I closed my eyes: Mary Ann and him. Sometimes I saw myself hitting her, him, them, but usually it was the Tootsie Roll Pop moment. There were some vague images, but just as I was falling asleep, it would be like he or she or they were standing right there in front of me, and I'd jerk wide awake, shaking again. Seeing the cell was so much better. Even being exhausted, I'd keep my eyes open as long as I could and stare at the lights.
Fuck Gary. I'd beat him again. But Mary Ann? I saw myself doing it, but it was like it was behind a screen while on the screen itself was what she had done to me. Peter the Peacekeeper was nothing if not empathetic, so I guess that meant I was nothing anymore. What now?
We'd be done even if I hadn't touched her. Let her have her lovers, as many as she wanted. It was best to walk away. It's what I should have done. Don't think about it. Think about when I'd come up behind her at the kitchen sink, last week, and put my arms around her. She'd turned and kissed me, and I'd hoped against hope we'd finally end up in bed. Was she already doing Gary then? Remember. Remember when we were walking on the beach in Santa Barbara last summer. We were holding hands. We were barefooted and the surf would pour over our feet. That evening we made love in that quaint Santa Barbara motel. I saw us at other times, trying out new things to make it fun, or just being sweet and tender with each other. There's a lot more to a marriage than sex, but there's so much less without it.
It wasn't just Mary Ann. I'd lose my clients, and there wouldn't be any more referrals, and after a while I'd lose my counseling license. So, everything was gone, all at once.
I had a conversation with the cell. I kept asking those fresh, clean walls why she did it. Why, why, why? The thing every betrayed husband wants to know. I was just like every other guy, trying to figure it out, but the cell wasn't answering. Maybe Mary Ann herself didn't know. People have trouble understanding their own motives. Maybe they're unknowable. You explain things after the fact, and you do it by building a story. Maybe the story is more or less accurate, and maybe it isn't. Mary Ann and I went from everything being wonderful--at least in my version of the story--to nothing being wonderful, to finding out she had her own 'wonderful' that didn't include me. What story was she telling herself? Then, when she got caught, I was supposed to be all civilized and respectful? The perfectly well-mannered milquetoast. That must fit seamlessly into her version of the thing. In my version, it was what had pushed me over the edge.
Of course, in my version, I was now sitting alone in a jail cell not knowing what she was doing, or with whom.
*****
Then I couldn't make bail. There were complications and delays. There was an issue of how to get money from my accounts without having to go through Mary Ann. My attorney was 'working on it' when on the fourth day they took me to a magistrate who said my bail had been posted and I would be released. There was a protective order, but otherwise I was free to go until my trial.
Mary Ann had bailed me out on her own.
I saw her for the first time, 'post incident,' the very next day, five days after the blow-up.
It was at her house. Our house. I was there to collect whatever I'd need to live elsewhere. A woman officer monitored me. She had to go into every room I went into, and Mary Ann had to approve everything I chose. Mary Ann wouldn't look directly at me or speak to me. She trailed behind us and mainly nodded when the officer asked if it was okay that I chose this or that. She edged around so the officer was almost always between us. There were two floors and a half-basement, so she did a lot of moving around.
Mary Ann looked awful. She'd been sitting on the couch when we got there, sitting almost primly, I thought. She had a bandage on her left cheekbone and another across the bridge of her nose. Her left eye wasn't swollen but it was blue and green and yellow, with a large red blotch in her sclera, and the bruising reached across her nose to the inner edge of her right eye. When she rose, she was stiff, and I could tell something hurt. She took the stairs one step at a time.
I got all my things, and we went out to the living room to box them up while Mary Ann sat back down on the couch. She did it slowly and stiffly. She sat quietly. She still wouldn't look directly at me. When I turned toward her to say something, she became tense, as though she thought I might hit her again. I guess it was 'once burnt,' and all that.
"I was just going to thank you for posting my bail. That's all."
She looked directly at me for the first time, made a face as though she were going to cry, and half lifted her arms in a kind of question. "Why did you hit me, Pete?"
I hardly believed I'd heard her right, so I stared for a moment, until she looked away.
"You did what you did, and you can ask me that?"
"I understand that you're mad at me, but you hit me. And Gary. How could you? You of all people?"
If she didn't understand, there wasn't much to say. The officer told me it was time to go, and I answered, "Yes ma'am." I turned back to Mary Ann.
"You think I was just mad?" I was trying not to shout, not with the officer there. "Just angry? No. I wasn't just mad. I wanted to kill you."
"Kill?" She looked left and right, as though searching for an escape route, but I wasn't going to hit her again. Not that the woman cop could have stopped me if I'd tried. "But you never hurt anyone. Ever! You've always worked to keep people from doing that."
"Yeah. Peter Philipson, the fucking Peacekeeper." I grinned what must have been a hideous grin. "I've practiced couple's therapy for how many years? But, you see, I just found how different it is when it happens to you. I've been a complete moron. All those years! Now I know you can never actually know what you will do until it's you." I picked up a suitcase, then turned back to her to make one last snarky remark. "Anyway, I guess now you can do your Gary here anytime you want."
"No. No. Officer, can I speak with him for a moment?" The cop stepped out to the hallway. "I'm not going to see him again. I'm not. I'm sorry for what I did. I want to make it up to you." I waved a hand to stop where she was heading. "Anyway, after you'd put him in the hospital, I called, just to find out how he was. He didn't want to even talk to me because he's terrified of you." She smiled a tiny smile. "He called you a 'fucking maniac.'" She made air quotes.
That was a positive, though I didn't understand why she seemed to think it was amusing. The officer was being awfully patient. I think she enjoyed listening to us.
"You're afraid of me too, aren't you?" No one had ever been afraid of me; I wasn't sure how afraid I wanted Mary Ann to be. She didn't say anything, but she nodded. It didn't seem to add up. "Then why did you post my bail?"
"Because I love you. And I want to forgive you."
"You... You? Want to forgive me?"
"Yes." She nodded. "I was hoping... I was hoping that I would forgive you, and maybe you would forgive me, and maybe we could be back together again? Maybe?"
That took all the air out of the room.
"No."
She looked like she didn't understand. I shook my head and repeated myself. "No. I appreciate the bail, and you can forgive me all you want, but I'm not going to return the favor. I don't forgive you and I'm not going to get back together with you." I started rolling my suitcases out. "So, I guess I'll see you in court."
*****
I was finished talking, but Mary Ann wasn't. She tried to call as I was driving to my new place, my tiny, more-or-less furnished, one-room apartment over a garage in old Carmel, that I rented for a song because no one but a student would actually want to live there. The old woman who owned it wanted monthly rent in cash, and as far as I know she didn't report anything to the city. I had my 5G phone plan in place of the nonexistent Wi-Fi. There was a kitchenette and a tiny bathroom with a shower, and a still tinier closet. That was about it. I'd get a few things at Goodwill.
I didn't pick up Mary Ann's call.
I unpacked what I'd need right away. A colleague had contacted my clients, to explain the situation and cancel or reschedule appointments, and to offer referrals to other counselors. Most already knew about it because the story was interesting enough to get little articles in both the Indy "Star" and "Current in Carmel," with titles like "Marriage Counselor Beats Wife." Word gets around, so, my career was gone, or so I thought until I got text messages from some of my clients, saying they wanted to stay with me. Then there were some new referrals. I guess there were people who wanted a 'manly' counselor. With luck, they wouldn't be batterers who were hoping I'd see eye to eye with them. I'd have to tell them not to do it no matter how right it seemed at the time. Maybe I'd change my nickname to Peter the Peacemaker. 'The Peacemaker.' The Colt.45 revolver of the Old West. That would be better than Peter the Peterless.
I finally listened to Mary Ann's voicemail: "Pete, I wanted to tell you, but I didn't get to it because... you know. But Gary. He's afraid of you but he hates you. When I talked with him, he said he'd have you taken care of. I thought he was just sounding tough, you know, because you beat him up so badly, but now I think he meant it. Please be careful. He has some bad friends. Anyway, I know you don't want to forgive me, but I love you and I couldn't stand it if anything happened to you. Please be safe. I'm so sorry I caused all this. Will you call me back? Please?"
*****
No, I didn't call her back, but I bought a pistol that very afternoon. Was I being followed? What if Gary's friends came for me? There's an apocryphal story of an Irish gang who brought knives to a gunfight. Fists are even more pathetic. Me, I wasn't ever going to get a gun until I did.
It should have been impossible. Facing a felony charge and a protective order for domestic violence, I shouldn't have been able to buy a gun. That's Indiana and Federal law. You have to pass an instant FBI, criminal-background check. But this was Hamilton County, and I figured they would take their sweet time submitting crime reports. I might slide through.
I went to a gun shop near Carmel's City Center and bought a cheap, little Glock 43. Not the enormous Peacemaker. The Glock isn't exactly a pipsqueak, but it's nothing like that cannon. I tried to look cool while they did the background check, and it came back clear. After that, it was easy. There's no waiting period for a gun purchase, or any required permit, not in Indiana, and I could tote the thing in my messenger bag right away. The gun itself doesn't have an external safety to worry about when Gary comes at you. It carries six 9mm shots, which I was sure would be enough for--whatever. I told the proprietor I'd never owned a pistol, and he was more than happy to go over everything I would ever need to know about a Glock 43, and a lot I wouldn't. It was mostly interesting. He pointed out a nearby firing range, where the people were also happy to go over everything I would ever need to know about a Glock 43, and a lot I wouldn't. This time it got boring. They seemed happy to get a convert, and happy that I paid for an hour's practice.
Okay. Now what? Prepare for Gary. On the way home I bought a security bar for the door. I installed it, got everything in place, then turned out the lights and sat on the steps, listening for Gary's friends. I don't remember how late it was when I gave up waiting, went inside, put up the bar, and went to bed. The gun spent the night on a little wooden stand right beside me.
*****
There was another call from Mary Ann. She didn't give up. Maybe I should hit her again. Joking! Anyway, how many calls did that make?
"Please, Peter. Let's talk. You always say people should talk, no matter how bad it is. I need to talk with you. I need to explain. Please!"
I guess she was right, or I was right. Whatever. We set up a time to meet at her house--at our house. I should remember that. Of course that would violate the protective order, but que sera sera. I didn't want to talk with her, but crap, yes I did.
She looked better. There was still a small bandage across her nose and a bruise on her cheekbone. Her eye was almost healed. She met me at the door, and we walked into the living room, where she took the couch, the same as last time, and I took the love seat. The coffee table had a crooked leg, and I thought, 'I need to fix that,' before I caught myself.
Mary Ann wanted to talk, but not about what I had in mind.
"How many times did you do it with him?"
"What?" Her eyes got big. "I don't want to talk about that."
"What do you want to talk about?"
"About... " She shook her head. "About how you are. About whether... I don't know."
"About whether we could get back together? Isn't that on your agenda?"
"Yes. About that. I'm sor... "
"Sure. Well, I want to know how many times."
"No." She began to look defiant.
"If you don't tell me, my imagination will just run away with it. Try this one. How many different guys have you done?"
"There weren't any others! He was only one."
"And I should believe that... why?"
"Because I'm telling you!"
"Yes. Sure. But if you'd had... I don't know... fifty different guys you'd still probably say 'one' because that's the only one I can prove."
"Do you think I'm lying?"
"How would I know?"
"Is this how you treat your clients?" She was getting angry, or wanted me to think she was angry, so there she was up on a high horse.
"My clients lie to me all the time. Everyone lies about the things that can make them look bad. Lies of commission, lies of omission, playing things up or playing them down. All. The. Time. Little white lies and whoppers. It's one of the first things they teach you in counselor's school."
"I thought you were supposed to believe them."
I laughed.
"Yeah, they say that. The activists do. The celebrity counselors. Not me. I don't believe them or disbelieve them. It's like the Rashomon story. Everyone has an angle. I use tricks to get them to admit things. I see couples separately and compare their accounts. After a while I have a feel for what I can believe and what I can't."
"Then I don't know. I don't know how I can convince you I'm telling the truth."
"Well, that is a problem, isn't it? After you're caught cheating and lying. Before that, people trust you. Afterwards, they don't, and I don't trust you. So, before we get on any other topics, what can you say to convince me about how many times and what you did?"
"Stop it!"
"There's more. How many people are laughing behind my back because they know more about what you've done than I do?
"No! Peter!"
"And, oh yeah, why did you do it? Because I'm not good enough for you? Because you were mad at me? Maybe because you just like a little something extra on the side? Or maybe you love him and don't love me anymore."
"No! Stop it! I love you! It was only him and it was only sex."
"Ohh. Bad answer. Well, we're through here."
I got up and left and ignored her as she called after me.
*****
I didn't have a trial because it wasn't worth the county's time. Gary wanted them to throw the book at me, but Mary Ann deep-sixed that. She said she wouldn't testify against me, and she told the investigator that Gary had come at me before I hit him. I was doing a deep burn about her, because she seemed so much on my side. Come on, bitch! Blame everything on me so our lawyers can duke it out. But she wouldn't. Consequently, I got to plead out to a lesser charge: one count of misdemeanor battery, which means I pretty much got away with it, and my faith in the criminal justice system dropped considerably. The sentence was a piddling fine, time served, and forty hours of community service, which in my case would be counseling people in jail, at the Women's Center, or in a homeless shelter.
*****
There was a knock at my door the evening after my plea, and of course it was Mary Ann. She stood in the doorway looking woeful, head down, with her hands at her sides. She wanted to confess. She heaved a huge sigh and said, "Okay, Peter. I'll tell you everything. Anything you want to know. Then you can kick me out."
"It was three times. You caught us the third time, just after we got started. Gary was the only one. I met him at O'Malley's when I was out with Meg and Shirley. We'd seen him there before. We'd chatted with him and his friends, but this time he came over to our table to talk. That's what he said. 'Talk.' I was a little drunk. I don't think I'd have done anything if I was sober. Peter, I'm telling the truth! I was sober the other times, but he'd already gotten to me. Anyway, we talked. After a while the girls had to leave, and I made an excuse to stay longer. Then he moved closer, almost right away. I mean really close, and I let him. It was exciting, knowing he was going to try to seduce me. At some point he put a hand on my thigh and got his face right up to mine while we talked. He kissed me and told me we were going to his place."
"And that was it?" She was still standing in the doorway.
"It... yes. By then I wanted him to do it. I didn't go there looking for anything. It's just that he was different and so massive. So self-assured. Like a guy in one of my fantasies." She stopped and thought for a moment. "And he turned me on."



"He was a fantasy come true?"
"I have fantasies all the time, about people and... things. I never acted on them before, except with you." I cocked my head. "When I'd suggest we try something new. Never anyone else."
"Until Gary."
I sat down. I expected her to come into the room, but she stayed leaning on the doorframe and continued.
"Until Gary."
"So, what did you do?"
"He played with me and made me play with him, and we had sex. He liked squeezing my breasts. He'd hold my hands behind my back and bite my nipples. He had me use my mouth on him."
"All the way?"
She just shut her eyes and nodded.
"Thrice?" I thought a second. "So, Mr. Snot was a winner?"
Mary Ann made a face. "He was rough, and he made me do it, and..." She took another deep breath. "It excited me when he made me do it. Having a really big guy make me do things." She looked down at her feet.
"So, you liked the sex."
"Yes."
I shook my head, turned away, turned back. How much did she like it?
"You came."
She nodded again. Oh, Jesus. I hadn't turned on the light, so I couldn't make out her expression anymore, not really, but I thought I could see remorse.
"What about your ass?"
"Not yet." I went 'hmm?' and she said, "He told me he would, and he pushed his thumb into me."
"Every time?"
"Twice. I'm so sorry, Peter. I'll tell you anything you want to know. I'm not playing games."
I sighed. "Do your friends know?"
"Do I have to tell you?" I nodded. "More or less. Shirley and Meg knew what we were doing."
"And they didn't try to talk you out of it?"
"A little. At first. They told me it was dangerous. But I think they enjoyed hearing about it. They asked for details."
"And it would have kept going." It was a statement, not a question.
"If you hadn't caught us? I don't know how long. I wanted to find out what else he'd do. But it's over! It's finished and I'll never do anything like that again!"
"So you say. Did you two talk about me?"
"He thought it was funny that you were a marriage counselor. He said he'd give me something we'd need counseling about."
Very insightful, that Gary, though I wasn't sure I'd want to see a counselor. I knew too much about them.
"What about our sex?" Mary Ann's face grew tight.
"He wanted to know what we did and didn't do. To compare. And he wanted to know about his size, his penis versus yours." She paused, hiccupped, then held herself still. "He made me tell him."
"Well, how long was it?"
"About a month."
"So, your friends knew about it for a month and kept it from me. Wonderful. And I'd always thought Shirley was one of the good guys. Of course, I thought you were, too."
"I'm sorry."
"I've heard that before. Well, you might tell them not to worry about me hitting them, but I don't ever want to see them again." At that Mary Ann looked down at her feet again, and I said, "Okay. I've heard enough. You can go now." She'd confirmed what I'd suspected, and I didn't know if I could stand knowing any more. It was too much. My mind had stopped working. I couldn't think what else to ask.
"We can't talk some more?"
"No."
She turned and left. I thought she'd argue, but she didn't. She looked at me for a moment, then left quietly and closed the door behind herself carefully. I stared after her for the longest time.
*****
I maintained about half my practice, which made it easy to do my community service. All I had to do was basically go through the motions and people couldn't seem to tell the difference. Maybe I'd been wasting my time all those years. I didn't want to sleepwalk through it, but I didn't have the energy for anything more. I'd go over a case in my mind, but then I'd suddenly imagine Mary Ann and Gary, imagine what else he'd do, with her liking it and everyone keeping it from me. I'd lose my concentration. I'd tell people I was fine, but I was taking an antidepressant or who knows where I'd be?
*****
The weekend after I saw Mary Ann I went to a matinee performance of the Carmel symphony. It got me out of my place and gave me something to do in my off hours other than go to the library's reading room or take a long walk or stare at the spider webs up in the corners. We'd bought season tickets, so I had an empty seat. I imagined Mary Ann showing up to claim it. Yes, that would have been awkward, to say the least. I could have gotten a date with a certain client from the Women's Center if I'd wanted to. She was kind of coming on to me and she'd let drop that she liked classical music, but I didn't necessarily believe her, and anyway, I didn't want company. Alone was good.
I felt relaxed in the Carmel Palladium's balcony. I leaned my head back and looked up at the ceiling. It's so high it's almost an atrium: bright, with some small, pastel lights in the ceiling, and they'd adjusted the lighting to go with the main number, "Rhapsody in Blue." However--and it was a big 'however'--it was ruined for me because a few rows forward and to the left were Joseph Slotkin and his wife Shirley. That Shirley. They had season tickets too. Mary Ann and I had even gotten together with them for a bite after a couple of performances, but I had been hoping they wouldn't show. No such luck. Each of them glanced over at me, trying not to be obvious but not being very good at it. I considered leaving at intermission, but I was damned if I'd let them chase me away. Then, when the orchestra did the Gershwin piece and got to the "love" theme, I couldn't keep from thinking about Mary Ann.
At the end, Joe and Shirley got out before I did and were waiting just outside the balcony exit when I got there. They were bickering about something. I think Joe wanted to say hello and Shirley didn't, and what happened was Joe and I shook hands while Shirley and I ignored each other. The first thing he said was "I'm sorry about you and Mary Ann. When I read about it, I couldn't believe it."
"Didn't you already know?" He gave me that look, the 'what do you mean' look, and I couldn't let it go. "Well, Shirley knew about the affair the whole time it was going on. She didn't tell you?" The crowd was pushing us together along the wall.
Shirley shouted to be heard, "I did not!" and I pulled Joe to a quieter corner.
"It's a Girl's Club thing. The women keep their hubbies in the dark about their private matters."
"Pete, I know you're hurting, but you're out of line. The whole thing was a surprise to both of us."
"No, it wasn't. Ask Shirley in a quiet place, or ask Megan or Mary Ann herself. Be prepared for a shock. They knew for the whole month while it went on, and I don't know how many others knew, but no one was going to spill the beans."
"Pete...!" Joe still didn't believe me.
"Mary Ann told me, Joe! I'm sorry it has to end like this. It's been good knowing you, but I won't be around her." I nodded toward Shirley. "Just be careful. If she starts something up, you'll be the last to know."
I went down the stairs and out through the big, revolving, main door, but I circled all the way around so I could watch them. Shirley had her hands raised in front of herself and was shaking her head and looked about ready to cry. Joe was staring at her and not, in the few seconds I saw them, saying anything.
*****
Shirley came to my place. She pounded on the door in the moonlight, hard enough that I thought she might crack a pane, and I became resigned to the fact that everyone apparently knew where I lived. I opened the door but didn't invite her in, and though she acted angry, her eyes were red and puffy. She was standing exactly where Mary Ann had stood.
"You're a real bastard, Pete! Do you know that?"
"Good evening to you, too. How's Joe?"
"We argued and then he went out. I don't even know where he is." She held a tissue to her eyes.
"How long has he been gone?"
"I don't know. About four hours. And he's blocked my phone."
"Well, that's better than him hitting you." I wanted to say it ironically, but I'm not sure I succeeded.
"Damn it! You didn't have to tell him!" She wiped her eyes again. So, I was the cause of all her problems.
"No. I didn't. You did. And you had to tell me."
"She's my friend! I couldn't betray her, can't you see?"
"And you couldn't try to talk her down? Or walk away from her? Or, golly gee, let her husband know she's betraying him? Or even... even... share it with your own husband?"
"I did try! She called me after the first time. She wanted to tell me everything. Everything! And she hinted they'd do it again. I tried to tell her not to, but she wouldn't listen. It's not my fault, Pete!"
"Crap. We saw you that month, and you never let on. Nothing. We went to see 'A Little Night Music' and then dinner, the four of us, remember? We had a nice time, and you didn't even have the decency to look uncomfortable. Not a word, not a whisper, not a glance."
"And why would I even think of telling you? Look what happened when you did find out."
"Think about this: how much better would it have been if I didn't have to find out by walking in on them doing it? Just think about that. How does your confidentiality stack up?"
"I'm sorry."
"Just 'sorry'? What was going through your mind at dinner?" I sing-sang a child's ditty. "'I know who she's fu-cking. I know who she's fu-cking.' That's what."
"I'm sorry."
"Yeah. Everyone keeps telling me that. Well, go away now. Maybe you're lucky and Joe's just taking a breather. And, oh, if he does come back, I think you should tell him you came to see me. You have to start telling him stuff sometime."
Maybe they still had a marriage.
End of Part 1.
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Battery, Part 2: The Shooting
Life crept on in its petty pace from day to day, until the light turned red.
I was in Indy, driving to the disciplinary hearing that my licensing board had finally decided to hold, and it wouldn't have happened if I hadn't stopped at a brisket place on MLK and eaten lunch in the car. I was a few minutes late, second in line at a light on Washington Street when this black kid walked up and put a gun to my window. He pointed it right at my head. "Give me your wallet or I'll fucking kill you!" You can't be prepared for something like that. The gun looked enormous, and he was shouting so I could hear him clearly through the closed window. He had one of those keffiyehs like Yasser Arafat used to wear, but he'd pulled it down so it was a mask, not a head scarf. I remember that it was loose, and he had to keep pulling it up. That's one of the things I remember distinctly.
I put my hands up. "Sure. Okay. Okay. My wallet's in here. Here it is!" There were several cars at the light and people crossing the street, and none of that seemed to bother him. I tried to unzip my messenger bag. I thought he was going to kill me, and I was suddenly afraid to die. I pushed the button to roll my window down.
"Now, motherfucker! Right fucking now!"
I felt in my messenger bag for my pistol. I kept saying "Here it is. Here it is," in a quavering voice. I thought I might have unzipped the wrong compartment, but there it was. When I pulled it out, he reached in the car window with his left hand like he thought I was giving him my wallet, but I pushed the barrel to his chest and shot him. I shot him again. I shot him six times and kept pulling the trigger when the gun was empty. I'd have shot however many bullets were in the magazine.
With the first shot the mask fell down and both his eyes and mouth opened wide, like he couldn't believe it, but he didn't say anything. He just went limp and fell, almost like Mary Ann had. I got out of the car, still holding the gun. People were yelling "Call 9-1-1," and they were keeping away from me.
He wasn't dead yet. I thought he should have been, but his eyes moved all around, and his lips moved. One of his hands rose from the pavement and opened and closed. Was it his left hand? I can't remember, though it seemed somehow important that it did, and then it dropped and his eyes and mouth half-closed, all at the same time. I think that was when he died, but blood kept coming out of his chest. I never knew what happened to his gun.
The police were yelling at me, and I realized time had passed and I was still holding the pistol, so I shook it out of my hand, onto the street, and put my hands on top of my head. I couldn't make out what they were yelling, so I squeezed my eyes shut and stood there with my hands on my head, and then I could hear people again. They were telling the police what had happened, but the police shoved me to my knees and then to my face, right onto some blood. That scraped my cheek, which half brought me around, and I smelled the blood, but I hardly noticed when they cuffed me and hustled me to a van and drove me away.
*****
The Marion County prosecutor wanted to charge me with murder. There was a store's surveillance video, and two people had caught parts of it on their phones, so it was clear how it had gone down, but it was a racial issue, and I was a white guy, and it was Indy. The prosecutor insisted that even if the first shot or two were self-defense, all the rest were excessive and showed 'malice aforethought,' as he put it. Then they found my assault conviction from right next door in Carmel, the whole record, and they knew just how to frame it.
It didn't matter to me. Innocent or not, I'd killed him, a kid. Just a kid. The newspeople said he was seventeen and already had a record. Lafayette Johnson. His name was from where he was born, near the Purdue University campus, and his friends called him 'Laffy.' He'd moved to Indianapolis with his mom and had gotten involved in some bad stuff that didn't fit his nickname, and he got shot. I shot him.
My case didn't matter to me at all. I saw the kid's face in front of me when the keffiyeh dropped, that surprise, the bewilderment. He had a baby face that I saw each time I closed my eyes. It replaced the image of Mary Ann and her stupid fuck. And now the shakes wouldn't go away.
They wanted to remand me. The assistant prosecutor argued that I had a history of violence, and they couldn't let me out on the streets before my trial. I'd have accepted that if I'd had a say, but the judge at my arraignment was skeptical. He was chubby and balding, and his face looked like that of a guy who would be great reading Little Golden Books to the grandkids. Judge McGregor. His name fit, and I found he did have a grandfatherly voice, when he asked the assistant prosecutor, "Do you actually think you can get a jury of twelve good people and true to convict this man of anything?" It was a good problem and true for the city of Indianapolis, as the videos played on social media 24/7 and half of Indy was calling me a hero, including a large part of the black population, but the prosecutor insisted.
My jailors were kind and soft-spoken with me. I knew why, but I didn't understand how political my case was. There was a demonstration in favor of my release, down at the courthouse, and another one opposed to it, at city hall, and the city was afraid it could get messy. Lafayette and I even made cable news, where anyone could predict the positions of the talking heads at MSNBC and Fox News. Ultimately, the judge set my bail at one-hundred thousand dollars, and a couple of days later I was out.
I got out because the Peter-the-Hero crowd began a Go-Fund-Me campaign that brought in far more than was needed, I imagine most of it from right-wingers. I was being represented by a criminal-defense law office that someone else was paying for, and the Go-Fund-Me money kept pouring in. I still didn't care. There was an interview with Laffy's mother--they always kept it formal and called him 'Lafayette'--who said she'd tried to raise her son right and didn't know how this could have happened. I liked her and wanted to apologize. That night I sat in my cell with a blanket over my shoulders, shivering and saying, "I'm sorry, Mrs. Johnson," over and over. It got worse when my meds started to wear off.
But suddenly I was out, with my wallet and cell phone and car, everything but my pistol. There were dozens of voice mails and texts on my phone, a dozen of each from Mary Ann alone, about how worried she was for me, and how proud she was of me for defending myself, and how big a burden I was carrying, and how much she loved me, and how they wouldn't let her see me, and how I shouldn't be alone now, and to please call her when I got my phone back. She went on and on. For a slut wife, she was being as good as she could be. Yes, I knew she hoped to get me back. I'd hit her and she still wanted me back. I hadn't even apologized, and she wanted me back. I didn't call her. I'd thought I'd be a little better once I knew exactly what she'd done, but I wasn't. Her confession left me a lot to obsess about, and all I had room for were Laffy Johnson's uncomprehending eyes and his baby face. I blocked her number before I left the station.
There were a lot of rules about how far I could travel and how often I had to report, and I had to turn in my passport and such, but I could drive my own car. Someone had even washed and polished it for me. My attorneys wanted someone else to drive me because I was so wasted, but they'd had a psychiatrist evaluate me and he'd shrugged and said I was probably okay. I wanted to feel normal again, so I drove, but my hands shook on the steering wheel the entire way.
That didn't end the day. There were the news crews waiting for me at my apartment, which I imagine I should have expected. I said I wouldn't answer any questions without my attorney, and after hanging about a while, they left. Other people came by throughout the day. I yelled at some to leave and played possum until others gave up and left on their own. Everyone seemed to want to interview me, but finally everyone left, and that was my first time in days feeling truly alone.
I had a dream that night. Laffy Johnson was pointing his gun at me, and I shot him, but he turned into Mary Ann, who fell to the floor in the living room. That's when I awoke, sweating and shaking again. Maybe I'd killed her in my sleep! I had to make sure she was okay, so I started to call her. It was idiotic but I almost did it, to the point of clicking on her most recent call, but after thinking about it long enough I exited my phone app, took some extra meds, dressed, and went for a long walk through the night.
I needed to do something, anything, so I started trying to counsel people again the very next day. I couldn't just sit around. There was still about half my community service to do, and the licensing board had delayed my disciplinary hearing indefinitely, so I was available. Probation and Parole got me a client in the Hamilton County jail for that afternoon. The officer didn't want me there, but they had a backlog, and I was available, so she apparently decided 'what the hell?'
*****
"You look like crap." That was my prisoner-client, Robert Ostrowski. Bobby. We sat across from each other at a table in a little, windowless room, not as nice as my Hamilton County jail cell. He wasn't chained or anything, and he leaned forward on his elbows. He looked like a punk, his arms and neck covered in tattoos, dirty-blonde hair long and unwashed. He had a mustache and about a week's worth of whiskers. And frankly he was a punk, He was in for ignoring a domestic violence protective order while out on charges of battery and drug possession 'with intent.' They'd revoked his bail, and I was the perfect damned counselor for him. He was also the boyfriend of the woman who had come on to me at the Women's Center, who'd taken out the protective order on him in the first place, so they were more or less getting couples' counseling on the cheap. He'd seen me on the news and had taken a liking to me because I'd killed Laffy Johnson.
"You put six into him? All in the chest and belly?"
"You're the client. We talk about you, not me." I looked down at my hands, which were quivering again.
"Six shots. Sweet!"
He'd decided I wasn't The Man and that I was on his side and trustworthy. He pointed at my hands, which I was trying to control by clenching my fists and holding them in my lap. I told him, "I've had a bad week."
"They have you tranked?" I told him. He wasn't impressed. "Fuck. That shit's no good. I could tell you where you could get some stuff that would really help."
"I wouldn't even know what to ask for or what to do with it."
"There's this place right down on 106th Street. My friend Franklin stays there. Tell him I sent you and there won't be any problems." We went on with the counseling session, me playing it like a game and working like mad to hold myself together. I kept confusing Laffy's and Bobby's names, though they were like black and white. Exactly, in fact.
I turned my phone back on when I left the jail and unblocked Mary Ann's number. I'm not sure why, but it seemed wrong to leave her hanging. Anyway, there were three new voice mails from her, which I didn't listen to. 'Go away,' I thought. 'You're not my biggest problem.' Also, a text message: "Please let's talk." I replied to that one: "Leave me alone. I don't want to talk."
Then I drove down to 106th Street.
*****
I expected a little 1950s-era crack house with broken windows and trash in the yard, but it was a well-kept little ranch-style place, nestled among trees. The only things that set it apart from its neighbors were that it didn't have nice landscaping or a neatly mown lawn. Franklin stared at me through the screen door while the TV back in the den played an episode of "Peaky Blinders," a crime show for the better class of Carmel's criminal element.
"What do you want?"
"Bobby Ostrowski said you could get me some Apache." That's what he'd called it.
"I don't know any Ostrowski."
"I'm his counselor at the Hamilton County lockup."
"Hey! Wait. Don't I know you? Yeah! You're the guy that killed that robber in Indy. Hey dudes!"
He called to his pals watching "Peaky Blinders." Now there weren't going to be any problems for me. It was almost like I was Peter Philipson, celebrity counselor to the underworld. Franklin got me the Apache, or whatever it was, which came in little, white pills that looked like hydrocodone. He recommended I halve them, since I was a virgin. He wouldn't tell me what was in them, just that it was good stuff. Well, carpe diem! I said that, and he knew what it meant. I guess even the crooks in Carmel are educated. Carpe diem, indeed! Maybe I'd take the stuff and die, and he'd be arrested for murder, like that case in the news. Or maybe the cops were IDing me as I stood at his front door, and they'd add drug possession to my list of crimes if I didn't die first. I thought about how quickly you can go from the top of your game to rock bottom.
*****
Whatever was in it, Apache was quite a drug. I didn't get a rush, which wasn't surprising since I'd actually quartered the tablet, being careful. I'd even bought some Naloxone, just in case. I'd had fentanyl for a minor operation once, and it had been absolutely wonderful. Maybe it would be the same tonight. It started slowly, so slowly that I began to wonder if Franklin had cheated me, so I took another quarter, and then the other half. Yeah. Carpe diem. Sure.
Finally, finally I began to feel a little... oh, mellow. Then better. Relaxed. Pleasant. It's hard to describe. My hands really did stop shaking, or I didn't notice them, and then it was like the world was cotton candy. I was almost floating. Oh, yes, floating and wonderful. All was right with the world.
Until, of course, it wasn't. My hands and my body twitched. The twitching came out of nowhere. It happened again, several times, and I started to feel seasick. It wasn't long before I knew I was going to throw up, but when I tried to stand I couldn't. It took me three tries. When I managed to stand, I bumped into the table and the bathroom door frame, and then I was on my knees, hurling into the john.
I have no idea how long I was down. At some point I pulled myself up to the sink to wash my mouth out, but as soon as I got some water into me, I started to heave again and down I went. This time I missed the toilet and knelt there on my vomit, holding the seat to keep from going all the way down, and began shivering. I seemed to be both burning up and shivering. I didn't hear myself, but I must have said aomething, because a woman's voice answered from somewhere.
"Pete? Where are you? Peter!" I couldn't even turn my head to look up at her. Where the hell had she come from? "Oh my God, Peter! What's happened?"
I'm not sure of everything. I know Mary Ann got a washcloth and cleaned up my bile and washed my face. She was helping me to my bed, and I was throwing up again. Then I was on my bed. "Here." She put a plastic trash can beside the bed, right up by my head. "Just in case." I didn't want to see her, and I didn't want her to see me like this, but I couldn't do anything. My goddamned head! My body hurt, and I kept having these spasms.
"Go away." I couldn't speak in more than a whisper.
"I'm not leaving you."
"Just go."
"Shh. It'll be okay." Mary Ann held a glass of ice water to my mouth, and I sipped a little, but the water came right back up. After a bit I held some down. She was running her fingers through my hair and stroking my forehead. "It's okay, Petey. It's okay."
I kept jerking awake throughout the night. Each time I came around, Mary Ann was there. "It's okay, Petey. You're okay." She'd stroke my hair and caress my back. I didn't want her to touch my back because my skin hurt too. But I'd go down again, then jerk awake again, with that terrible headache and the nausea.
Mary Ann was with me through the whole thing. It didn't fix us.
*****
I came all the way around. Mary Ann was right there, pressed up against me in the little bed, breathing deeply, her body warm and soft, her right hand resting on my arm. My head still hurt, and I didn't want to move, but I wasn't twitching. My stomach hurt, but I didn't feel like I was going to puke. I lay still and smelled the air sifting through the window, cool, sweet, dawn air. I listened to Mary Ann breathing.
I was in my underwear and socks. I must have messed my shirt and slacks. I remembered Mary Ann helping me to the bed. She must have been awake almost all night. I lifted her hand and tried to roll over very slowly, to let her stay asleep, but she awoke anyway.
"Pete." She was naked except for her panties, and her peachlike breasts were lovely, soft-looking, hanging just a bit to her left because she was on her side. Even feeling like I did, I had to force myself not to stare at them. Where were her clothes? What had happened?
"It's okay, Mary Ann. I'm okay. I'm just going to use the bathroom. Go back to sleep."
I managed to get up and make it to the bathroom, but I had to lean against the doorframe when I peed because I was so rocky, and I got some on the floor. When I came back, the water glass was still there, and I took a sip. When it stayed down, I took another, and I kept sipping until I had emptied the glass. I lay back down and found my face and scalp were wet and both my head and my heart were pounding.
Mary Ann was still awake.
"What happened to our clothes?"
"You threw up on us."
"I'm sorry. I don't remember."
"It was when we were getting you to bed. You got me all the way down." I must have looked quizzical, because she smiled. "No, I'm not trying to seduce you or anything."
I put a hand on my forehead to push back against the pounding. "Well, good luck with that if you'd tried." I tried to smile back, to let her know it was a joke, but I couldn't do even that. I lay back down, and she nestled against me.
I loved her. I was dying with love for her, and I could forget what she'd done. I put a hand on her cheek and kissed her forehead. "Go back to sleep."
*****
I didn't love her.
I did but I didn't, and I had to make her go. It was past time. If I didn't send her away now, I wouldn't be able to. Still, I waited. She'd gotten clean clothes out for me, and one of my button-down shirts for herself, and she'd wiped off her slacks as best she could. We talked about what had happened.
"I killed him, Mary Ann. I can't let it go."
"But Pete, you had to."
"I don't know that. Maybe I did and maybe I didn't, but I shot him." Everything came together. "I'd never done anything violent. My whole life. Then I hit you. I hit you and I beat up that bastard, and now I've killed a guy." What would I do next? "I was as close to him as I am to you, and I looked into his face while he was dying."



"And that's why you took that stuff?" I nodded. "Will you promise not to take any again?" I nodded again. "I mean it. Please. I couldn't stand that."
I ran out of things to say. I didn't want to talk about Laffy Johnson anymore. I didn't want to talk about drugs. Or about us. What was left was not-us. There was nothing else to talk about.
"I promise no more of that stuff. Okay? Okay. But I think you need to leave." I took her hands in mine. I knew she knew that meant bad news. I'd taken her hands when I'd proposed, but since then it had only been for the bad stuff. When her Mom died. When we got the report that she couldn't have children. She knew what was coming before I said anything.
"You've been wonderful. You were here all night and you've done everything anyone could possibly imagine doing to help us get back together." We looked at each other quietly for a moment, then she began the next sentence for me.
"But..."
"Not a 'but.' An 'except.' Except not do it in the first place. He was your dream guy, and you left me for him, and I'll never get past that."
"No. He was a guy from my fantasies, and I never left you."
"You let him take you and you rejected me. That amounts to the same thing. And it wasn't just once. And if I hadn't caught you?" I shrugged.
"Please. I can't undo what I did. I'm so sorry. I wish I could take it all back. All I can do, now, is promise I won't do anything like that again. And I didn't do everything to get us back together. I stayed with you last night because you needed me. You could have died, Peter!"
"I wasn't going to die."
"Neither of us knew that. I kept trying to take you to the ER, but you wouldn't let me."
"I don't remember that."
"Because your mind wasn't working right! I was afraid for you. If your breathing had gotten any worse, I was going to call 9-1-1 no matter what you said. And I took away those pills." I looked for them on the table. "I flushed them."
Our hands had dropped. I touched her cheek, and she winced. "It's still a little tender."
"I'm sorry."
I wondered how to get back on topic. Just do it.
"Look. About Gary. I believe that it's over. But..." I shook my head. "If you don't want someone anymore, and you want someone else, you tell him and divorce him."
"No! I don't want to..."
"Then you can have whatever Tom, Dick or Gary you want." That last part just slipped out, and for a moment I thought I was oh so clever.
"No. Pete, listen. Pete! I love you and want to be with you."
"Mary Ann, don't you understand? You deceived me. Everyone knew except me. You and your girlfriends talked about it. You don't do that to a man you want to be with."
She let that sift through the air a minute. This time she took my hands.
"I'm so sorry. But what can I do now?"
"I think we need to rebuild our lives... separately."
"You mean divorce?" I nodded. She leaned her face into her hand and thought for a moment. "Will you at least give me some time?"
"For what?"
"I haven't earned your forgiveness. I know. Or your trust. But I think I've earned some time. Let me go to a counselor, even if you won't go with me, and let me see what could come of it. And let me talk to you. At least answer my phone calls so I can check on you."
"Okay. Take a couple of months. They're not having a sale on divorces." I forced a laugh. Then, seriously, "Anyway, you've earned forgiveness. But the trust. That's not there. I saw what I saw, and I heard what I heard."
The words drifted like dust motes.
"There's something else. You shouldn't be alone right now. That's why I came last night in the first place. And, God, you really could have died! You need someone with you after what you've been through. I want that someone to be me, but at least have somebody. Promise me you'll have someone." She began wiping her eyes. I was mute, but I nodded again. "And no drugs." I nodded again. "So. So... I'll go now. But I'm going to call tomorrow. You have to answer. You're on notice!" She forced her own laugh and then she went out and closed the door.
*****
As tiny as my place was, it was now empty without her. But if I let her back, I'd wonder what she was doing whenever she was out. If we made love, I'd wonder how much she was faking it. I know, I know, most women fake it sometimes, but how often would she even want me? Ever? I wasn't the guy in her fantasies. After we divorced, she'd never be with me, and I thought I'd finally stop wondering who she was fucking or exactly what she was doing.
While I thought about that, I eased my way carefully down the stairs, leaning on the handrail, got into my car, and drove to 106th Street. This time I ordered good stuff, black market, prescription fentanyl. Abstral. Franklin was happy to supply me.
*****
Abstral was good. It was very, very good. Just one tab at bedtime, under the tongue, at the smallest dosage and drift away. I fought going to sleep but lost the battle and slipped under. Nothing in the world mattered. It was so good that the next day I had to force myself to wait until evening before I took my next tab. I did another one at bedtime, and it was almost too much.
*****
Before the Abstral pulled me all the way down, a memory arose, the memory of the other time Mary Ann had stayed up to care for me. It had begun with a big blow-up when I'd gotten Covid. We'd planned to go to a show, but I hadn't felt up to it. I ached and didn't have any energy, and I had a cough. But it wasn't that long since I'd begged off going to something else, and Mary Ann decided it was a pattern. Indiana had low Covid rates back then, so she didn't believe I was really sick, and she got furious, all at once, like someone had flipped a light switch.
"So, you're going to be a bastard and ruin your wife's night out?"
"I'm sorry, Mary Ann. I don't feel well!"
"Well, what am I supposed to do while you're lying there, playing like a sick baby?"
"You go. Get Shirley or someone. You'll enjoy yourself."
"Ohh, wuss, wuss, wuss! You can't force yourself to go out with stupid me?"
"Mary Ann! I'm really sick. Just get someone else."
"Oh, screw you, anyway! Stay home and have a nice time alone. Maybe watch some porn. See some porn stars fuck and play with yourself!"
"It's not like that!"
"It's exactly like that, you asshole!"
There were no more words. She slammed the door and stayed away until after 1:00. I tried to call her when I crashed, but she wouldn't pick up. My coughing got worse, and I tried twice more with the same result. It got harder to draw a breath, and I got winded just going to the bathroom, but I kept expecting her home. If I'd known how late she'd stay out to punish me, I'd have tried to drive or called 9-1-1. My bed light was on, but when she finally got back, she ignored me and went straight into the bathroom. She kept ignoring me when I called to her. Finally, when she came out and I asked her to take me to the ER, she put her hands on her hips and said, "I'm tired of your bullshit!" She stormed out of the room.
So, I finally did call 9-1-1. Mary Ann was shocked when they pounded on the door and rang the bell. I was so right, and she was so wrong. Then, of course, she all but broke down when she realized how sick I was. They kept me in the hospital overnight and wouldn't let her come into my room, so she sat up all night in the waiting room. When they discharged me the next day, to make room for some elderly patients, they told her I had to quarantine at home. She couldn't be close to me. Hell, if she were going to catch it, she'd already been exposed, but she promised. At least they gave her a good mask to wear.
She apologized to me, over and over and over, and she hovered. She brought me drinks, brought me food, took my temperature, walked me to the bathroom, everything. She babied me. She apologized yet again, for being the worst wife in the entire world. I told her she had to stay away from me, but she wouldn't, and somehow she never did catch it. That first night home she must have been exhausted, but she sat beside the bed while I lay there and coughed and wheezed and was miserable, and she wiped my face with a cool washcloth.
Later she scooted a chair to the doorway, removed the mask, and sang me a lullaby. She picked out the tune on her guitar, something by Judy Collins. I was as sick as I'd ever been, and the fight hurt us more than anything ever had, or would again until her infertility news, but what I remembered right now, fighting my losing battle with the Abstral, wasn't right and wrong or how awful I'd felt. It was Mary Ann's voice, high and beautiful, singing me that lullaby, changing the lyrics to make it ours:
"Far away/ Far away my love,
Turn your eyes/ Far away my love,
Mary Ann will sleep/ Right down beside you/ Tonight,
Mary Ann will sleep with you/ Tonight."
Of course she couldn't sleep beside me. Doctor's orders. But after a couple of days, she did anyway, and she sang me the lullaby again. It was in my head throughout the Abstral high, her singing. I remembered all her lyrics. I missed her in the morning and went back and forth between remembering her singing to me and remembering what she had done with Gary.
*****
Mary Ann called like she'd said she would, but I was feeling drained after the high and didn't have much to say. I told her someone from work was coming by. I didn't know what to tell her. I knew we were finished, but I didn't want to pull the plug on her over the phone, so I got off abruptly. She called the next two days, both times when I was in the middle of a nod, and I finally told her I'd call her when I was ready to talk. When she finally responded, she sounded bleak, 'Oh. Oh. Okay. I understand. Okay. Call me when you can."
She stopped calling completely. Maybe she was accepting it.
I accepted it. Of course I had help. A blister pack of Abstral per day was good, and the next few days floated by. I told Franklin I wanted to go up to the next higher dose, from the round, 100 microgram tabs to the oval-shaped 200's. Franklin told me they would be pricier, but he could get them. Ultimately, he got me diamond-shaped 400's, which should certainly do the trick once I cut them.
*****
I was feeling like a happy little cloud when my attorney called. The Indy grand jury had nol prossed me.
It wasn't a surprise. My attorney said the prosecutor--and, he thought, the mayor--simply wanted the grand jury to have to take responsibility, however it turned out, and they wanted it off the political radar as soon as possible. As it turned out, not only wouldn't a jury convict me, a grand jury wouldn't even indict me. I was a good, upstanding citizen again, so they gave me back my gun.
At police headquarters, the desk sergeant reached into a drawer and put the pistol and some forms onto the counter. He smiled at me, looking happy and very Irish. His face was round and pale, with bright red cheeks and squinty eyes and hair going grey.
"Sign here, here, and here. There ya go," he said when he put it down. There it was, right in front of me, with my name on a tag attached to the trigger guard. I signed and reached for the gun and when my hand was about an inch away, I drew back. The last time I'd touched it I'd killed Laffy Johnson. I'd pulled the trigger again and again. I could feel myself doing it. I could feel my hand pushing against Laffy's body. Touching the gun would be like touching his dead body, like it had absorbed him. I tried again and couldn't do it.
My attorney said, "Go on," but no, I couldn't. That was when the sergeant cocked his head and looked at me closely. He went "Hmm," and rummaged under his desk. He came out with a small, brown-paper sack. His lunch was in it, some kind of sandwich. He took out the sandwich, picked up the pistol, put it in the sack, and rolled it closed.
My attorney asked, "Are you okay?"
I shrugged and said, "I guess," and after a pause, he took the sack and put it into my messenger bag and zipped it. When I slung the bag over my shoulder, I could feel the gun thump against my hip. I thanked both of them.
I was shaking so much driving home that I had to pull into a fast-food parking lot until the worst of it had passed. I needed to make sure I had enough Abstral to get by. Once I was on the Keystone Parkway, I thought I was okay, but I almost missed the 106th Street exit. Then, when I got to Franklin's place, there was yellow crime-scene tape across the door.
I sat there, idling, and I don't know why I didn't draw any attention. Christ. I almost forgot the way home. Then I hit a bush turning into my alley, and I knew it was like I was driving drunk. I wanted the Abstral so much I ran up the stairs. The blister pack was at the back of a drawer. I got the first of the diamond-shaped tabs and put it under my tongue, but I somehow thought 'that won't be enough' so I took another one.
It came on with a real rush this time. Then the rush turned into a wave and the wave became a vortex. It was only then that I realized what I'd done and tried to spit it out, but it was almost all dissolved. I couldn't hold myself upright. I was leaning on my arms and losing. I tried to use the Naloxone. It's a nasal spray but I couldn't read the instructions or hold it right. I dropped it and picked it up and half-way up I dropped it again. It seemed a long way down. I found my head was between my knees and I was starting to do a header onto the floor, but I caught myself. I might have blacked out for a second, but, when I could think, I was lying on my back with the phone in my hand, and I was looking for the phone app. The phone was spinning with me. I dropped it but it stayed on my chest, and I got it again.
I was going to die, and I remembered that Mary Ann didn't want me to be alone.
'Mary Ann will kill me if I die alone.' It seemed funny. I was dying and it seemed funny. Black spots moved around, rising and falling lazily, beautiful little things, more and more of them, the last things I'd ever see. 'I'm sorry, Mary Ann.' There was a song about saying goodbye to her. I couldn't remember the lyrics or work the phone. I couldn't do a fucking thing and now I was going to let myself die without her. I don't remember pushing the green button.
"Pete?"
"Mary Ann. I need help."
"Peter?"
"Help me."
*****
The first thing I knew in my second life was that I was on my back and my nose hurt, and when I could focus, Mary Ann's eyes were right there, enormous bright green orbs, staring straight down at me. She was pushing the Naloxone container up my nose. I was gasping, and then she grabbed me and pulled herself down to me.
"You're breathing, Peter! You're breathing! I thought you were dead! Oh my God, Peter!" She began kissing me all over my face, and I felt awful. I ached and wanted to puke again. And my head. Oh God indeed. I didn't want to throw up on Mary Ann again, but she wouldn't let me go. "You're alive! You're alive!" She kept hugging and kissing me.
I touched her face. "I think I need that trash can." We barely made it.
God bless it but Naloxone works fast. It wasn't long before we were sitting side-by-side on the bed. She had thought I was dead, and maybe she really had saved my life this time, and she wouldn't let me go. She kept touching me, touching my shoulder or my leg, touching my cheek, feeling my forehead, holding my hand, stroking my hand, kissing my hand. She couldn't stand not to be touching me for more than a second at a time. I could hardly look at her.
*****
But us? When I was dying, I'd thought only of her.
How many times would she have to save me before she earned another chance? How many times would she have to save me before I could trust her? And how many times before I could believe she really wanted me? Wanted me that way? And what was she 'saving'? The shell of her useless husband? I have a friend who told me of a storyline where a woman wins her husband back by donating a kidney. My friend thought it was pretty dumb. I told Mary Ann about it, and she sat quietly for a moment before answering.
"I'd donate a kidney to win you back. I'd donate a kidney even if you didn't take me back."
Fucking hell!
She took the conversation from there. "I won't leave you alone, not until I know you're safe. I don't care what you say. But after that? It's the fantasies, isn't it?" We were getting around to it, and Mary Ann was leading us.
"It's the acting out of them."
"I don't know why. I've been seeing my therapist, but I still don't understand it."
"Don't understand what?"
"Why I went with Gary."
She wanted to talk about it. We sat side-by-said on the bed, shoulders and hips touching, looking at each other, and I asked:
"What's her verdict?"
"She thinks it was... partly anyway... a reaction because I can't have children. That I needed something." I thought 'How many women get such terrible news and don't go straight to adultery?' "But I don't know. I think that was part of it, but I think... I think I was mainly caught up in the fantasy. I'm sorry, Peter. Gary was like my imaginary bad guy, and I was vulnerable, and I'd drunk way too much, and I was alone, and it... oh Lord. It was so much like a fantasy, only real, that I couldn't stop myself. I didn't stop myself. I argued with myself the whole month, but I lost every time."
"And then there was your nerdy husband."
"No! You were my sweetheart. I had fantasies about us, but it was us doing sweetheart things."
"Not sweetheart enough to actually want to do anything."
Mary Ann let that hang between us and studied it.
"He was my big, evil fantasy." Mary Ann looked at the floor, then looked up at me. She became shy. "It's not even very special. Kind of a common fantasy among women."
"Your version of the rape fantasy."
"Yes. And Gary was just enough like my imaginary villain."
"And then there was the nerdy husband." It wasn't the answer to anything no matter how often I repeated it, but it was my view, the view of the other guy, the guy who wasn't in her fantasy and that she wasn't doing it with.
"No! But I could never imagine you forcing me to do anything. If you were a nerd, you were my nerd." She sighed.
"Your sexless nerd."
"You weren't sexless!"
"Either that or... what? Did you blame me for the infertility?"
"I didn't blame you! It's more like... I don't know. When it came to our sex it was always just there. My sterility. I couldn't give you a child and I couldn't stand it. So, that was part of it." After a moment. "That wasn't there with Gary." Another pause, and she turned a corner. "And then I found I didn't really even know you."
"Meaning?"
"When you attacked us. I was terrified. But the way you took him down." She looked down again, then put a hand over her mouth and made a face that seemed to go from a grimace to a grin and back, while shaking her head. Finally, she took her hand away and continued. "If he was my Goliath, you were my David. You did it just like that." She snapped her fingers. "Only with your bare hands. I couldn't believe it. It was only then that I realized the reason you were so controlled was because you knew if you let yourself go you could kill a person." The truth about that could wait. "And you wanted to kill us."
"No. I wasn't going to kill anyone."
"But you said..."
"Yeah. That's what I said."
"Oh. Well. It was kind of... never mind."
"What? Finish the thought."
"It was magnificent. In a terrifying way."
"Yeah. Well, it got revenge on Gary and scared him away, which were my main goals, though that led to my getting the pistol, and we know how that turned out. I wonder where he is now?"
"I know."
"You know?"
"He called me. Right after you shot the robber. He said, 'so now that fucker is shooting people?' and he wanted to know if he was on your 'list.'"



"My list. My list? Jesus!"
"He was leaving the area. He'd gotten a transfer to his company's Denver office, and he'd move as soon as he could. So, he's gone. You really did scare him away."
I wished I'd scared Laffy Johnson away.
*****
We both sat there, looking at each other, looking everywhere else. Finally, she spoke.
"You know, there are other fantasies. Besides the rape one." She sighed. "There's the one where the woman is saved by her guy."
"The 'damsel-in-distress' fantasy. It's the one feminists hate the most." That's because the woman needs a guy to save her. I'd read about it. They call it 'heteropatriarchy.' If the rape and damsel fantasies were banned, though, the romance novels industry would be decimated. "So, what about it?"
"I started having it after you beat Gary. And in it you're not nerdy. You're the hero."
"Me."
"You've left me because I deserve it, but you come back just to check on me. The guy is going to hurt me, and you rescue me from him at the last minute. Then one thing leads to another. It's a hot fantasy." She put a hand to her mouth and smiled behind it again. "My therapist said she didn't need any theories to explain it." She looked at the floor again. "I've had another version, where you... never mind."
"What?"
"Where you have to shoot him to save me."
"I don't like that one."
"It was right after it happened. I didn't know then what it had done to you. Anyway, you were my hero."
"Your hero. Isn't that a joke? In real life I beat you. You! Be careful, Mary Ann. Women go back to the men who have beaten them all the time, with cuts, bruises, even broken bones. I beat you and you want me to take you back. Women have been hospitalized, then they go back to the perp to get beaten again. I've had too many of them as clients. It's just depressing."
"It's different with us."
"That's what most of them say."
"Please Peter. I'm not afraid." She suddenly grabbed me and put her arms around me and started crying. "Please take me back. Please. If I stray, beat me. I don't have to worry. You could shoot me. I'm not afraid because I won't stray."
"Stop it! Just stop it! I really killed that kid! Don't make it a fantasy. I don't know if I had the right! I don't know! I just don't know!" Mary Ann was holding me as tightly as she could, and I realized I was holding her.
"Shh. It's okay, Petey. You had to do it. Everyone but you knows that. You'll realize it, that you did what you had to do. If you hadn't, and he'd killed you, I wouldn't want to live. Oh, my Petey, my baby." She was crying again. "Even if you won't take me back, at least you're alive!"
When I could talk again, I told her, "Anyway, you're the hero in our story. It's the story the feminists like, because you saved me."
"I did, didn't I?" She looked astounded.
"Just to get me back."
"You know that's not true!"
"I know. I know. I'm sorry. It's just a little joke. A stupid one, and it doesn't help much."
"Please. Give me another chance." We still held each other, and she asked, "What if we made sure you didn't ever have to worry about me cheating again?"
"Oh...?"
"I'll give you my passwords. Put spyware on my stuff. Do everything. Use tracking devices and audio and video recorders. Call me at work. Get a PI. Have me come straight home from work and followed when I go shopping." She was almost breathless. "Give me lie detector tests..."
"Stop it! Stop it!" I was waving my hand to stop her. "Jesus! Should I get you a chastity belt, too? Maybe forbid you to have fantasies? I mean, bloody hell!"
We both descended into a funk, but I'd already made my decision. I didn't need to think about it. I took both her hands.
"Look, Mary Ann. I'm not going to track you. I'm not going to follow your every movement. Our marriage would be a prison, and I won't have you as my prisoner. I won't be Big Brother. I won't beat you, and I damned sure won't shoot anybody."
She knew what I was getting at.
"You know I love you. I know we love each other. I loved you when I hated you. I went back and forth, and that's the worst thing. My job is to get people past stuff like this, one way or the other. How many couples have I counseled? With all that experience, I thought that if it ever happened to me, I could handle it. And then I couldn't. I never completely realized what it's like. Even so, I've never known anyone who went the extra mile like you have. Look, I'm a mess. But if we're going to try this, you have to be my partner. I have to trust you." We stood and held each other. She put her face to my chest and waited.
"I'll try," I went on. "If I found you'd done something, I wouldn't do anything to you. I'd just leave. This is your second chance. And those are my terms."
I took her face in my hands, but I didn't kiss her. I just looked at her. We looked at each other.
"Are they acceptable?"
*****
I had been carrying the pistol in my messenger bag, still wrapped in brown paper, because I couldn't bring myself to touch it. One afternoon I pulled it out, holding it by the paper, and put it in the drawer with the ammunition. The next morning, I touched it through the bag, and it didn't summon the body of Laffy Johnson. I did it again that afternoon, and again that night. The next morning, I was able to draw it out and hold it. I went to the firing range, where the clerk on duty recognized me and asked if he could hold "the death gun." I practiced with it for an hour. It's now in a drawer at home, secured with a trigger lock. Every so often I take it to the firing range to practice. Mary Ann won't touch it.
*****
So, we're in process. I'm home and we're sleeping together. Is it permanent? I hope so. Would I have taken her back if she hadn't saved me? I mean, assuming I lived? I simply don't know. It's one of those counterfactual things: how would things be if they were different? And would she have tried half so hard to get me back if I hadn't beaten her and her lover, and shot that poor kid? If I hadn't become the hero of her fantasies? I don't know that either, not with certainty, but they're what fired up the damsel-in-distress in her and made me her superhero. She likes what she thinks of as the more dominant me, and that's helped. In bed, she's asked me to hold her down, and she's hinted at a chastity belt, and... I'm not going to get into all that.
It's not all about sex. I finally convinced her that we should go to a fertility clinic, to explore our options, and once she started reading about them, she got excited. She gushes at all the success stories, but I don't want her to get ahead of herself because I don't want her to be disappointed again. I don't want us to be disappointed. I'm hoping for the silver lining.
But all's not right with the world.
There's no silver lining for Lafayette Johnson. His mother is suing me, and I half hope she wins, but it can't bring him back. I think... well, I think she'd lost him whether I killed him or not. To prison or to someone else's gun. The thought doesn't assuage my guilt. I shot him, and that put him beyond any hope of redemption. My therapist and I have gone over it. And over it. I carry the guilt of killing him like a shroud. I'm sorry, Laffy.
But I don't regret hitting Mary Ann, not completely. Jesus! I can never admit that to anyone. I love her. My God, she saved my life! I'd never hit her again, under any circumstances. A person could ask me how I can be so damned sure of that, since I already did it once. I know because I did it. I experienced it, and now I've made a commitment. I think it's like Mary Ann, who says she knows she'd never cheat again, and she's made a commitment.
The issue for me is more that I'm not sure of the tenets of my damned profession, anymore. It privileges talk so much. It's all 'sticks and stones' versus words. Whatever they do to you, don't ever respond with your hands. Just talk forever. But that can't be right. A mere touch can be assault, but verbal manipulation is 'just words?' No. That's wrong in the way the hanging of Billy Budd was wrong. Words destroy people all the time. With words, the betrayer can make you eat your hurt, eat your desperation, eat your humiliation, eat your emasculation, eat everything. I love the Mary Ann of today, but the Mary Ann of the moment I hit her counted on my eating all that shit and keeping it down. She wasn't remorseful but calculating. She wanted to use words to deflect what she'd done, to control me. I wouldn't hit even that Mary Ann today, but regret it? I just... can't.
Fuck me, but I can't!
I forgave her. I did. She's in my heart. She's even asked me to forgive Shirley and Megan, and I will. She put them in a tough spot, and they chose badly. Shirley and Joe are having problems. Mary Ann thinks if we all get together, we can work things out. We'll see. We're going to have a barbeque, the six of us, and try to reconnect. A lot is in process. Maybe if Joe would just hit Shirley. Joking!
One last thing. I don't worry when Mary Ann goes out. We exchanged passwords, though you can always work around such things. But I lied a little. She doesn't know that I did get spyware and some tracking devices. Yes, I'm that fucked up. I'm a hypocrite. I say everyone should be honest, but I'm not. I once told Mary Ann that everyone lies. Well, I'm no better than everyone else. It's probably obvious. It's obvious to my therapist who is--in that nice way that therapists have of handling things--giving me hell about it. Honesty is essential in a marriage, but I found it was a giant step I couldn't take. Not just yet. How long will it be before I completely heal? I've promised myself that by the end of the year I'll get rid of everything, and I intend to keep that promise. But that's still in process, too.
End.
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Cold, Part 1: The Three Spirits
_______________
Antarctica is as cold and severe and unforgiving as my beloved's heart, its glaciers filled with fissures that will trap you and kill you as surely as she will freeze your soul. The snow and ice are brilliant stuff, much whiter than the bleached bones of slaughtered whales, so bright they will steal your sight and lead you into crevasses.
_______________
"'My beloved'! No. What should it be? My Helena? No. My betrayer? No. Leave it. Let her know how I felt before she destroyed me."
_______________
It abounds with life, though: the penguins and petrels, and the skuas that steal their young. Oh, you could be the grand mistress of the skuas, my dear, so skilled are you at hovering over your prey and waiting, waiting to attack, coming ever lower, knowing you'll take what you want and be gone! But there's no life to you. Antarctica also has two miles of ice. That's almost as deep and dead as your cunt is to me. You'd freeze my poor penis, shrink it and break it off if I tried to warm you with it.
_______________
"Too damned poetic."
_______________
We sailed from Ushuaia,'Fin del Mundo,' they call it. The end of the world. That's how far I've traveled to get away from you. The Drake Passage is wild, but when the boat would roll and nothing could quell the nausea, it reminded me how sick you make me. I've stood at the bow and let the wind cut me like a razor. It's almost as cold as you were when you left. Just today, we saw seals all over, resting on floating ice. Were they too escaping bitchwives? Their only threats are orcas, so I guess they're ahead in the game.
Just in case you've noticed that I'm not there, and maybe wondered, in a detached, sophisticated sort of way, where I've gone: I'm not in your world anymore. I'm in a more tropical place. The only thing that would make it better would be if it didn't remind me so much of you. I won't bother you again. I thought maybe, just maybe, you deserved a 'good-bye.' Well, this is it.
Charlie
_______________
*****
Charles Taylor sent the email the fifth day of the eleven-day cruise. Days one and two he had spent mostly alone in his cabin, emerging to eat, then to trace the railings with a hand while he watched the waves, the sky, and the trailing petrels dipping wingtips into the water. And to order drink after drink from the bar, conversing almost not at all with the other passengers. He really did stand at the bow and let the wind have at him. On the third morning he woke from a dream of Helena. She was looking for him, calling his name, searching in closets and under the bed. "Charlie! I know you're in there!" He decided to send the email, but first he had to have a few drinks, and they were going to take the zodiacs to Deception Island's interior beaches, so the email had to wait.
You couldn't just send emails. You had to hand-carry them to the Communication Center and pay a fee. The MV Lyubov Orlova didn't have the latest equipment. What it had going for itself was size. It was small enough to fit through the crack in Deception Island's caldera to the inner bay, where the passengers could take in the thermal pools along the beaches, or even swim out into the all-but-freezing water and get certificates of accomplishment. Charles decided to go with the cold water, but he regretted his decision soon enough. Physical and emotional cold aren't nearly the same thing, and there was still Helena. Or rather, there wasn't.
*****
The bar and library were full again.
"What's your reason for doing Antarctica?" Lynn Godfrey was one the Canadian women. Antarctica was her seventh continent, and she was far from the only competitive traveler. Charles wouldn't have gone up to them, because he'd decided that women weren't interested in men like him, but Lynn came to him.
"Love. And hate."
"I don't understand."
Does she really want to know? "Well, it's a woman. An affair of the heart. I'm running away and this seemed as good a place as any to run to."
"To a cruise?"
"Why not? There's no French Foreign Legion anymore."
Within half an hour three of Lynn's friends were circling Charles, pumping him for information about his broken heart. In a different world, a different time, maybe a different him, something might have happened. A shipboard romance? It would take a very different world.
It turned out there is still a French Foreign Legion, but he was just making conversation.
*****
The next day an email was stuck into the mail slot on Charles's door.
_______________
My Darling!
Please forgive me! Please come back! I don't know why I did it, why I treated you that way. I was out of my mind! I've been so worried for you, wondering where you were, and if you had hurt yourself. Even reading how terribly I hurt you and having to see myself in your eyes, I was so happy to find you are well that I read and re-read your letter. Believe me that I love you and miss you and I want to make it up to you if you will only give me another chance.
There isn't anyone else, my darling. It's just you!
I do love you. Please, Charlie! Please come back.
Your,
Helena
*****
The staircase curved up to bridge level and Charles walked close to the wall, holding the handrail to keep from slipping, because the water was fierce today. He went into the radio officer's room and watched spray fly over the bow as he talked with the clerk. The man's English was passable.
"Please don't accept any more emails for me. I don't authorize them, and I won't pay for them."
The clerk looked puzzled.
*****
Charles could have a romance if he wanted it. He only needed to be a little brave. But want it? He wanted Helena, and he didn't want her ever again. And brave? Not anymore.
Everyone knew he was alone and that his heart had been shattered, which made him interesting. The Canadian women invited him to play Scrabble and to share drinks, and they flirted. He thought they were kind. One of the ship's wait staff began acting sweet toward him, too. Her nametag read 'Irina.' She spoke almost no English but showed her interest by hovering just a little, just enough to make her motives clear, and smiling at him a tad too much. Touching a hand to his wrist when she refilled his water glass. Other people noticed it, and the Canadian women whispered and giggled about it almost like schoolgirls.
After dinner, someone knocked on his cabin door. Irina.
"You lige dreenk?"
"Um. I'm not sure what you mean."
Irina stepped up to him and repeated it: "You lige dreenk?" He poured her a whiskey. She took a sip, then touched a hand to his chest. "You lige Ireena?" Yes, he nodded and smiled, figuring he knew what was coming but not how to get out of it. Irina made it explicit. She touched her mouth, "Hundrade doallarze." Her vulva, "Two hundrade." Then she made a circle in the air, the international symbol for 'Around the world.' "Three hundrade."
I'm a target of opportunity. There can't be much traffic on a small cruise ship. Can there?
"I'm sorry. No. Thank you."
Irina frowned and touched her mouth again. "Feefty doallarze?"
"I'm sorry. No." He opened the door to make himself clear, and Irina grew angry. She threw the last of her whiskey at him and flew out like a skua. He watched her hurry down the corridor. Maybe there were other prospects for her. Don't waste time on a loser. I didn't mean to insult her. While he changed his shirt he wondered how mean Irina would be the rest of the cruise, but she was perfectly courteous.
*****
There was another knock. Charles almost didn't answer because it might be Irina, but it was Lynn.
"We missed you at Scrabble."
"Come on in."
He offered her a drink, and she accepted, and maybe it was becoming a very different world because Lynn sat right up against him on the bunk while he poured.
"You shouldn't be alone right now."
"Say what? I probably shouldn't be with anyone at all right now. I'll pull you down to my level."
"Some of us wouldn't mind that at all." With that, Lynn leaned to Charles and kissed him and he stopped breathing. What had he said? How had he said it? He could understand Irina, but Lynn? Her words. Her nearness. Just her coming to his room. In what world do two women come to your cabin in one night? He wasn't going to push it. Don't fuck with the ladies! But here was Lynn, plump and middle-aged, with a soft mouth and sweet breath, and Charles found himself bringing one hand to the back of her head, and the other one to a breast, and twisting so that she was on her back, and he was above her.
He caressed her cheek, then began another kiss. Both her hands were on his head, and she made some kind of quiet sound against his mouth. Charles' hand was busy, at her breast, then along her belly to her mound. He pushed his palm against it, massaged her there while he kissed her, and it was only here that he completely realized what he was doing.
"I'm sorry, Lynn. I didn't mean that. I don't want to hurt you."
She smiled. "Unless you're planning on leaving bruises, I don't think you could."
"I'm serious."
"So am I. I'm not some teenager, you know. And I'm not looking for anything." She laughed. "Well, anything beyond this." She kissed him again, deeper this time, with lips and tongue, and she won him.
He kissed her back and began the unbuttoning, and it was here that she interrupted.
"Wait."
"What?"
"Maybe just with the light from the porthole. And we could play under the coverlet."
"Oh." Charlie blinked. "You think I won't like you?"
"I think you'll like me better that way."
After they were done, Charles kept caressing Lynn everywhere. She came to me. He didn't quite believe it. He caressed her breasts of course, her nipples again and again, but also her big thighs, to show her how much he liked the soft things, and her stomach, especially where the skin is so soft from her hips down to her fur, and everything else.
He woke to find Lynn staring into his face with as sweet an expression as he could remember ever seeing. He didn't remember falling asleep, and what he knew of his awakening was that it came with an erection. Her hand was caressing him up and down. Once she knew Charles was awake, she asked, "You don't mind if I do this, do you?" and she disappeared under the coverlet and no, he didn't mind at all. He got lost in Lynn's tongue and her lips. It was only when he started to come over that he wondered what it would be like if Helena did it. Like she had doubtless done to him. The wondering didn't ruin the experience, but it was there the whole time.
*****
Lynn nestled against him, moving a hand over his chest, circling his nipples.
He wanted to know, "Didn't you worry that you might not like me?"
"You dope." She kissed him "I never for an instant worried about that. And your scars. Wow! You've lived a hard life."
"More a clumsy one." Then, "Maybe I'll see you again?"
"Maybe. But it's Christmastime. You'll be visited by three spirits. The first... well, she's here right now, but there are two more."
"Three spirits?" Was she serious? Of course not. She was playing. She wasn't serious at all. Not a bit. Was she? No. More women? No!
"Like 'A Christmas Carol'?" Or is it like the three weird sisters? "Does it change my life?"
"Isn't it already changing?"
"Okay." Is it? "And, ah, is my cruise all planned out?"
"There have been contingency discussions among the spirits." Lynn laughed while he wondered about that.
"You know, there has been a Russian temptress."
"Oh, everyone knows that!" She laughed again.
"I never knew.'
"What?"
"That there would be... such availability. And, well, I like the first spirit."
She took his face in her hands and gave him a slow, sensual kiss that went on for some time.
*****
Charles was alone at the stern, looking at the water, all teal and foam, alone with the cape petrels, the Wilson's storm petrels, the albatrosses, and Helena's email. Maybe not so alone. There were patches of sun on the waves, and snow swirled around.
Three spirits? Three women, not counting the pro. Take that Helena! They're lining up for me. Everyone is but you.
He tore pieces off the sheet and let them blow over the railing, where they blended with the snow. One little bit, then another. "They say not to add anything to Antarctica or take anything away." Talking to an albatross. "Well, I'm adding some of the Snow Queen! Don't tell anyone!" The email was soon lost to the ocean.
*****
The second spirit's human name was Sara McIlhenny, as Irish as a Canadian could be, to the red hair and freckles and brogue. She was thin, almost fragile, sexier than Lynn, but, oh, so nervous. She appeared at his door right after dinner, with a bottle of Jameson's as an offering, and they sat and had a drink, his neat, hers over ice, and talked a nervous, hesitant, little talk. Sara wouldn't make a move to start anything. Charles thought he was supposed to start something, but the tiniest thing and she'd stiffen. Some spirit! Finally, he said:
"I know you guys have a sort of, um, arrangement, but I can tell you're not completely on board." She tried to interject, but he raised a hand. "So, how about we just have a drink and a nice chat." He hoped he didn't sound dismissive, and he must not have because she took his hand.
"What would I tell them?"
"Make up anything you want. Or tell them I swore you to secrecy. I won't ever say." Sara was good with that, and Charles grew proud at how relaxed she became. He poured two more drinks. They touched glasses and each took a sip.
"Now then. Our chat. Tell me the full story of you and your lady fair."
Oh, that! Of course. "Well, her name's Helena."
"A beautiful name."
"A beautiful woman."
"But?"
"She betrayed me."
"I know that."
"So, I left her." He almost stopped. Telling meant bringing it up and bringing it up would bring him down, but he'd only talked about it with the sea birds, so sharing it with a ginger-haired spirit might help. "I don't want this to be TMI."
"Oh, TMI would be perfect." So, he began.
Helena was his, or had been, and he was certainly hers. His Brit. Her Sooner. They'd met as students in London, and he'd charmed her by being from Oklahoma. She'd never before met anyone from the Wild West, and Tulsa seemed très exotic. So, they'd dated and fallen in love and married. She'd joke about him being 'sooner' when they made love, but it wasn't true. He held himself back to let her get her full pleasure first, much better than her previous lovers had managed. He didn't intend to tell Sara about the sex, but he did mention marriage. "I guess we're still married. I'll have to do something about that." He got a work visa, and they rented a little flat they couldn't afford, not far from the Victoria and Albert Museum and an easy commute to the American Embassy, where he got a job as a gofer. Helena worked in an exclusive art studio in Westminster. "I'm kind of on leave. Still with me?"
"So, I'm getting the short, short version."
"All happy families are alike. Anna Karenina." They were among them, the happy families. They had friends and careers. They did happy-family things: planned kids, entertained, fixed up their flat, explored restaurants. Fucked often. They went to some great museums and a lot of bad plays. "Do you need more details?"
"What about the sex? Was it like in other happy families?" She looked like the Cheshire cat.
"Oh. You want to know how I'd spank her and lick her to ten orgasms a night, right?"
Sara laughed. "Okay. Okay. Go, back to the serious stuff."
The serious stuff took over, but it included real sex, which he wouldn't talk about, though it wouldn't leave him. I wasn't enough for you, was I Helena? There weren't ten O's, but he'd given her three one night. He loved how she smelled, and tasted, and he would twirl his tongue right around her bud, faster, then slower, then faster. They were both satisfied, until it happened.
Her studio hosted an exhibition of an important painter, a very good painter, a very successful one. "Hah! A middle-aged, French painter on a first-name basis. Jules. Who made a very continental play for her. She told me about it."
"Middle-aged?"
"Established. Not some up-and-coming kid but not a doddering, century-old Picasso. Maybe fifty? A fit fifty? Young enough."
And you ...?"
"Don't be a yokel in front of the sophisticated Europeans. Anyway, that's what I thought. Don't be juvenile. Maybe that's part of being juvenile. So, I laughed at how obvious it was and didn't tell him to back off." They'd laughed together. They had a couple of dinners with him and another woman, a different woman each time, and even Charles was impressed. "He could talk about anything and sound authoritative. Very French. And his clothes. He wore a starched white shirt with the top button unbuttoned every time I saw him."
Charles surprised himself with those details. Sara leaned back with lips parted as he remembered: Jules' tan and his grey chest hair and his gold chain. "It was all a stereotype, but he looked fabulous. He was always... obvious when he looked at Helena. It was kind of funny, until it wasn't."
"Tell me about her."
She was a stereotype too--tall, pale, blonde, basically Nordic. Natural blonde. "Yes, natural." Her hair was long and sometimes she braided it. In her heels she was almost as tall as Charles. Glacier-blue eyes. Maybe Nordic, but as English as Shakespeare. "The whole package." He wondered if he should mention the beauty mark next to her lip. How detailed did he need to be? "She's not voluptuous. More willowy. She sometimes complains..." He stopped and laughed. "She'd say she wished she had more up front." She had plenty, he thought. She has plenty.
He stopped talking again but he wasn't laughing anymore. He looked out the porthole, not at the sea but beyond it, at a thin blue line below the clouds, and after a few seconds he whispered, "Oh, God," to himself. Sara asked him what it was.
"It made me remember." He stopped again. "I'm sorry. Helena has a blouse, a diaphanous one, the type where your nipples are just noticeable if you don't wear something underneath." He stared out the porthole yet again. It wasn't anything, not then, not to Charles. Sara let him think. "She wore it to both dinners, without a bra or camisole. I just now realized it was for him."



He kept seeing the dark, little knots where Helena's nipples touched the fabric, and he remembered that song: "All the women tear their blouses off, And the men they dance on the polka-dots, And it's partner won and partner lost..." It's closing time. Leonard Cohen. Shit. It was closing time for me, and I missed it completely.
"So, it was coming."
Silence.
"I'm waiting."
"Yes. I'm sorry. She called me to meet for lunch. It was at a favorite place of ours. She said, 'We have to talk' and I knew right then that something bad was going to happen. Not exactly, but... you know?"
Sara stopped him by touching a hand to his mouth. "I do know." She knew because it was one of those coincidences. "That's how my husband left me, at lunch in a favorite restaurant. Is there a manual or something? It's even what he said. 'We need to talk.'" She huffed. Then she rose and turned toward Charles, and something had changed because Sara had undone her top blouse button. And her second. She didn't look the least bit nervous.
"So, your husband called it quits?" Don't do that, Sara. Let it go. That's what he thought but he didn't say anything.
"He'd already packed." Button number three. She started on number four.
"And you had no clue?" Please don't do that for me. But he didn't try to stop her.
"Oh, we were having problems. We'd always had problems." She shrugged her blouse off and stood in her brassiere and slacks, this pale, red-haired, freckled woman whose freckles faded out toward the center, who had been shy until she wasn't.
"Was it a relief? Finally?" He reached to touch her stomach but stopped himself. She was relating her end-time, and he didn't want to start something.
"Ending the suspense? Yes, in a way. But he could have done it more nicely. Maybe at home, where I could yell at him. But yes. And no." Sara stepped out of her shoes. She unfastened and unzipped her pants and stepped out of them. The ship rolled with a large wave, and she spread her legs to brace herself.
Okay, then. Don't stop!
"It was different for us," said Charles. "We hadn't had any problems, not that I knew of. Everything was fine." Again, as far as he knew. He thought they were perfect. "Afterwards I realized there was a lot I didn't know." He chuckled. "I say 'afterwards' like it was long ago, but it's been, what, just over a week?"
Charles wanted Sara to stop undressing, and he didn't. Her thighs were ivory, and the freckles started again above her knees and went all the way to her toes. He wanted to see all of her. But no. You don't have to do that.
"And Helena wasn't ending it."
"What do you mean?" She did stop undressing and stared down at Charles, in bra and panties, swaying to stay in place as a roll joined a pitch and almost threw her over. When she recovered, she put a hand to his cheek.
"It was supposed to be temporary. Believe that? I had some insight about what was coming only because the phrase was so hackneyed and because I'd seen how Jules looked at her and noticed how she looked at him a couple of times. I told you I 'knew,' but I didn't, not really. I didn't know know until she told me." Sara sat and moved her hand to his thigh. She kept looking directly into his face, into his eyes.
"And?"
And you're so lovely. Sweet Jesus. Stop it, Charlie!
"She told me Jules had invited her to spend a week in his country place in the south of France." Both that and 'we have to talk.' "Yes, stay with him in his country place in the south of fucking France. Or worse, in his country place in the south of France, fucking. What woman could resist? Certainly not Helena!"
"And you said?"
"I asked her, 'You mean just you?' It was just her."
Not 'them'? Not them. He'd asked if she'd accepted, and she'd said 'yes,' so Charles became more pointed and asked if they'd already slept together. "She wouldn't answer that. She just said, 'Don't be infantile. We're all adults.'" He wasn't sure of the exact order of everything. It all swirled around.
They sat quietly, the two of them. Even sitting their bodies swayed this way and that with the ship in the water, the pitch and the roll and maybe some yaw as the waves multiplied. The drawer in the nightstand under the porthole slid out, then slid back in. It was supposed to be latched, but the latch wasn't working, and it kept doing it and looked like it was sexing the stand. What would sex with Sara be like? Neither moved until an exceptionally large wave reached all the way to the porthole and the light became green, and the drawer flew out of the nightstand and broke on the floor. Sara gasped and Charles held her tightly and she leaned into him.
"What did you say? What did you tell her?"
"I told her it wasn't acceptable." Not those blah words, but something close enough that when she replied, 'I'm going,' he knew she was just blowing him off. "It was only then that I managed to tell her if she went with Jules, we were through." A laugh, a bitter one. "That was the second time she called me 'infantile.'"
Don't be a yokel. That was the message. Yes ma'am, thank you and give me another. Let the fucking continentals show the way to cuckoldom. Probably they were already through.
"She said if I loved her, I would wait. She'd be back in a week, and she'd reward me with her mouth. 'Just think about that,' she said. 'It will hold you.' Her exact words."
"God, that was cold!"
"We argued, right in the restaurant. I got loud, so that part of her plan didn't work. She got haughty and told me to keep myself busy while she was gone. I said I wouldn't be there when she got back. I swore it! She told me, 'Yes, you will.'"
He thought about the ending. "It was like I was a little puppy or something, and she just strutted off. She seemed so proud of herself. I found she'd packed before she came to lunch, so that was like your ex. It was the last time I saw her."
It was awfully quiet in the cabin. Another of those green waves colored the porthole. Could the adultery story heat Sara up? They were still holding each other, her head on his shoulder, her hair brushing his chest, her cologne, her arms tight around him. He didn't want sympathy sex, but damn he wanted Sara.
"What a bitch!"
"I didn't know what to do."
"Well, I'd have scratched her eyes out!"
"But instead, here you are, in my cabin in just your bra and panties, holding me and looking exquisite." And acting like you're not afraid. "Let me make a proposal." She looked up and seemed to be preparing herself for something. I'll regret letting you off the hook. I already do. "How about you get dressed and we have another drink and continue our chat?"
Sara let Charles go and looked away. Finally, almost plaintively, "You don't want me?"
"Oh, God, that's not it!" He blew out a huge breath. "I told you before. I don't want you to do something you're uncomfortable with."
"Really?"
"Really."
She launched herself at him and squeezed him. "Oh, thank you, Charlie. Thank you! Thank you! We joked about it. We even called ourselves the 'Sluts from Saskatchewan!' But I never thought it would get this far, and after Lynn did it I couldn't back down. I'm such a wuss."
"But Lynn?"
"Oh, she likes her fun, but I've never done anything like this. And now I still haven't."
"What will you tell them?"
"That you've sworn me to secrecy."
*****
They were less than two hundred miles from the Antarctic Circle. The sun would briefly sink below the horizon, but it never got darker than twilight and some passengers would play catch with iridescent tennis balls outside at midnight. Charles played with the Canadian women and ate with them, and no one mentioned the spirits or Helena.
People pressed the captain to go further south, but pack ice was a problem, and an alternate route would make them miss a penguin stop. It turned out they had to backtrack anyway and ran into rough water again. Charles got queasy and lay in bed but kept imagining the bed stand drawer sliding in and out. What would it be like to be inside a woman who lay on him, sliding forward and back with the waves? Would it be all right to invite Sara back to his room? Thoughts of Helena and Sara battled through the night. There could be slow, freckled fornication, powered by the sea. It could be wonderful. Unless she threw up on me.
*****
It was during this backtracking that Charles was visited by the third spirit, the one who called herself 'the spirit of Christmas yet to cum.' She thought that was very funny.
She had an enormous personality but was as cute as a bug, or she would have been except for her heavy dark make-up, her dark clothes, her tattoos, and her long, purple-streaked, black hair. She seemed, though, too old to be a Goth, and she walked among the normals and mainly drank gin. Her human name was Marjorie Goldstein, which didn't fit her at all, and she wasn't a bit skittish.
Almost her first words to Charles were "Sara won't tell us what you two did."
"Okay."
"Did you swear her to secrecy?"
"Maybe I did and maybe I didn't."
"Well, Lynn told us what you did."
"Okay."
"Don't you want to know what she told us?"
"No."
"Even though she already told us?"
"Spirit, I'll neither confirm nor deny anything she told you."
"You're a hard case, Charlie! Don't you ever tell anyone about your sexual exploits?"
"Never. Not once in my entire life."
"You must be awfully boring at parties."
"So, that's my problem! The good thing is you can tell them anything you want after you leave, whether we did it or not. I won't dispute you."
"What if you did my ass?"
"You could report it or not."
"I was being hypothetical."
"I wasn't."
"Well, I'll tell you what I'm gonna do. I'm going to screw your eyeballs out and then I'm going to report all the details!"
Marjorie didn't report every single detail. Charles didn't report anything. He thought, Other women find me desirable, Helena. I'm over you. Yeah. I'm so fucking over you. Sure. Oh, fuck it all to hell!
End of Part One.
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*****
They were gathered in the lounge with their luggage, watching Ushuaia appear the way seaside towns do at high latitudes, through a mist. They were waiting to disembark when Marjorie came to him.
"You told us Helena was a tall, long-haired blonde, right? You know, a shiksa goddess? Well, not to worry you, but why don't you take a peek down at the dock? Just to be sure? Off to the left, standing by herself."
It had rained on and off and there were puddles. Helena was standing right beside one, so there were two of her, the woman and her reflection.
Lynn blew a low whistle. "I could never compete with that. It's no wonder the artiste went for her. A shiksa goddess and a total slut, one who's come for you." She took a breath. "What are you going to do? And what exactly is a shiksa goddess? Is it Hindu?"
"I guess..." There was the memory of how she left him, all the details. "I guess I don't know. I guess I have to think about it."
*****
Did she come to rub my face in it?
Helena hadn't moved though Charles was almost the last one off and everyone else who had waited for passengers was gone. Sara had hugged him and held him like she had in his cabin, and she had kissed him. "If it doesn't work out between you and..."
"The harpy."
"If it doesn't work out, let me know. Maybe I could visit. If you'd like a visitor."
"Thank you, Sara." He'd kissed her back.
"And I wouldn't be so skittish."
"Promises, promises." They'd kissed again. "I will keep in touch." She'd walked away to join her friends, holding Charles' fingers until the last possible moment.
*****
Charles took a breath and held it, then walked almost directly toward Helena. He didn't have much choice really. The walkway wasn't wide, and he had to navigate the puddles. She decided the matter by stepping in front of him.
He was planning to push her aside. Helena didn't seem prepared for a push. She stood oh-so-still, with her arms at her sides, but something was wrong because her head was lowered and she was looking at him from under her lashes, looking beautiful and--sad. No tears, but sadness.
My shiksa goddess. My harpy. My what? Why be sad? Why aren't you triumphant? You won. You cuckolded your husband right firmly.
Beyond her he could see his Canadian spirits, looking back while they waited for their shuttle. Lynn had promised they wouldn't give Helena death stares and even now they merely gazed. He walked up until he was almost touching her, readying himself.
"Get out of my way."
"Please Charlie. I'm so sorry, and I love..."
"Get out of my way."
He didn't push her. He started around her, but she stepped back and slid over until she was right in front of him again, moving like a knight to block him. "Don't! Just let me..."
This time some siren interrupted her. Charles tried to go around her again and she countered again.
"Get out of my way!"
"No! We need to talk!" and he slapped her.
'We need to talk'? Not again. He'd slapped Helena hard. She jerked both hands to her cheek and gasped and hunched over, and Charles began around her again, slogging right through a puddle. That didn't work either. He hadn't taken more than three or four steps before she hurried past him, holding her cheek the whole way, and stood in front of him again. Before she could say anything, he raised his arm. "I'll slap you again!"
My bitchwife. Helena, walking away. Helena looking so damned proud of herself. Maybe that Helena but not this one. She didn't look at all proud. This Helena dropped both arms to her sides and stood straight and--again--so still and so sad, waiting for it, wincing in anticipation, the red handprint marking the target, until Charles finally said, "Shit!" He didn't say anything else but stared at her and realized he wouldn't slap her again. "Did you enjoy your week of fucking your Jules? Don't give me the glorious details."
"It wasn't a week. I'm sorry, Charlie. I'm sorry. I left. It was three days." Now her eyes were wet.
He made a look of faux sadness. He was expecting shamelessness.
"He wore you out that fast? Or did you wear him out?"
"No one wore anyone out. I wanted to come home to you."
*****
The rain had stopped, and a little sunshine pierced the mist here and there. A breeze had risen, a quiet, chill little thing, nothing more than a zephyr. It wouldn't mask the conversation. Indeed, the entire world seemed to have gone still to listen in.
"Oh? Because?"
"Because I love you, and I was afraid for you." She kept wiping her eyes.
For that you tracked me down and flew, God, how far? Eighty-five hundred miles! To be here when my ship landed.
"And that was it? Well, you can see I'm fine, so go home."
"And I was ashamed of myself." She touched the red place on her cheek.
"Ashamed? It's a tad late for that, sweetheart. You toyed with me. You fucking toyed with me!" He mimicked her: "'Stay busy while I'm gone.' Remember that? So now you're suddenly ashamed?"
He'd expected her to be brazen, the way she'd been when she'd left him. He didn't expect contrition. What would she do, cry? Probably. Say she loved him? Certainly. There were other tropes. Maybe she'd say she wanted to make it up to him. But being ashamed? He didn't know what to make of that.
The Orlova's horn blew so loudly that they could feel the vibration, and no one could hear anything anyone said. A low cloud rolled down from the hills and brought a new shower that ended as quickly as it had begun. When Helena turned her head toward the horn, Charles tried to get past her again, and this time she caught the handle of his suitcase. He yanked on it, and she slipped on the wet walk and fell to her knees, but she wouldn't let go.
When he could understand her, Helena was saying, "Don't go. Please! Don't leave. I can't stand myself. Please. I'm sorry. And I lo..." and he cut in again.
"Don't you dare say that! Don't tell me how much you love me. Never again. And don't tell me how sorry you are. What you can do is tell me what happened. Tell it straight."
She tried.
"It was my chance." She gulped. "I'm sorry." He raised a hand. Not the s-word. Then, "Your stupid wife. Your idiot wife." She stopped again. "Your bloody imbecile of a wife!" She stopped yet again and tried to pull herself a little higher. Her pants knee was torn.
What was this? He lowered his voice. "Are you just going to keep insulting yourself?"
Helena looked up at him, just a glance, before staring into a puddle.
"Your needy wife. That was me. Jules was dangerous and I was so... needy." Jules. Dear Lord! He'd materialized from an exotic world, the realm of artists and intellectuals and poets. "I saw his people all over. I sold art to them, but I wasn't one of them."
Jules had taken her to lunch with some of them. Several lunches. God, she hated the end of lunch, though it wasn't at lunch that desire took her. No, at lunch it just whispered to her and caressed her and got her to accept the hook. When she had been properly prepared, desire deepened. Full fathom five, her Jules did lie, and she was reeled down to his glistening empire, so different from her ordinary, spare, dry world. Maybe she and Charles had touched their toes into it, nothing more. Jesus God! Jules was her chance. "That's what I felt." Have a thing with an important artist. Swim in that world.
Helena stopped yet again. She didn't know how to tell Charles all that, but she wanted him to understand, so it all came out, some in hesitations, some in torrents. Let him understand the whole story. She told him and tried not to cry too much and tried not to say she was sorry and kept having to stop herself from telling Charles she loved him.
"Jules came on to me and I wanted it." He would be her guide. 'Go ask anyone,' he'd said, and everyone had nodded, her half-dozen arts friends. 'Everyone has these affairs,' they'd assured her. They were all superior and no one got hurt. "I'd get to share... I don't know. Share the life. That's what I thought!"
"So, you were going to sleep your way in?"
That can't be it. He didn't think she'd answer, but he was wrong again.
"Yes." She wiped her eyes again while Charles waited. She'd sold her glasswork at regional arts fairs. She'd held her own on the university debate team. She'd organized important auctions at the studio. How perfectly mediocre, she thought. She waved a hand, dismissively. "What I can offer is my body. And the prospect became so exciting. And with someone of Jules' stature." She looked like she wanted to say more but she didn't.
It began sprinkling again. There was another horn, more like a whistle this time, a distant one, and now Charles noticed other sounds, winches screeching on the loading docks, trucks, telehandlers, and men's voices, all muted by the mist. He noticed them because Helena wasn't saying anything. None of it was loud enough to block her if she'd said anything at all, but she didn't. She'd seemed like a Hollywood gold digger, but now she let go of his suitcase and simply knelt and cried.
She broke down, just like... that? I don't understand.
He whispered, "Oh Jesus," and touched Helena's head. If anyone had noticed, they might have thought he was granting her absolution. "Share the life?" he asked. He wasn't sure she heard him, but she looked up. He examined his hand, the one he'd touched her with. You thought that? He shook his head, looked around, then shook it again.
My poor Helena. My poor... something. My beloved? She was my beloved. Charles forced himself not to cry. It was something he hadn't shared with Sara, the crying, how after Helena had left, he'd begun crying and had cried all the way home, fits of it interspersed with bizarre fantasies of killing them both. At home he'd sniveled and stopped and sniveled some more. He'd lain on their bed and grabbed her pillow. He could smell Helena on it, her face cream, her shampoo, her cologne. Essence of Helena. He'd thrown the pillow across the room, but when enough time had passed, he'd picked it up and smelled her some more.
That's how he'd spent his first evening alone, until he'd decided to cope in a more manly fashion: stop crying and get drunk and disappear. Very manly. By morning a drunken Charles had worked out the elements of a plan, and he hadn't cried since.
*****
He should get her out of the damp. He helped her stand. "Come on."
Helena rose but she didn't move. She stood with head hanging, arms dangling, done with the sobbing but sniffling, empty. Charles could have left her standing like a scarecrow. He kept thinking, She broke just like that.
"Come on." He took her arm.
She leaned against him and swayed as they walked.
"Have you eaten anything?" She shook her head, a tiny shake.
"Just some pretzels."
"Do you have a room?"
"No. When I finally found... your ship... I had to hurry... to be here when you landed. Only one flight would work." She was panting, and fading, and some things were making sense.
"Sit down." He wiped the water off a bench. "Catch your breath. Okay. What about sleep?"
The cruise companies didn't want to release passenger information, but Helena had finally tracked down Charles' ship. She read and re-read his lone email. What have I done? Could she meet the ship? What flights might work? Hurry! She'd been so distracted that she'd bought a one-way ticket, then had taken a rushed cab ride to Heathrow and had checked her luggage and run to catch the Emirates overnight flight to Dubai. It was that or nothing. There she'd caught her connection and had a center seat for the fifteen-hour flight to Rio. She'd used the restroom three times to sob without drawing attention to herself, one time staying long enough that a flight attendant had knocked for an old woman who'd been taken short. She couldn't eat the airplane meal. What have I done? The question echoed through the entire flight and the ninety-minute stopover in Rio, before the segment to Buenos Aires, but there was no answer. What have I done?
There was a full, ten-hour layover before the Argentine Airlines flight to Ushuaia. She'd nodded off in a stiff, plastic chair and dreamt of Charles. That was before a further three-hour delay. I'll miss his ship! I'll miss him! Finally at Ushuaia: where was her luggage? It had to be there, and finally it was. She'd stuffed it into a locker and caught a cab to the docks. What have I done? What have I done? What have I done?
She had hurried to be on time, but the Orlova was itself delayed, so she'd had nothing to do but stand in the off-and-on rain and wait, and hate herself, and ultimately lean against a chain-link fence because she was so tired. When the Orlova had finally docked, everyone in the world except Charles had walked past her. Do I have the wrong ship? Or had something terrible happened to him? Or had she simply missed him? I can't do anything right! The crowd had dispersed, so there were just the working men with their equipment and the sometime rain, before: Charles.
"I haven't had much sleep."
When they stood, Helena swayed again, and Charles held her up. She circled him with her arms and laid her head on his shoulder and breathed. He wondered for a moment if she were faking it, but she couldn't even stand straight.
*****
Helena washed her face and dried off as best she could in the cafeteria women's room, then came back to the table. Charles had hot tea for her and a scone, and he was on his cell. She took a sip of tea. She wouldn't look him in the face.
"Eat a little."
"I can't." But she took a bite of scone.
"The hotels are mostly booked this weekend, so you'll have to stay in my room. I got you onto my flights home."
She looked like she was going to cry again.
"Thank you, Charlie. Thank..."
"Stop. Just stop. It's not permanent." Helena's chin quivered and became a wrinkled mess, but she didn't cry. He made her take another bite of scone, and his mind wandered while she ate. Just how good a mesmerizer was Jules?
"Was that all it took? Really? Just a 'come hither'?"
"I was so easy. A couple of lunches and a come-on."
"At our dinners. You were already leaning that way. That blouse...."
Helena put her hands over her eyes, leaned far back, moaned, and shook her head. "I didn't think you'd notice. I felt so naughty." Jules had looked at her breasts throughout that first dinner. She could feel him looking at them all evening.
At the end of the evening, Jules and his date had gone to Charles' and Helena's flat for cordials. At the very end, Helena had gone out to the stoop with them, and Jules had kissed her on the cheek. In his beautiful French English, he'd told her how lovely and witty she was. "Any man might convince himself to act with you... improperly. You would, perhaps, be offended?" He'd stood so close that anyone could tell what was happening, and she'd said, "It would depend," at which point he'd kissed her on the mouth and at the same moment had brushed her nipples with the backs of the fingers of both hands, right in front of his date. "Are you offended?" he'd asked, and she'd given him a cold look and replied, "Yes," but she hadn't moved. "Then I apologize for my behavior."
She'd stood on the stoop and watched them walk away. She couldn't catch her breath.
*****
Helena put her face down into her hand again. "You were the problem." How does a doomed person sound? "I couldn't share it... that fantasy... unless I could make you let me go. Yes, I was stupid. And I was wicked. That was my way to do it."
She couldn't go on, but Charles outwaited her, just saying "Have some more scone."
"Jules suggested the lunch talk. He said it was easy." He'd also suggested the fellatio quid pro quo. Ultimately husbands accepted the situation when they recognized who their wives were with. So said Jules, who knew everything. She could go back to her Charles afterwards. The promise of an I'm-home-honey blowjob would put it over the top.
"Everyone agreed... everyone I talked with." Her same half-dozen arts friends. "And I made myself believe everything." She inhaled and held the breath in, and Charles waited some more. "None of them suggested I could lose you over it. I grew so terribly excited. I would be the sophisticated mistress, in complete charge, even in charge of you." She started crying for the first time since her collapse.
"Shit." There it was. "Just how many women has he done that with? Maybe all the wives in the 'We Fucked Jules' club could have a get-together." How many indeed? They wouldn't make his biographies, but they could share divorce stories. Maybe they could rent a stadium with the legion of girls who've sucked off rock stars. What difference was there?
Finally, Helena couldn't keep herself from using those terms of contrition. "Can I come back, Charlie? Please let me. I love you and I'm so sorry."
"So you say. Repeating it doesn't make it truer, so don't count on it. You fucked him. You went with him. You played me. Three strikes, you're out. I'm surprised you came all this way."
"I began to regret it before we left. That first day I wished I hadn't gone."
"But... no. You went with him, and you slept with him."
Yes. And she had performed enthusiastically and at length on her back and on her knees; her second session with him; her first time in the magical south of France.
"I did." She took another huge breath. "I wasn't completely sure I would until we went to a dinner that evening." It was in an ornate banquet room, one intended for this or that Louis, or for Napoleon, filled with gilt and polished mahogany and sumptuous mirrors, and it was crowded with superior people: a director; a sculptor; a cabinet minister; an actor. Some were with their wives. A few, like Jules, were with their mistresses.
"And...?"
"Yes, I was thrilled. Me, Helena Thompson with those people." She had floated up to Mount Olympus, and, like the gods, almost everyone there cheated with everyone else. The cabinet minister's wife had asked Helena what her husband did and thought it amusing that he was a nonentity at the embassy. "So, yes, I slept with him that night. But afterwards you took over."
Charles raised an eyebrow. Maybe it was the guilt that took her over, knowing who she hoped would be waiting at home, and what she had done. She'd thought of Charles, then had remembered his expression when she told him she was leaving, and then she couldn't think of anything else. "I wanted to leave. In the morning, I tried to call you, but your phone was off. You didn't respond to texts or emails."
"I told you I wouldn't be there."
"I called everyone. No one had seen you. Even the embassy didn't know where you were."
"And yet..." Charles spread his hands like Tevye and blew a loud breath out. "And yet you slept with him again."
"I didn't know how to get out of it!"
"Oh, you could have politely refused."
Instead, she'd had her first experience of silk scarves and a blindfold. And her body had betrayed her by breaking into shuddering orgasms that left her breathless. But even that--even that--as her breathing slowed and Jules caressed her and told her how delightful she was--even that couldn't banish thoughts of Charles. What if Charlie did that to me? Where was he? Could he still want her?



"That was the last time. The next morning, I called Joan. I sent her to our flat. It was empty, and the mail and newspapers hadn't been gathered. I grew so frightened!"
"And that night? Somehow you got out of it?"
"I told Jules I didn't feel well..."
"That was easy enough."
"I know. I know." She wiped her eyes. "Then I flew back. I thought you had done something to hurt yourself." She wiped her eyes, again, with her palms. "But your luggage was gone, so I knew you had left. I didn't know where until I got your email."
I acted quickly, didn't I? Faster than I'd have thought possible. Leave. Turn off the phone and buy a burner. Give the number only to Gracey at the embassy and take emergency leave. I wouldn't have thought they'd grant it, but I just told the truth and Gracey worked it out and promised to lie for me. The Orlova had vacancies, and Argentina doesn't require a visa. Poof! I can't afford it, but I was fast.
"Then you tracked me all the way to the end of the world."
She almost started again with the cheating-wife litany but controlled herself and just said, "I'm worthless. And I'm begging you."
"Go back."
"Please don't give up on me! I'll change for you! I have changed!"
"Go back."
"Please. Charlie. I'm not the woman who did that."
Where have I heard something like that? Ebenezer Scrooge. 'I am not the man I was.' It's Christmas Eve, and Scrooge changes in a single night. What a lovely nineteenth-century fantasy. Charles tried to remember the text. If men's courses be departed from, the ends will change. And women's courses?
Helena was looking at him and waiting for his verdict. She was quietly, fearfully waiting.
"We'll discuss it later."
*****
They walked toward Charles' hotel without talking, but about halfway there Helena began to stumble. "Here. Lean on me." He held her up again until she could walk. At the hotel she sat quietly while he registered, her hands folded on her lap, then he helped her to the room.
She swayed again as she disrobed for the shower. "Here," Charles said. "Sit down." He had to help her. He didn't want to see her naked, but he helped with everything, first her blouse, then her torn slacks, her brassiere, her panties. She was so beautiful that he had to close his eyes and turn his head away. Then he had to watch her shower, just in case, to be there if she staggered, so he saw her lean body and her small breasts, and the long blond hair that streamed down her back with the water.
He got her one of his shirts for a nightgown, and he pulled the covers over her. While he waited on the edge of the bed for her to fall asleep, which didn't take long, he had the front desk call a cab so he could go to the airport to get her things. She was still out cold when he returned. He showered and put on some sweats and sat in the room's overstuffed chair with a book and watched her sleep.
She'd gone through it, hadn't she? Eighty-five hundred miles. Almost two full days? Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Ground transportation, airports, airplanes, waiting, hurrying, boarding, exiting, luggage, rushing, standing. Three time zones. Not much food. Not much sleep. No lying down. No real rest. All while desperate about me. Weigh that against what she'd done to him! Well, fuck you, you fucking bitch! Followed by, I'm sorry, Helena. I know you really are filled with regret.
He read until he grew tired, looking back and forth between Helena and the book, then eased onto the other side of the bed. It was the middle of the night when he awoke to feel her pressed tightly against him. She was shivering and crying against his back. He sighed and rolled over and put an arm under her.
"Go back to sleep, Liebchen. The world isn't coming to an end." He didn't kiss her, but he stroked her hair. She put an arm on his chest, and he let it stay there until she was asleep again, then he turned over, so his back was to her.
*****
Helena was dressed and packed and sitting on the overstuffed chair looking at him when Charles awoke. She still looked sad, but she hadn't been crying.
"You're going to leave me, aren't you?"
He didn't reply until he'd pulled the desk chair over to her, so he could take her hands and they could look directly at one another.
"Yes." She nodded in answer. Nothing more. "When we get back, I'm moving out."
"I love you."
"I know."
"And I know you still love me."
"And what difference does that make?"
"And... I don't know. I'm so sorry. Can I have a second chance? To prove myself?"
Helena's hands were soft and warm, and she was beautiful. She was as beautiful sad as she was happy.
"There's that. You love me and maybe I love you. And maybe you're sorry. I'm sure you are. But what you did to me..." He stopped to consider the words. "It was sadistic. It wasn't the sort of thing a decent human being could do. I can't live with that, and I won't live with that."
"I'm not like that. I know I did it, but I couldn't do it again. Please."
"So you say, but I don't trust your words, not after the fact. When we get back, I'm leaving."
She did begin crying. He didn't trust her tears any more than he trusted her words.
"Please, Charlie. Let me try."
"The flat is yours. Pay your own rent. I'll find a place."
"Charlie..."
"Once I've moved, I don't want to see you and I don't want to hear from you."
"I'll quit my job. I'll get counseling. Please, Charlie. I'll do anything! I'm begging you. Just don't completely give up on me!"
He didn't say anything for a moment. Then,
"Go get your counseling. Or your therapy. Or go back to your Jules. If you can become a decent human being, maybe... we'll talk."
Helena nodded. She tried to smile and tried to say, "Thank you, Charlie." It came out as a whisper.
"But I won't spend my life waiting for you."
There wasn't anything else to say. Charles dressed and they gathered their things and went out to breakfast.
End.
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Cold, Part 3: Epilogues
By H. Jekyll
*****
I am grateful to stev2244 for a critical reading of an earlier draft of this story.
I recommend reading parts one and two of "Cold" before diving into this. The story's MC, Charles Taylor, has taken an Antarctic cruise to escape his adulterous wife, Helena. Part One takes place aboard ship and focuses on Charles' experiences with three Canadian women. Part Two takes place in Ushuaia, Argentina, at the end of the cruise, and focuses entirely on Charles' difficult interaction with Helena, who wants to reconcile.
I hadn't intended to write a third part of "Cold," but commenters, including friends, felt it was hanging and wanted closure. After some thought, this is where I decided the story had to go.
I have posted it in Loving Wives. If you believe it should have gone in, say, Romance, I understand. Romance is involved. However, everything that happens is the result of a cruel betrayal.
If you would like the story to go a different direction, you have my blessing to write your own version. Let me know, give me credit, and provide a link to the original story. Don't post at a commercial site unless you, the site's administrator, and I have a legally binding agreement to split revenues. Copyright 2025 by H. Jekyll. All rights reserved.
As always, I accept all comments, including negative ones, even insulting ones often posted by 'anonymous.' If you post a comment under your Literotica account, I will try to reply to you directly.
*****
Prologue: The Present
There are those stories, the ones of adulterous wives. They'll often have an epilogue that wraps things up going forward. This happens to the husband, or ex-husband; maybe that happens to the wife. The story after the story. But there are epilogues and epilogues. Life doesn't necessarily get wrapped up neatly. Events often choose themselves, and we may travel paths we wouldn't have predicted.
"I only met Sara once." Helena is speaking to her therapist.
"Charles' second wife?"
"Yes. He'd met her on that cruise, when I... you know. When I was busy blowing up our marriage."
"You want to talk about her? Or her and Charles?" The therapist pours tea for each of them and offers Helena a plate of sweetmeats.
"Yes. Both of them."
"Why now? It's been... how long? Nine years? Ten?" She looks at her notes. "It's been five since I've seen you."
"Yes. A decade."
"Something has happened."
Helena is silent for a moment.
"Sara died."
*****
Helena's Epilogue
Everybody hurts sometimes. Everybody cries.
Helena couldn't remember all the lyrics, but she understood the song. Hang on, it says. Hang on to what? Take comfort in your friends. She'd unfriended everyone. And what good are friends when it's darkest late at night, and the darkness never... don't say it. Just don't.
Everybody cries. Take no comfort in the look.
That look. That look!
The look in Charles' eyes.
Helena had written it all down in her daybook and thought to make it a poem, or a song, but she'd finally let it go. She rediscovered it later. Part of my apology play, she thought. Along with getting down on my knees and begging. But it was too late in any case, and certainly far too late when she found her old notes.
Once she'd have thought that the worst experience is where you've been blindsided by your love. That crushes you. But no. She reconsidered. You're devastated but one day follows another, and the first step is followed by the second, and so on, and you recover. Eventually you can be happy again. Most people can.
No, it's worse, she reasoned, if you've done the blindsiding and driven away your love. One day follows another, and the steps keep going, but your feet are weighed down by that massive chain, the first step and the next, the next, the next. It is unrelenting, the chain is, and so heavy it makes you want to stop.
*****
Helena had gone to the studio her second day back from Ushuaia.
"How was your week with Jules?" asked Julie, her manager. She'd thought Helena had been in France.
"Charlie left me."
"He what?"
"I lost my husband!"
"I don't understand. Didn't you do those things to him? You know. Suck him sweetly?"
"He left me, Julie!"
"Well, how was your time with Jules? What? Don't look like that! Tell me about it."
Helena quit. She ghosted everyone at the studio and found a therapist.
At the time she hadn't thought it would be long before she saw him. A few months, she'd thought, and we'll be back together. She was single-minded in her pursuit. "If you can become a decent human being," Charles had said, "maybe, we can talk."
She dutifully obeyed his order not to contact him, and to get professional help. She couldn't afford the city of London and so moved to Croydon. It was from there that she sent Charles a lone text message, so he'd know how to get in touch if he had to -- or if he changed his mind. He replied with his new address, nothing more.
"What do you want out of this?" her therapist asked at their first meeting.
"I want to learn to be a better person. I want my husband to take me back."
She worked at it intensely. She met with the therapist twice per week and had assignments. She did all of them. She made lists of important life events that might help explain how she could have done what she did. She produced a detailed timeline of her relationship with Charles and another one of the period in which Jules had seduced her.
Ah, Jules, her genie of the arts, who would take her there -- where? -- in exchange for her body. Jules would take her off topic while she was creating her timeline. Or memories of him would. Remember. That was the assignment. Remember what? Remember that dinner when she'd coyly displayed her nipples through her blouse. She'd gotten so charged up that she'd half-raped Charles afterwards, thinking about Jules the entire time.
Memories of what destroyed her marriage kept butting in, those wonderful, destructive things. It was toward the end of her time with Jules, when her guilt was already consuming her, that she'd let him tie her and blindfold her and give her such sweet torment that it sweetly pushed Charles away. It pushed everything away.
Don't think of that! Think of Charlie, of lovemaking with Charlie, of everything about Charlie. We were so happy before Jules and the arts ruined us. Before I ruined us.
Helena talked with other people who knew her well, about how they understood her personality. She avoided Jules completely -- Don't think of him! Stop thinking of him! -- and worked to cultivate new friends. She would sit at home in the evening, going through her photos and Charles' hand-written love letters.
*****
A few weeks on, a friend told Helena about a social media post of Charles confronting Jules. A video montage. Jules was dining in some restaurant in Paris, with an entourage. Of course there was an entourage. A man walked up to him and said, "Hello Jules." Jules looked up and maybe he hesitated. Maybe not. There were some quick edits to the video, and you couldn't be sure. He started to rise, to offer his hand. "Hello, Charlie."
Charles hit him in the face, completely sucker-punched him, knocked him over his chair and onto his back on the floor, then stood over him as people screamed. One of Jules' legs was draped across the overturned chair. "You're finished with my wife, Jules," Charles said, "but I'm not done with you." Someone tried to drag Charles away, but he shrugged the person off. "Keep looking over your shoulder. You won't know when or where, but I'll be there, me or some other husband. Ta vie va se transformer en merde." Parts of it were caught on three different cell phones, and someone had spliced everything together.
A TikTok account reported that Jules had a broken jaw and had lost two teeth. His Web site denied it, but he'd hired bodyguards. That much was certain. All Helena could think, though, was You called me your wife!
*****
She thought she was making progress, but in her fourth week her therapist asked her point blank, "Is it your hope that as an end result of our sessions, you will be able to win Charles back?"
Yes, it was! But the therapist pulled that rug out from under her.
"You face two problems. First, if you are successful here, it does not mean that he will take that path. It may be too late for that. Forgiveness is Charles' to give or withhold."
He has to. He has to!
"The second is a greater problem." The therapist took a sip of tea while Helena waited. When she spoke, it was coldly. "You are not close to reaching the goal of therapy. You're seeking insight under false pretenses, to look acceptable to him, rather than to become a more thoughtful and empathetic person. You're destined to fail."
Helena went home and cried away the rest of the day, lying on her bed, prostrate, unable to do the slightest thing. I'm just a self-centered bitch! Her therapy was set back weeks. Weeks became months. One month dragging the chain followed another. What was Charles doing?
She went to her old church, her parents' church, the one she had abandoned long ago. She thought she might find -- something. It was the Church of England, but was it the Church of Helena? There she stumbled onto a twelve-step group that focused on infidelities. They talked about 'sex addiction.' Perhaps God would help, however she envisioned Him, the way He was supposed to help alcoholics. See seemed helpless on her own.
It was still longer before her therapist suggested she ask Charles to accompany her to a session.
But.
When he answered the door, a woman was with him.
"Hello, Helena. This is my friend Sara. Sara, this is Helena." Sara was silent, but she looked like she wanted to attack Helena. Worse, Helena could tell they were a couple. She couldn't say anything. "I take it you're here because you got the application?" asked Charles. For the divorce. There was little other conversation, nothing really. Helena left without asking about the therapy session. She went home to mope away the rest of the day and found the divorce application in the post.
*****
She couldn't bring herself to contest the divorce. Between the therapist and the church group, she'd made enough progress to truly hate herself, so she had to let him go. He'd started the legal process in May, and by late autumn it was done.
Sometime later, a mutual acquaintance told her that Charles and Sara had married. There was also a romantic story about how the couple had met her, which Helena both wanted and didn't want to hear.
Oh, my Charlie! At least you're free of me. She'd stood to tell her twelve-step group, "My ex-husband remarried. I'm trying to let it go. I think I'm happy for him, but it's been a hard week." Her mentor and two other women from the group took her out to dinner and let her cry and tell her story once again and let her know that things would get better.
She didn't believe them. "I had hoped, as a dream, my wildest dream, that he'd ultimately take me back."
Her mentor urged her to see him, to let him know she was letting go and wished them well. She tried but couldn't do it, so she sent a card. She never heard back.
*****
Where does life go when it goes on? Helena had a new life, a little one. She'd opened a tiny shop, and there were her therapist and her church group. She sold jewelry and other items, much of which she crafted. One weekend she was selling jewelry from a cart at Portobello Road Market, and she saw Charles and Sara. Charles was pushing a pram. Helena hid behind a delivery van. She leaned against it and covered her eyes and tried to catch her breath. It was a long time before she could bring herself to see if they were gone, and she stayed away from Portobello Road for the next month.
For the longest time Helena didn't date. She finally grew so lonely that she did see some men, and she had sex off and on, which was pleasant enough, but guilt kept her from being enthusiastic. Mostly she sucked cocks, because she didn't have to pretend to come, and the men liked it. She developed a sore throat, which turned out to be chlamydia and led to a week on doxycycline, after which she put dating on pause.
It was at the Portobello Road Market that Helena met a man; a customer whose date loved a brooch Helena had made. His name, too, was Charles, Charles Stuart of all things, and he came back the next week by himself. He wanted to talk and, yes, to ask her out. They were soon seeing each other. She always called him Charles, never 'Charlie,' and thought of him as Charles the Second, her own Restoration King. She told him early on how she'd destroyed her marriage, because she wouldn't let secrets come between them, and he fell for her. She loved him and was proud to have found a man like that. They became exclusive. He wanted a marriage and children, and at some point they decided to make a life together, and she moved in with him. Afterwards, she became brave enough to visit Charles and Sara, to tell them she had found someone. To clear the air. To make peace. Maybe to prove to herself that she could talk with them.
When she did, she found they had moved back to America.
Her new Charles comforted her that night, and they made their own peace. "It's okay, Helana. It's okay." He'd had her spread naked across the bed and massaged her, her arms, legs, scalp, body. Her breasts, her mound, everywhere. He didn't try for sex. He wanted to comfort her. He caressed her until she relaxed. Until she let go. Then, she asked him to come inside her, and it was wonderful.
Still, Charles Stuart was 35 and ready to begin a family and... Helena couldn't make that commitment. She discussed it with her therapist. She brought it to her twelve-step group. She and Charles discussed it, and then they fought over it. It became their major point of contention. They tried to find a solution, counseling, everything. She kept asking for more time.
They tried for three years before Charles Stuart finally left her.
*****
Charles' Epilogue
Charles didn't have a plan. He had to make small talk with Helena until they boarded their jet in Ushuaia, then again in Buenos Aires, while they shuttled between its airports, and finally in Amsterdam, but at least her seats weren't near his on any leg. He sat quietly and stared at the no-smoking signs and thought about her and downed whiskey drinks. He thought about Sara and wished he'd had more time with her. Maybe had sex. Maybe just walked the decks. Anything. He and Helena shared a cab in London. He looked out the window all the way to the flat. They were both wasted. He had the driver wait while he helped get her things up the stairs, then he went to a hotel and collapsed.
He didn't have a plan in London, either.
Moving was easy. There was a tiny efficiency not so far from his job, a four-floor walk-up with a kitchenette, a bed, and a bath with lukewarm water. It had wi-fi, which was enough.
Moving on was impossible. Charles envisioned Helena returning and their resuming their love. She'd be at his door, and they'd hug. Or he'd physically hurt her. That was better. Mortify her. Ruin her life. Yes! Or he would save her, rescue her, bring her home. Everything collided, at work, at meals, at home, in bed. There were no other women. There were no women at all. Sometimes he heard the couple next door going at it. She was very loud, and sometimes their headboard thumped against the wall, but it seemed only vaguely interesting.
Charles spent his days working at the Embassy, mostly delivering messages, and his evenings at little restaurants or in his rooms. People at the embassy--those who'd met Helena--were aghast at the story, and horrified, and titillated. He emailed the three spirits to tell them the developments in his marriage, working to be light-hearted about it all. They all responded appropriately enough, but the shipboard magic was gone. Only Sara wrote back more than once.
Things changed one Saturday morning when Charles answered a knock. He didn't get visitors, and thought it could possibly be Helena, but it was Sara.
"Hi, Charlie. I guess I should have called before I came." She wouldn't look him in the eyes. It wasn't only that her eyes were downcast, but that she looked chagrinned, pleased, and afraid. She was going to say something else, to explain herself, but that was as far as she got before he grabbed her and started kissing her.
*****
Sara wasn't skittish, but she was. They held each other and tried to talk, but somehow they were on the bed, kissing and hugging, clothed even. When Charles began unbuttoning Sara's blouse, she grabbed his hand.
"No, Charlie." He pulled back. "I don't know."
"What?"
"You're still married."
"Okay."
"Are you certain you're going to divorce her?"
Whoa Nellie, Charles thought, What is it? What does Sara want?
"I'm pretty sure."
"I don't know that we should." He sat back. "If you're married."
He shook his head, like he was trying to clear it.
"On the ship," he said. "You would have then."
"I know. I know. But you made the decision to stop. You decided for us, and you made the right decision."
"I didn't stop with Lynn and Marjorie. I'm not sure I understand."
Then Sara sat up, too, and took his hand. "It was... that was between you and them. This is between you and me. It's different."
"How is it different?"
"It's different because... no. Just believe me."
"Sara?"
"No. Trust me. It's different."
"Sara. Tell me."
"It's different because I don't want to ruin everything with you. Please Charlie!"
She'd come to him, all the way from Saskatchewan, on a whim. A hunch about him. He understood she had fallen for him, and that she was hopeful, but she didn't want them to make love, at least not yet. He didn't understand that.
They sat quietly, quietly enough that they could hear someone moving around next door. Charles finally said, "So, if I'd asked on the ship..."
"I'd have said 'yes.' You know that."
He had to know. "And if I ask you now...?"
"The answer will be 'yes.' Wholeheartedly yes. But I'm hoping you won't ask."
More silence.
"Well, can I kiss you?"
"Oh, yes!" She took his face in her hands, and they kissed, lips and tongues, until he extracted himself and made a face, a kind of smirk.
"Can I feel you up?"
"That... that would be okay."
And he did.
*****
The picture: Sara's blouse unbuttoned. Charles' hands sliding under her bra, caressing her breasts, playing with her nipples while he kissed her. He reached behind her and unfastened her bra and pulled it off, far enough off that he could lick and kiss and nibble her, then suck, suck hard, one side, the other, back and forth.
That could have gone on a while, but something else happened. Sara's breathing changed. It had been rich and sonorous, but it grew faster and deeper.
"No. Don't." He was sucking a nipple. "No. Oh God, Charlie. Stop. No! Don't stop!" He stopped only for a second, to look in Sara's eyes, then he went back to her left nipple, sucking it hard and nipping it.
Her breathing grew deeper and even faster. She put both hands on his head and pulled him in tightly. "Don't stop!" Then she was pushing her breast up against his mouth and gasping "Oh God! Oh!" She couldn't stop. She was arching and writhing and crying out and pulling him in so hard that his mouth was filled with breast. "Oh! Oh!" Over and over.
She finally pushed him away, breathing hard. When she spoke, it was in the middle of gasps, "Take your pants off. Take them off," while she pushed her pants and panties down as far as she could reach.



Charlies pulled all their pants and panties and underwear off, and when his erection sprang up Sara reached down to grab it and guide it to her vulva. He began to push in and got that wonderful sensation, the first one, when you just start to open her flower, just the head, just barely in her. Oh. God. Then the feel as you push deeply into her, and Charles, of course, said "Oh!" For Sara it was the feel of him pushing into her and spreading her, of her lips being pushed apart, the first bit with that tinge of pain, almost like a pinprick, and then her body accepting all of him. They fucked for far too short a time before they both came. Charlie lay on her, trying to hold himself up and not smother her, but not doing a very good job of it, and Sara made that harder by hugging him and pushing her head into his shoulder. They were both panting marvelously.
"I never, Charlie... it never happened like that."
He stroked her left nipple and looked at it. He'd left toothmarks on her breast.
"I've heard some women can come that way."
"I've heard... of it. I read about it. But not... I never. I don't know if I really believed it."
He finally rolled off her so they could lie beside each other and look at each other and kiss as their breathing settled.
"Joseph Heller," began Charlie. Sara didn't understand. "The novelist."
"Catch-22."
"Yes. Him. In his memoir. He talked... about the first time he held a girl's breast. And... and he said once you have a breast in your hand, there's not much you can do with it." He laughed. He was delighted. "I think he just had the wrong breast!"
Sara laughed too, but then she grew serious, almost sad. "Charlie, I wanted to be good, but I couldn't."
He almost made a joke of it, that she wasn't 'good.' She was 'amazing.' But no. She was serious, so he told her the simple truth. "I'm not sorry at all." He knew he was falling in love, that Sara was supplanting Helena, and he knew Sara loved him.
*****
When they went out to dinner, they met the neighbors, who smiled behind their hands before the man pulled Charles aside and told him, "Mate, when you and your bird are having a go, you might try to be a bit quieter. These walls are thin." Charles thanked him and said they'd work on it. Sara was horrified, but Charles gave a little wave to the woman, who thought the entire thing was hilarious.
They gave up being good. They didn't have fast sex, like you see in movies. Fast sex was like fast food. It might satisfy the moment, but that was it. Slow sex built to a truly satisfying conclusion. They had slow sex that evening, the kind Charles had had so often with Helena, the kind that was so good he wondered how good Jules must have been, the kind he almost didn't have with Sara because they were so charged with each other that they almost rushed everything. Was Charles one of a few men who liked to nibble and suck nipples, then meander down her stomach with his mouth, kissing and sucking, licking, and leaving little marks? It tickled her, and she was embarrassed for him to spend time on her tummy, because she thought was too round.
"Your ex is so much better looking." Sara twisted her fingers in Charles' hair.
"You just don't know how beautiful you are." He dipped his head to her vulva and licked and she went "Oh!" and twitched, and he said, "You're especially beautiful when you do that." He licked her again, then began doing it in earnest, and she forgot how unlovely she was supposed to be.
Charles wanted to move in together, which would have been difficult for a Canadian woman who wasn't a permanent resident. "Besides," she said, and she was wiser, "You don't get someone on the rebound. Let's see each other for a while, and make certain it's more than a thing."
They next got together in Saskatoon, where he met her parents who -- surprisingly, Saskatchewan being conservative -- let them sleep together the entire time. They worked to fuck quietly, which was fun all by itself.
Sara's next trip to London brought their first fight. Charles had filed for divorce without telling her. He waited until after she landed, and she grew furious. "You don't get to just make these big decisions without our discussing it, Charlie! If we're going to be together, we have to be a team." Charles would have been more chagrined, but his attention was taken by her hair, which poured behind her head like a red wave when she shook it for emphasis. No, no, no!
They were still sniping when Helena showed up the next morning. Charles had told Sara they could never know if their relationship was going anywhere if he was still married, but she didn't accept his impetuousness. The timing was bad, so bad that Sara never said a word to Helena, just stared at her. She thought, That whore! But also, My God, she could get him back! In her mind that sealed the deal with Charles.
A slow romance is like slow sex. Sara would fly to London, or Charles would fly to Saskatoon, but they couldn't keep their hands, or their mouths, or their genitals, away from each other in either location. They'd said they'd fly once a month, but it became every other weekend, which neither could afford. They decided to take cheap flights and meet in in between, in New York, but hotel costs ate up any savings. In London they would sometimes fix meals in Charles' kitchenette, which helped. In Saskatoon, Sara's parents would cook for them or take them out to dinner. That helped, too, though Charles began to think they were trying to grease the skids. Charles was fine with that, and the McIlhennys were easy to talk with. Gift of gab and all that.
They'd sit in the parlor -- they still called it a parlor, not a den -- and Ethan McIlhenny would tell stories while Charles slowly came to realize it was okay with them if he put his arm around Sara and pulled her close. She would lean her head back on his arm and listen to her dad's tales.
"Sara was nine when we moved here from Kilkenny.'
"Ten, Dad."
"Ten. So, she still sounds a bit Irish, don't you know."
Everybody nodded while Charles nuzzled Sara's hair and her folks pretended not to notice.
"Well moving to Canada was major, and I was fearful. You know Saskatchewan was founded as a Temperance Colony, no?"
No. He hadn't.
"I thought to myself, where's there room for the Irish? But, as our flight landed I saw out the window a billboard on the nearby highway, one so large..." He stretched his hands out. "And it said, 'Drink Canada Dry,' so I knew I had a home."
He refilled their glasses.
*****
Savings accounts dwindled.
Then something wonderful happened. Charles' divorce was finalized. He took the rest of the week off and flew to Canada to surprise Sara. She was at work, but her father walked Charles out to the grill in the backyard, where they could talk privately.
"Look, son, I like you well enough, and you two seem good together. But Sara's husband turned out to be a terrible rascal, and this is the first time in I don't know how long she's seemed really happy. What I'm saying is if you're not in it for the long haul, then be a lad and walk away. Don't string my daughter along. If you do, you're going to have hell to pay with me."
Charles was ready, and he would do this right. He looked Ethan McIlhenny in the eye and said, "Mr. McIlhenny, I have something to say, and something to ask."
Sara's father waited.
"First, if I ever hurt Sara, you have my permission, I swear, to do anything you want to me! Anything!" They both nodded. "And second, would you be offended if I asked her to marry me?"
Ethan McIlhenny grinned, a huge, snaggle-toothed grin, and hugged Charles. "Then call me 'Ethan,' son."
"What about 'Dad?'"
"That'll do."
*****
They were married in Canada and lived in London. They received a congratulatory card from Helena out of the blue, one of many but the only one without a return address. Charles read it and handed it to Sara. "I think it's mainly for you."
Sara tossed it to the floor. "That bitch," she said, "is not part of our lives!" And that was that!
They didn't hear from Helena again, not -- less than a year later -- when little Ryan Ethan was born, nor two years later, when Rebecca Elsbeth was born, nor two further years later, after they'd moved to Charles' hometown, Tulsa, where Ronald Everett was born.
And they did live happily ever after, as happy as married lovers who sometimes fight and always make up can be, as long as they both shall live.
*****
But no one lives forever, of course. You can hope for a long life together, a hope many are granted, but not Sara and Charles. Sara developed indigestion that wouldn't go away, and she grew jaundiced, and the tests showed pancreatic cancer, the one that kills so fast. She fought the good fight, and Charles fought alongside her as best he could. Chemotherapy, surgery, radiation, and they actually licked it. Her tests were good. They began to make plans, because now they knew you couldn't count on a full life together, and you had to live your life while you could. It could always come back. They'd start next year by visiting London, where Ryan and Rebecca had been born. Next winter, they'd take an Antarctic cruise, to show the kids where they'd met. But they'd won!
When it returned it was vengeful, and Sara crumbled physically before Charles' eyes. "It's time," Death told her, when the chemo and cancer and pain meds conspired to spill her into hallucinations, and Sara didn't have an answer. It was certainly time. It seemed to happen almost overnight. They kept it from the kids as long as they could, and when she knew she didn't have long, Sara told Charles, "Promise me you won't stay alone. If you love me, promise you'll find someone who can make you happy. Please promise me."
So of course, Charles promised her. What do you say to someone who's dying?
She also asked him to make slow love to her again. She was afraid she'd look too ghastly for him, with only whisps of ginger hair straggling around her ears unless hidden by a wig or bandana, just a patch on her mons, just a whisper, her arms and legs scrawny, her breasts shrunken and marred. He saw what she saw, but if she could withstand it, that was absolutely that. They upped her meds to make her comfortable, and Charles kissed her and licked and sucked her body all the way down, slowly, lovingly, being careful around the area of her main surgery. He worked to get a full erection, and used some lube to make sure he didn't hurt her, and he entered her carefully. He wasn't sure he could come, and he planned to fake it for her, but he finally did. She didn't, not even close, but she wanted his weight and his heat, and she wanted to give him the sweetness one last time. Afterwards, he held her, warming her, and she held him and kissed him and said, "My darling, my darling, my poor darling."
She died three days later.
*****
Life was Charles and his children, and an empty house. No, they weren't completely alone. His folks lived nearby, in Tahlequah, and his sister Christine, lived in town, and he had a brother, Rob, who lived in North Carolina and would fly in with his wife from Raleigh. Sara's folks were planning a visit for a memorial service at the new headstone.
The toughest thing for everyone was to act cheerful around the children. That's the way it works sometimes. You make the best of it. You keep your game face on. Maybe you visit your wife's grave. Charles went every week, usually alone, and he talked cheerfully to her. About what? About everything. "Hi, honey. I brought you some fresh flowers. I want to tell you about Becca's soccer team. Yes, they have a peewee soccer league, and she scored their first goal of the season! I wish you could have seen her."
Statistically, they should have had so many more years. Yeah, mourned Charles, driving home from the cemetery. Statistically! We didn't even have a decade. Are you here, Sara? Do you hear me? Please be here.
He had to pull over and stop until he could control himself.
*****
Epilogue: Today
It's mid-afternoon and hot, not hot for Tulsa but hot for Helena, who is shivering. Why am I doing this? She's afraid of everything, of Charles and his reaction, but yes, of everything. She ordered a Lyft from the airport to his house, up in the hills, not far from the Gilcrease Museum. She's taking the Lyft because she doesn't want to try to drive on the right, like the Americans do, and she thinks, What if he slams the door in my face? What will I do? What will I do if he invites me in? Then she concludes, for the thousandth time, I'm an imbecile!
She's still thinking that as she walks to his doorway and rings the bell. The driver will stay until it's clear that she will be invited in. Or not. She's rehearsed it, her spiel, but when Charles opens the door and she actually sees him, she can't think of what to say. On his part, Charles stares as though she's an apparition.
Charles' hair is shorter and there is gray at his temples. He's deeply tanned, and his face has the beginnings of the lines a person gets from spending so much time in the sun. She's read how heavy Americans are, but he is leaner than she remembers. She, on the other hand, looks like she hasn't aged at all. Oh, she has some small scars on her hands and forearms from glass-making accidents, and her long, Nordic hair now falls only to her shoulders, but she hasn't aged. Charles is utterly silent. Both are. Both gaze. Finally, she draws a breath and begins.
"Hello, Charlie. I guess... I guess... I'm sorry. I should go." She turns toward her ride. The walk of shame, she thinks. It's a term she's been carrying with her. She's halfway back before Charles calls to her.
"Stop. Stop Helena." He takes a step towards her. He holds out a hand. "My God. How long has it been? And come in."
*****
There's always chit-chat, even when she's a ghost from the past. Hi, how are you? How did you find us? Can I get you something? How are you doing? Helena starts saying that last thing and catches herself, so Charles pulls out a joke:
"Other than that, Mrs. Lincoln..."
"I'm sorry, Charlie. That was so thoughtless."
"It's okay. You weren't being mean. Anyway... anyway, I'm getting by as best I can." He stops to think. "You remember 'Sleepless in Seattle?' The scene where Tom Hanks' son gets him on the phone with that celebrity psychologist, and he's telling her about his wife and his marriage?"
"Yes."
"Well, that's me." He blows out a breath. "I memorized the scene, and they got it perfectly. I don't know how Hanks got through it without breaking down. But... I'm sorry. Really. I know you were being innocent."
"I'm sorry, Charlie." She doesn't know what else to say. She wants to hold him and stroke him and soothe him. I'm the last person you'd want to do that. I'm your harridan.
"It's okay. Really. Life is good. I've got my kids. There's family. We have friends. We're getting by, and it'll get better. Anyway..." he forces a smile, "Enough about me. What about you? Are you married?"
Helena smiles a bleak little smile. "No. There was a fellow. A nice guy. But it didn't work out."
"I'm sorry. So, no kids?"
"None. I see you have three. I only knew about one."
"How did you know?"
"I don't remember." Yes, I do. Don't lie to him. You don't start making amends with falsehoods! "I'm sorry. I do remember. I saw you and Sara, and you were pushing a pram. It was at Portobello Road Market."
"That must have been six or seven years ago. I wish we'd had a chance to talk, for you to get to know her."
"I couldn't... I couldn't face you back then. Because of what I'd done." I hid behind that filthy lorry and leaned back against it, and I put my hands over my eyes and shook my head back and forth so hard that I later found dirt in my hair and on my ears, and when I opened my eyes, people were staring at me.
Now Charles is looking at her, into her, intently, and he finally says, "You deserved better than that."
*****
They're sitting in the living room, sipping iced tea, and it's time to talk.
"I wasn't sure you'd see me."
Charles tilts his head, one way then the other, and he shrugs.
"It's been so long. It's far too long to carry a grudge. And this is... well... a surprise. I guess I'd like to know what brings you all the way over here. And why now?"
"The 'now?' The 'now' is because I'm so sorry about Sara. I just found out. The 'why' is because I want to make amends." Charles moves his hands in a 'what' gesture. "I mean really apologize. I wanted to do it to you both." She'd planned to do it, but the timing was always wrong, and a year, two years, went by. Three years. Life got in the way. "I missed my chance with Sara. I didn't want to miss my chance with both of you."
"Apologize to Sara?"
"For hurting the man she loved. I'm sure she hated me."
Charles just smiles. "Oh, she hated you, all right."
"I understand. Because I...."
"Because you humiliated me and broke my heart. God, she hated you for that."
"I'm sorry. I thought to come and really meet her. After you were married. But I couldn't bring myself to. I guess I'm glad I didn't."
Charles smiles again.
"I'm not so sure. Oh, at first that would have been true. She despised you. But... then she didn't."
"I don't understand."
"I didn't either. Not at first." He turns toward the den. "Wait a minute."
In the den there is an antique, honey-oak, roll-top desk, with family photos on top. Charles opens it and reaches into a nook, where there is a small envelope that had once been bright white. It's addressed to Sara and him at their London flat, but there is no return address.
"After she read this." He hands it to Helena.
Again, "I don't understand."
"Open it."
Inside is an embossed card with a message handwritten in blue ink. Helena begins to read it but stops and drops both the card and the envelope onto her lap. "Oh. My wedding card to you." She starts to say something else, stops, then begins again. "Because I couldn't make myself come to you. I sent this instead."
"She wouldn't read it at first. She just threw it aside. Later I saw her with it. Then a few days later she was reading it again. Even later... maybe a week later... out of the blue, she told me she forgave you. And she wanted to meet you and talk."
*****
Dear Sara and Charles:
I know I'm the last person in the world you want to hear from, but I wanted to tell you how glad I am that you have found each other. I might not be believable, because I won't deny that my wildest dream would be for Charlie to take me back, but some things are too terrible to overcome. I'm writing mainly to you, Sara, because, after what I did, you rescued Charlie. I'm so grateful to you. I know you make him happy. Please be good to him. Love him and protect him. I know he'll be good to you and love you and protect you. I wish you two a wonderful life together.
Yours,
Helena
*****
"Why?" asks Helena. "Why did she forgive me? I was so self-serving."
"Partly it's because you cried while you wrote it."
"I cried? I... how did she know?"
"Look at it. Closely. The end of the third line. A tear smeared the last letter, and she caught it."
Yes, a smeared letter 'o,' and a faint splash-mark that is darker than the note card.
"You saved it."
"Sara saved it."
"But she never came to me."
"I wouldn't let her." Helena doesn't move. "Because I hadn't completely gotten over you." She is silent. "She understood. She never pushed. But she told me she felt sorry for you."
"Sorry?"
"Because..." And here Charles stops. His eyes get wet. "Because you... lost me." He has to stop again. "God, I'm being dumb."
*****
"I couldn't see you until I'd become a decent person. Except for that time my therapist sent me. It seemed to take forever. A friend said you'd gotten married. So... the card." She shrugged. "I couldn't seem to make progress. Anyway, do you know there are 12-step programs for adulteresses?"



"I guess I'm not surprised."
"Not specifically for us. For sex addicts. Generically. It's mostly for people who have ruined relationships because of sex. A great many people could qualify."
"I understand."
"I found one in my family's old church."
"You? In a church?"
"I don't know exactly what I believe, but addicts are expected to call on a higher power for assistance, and I believe a higher power has helped me. I've worked through the steps, but I'm still working on number nine."
"Number nine?"
"To make amends. To you."
"But you apologized way back in Ushuaia. My first day back. Hell, you completely collapsed."
"Yes. Yes. But that was only in part for what I had done, and what I had done to you. I was sorry for myself, because I was losing you. I wanted you back. So... my apology was self-serving. I need to make purer amends to you. And to Sara."
"To Sara." He states it as a fact, not a question, but he looks bemused.
"I built up my courage, but then I found you'd moved back to America." She'd given up. The years had disappeared. "When I found she'd died, I had to come. I'd let my chance with her go, but I still need to apologize to you, and to try to set things straight, as much as I can."
Charles smiles and shakes his head. "You know, that is pretty dopey. But I accept your apology."
"I know it's dopey. But it's the worst thing I've ever done, so I need to."
"Well, it's dopey, but it's sweet."
*****
"I saw the video where you beat up Jules."
Charles smiles and closes his eyes. "I only hit him once, and it wasn't my smartest move." He holds out his right hand, fingers spread. His middle finger has a swelling that merges into the large knuckle. "Two broken fingers. I knew something had cracked, but they didn't really start to hurt until I'd caught my train to get the hell out of France. About half-way through the Chunnel, I thought I was going to die." He laughs at the memory. "Thank God for an all-night clinic and good pain meds." He waves his hand. "Still, I'm glad I did it."
Helena touches his finger.
"I'm glad you did it, too." There's a slight shaking of her head. "I'm not supposed to take delight in others' suffering.. not yours! But I loved watching it. And, God, you were a Mensch!"
"So, you haven't seen him? No. I'm sorry. I don't have the right..."
"No, Charlie. Never. Not since that terrible time. Except where you were hitting him. I've seen that... I don't know how many times."
*****
"Where are your little ones?"
"With my folks today. I'll get them at dinner. And you're coming. You don't need to eat alone in a strange town without even a car."
"I couldn't! I could never face your parents."
"Oh, they've forgiven you. Sara saw to that. Mom was a hard case, but Sara is very persuasive. So, you're coming. Chris will be there, too." He pulls out his cell phone. "Hey, Mom? We're going to have an extra guest at dinner. Can we change our reservations? Okay. Who? Well, are you sitting down?"
*****
"Where is your stuff?"
"At the airport."
"And you haven't checked in yet?" She shakes her head. "Then you're staying here. No. No. We have a spare, and your own bathroom."
"I couldn't. I can't."
"Look, Helena." Charles takes a breath and holds up a finger, like he's going to lecture. "Here's how it is. When I wonder what to do, I ask myself what Sara would say. And I'm afraid she would have insisted."
"She couldn't. I mean she might forgive me... but spend the night?"
"Helena! She felt sorry for you. Don't make her feel sorrier. Yes, she'd want you to stay, and as I told you, she could be very persuasive."
It's clear Helena doesn't believe him. "Ask at dinner. You'll see."
*****
Dinner. Well, it's great. A local steak house, the smell of woodsmoke, country-chic furnishings, tender steaks, kids who love Daddy's friend's accent and try to copy it. Helena and Christine chat easily enough. Everything is fine. The kids eat mainly mac-and-cheese; Charles likes the chicken-fried steak. Everyone else has the rib-eye, even Helena who isn't used to flame-grilled steak. About mid-dinner, certainly before dessert, she turns to Charles' parents.
"Charlie's asked me to stay at their house tonight. He said Sara would have insisted. Is that true? He told me I could ask."
Pop-Pop chuckles, but Gamma grouses, "Well, that Sara had her own ideas."
Yes, everyone is fine with it except Gamma.
She pulls Charles aside as they're getting ready to leave.
"What does she want?"
"To apologize. To make amends. It's part of her twelve-step program."
"Awfully convenient, waiting until Sara is gone."
"Mom!"
"And you're letting her stay at your house?"
"Mom! It's been ten years!"
"Mark my words! As soon as Sara was gone, she began plotting to worm her way back in."
"Stop, Mom. Helena did something terrible a long time ago. To me. She's here to apologize." He raises a hand like a traffic cop. "No. Don't say anything. It's not like she's an axe-murderer or something. You used to like her."
"Not after she went with that Frenchman!"
"Well, you know Sara would have wanted this." Gamma isn't convinced. "And let me set things straight. If I ever get romantically involved with anyone, you're going to smile and nod. It'll be up to me, the woman, and God. And Sara. No one else. Maybe my kids. You're my mom, and I love you, but you're out of line."
Charles' father seems taken with the new Helena.
*****
Who would think it could take so long to get Helena's luggage? The kids sit in the second and third rows of the big, blue minivan they've nicknamed 'Bluey' and ask her to tell them some 'English' words. It's past their bedtime, and they're wired.
"Well," she begins, "there are 'codswallop,' and 'gobsmacked,' and..." She thinks a minute. "There is 'knickers.'"
She regrets that one almost instantly. The kids love them all, but especially the last one. All three take to giggling and chanting "knickers" until Daddy makes them stop. Then Ryan looks at Rebecca and says, "Your knickers are full of Snickers."
"They are not!"
He chants it, "Becca's knickers, full of Snickers! Knickers, full of Snickers!"
"Daddy!"
"Ow! She hit me!"
"Your knickers are full of Snickers!"
"They are not! Yours are!"
Charles threatens to pull over to the roadside to make them stop. Even so there are more giggles and whispered "knickers" and cries of "Daddy!" the rest of the way home.
Helena is mortified.
*****
The kids demand stories about Helena's life. She tells funny ones, not about her marriage, as she tucks them in, one, two, three, while Charles stands quietly to the side.
Alone at last, "Your Mum doesn't like me, does she?"
"Oh, you could tell?" He chuckles. "Well, truth be told, Sara wasn't her favorite person either. If she hadn't gifted Mom all those grandkids, it probably would have been open warfare. Right now, let's just say she questions your motives. Not me. I'm glad you came."
The hug is close and warm. A decade, Helena. Can we be friends now? His penis decides it wants more than friendship, and Helena feels it softly pushing on her, then harder, pushing.
"No!" She pushes Charles away. "I'm sorry. No."
Charles shakes his head, his hands up.
"Please, Helena. No. I promise. I'm not coming on to you." He holds his hand out, palm up, in the air, waiting. Helena doesn't move, doesn't move, doesn't move, then finally takes it. "That little head has been deprived, but the big head is in charge. Nothing's happening."
"I'm sorry, Charlie. I don't want to ruin your life again."
Charles squeezes her hand. "No. No. You didn't ruin my life." He pulls her a half-step closer. "Okay. You ended my first marriage. Okay. No argument." Helena squeezes his hand. "But my life has been wonderful. I've been blessed. With Sara and with my kids, yes, but with you, before... before the bad time. I'm going through another bad time, an awful time, and I have a lot of grieving to do, but life has been good."
When he gets to 'good' he can't hold it together anymore. His face collapses and he squeezes his mouth and eyes shut. He drops his hands to his sides in fists, everything tight, not even breathing, holding himself so tightly that he quivers. Helena doesn't know what to do. She finally steps in and holds him to her, her arms all the way around him.
"It's all right, Charlie. It'll be okay. It will. It'll get better."
She pulls his head to her shoulder and kisses his hair.
"It'll get better. You'll see."
He finally comes out of it, and they step apart, Helena looking at the floor, Charles not looking at anything in particular, looking sheepish.
"I'm sorry, Helena. I didn't mean to do that. But... tonight wasn't your fault. Know that. I just wish your life had been as blessed as mine."
This time he pulls her all the way to him, gently, softly, to begin a friendly hug, a thankful hug, not so tightly this time, keeping their hips apart, Charles commanding the little head to stand down. They're holding each other intimately, but not too intimately, and then they hear the giggles.
Charles turns and snaps on a bright smile.
"Okay. Do you guys want a group hug?"
Which of course they do, so it's all five of them, after which there's nothing to be done but have Helena tuck them in again. As she is finishing, Rebecca tugs at her sleeve and asks, seriously, in the way little girls have of being serious, "Are you going to be our new Mommy?"
Helena hugs Rebecca, far more tightly than she'd hugged Charles, smothers her to her breast and kisses her head. She holds the hug.
"Oh, Becca, you're such a love. But no one could replace your Mum. I'm just Daddy's friend."
*****
"Your children are wonderful."
"They love you. So do I. I mean 'like.' I mean... oh hell."
"It's okay. I'm not trying to get back into your life. I'll fly out tomorrow evening and be gone."
"But we'll see you."
"See me?"
"Yes. Well, if it's okay" Don't be pushy. "We're taking that trip to London in the Spring, to see where Ryan and Becca were born." He doesn't want to say it too quickly. "And I'd like to see you again." A breath. Two breaths. "We all would."
She doesn't say anything for a moment, then reaches to him and touches his cheek. It's intimate, yet shy.
"I'd like that, Charlie."
Change the subject, Charlie, damn it! "When is your flight?"
"To Dallas at 6:30, then a red eye to Heathrow."
"We'll have a little time, if you're up to it. Chris and I can show you around, but it'll have to be the short version. I can skip church, but I need to see Sara."
"You visit her?"
"Usually on Sundays. I bring her flowers, and we talk. Tomorrow, I'll tell her you've visited. She'll love hearing about that."
Helena looks doubtful.
Well, now you know that I'm not all here. He purses his lips and shakes his head. "No. I don't know that she's listening. But it helps."
Helena, though, doesn't turn away, or quake, or give him a concerned look. The look she does give him is to his eyes, and she holds it a second.
"Do you think I might go with you? That I could talk with her?"
"I think she'd like that."
*****
Another hug. Helena gives Charles a soft, quick little kiss, just a light thing, almost nothing, then turns to her room. Charles stands quietly, looking after her for several minutes. He sighs before he turns out the living room lights and goes to the master bedroom, his room with Sara. In bed, he wonders first about Helena and then about Sara and what she would want, and the new conversation they'll need to have. He's still wondering as he falls asleep but, really, he knows what Sara would want.
It's different for Helena, who lies awake for over an hour. She thinks about Charles, and the life she'd had with him, so long ago. Today, though, has overpowered her. I wanted you so much, Charlie. I'm afraid, and I don't know what to do. She decides that in the morning, she will send Charles away and speak with Sara alone. 'Girl talk,' she'll explain. I don't believe you're really there, Sara, but please help me. Maybe, just maybe, Sara can tell her what to do.
Helena won't know until tomorrow. She really will send Charles off and sit beside Sara's grave and try to talk with someone who isn't there. It'll begin slowly, with her offering Sara that apology. "I'm sorry I didn't do this while you were still here. I can explain what I did, but I haven't any excuse."
It will get easier. Helena will tell Sara about last night, about how negative Charles' mother is and how wonderful Sara's kids are. She will regale Sara about the knickers and the group hug. She'll finally -- finally! -- confess her feelings about Charles. "I guess you already know about them. But I hurt him so badly, before you saved him. I'm afraid to say anything to him now." Helena will not know how it happens, but somehow she will know that Sara is smiling, and that everything is okay. She will never be able explain how she knows, but she will know. It will come to her on a tiny breeze and a single, floating Linden petal.
When Charles returns, Helena will take his hand, and they will talk, quietly and seriously, after which Charles will kneel at the headstone and whisper something to Sara and kiss the grass. Finally, standing beside the grave, he and Helena will kiss and will hold each other for the longest time, because they will both know.
End.
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First there's a lecture. Then we need to talk.
H. Jekyll
While "fragile male ego" is one of the most common phrases in LW stories, a Literotica search finds only three (count 'em!) instances of it in the actual titles of stories. The first was Bruce1971's wonderful "My Fragile Male Ego" in 2022, which is principally about fragile female egos. Then there was Gamblnluck's "My Fragile Male Ego" in 2023. His oeuvre is 'Non-consent/reluctance' stories, and he's in the middle of a multi-chapter tale, but here he wrote in LW territory. Third was Funperson969's "Fragile Male Ego in 750 Words" in 2024, a "We have to talk" story. So this is... another one. I hope it doesn't disappoint.
If you would like the story to go a different direction, you have my blessing to write your own version. Let me know, give me credit, and provide a link to the original story. Don't post at a commercial site unless you, the site's administrator, and I have a legally binding agreement to split revenues. Copyright 2025 by H. Jekyll. All rights reserved.
As always, I accept all comments, including negative ones, even insulting ones often posted by 'anonymous.' If you post a comment under your Literotica account, I will try to reply to you directly.
There is no sex in this story.
*****
On the Fragile Male Ego
It was in my mind that Linda meant 'beautiful.' She was beautiful as she brought in the snacks and arranged the wine glasses, set up the card tables and chatted with her friends. It was Girls Night Out. They didn't hold them at some bar or pub or dance place, but mostly in their homes. They might play Scrabble or Rummikub or low-stakes poker, but mostly they liked to try new recipes, drink a little, joke, and gossip. There was a lot of putting husbands down, so the husband of the house would do well to retreat to the back or go out.
There were six of them tonight, the regulars. They knew each other because our kids went to school together or played flag football together, two worked for the same company, three lived in our neighborhood, and a couple went to the same church. Two were related by marriage. There's a lot of overlap. All of them were Democrats, which in Carmel, Indiana is a big deal. Outgroup conflict leads to ingroup unity, and all that. I don't mean to lecture, but then, that's what I do. Anyway, they all clicked. Or "cliqued." Sorry.
Our kids were out of the way, getting a sleepover with Linda's folks. Linda was celebrating by skipping around, heating fondue, and trying the new wine. My beautiful Linda. Not traditionally beautiful, but she was my Linda and I still liked to look at her even when she didn't know it. I thought other men would want her. I know they would. I have evidence. Oh, there were a couple of her friends who were real lookers, whom I'd try not to look at too obviously. Jane Milstead especially, Linda's best friend and definitely not a plain Jane. She's a wet dream, if men approaching middle age still use such a term. I haven't actually heard it since high school, though I might still think it. Then there was Ruth Marcus, the voluptuous earth mother. Oh yes!
Of course it's hard to know how looks tie to sex. Beth Gordon is probably the plainest of the six. No, not just 'probably.' And she's getting plump. But last year at a party that included 'partners' (as they called us), her husband Gerry had had, let's say, a wee bit too much of the good stuff, and when Jane and Beth crossed our paths he'd said to me:
"There goes the most sexed-up woman in the whole goddamned universe."
"Um, Ger. You know they might hear you. Ya gonna talk that way about Harvey's wife? And right in front of your own?"
"What? Jane? No, Case! It's Beth. Jesus! How crude d'ya think I am? It's Beth. She wants it more often and in more ways than, well, anyone I know. More than me. Day and night. Hell, the variety! And... yeah."
He'd stopped there. Maybe it was the look I was giving him. I was getting concerned he'd give me details on that 'variety' thing. Some husbands may talk about their sex lives with their wives, but they don't run in my circles, and in fact Ger never brought it up again. I'd planned to play Sergeant Schultz if he did: "I hear nossing!" I certainly didn't want to hear him complain about getting too much sex. Maybe he couldn't keep up with her, or didn't want to keep up with her. There had been gossip columnist innuendo, back in the day, about that being a problem between Elizabeth Taylor and that Senator husband of hers. Whichever one he was.
But it had got me thinking, and that night I played a little denial-of-orgasm game with Linda, who'd put a stop to it pretty quickly.
Anyway, there was Beth, who wasn't a looker but had -- how to word it? -- hidden depths, whom I could never visualize the same way again. And the rest were fine. I thought of Abby Abernathy, Beth, and Charley Moreno as the ABC girls. Or maybe the A, B, and B+ girls.
But Linda. She was beautiful to me and not just me.
*****
I'd been nursing a rye old-fashioned back in the den, but I'd come out for some fondue. That was an excuse. I had an idea of a topic that might come up, and it was the sort of thing I'd had on my mind, nursing my old-fashioned in the back. I had no idea I'd be brought into the discussion.
"Casey!" It was Jane. "There's something we'd like your insights to. Fragile male egos."
That was direct, and the topic was spot on.
"Um, sure. Well, do you want to see mine?" General laughter.
"You seem safe to ask." said Charley. "We all agree your ego is tough."
"My reputation exceeds me." More laughter. Linda was laughing along with everyone else. "Fact is, mine is as delicate as anyone's. Now, can you tell me how this subject came up?"
"Here's the thing," broke in Ruth. "There's an issue." Everyone turned toward her. "Stop staring, guys. Everyone here knows about it. You see, Heather MacDonald was caught, um, fooling around with her boss, and George is going to move out. He's threatened to kill her boss."
Woof!
"Well, I'm generally against killing, you know." They were loving it, now. "But you were asking about the fragile male ego. Do you think George is out of line? Not about the threats, I mean, but about splitting from Heather?"
"It was only a blow job!" exclaimed Beth.
"That certainly clarifies things. I take it Gerry would be cool with you doing something like, well... you know... that?" Beth blushed about as red as it would be possible to turn, and covered her face with her hands, and the girls all hooted at her, except for Linda, who went back out to the kitchen, but she stood up for herself.
"You know what I mean! It wasn't an ongoing affair. But George won't even go to counseling."
"Okay. Okay. I see, I think. Was it a one-time thing?" Yes. As far as anyone knew, or cared to admit. "No penetration? Well, more or less none." Again with the laughing. I felt like George -- Burns, not MacDonald. "So, where do we stand? Did she at least confess?" No, they'd been caught. "Ow! Now, I've heard rumors... only rumors mind you... that women will sometimes divorce their husbands for similar things. Right Linda?" She was back in the doorway. She nodded. "Is George so different?"
"What she means," interjected Charley, "is that men seem to sleep with anything with boobs, but let the wife slip up even once and it's World War III."
"Whoa, who, whoa!" I started to object, but the fondue was ready so we went to eat. They all had white wine, a Riesling, since it was a Germanic meal, while I considered refreshing my old-fashioned. No, I'd finish it and make a new one. I might need it. I liked the various breads dipped in the cheese, but most of the girls seemed to prefer the sliced apples and pears. Eating was good because it gave me time to organize my thoughts and figure how to move the conversation.
*****
And get back to the conversation we did. Charley started even before everyone had finished eating.
"You were 'whoa-ing' us."
"Okay. Okay." It would be 'okay' if I could re-start well. I was going to get all professorial, so we'd see how much leeway they'd give me. "This was about fragile male egos. So, let me start by saying men and woman aren't completely different. Yes, men commit adultery more than women do."
General agreement.
"But the percentages aren't all that high, and men don't cheat all that much more than women do."
Less agreement.
"And divorce rates are higher if it's the woman who strays, than if it's the man."
More agreement.
"But it isn't just because men can't take a punch."
Less agreement.
"Wait. Wait. I know. But there is evidence that statistically... just statistically... with men it's more often, oh, a crime of opportunity. They never intend to leave their wives, but the evening is shining, and there's an available partner, and one things leads to three others."
"And with wives?" That was Jane.
"With wives it's often more than just the sex. There are other things going on."
"And you know this how?"
"When Gloria Redmond had to have surgery, I got handed the 'Marriage and Family' class, so I thought I should study up. What?" Charley was asking about Gloria and almost got me off track. "Yes, Gloria's doing fine. She's back. Anyway, I'm not saying women aren't better at manning up..." which got them on my side again, "Just that it's not the whole enchilada."
"You spent a whole semester on adultery and divorce?" asked Beth.
"No. It's only one topic, but one the kids find really fascinating. Because it involves sex."
"So," said Jane, who was getting antsy, "Can we cut to the chase? Is there a fragile male ego or isn't there?"
"Yes. There is. It's a real thing."
"Caused by what?"
"Patriarchy!" opined Abby. Yep, they were Democrats.
"I won't argue that." Not too much. "But the bigger picture is evolution and reproductive strategies."
*****
Sure. Evolution. I had my work cut out for me. Sex is the way we reproduce, and the gene is selfish. It wants to survive and flourish. Sure I'm being anthropomorphic, but I asked the collected wives to bear with me.
"Look. Men and women are different. Look at men." For some reason they all thought that was pretty funny. "There's no limit to the number of offspring a man can have, and there's part of him that would impregnate every female he encountered. It's in his reproductive strategy. It's why he might seek out just sex." I used air quotes to emphasize it. "It increases his 'inclusive fitness.' Meaning it increases his chances of passing on his genes."
"But women are better people, right?"
"Oh, kind of. Women are limited in how many kids they can have, and while men could leave unplanned and even unknown kids strewn across the landscape for other people to raise, women can't do that. So they're more motivated to protect the few they can have, and to have a stable partner to help with that."
The girls didn't necessarily like the 'reproductive strategies' line, but they were good with the 'women are better' conclusion. Beth challenged me right away about how it might not work out like that because of twins and such, and I told the story about how my grandmother had had eleven kids, but she'd had to work at it over a couple of decades, and she'd had health issues. "A lot of women used to die in childbirth and pass on no kids at all. Anyway, how many offspring from different women could, say, Elon Musk... who is kind of a turd... have in the same time period? He has, what, fourteen known children with four different known women."
"Wait, wait, wait," said Charley. "That just means that men are dogs. So where's that fragile ego come from? And why don't all the men just screw around?"
Women they understood. I was trying to get them to truly understand men. The good ones.
"Because most men aren't Elon Musks, We aren't super rich, or super successful, or super smart, or super good looking, or super whatever. We're just guys. And women aren't dropping their panties for us left and right. Even our wives." More hooting, and a couple of 'boos.' I noticed Beth was smirking. Someone asked Linda about that, but she ignored the person. "Oh boy!" I let out a big sigh. "Look, women aren't necessarily receptive to a come on, so a guy is best off keeping his woman and raising his kids."
"And the ego thing?" asked Abby. "And wait! Why would she stray in the first place, if it's not in her interest?"
"Oh, they're tied together, Abby. Tighter than a knot. Let's say, hypothetically, that you could have a kid with Elon Musk. Not you personally. I'm not implying anything. Just generically. All right? So, what if you could have a kid with Musk but Lloyd would never know. You could come out ahead because your kid would have a greater chance of being super smart and super successful. Not that Lloyd isn't smart and successful. But someone more Musk-like? Or someone more Marc LaValliere-like? You know? And your kid be super athletic? As long as Lloyd will work to raise the kid, your inclusive fitness increases."
"So, women stray in order to have smarter or more athletic kids?"
"Well, I guess some. But they mostly stray for desire and excitement and pleasure, the same as men. It's the way evolution pushes us. The end result is kids. Someone called it 'the whisperings within.' I forget who. And husbands know there are such competitors out there, so..."
"It's..." Abby butted in, then didn't want to finish. It took her a moment. "It's a really, really big deal for him if he finds out she's cheated. He could be raising Musk's kid."
"Yeah. Hypothetically. It's why in extreme cases men become so damned controlling of their wives. At the very extreme there are those who kill her to control her. Kind of 'if I can't have her, no one can have her.' You know. It's always the husband. It's always the husband. It's always the husband. And not just killing the wife. Remember, George threatened to kill Heather's boss."
"What," asked Charley, "About women who kill their husbands?" She seemed really interested in such things.
"A different motive. Remember the fentanyl-in-the-cereal case?"
"Oh yeah!" said Beth. "She and her daughter put fentanyl in his oatmeal, then strangled him with his tie." There were oohs and aahs.
"She wanted to get rid of him. It was pretty cold blooded, and everyone was happy with him gone. There was a custody dispute, plus she had a boyfriend and was pregnant with that guy's kid. Her daughter and the daughter's boyfriend helped. I mean, wow! She just wanted to get rid of him so she could be sure to keep her kid and maybe trade up to what she thought was a better model."
It got a little quiet.
"That's at the extremes. Those people are kind of delusional. But for ordinary Lloyds, or, to let you off the hook, ordinary Caseys, it can be worse."
I stopped because I'd been long-winded and it might get touchy.
They cleared the dishes and Linda brought out two cakes. It being nearly Mardi Gras, one was a King Cake. I wondered what the woman who got the baby Jesus would win. What if I got it? Well, I wasn't going to be a winner here, no matter what. I certainly wasn't Elon Musk.
*****
"So how could it be worse?" asked Abby. She'd just taken a bite of King Cake, and didn't seem to have the baby Jesus. "Finish the lecture, and then let's see if we can get some course credit for this."
"Well. Let me start with a question, but it may be personal, so no one answer it! Okay? Okay. Here goes. How many of you have ever faked an orgasm?"
I swear Charley started to raise a hand and stopped herself. Beth almost choked on a bite of cake. I was afraid she'd swallowed the baby Jesus, but she didn't have it either. Linda just looked puzzled.
"Now, I can't check on it, but if you'd give me decent odds I'd bet five dollars that every single one of you has. It's one of the best-known facts about women's sexuality. You know. Maybe it just isn't working for her, and..." I let it drop.
"And she loves her husband and doesn't want to hurt his feelings." That was Jane.
"Sure, or..."
Charley jumped on that one. "She wants to get it over with, and that seems to be the best way." She looked around quickly. "That's not me!" That got a chuckle.
"All right. Now, another question not to answer. How often has your husband been able to tell? As far as you know."
After another pregnant -- or not so pregnant -- pause. Abby raised her hand. "I have a friend, and I'm not naming names..."
Someone hooted "Oh, sure. A friend."
"Let me finish. Yes, a friend. She likes sex, but she almost never, you know, comes. So, anyway, she told me she fakes it all the time. All. The. Time. And her husband can't tell. He thinks he's this great lover."
"Oh God," said Beth. "I know who you're talking about."
"Don't you dare!"
Beth drew her thumb and forefinger across her lips, like she was zipping up. I raised my hands in surrender.
"I'm not getting into the middle of that. But let me ask another question. Has your partner ever faked an orgasm?"
It was quiet yet again, and I was a little surprised that Charley answered.
"Okay, everything that gets said here stays here, right?" Everyone agreed. "You too, Casey?" Me too. "Okay. Once Bill was overworked and tired and, well, it wasn't happening, and he faked it."
"How did you know?" asked Jane.
"Oh, it was easy. His breathing was different, and he moved differently, and the muscles in his shoulders... I don't know. And there wasn't any... fluid. It was completely different. I asked him if he'd faked it, and he tried to deny it, but eventually we were able to talk about it. He was really embarrassed, but you know what? I thought it was kind of sweet. Stupid but sweet. Him, trying to do that for me. So that's my story, and if I find out anyone here has repeated it, you're dead meat! Casey, you're an honorary girl for tonight's get-together."
I told them I was honored.
*****
"All right. You can all answer this next question. You all have kids. How many of you wonder if your kids are really your own. Biologically speaking. All right. All right. You definitely know. Now, does your husband know they're his? I mean really, really know?"
"Of course!" Exclaimed Beth. "We have an Ancestry account, so we've all been tested."
"Anyone else?"
"Well, of course Harvey knows," said Jane.
"Of course. But it used to be men usually couldn't know, not know know. Today we can, but not many guys ever check, and why should we? It would just make our wives think we didn't trust them." They all agreed. "But. There are these fairly rare cases were a guy is certain he's the dad, but maybe his kid's in an accident and there's a blood test or something, and it turns out he isn't. That's where the Elon Musk hypothetical comes in. Legally, it probably doesn't matter. If you're married and he's been raising the kids, they're his unless he can get a court order changing that."
"Well, shouldn't he have to raise them?"
"Have to? I don't know, but if he does, in my book, he's a damned hero. What's he going to do with these kids he loves, who absolutely consider him their father? So he takes one for the team... the team being the kids he's raised as his own. He should get a medal." I'd gotten them back on my side, so here I'd ruin it.
"But keep in mind that he's reduced his inclusive fitness by spending his time, money, energy, and emotions on kids that..." and it got out. Let's be cool, neutral, professorial, even witty, but it was percolating, and I raised my voice. I didn't shout, but I was loud. "...kids that some other, motherfucking bastard planted in his wife!" I slammed a hand on the table. It shocked them, but now I was on a roll. "Hell, maybe he won't get to have any of his own biological children! But that effing bastard..." I toned it down a notch, "... not only got the pleasure and excitement of coitus with this guy's missus, he also gets the ongoing joy of knowing that he's produced extra kids some other poor dumb bastards will have to raise."



The quiet moments were piling up.
"Well, just wait!" countered Abby, "When you're having sex, it isn't usually about procreation. I mean it's extra special when you're trying to make a baby, but usually it's just pleasure and excitement and intimacy. I'm not saying I'd ever do it. Don't get me wrong, guys. But if someone falls, why should the guy get his ego hurt?"
"You're right, Ab, we can get off track with the baby making. It's not common." I shouldn't have blown up just yet. Fatherhood wasn't my specific problem, as far as I knew. "But the path is the same. I mean, what man is going to have the best track record with women? One who's super smart. Or super fit. Commanding. Witty. Successful. Dominant in some way. A guy who could create great offspring, if it came down to that, and then really provide for them.
"You know, when I was a kid I wondered why Jacqueline Kennedy married Aristotle Onasis after Jack was shot. Jack Kennedy was a really hot guy, like Bill Clinton later on. Women could, and did, drop their panties for him. Ask that mobster's girlfriend, or Marilyn Monroe. But fat, old, ugly Onassis? And Jackie was a hottie! There was a nude pic of her taken on one of Onasis' yachts. A telephoto shot. She must have been in her 50s, and the caption said she was 'still fuckable.'" They didn't like that term, but they could live with it. "And she was."
"But Onasis? Who would be attracted to him? Now I know. He was maybe the most successful shipping magnate in the world, a billionaire in today's money, who kept Jackie in all the right crowds. He'd been married and had had affairs. He'd had an open, long-term affair with the opera star Maria Callas. Who knows how many women he had? As many as he wanted, I imagine. Of course he got Jackie.
"But take your average Casey." It was here that I finally began to look at Linda. At first it was just an acknowledgement. "His strategy is to is to have an exclusive relationship with his wife. With Linda, a superior woman." I smiled at her. "Have kids. Be intimate. Be a unit. In some ways, it's us against the world."
I took a bite of King Cake, and zounds, I had the baby Jesus! I pulled it out. It was one of the black ones they put in sometimes. Well, I certainly wasn't this baby Jesus' father. That was meaningful, and I wondered if God was playing with me. I passed it around, then continued.
"It can be us against the world." I held Linda's eyes. "Us, sexually. Us, socially. Then, suddenly Casey finds that it isn't 'us.'" I used air quotes again, but kept looking at Linda. "He finds it's his above-average wife, Linda, and some other guy, and he's the odd man out. And he didn't even know it."
Linda tried to look away, tried to look lighthearted, but then she turned back to the kitchen. When I looked around, it was obvious that some of the girls had noticed our eye-play. I wondered what they were thinking. I wondered what some of them knew.
"What would you do?" asked Beth.
"I don't know. Leave? Threaten? Whatever, I'd say the ballgame is over. That's when guys decide to test their kids' DNA. What would you do?"
*****
I made myself cheerful again.
"One last question, a generic one. How can you tell if a guy is having an affair?"
"Your sex life falls off," said Abby. "Or so I've heard." That brought the mood back up.
"Yeah. Most men have real limitations in how often or how effectively they can... you know. But if it's the wife?"
"Same thing."
"Sometimes. But only sometimes." Linda was back, though just in the doorway. Most were unsure where I was going, but I'm sure Linda got it. "It can be the opposite. Sometimes Linda love-bombs Casey. She gives him extra sex, great sex, all for misdirection." I stared toward her again and kept the eye contact. "She doesn't have to actually love him, or desire him. She doesn't have to get aroused. She certainly doesn't need to achieve that glorious orgasm." Linda opened her eyes wider. I thought she was trying to turn them away, but she wasn't successful. Her mouth opened a little, and it stayed open. Some of the girls followed my eyes again, and again no one said anything, so I concluded:
"All Linda really needs is a plan."
Linda was gone from the doorway. I turned back to the group and used my best, boyish smile.
"So men have to take more on faith. There are things no woman will ever face, but every man will face, at least in his darkest hour. So, yeah. The fragile male ego. It's real, but what is it? Fodder for anti-male humor, a punchline, a dismissal, a deflection, and... in a guy's worst moments... a cruel putdown. I'd recommend you be gentle with it."
*****
It broke up a bit early. It had become quieter than usual after my little rant, and people began making their excuses. Jane and Charley didn't say much either, but they helped us clear the tables and load the dishwasher. After a bit I went out to the dining and living rooms and put all the furniture back. Linda and I hadn't spoken at all, and we had stayed away from each other in the kitchen.
Once everyone was gone, I stood at the picture window and looked out at our trees, at the pond that had made us choose this house, our back gardens, all the things we'd planted and grown during our time here, the street lights, the cluster of brightly lit houses. Our happy little suburban world. Linda stayed in the kitchen long enough that I thought I'd have to go to her. It was the last thing on earth I wanted to do.
But she did come out, finally, quietly, just past the kitchen door into the dining room. When she addressed me, it was in hardly more than a whisper.
"Casey?"
"Yeah?" I turned around.
"How long have you known?"
She was holding her hands together in front of her, at her stomach, and she was looking at me but not looking at me.
"Does it matter? Long enough."
"How did you find out?"
I didn't say anything for a moment. I didn't even breathe.
"Those are your first words? Really? Not you're sorry, or you love me, or it was just sex, or one of those other godawful things? Just how did I catch you, and when? So... so what? So you'll be better at getting away with it next time?"
"No! No, Case. I'm sorry. I'm really sorry. And I do love you. Please. I suddenly found you knew, and I... I don't know. Please Case. Please believe me. I love you and I'm sorry."
Linda had been dry-eyed, a small favor, but now her eyes watered and she wiped them with a tissue. Don't. Don't fucking cry!
"I don't think I believe you. But just so you know, after I had my epiphany, your trail was pretty easy to reconstruct. So are you going to tell me it was only sex?"
"Don't. You won't believe me. I screwed up. I screwed up big time, but I love you. Please. Can we talk?"
Yes, it was something more than 'just' sex.
"We're talking. What do you have to say? Tell me about it."
"It just happened."
"Mother of God! Just how stupid do you think I am? You can't be honest about the simplest thing."
"You don't understand! I got caught up in it!"
"That's a problem. I do understand it." Stretching out 'understand.' Hell. Almost anyone could get caught up in something. She seemed to think her case was so different from everyone else's. "I understand it perfectly. Crap! You think I haven't fantasized? Do you think I haven't considered it, that I haven't been tempted? That women have never made themselves available to me?"
"Please. Don't."
"Let me tell you... No! Let me finish. Just listen for a change! Do you know how delicious I'd find it to have someone new?" I waved my hand to shut her up. "To feel her, to smell her and hear her when she comes? Jesus!"
"Stop it, Case!"
"You think that isn't exciting? And it would be even better because it's forbidden and dangerous. How fucking, fucking delicious!"
"I'm sorry."
"Yeah, you're sorry. Like that makes it all go away. You've had all those delicious experiences, haven't you? So, what does old Harv feel like, Linda? What does he sound like when he's fucking? What's his cologne? What's his cum like?"
"No!"
"How does he feel on top of you and inside you?"
"Don't! Stop it! Just stop!" Linda was wiping her eyes with her palms, and her nose was running.
"Why? You didn't stop. You think I'm never tempted? That I don't have opportunities?" I stopped and shook my head. "Oh yeah, that's exactly what you think. Of course! Your boring husband couldn't possibly know what you experienced. That tells me volumes about your thinking."
"I didn't think that!"
"Sure you did. You really think I couldn't find anyone, don't you, or that no woman would try with me. Jesus! You're not just a cheater; you're a fucking moron! How many goddamned meetings have I gone away to? You think there are never available women there?"
"Please, Casey. Please. Just stop."
"Sure. Hell. But you know what? I take steps to keep it from happening. That's what I do."
"I didn't set out to do it."
"But you did it. Over and over. Not like me. I start by never being alone with her."
"Her? Who... who is she?"
"What does it matter? And what makes you think there's only one? I try to have others around when we talk. I ignore her pointed comments and her double entendres, or I 'misinterpret' them." I made air quotes yet again. "I don't talk about our private life. I don't go out alone for coffee or lunch. Maybe I could go to her place to help her with some problem. I've been asked. Sure. Let's fix her 'plumbing.' Then she has to show her appreciation, you know? At what point would I not want to tap the brakes, or not be able to? At what point would I step off the fucking cliff? When did you step off?"
Neither of us spoke. Linda kept sniffling and staring at the floor.
"And with Harvey Milstead, your best friend's husband. Well, I understand. He's good looking, smart, people love his stories. Sure. I can see why women like him. If I played for the other team, I'd think he was hot."
"It's not like that."
"What's it like?"
"It's complicated."
"I'll bet. Well, as to your just getting 'caught up' in it, I think you took the final step... off the cliff... four weeks ago last Sunday." Linda jerked her head up and her eyes grew wide again. I almost got snarky enough to tell her they could get stuck that way. "I could be wrong about the exact date, but I know this: you walked through all the warning signs until you got sucked in. Or maybe it's even worse. Maybe you went looking for it."
"No!" Finally, she had something to say. "I didn't go looking for anything! We just flirted. And then... yes, there were some private talks and some lunches."
"And the tension got so intense, and it beckoned so much, didn't it?"
"Yes. It did. I didn't really know it would start until it did, but he did suck me in. He did!"
"Oh, you sucked yourself in, dear heart. And you got all those delicious things. And then you kept sampling them."
I stood and walked over to the fireplace, to the dining table, back to the living room. I'd walk in circles and we'd talk in circles. Nothing would be resolved. Neither of us said anything until I sat back down on the sofa and put my face into my hands. I decided I should continue the discussion on my own, so I looked up at her.
"Whereas I have to put up with this old lover I've known for years, the one who used to really get off but doesn't much anymore, who sometimes has to go to the bathroom to prepare herself, who tells me just to come inside her to finish up. The one who fakes it when she's ready for it to be over."
"I'm sorry, Casey." I could hardly hear her, and she wouldn't look back at me.
"Sure. Well, lately it's been great, the few times it's happened. I've gotten extra special fakery! Maybe I could use a fake orgasm now and then, but not like that! You thought... oh, what does it matter? You thought you were so damned clever."
*****
What was there left to say, except 'go fuck yourself"? Linda didn't have a response, not anything she could think of, and I had run out of things to say. I'd think of other things once she was gone. I've come to hate people who know just what to say. Finally, she asked me in that quiet, little voice,
"Can I sit beside you?"
That was out of the blue.
"I don't know why you'd want to."
"Because I'm afraid." I listened. "I'm afraid of what I've done, what I've done to you, and what you're going to do. Please. I don't..." Her voice got tiny and high, and I thought she couldn't say it. "I don't want to lose you."
"Says the woman who threw me away."
She bent over and cried into her hands, and I let her cry herself out. Stop. Stop crying. It probably seemed longer than it was, with her crying and breathing being the only sounds in the room. I wished she wouldn't cry. Almost anything else. I don't know where crying comes into the male ego problem. Maybe it's supposed to be a balm, something to make her seem so abject and pitiful that you have to take her back. A countermeasure. Please stop. I'd found what she was doing, then I'd discovered she wasn't the only one in our family who could pretend. Tonight, I could stop pretending. Everything was coming into the open. The end of things was happening, but please stop crying.
I wanted to think of something else. Anything else.
Thank you, Jane. If she hadn't forced the male ego issue, I would have held off. Maybe Linda would have ended it, maybe even confessed to me and begged forgiveness. Would I have kept you? Would I maybe have been the noble cuckold who keeps the family together, who keeps the kids from having to split time, who tries to rebuild a marriage? No. Not after I'd worked through it. And Linda hadn't stopped anything on her own.
Then, I'm sorry, Jane. I wouldn't humiliate you in front of your friends. Tomorrow, after I told her and showed her the evidence, she'd be humiliated enough. I wondered what she would do. Would she keep him? We'd likely never speak again.
*****
"What are you going to do?" I had gotten lost in my thoughts and didn't understand her question at first.
"What do you think?" As though it wasn't obvious. "I'm going to do what you always said you'd do if you ever caught me cheating. I'm leaving you."
"I'm sorry Case. And I love you, I really do. Isn't there some way? Something I could do to keep us together? Anything?"
I turned away and laughed, though nothing seemed at all humorous. "Yeah, you really love me. You still haven't tried out the 'it was just sex' bit." I sighed. "Still waiting for that one. Of course, you always said you'd cut my prick off if I strayed, but then you don't have a prick."
Linda tried to smile. Yes, try to placate your husband by acknowledging his little joke. I played a bigger joke. "I read that among some Apaches, if a man caught his wife cheating, he'd cut off the end of her nose. Then, everyone would know what she'd done, and no man would ever find her attractive."
"Stop it!"
That one wasn't so funny.
"It wouldn't be too hard. Maybe I'd use a bolt cutter."
"Casey!" She shook her head hard, over and over, and turned her face away from me.
"That might help heal my fragile male ego. Of course, I'd go to prison, but for the rest of your life little kids would point at you, and you'd be Linda No-Nose."
"Stop, stop, stop, stop!" She put her hands over her ears and kept shaking her head and saying it.
"Sure. Let's make a pact. I'll cut your nose off, but then I'll let you stay. How does that sound?"
She just shook her head in her hands and wouldn't look at me.
"It'll be fine. You could get plastic surgery." Then I stopped, and after a few minutes she did too. I sighed. There was a lot to sigh about. "Don't worry. I'm not going to hurt you. I'm not going to do anything to you. I'm just going to divorce you."
It grew quiet again. She wasn't crying, not out loud, but she was wiping her eyes with one hand, then with the other, and sniffling.
"I'm sorry Case."
"You keep saying that. What are you 'sorry' for? I guess because you got caught."
"No!" Finally some spirit! "I'm sorry because I hurt you. And I love you."
"I don't believe that. Any of it."
"I do. I know I haven't shown it lately, but I do. Really."
"You know what I think? I think you like me well enough." I stopped to think. "Maybe you even feel some affection. Now, stack that up against everything you've unleashed. Social awkwardness. Dividing our things. Forming two households..."
"No! I love you! I do!"
"Just listen!" I couldn't stay seated, not going through this. It would be at least as hard on me as on her. "Warring attorneys. Splitting our finances. The court dates and the counseling they'll force us to have. It'll divide our friends. Your best damned friend is going to become your worst enemy. What have you done to her! And, to top it all off, the kids. Oh my God, our kids' lives will be hell!"
"No. Please Case. Don't." Now Linda stood. She raised her hands exactly like a supplicant in a Renaissance painting, as though I could make everything better. We were far too far along for that.
"That's what you've gotten us into." I turned away from her. Did I have to look at her? I could imagine her well enough with Harvey Milstead. What would I do the next time I saw him?
When I turned back to her, she'd taken a step toward me, her hands still supplicating.
"Shame on you, Linda! How dare you!" She stopped, and that was where she lost herself. Crying now, tears running down her face, looking at the floor, her arms hanging loosely at her sides. "How fucking dare you!"
What next? I couldn't stand, couldn't sit, certainly couldn't undo Linda taking up with Harvey Milstead. I finally did sit, right where I'd been, and I stared at our wedding picture in the dining room. What would our divorce picture look like?
"Please, Case. Please." Yes, that meek little voice, half choked from crying. "I'm so sorry. You're a better person than me. Please. Don't throw me out."
"I was a better person by not having an affair. I was a better person by putting my family first. I wouldn't be a better person by staying with you. Did you think, in my little lecture, that I was just 'mansplaining' the male ego? I'm not getting over this. We're done."
So, Linda stood some more, and I sat. It would end one day, but in the immediate days ahead? Let me die. She took a half-step towards me and stopped. I sighed again and moved my arm for her.
"Come on."
She walked over to me with tiny steps, and sat, then leaned up against me, her head to my shoulder, wiping her eyes on my shoulder, her hand on my chest, crying openly again. "I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry."
Sure. A woman's tears. You've heard those progressive jerks talk about them dismissively: 'white woman's tears.' For me, it was this woman's tears. Linda's tears. She'd always been strong, in control, in charge when there were problems -- when little Lynn was hit by a car, when Linda's sister was dying. She'd be solid for the longest time, and then she'd break down and I would comfort her. I didn't want her to cry. It cut me all the way through. But I loved comforting her, and comforting her comforted me. I'd hold her to my chest and sooth her, stroking her hair, saying "Shh. Shh. It's okay. Everything will be okay." I'd feel so tender toward her, more than when we made love, even more than the day we were married, almost as much as the days she bore our kids. My Linda. My girl. I'll always be there for you.
But not this time. Everything wouldn't be okay this time. Nothing good would come of this. I wouldn't take comfort in it, and I wouldn't be there for her ever again.



That male ego isn't fragile over just anything. It can take a beating over your job or your game, tragedies, failures, disasters. Only she can shatter it. Mine was fragile over Linda, who was still crying on my shoulder. Crying.
Which was it? Her superpower? Or my kryptonite?
I couldn't even be sure the tears were real. That's what happens once the trust is gone. The ballgame really is over. Was she broken by the realization of what she'd done and what would come next? Probably. Or were the tears summoned when needed? I couldn't help wondering. Is she thinking, 'If I cry enough, he'll forgive me'?
I decided that for the moment it didn't matter. I held her close and smelled her hair and thought of other times I'd held her and breathed her in, and I tried not to think of Harvey Milstead holding her. I'd miss her so much. So, I held her for a while. In the morning we'd start working on our new life. On our lives. Apart.
End.
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Cancer
By Henry Jekyll
Part One: The Falling (chapters 1-4)
*****
Synopsis: A loving couple's child gets lymphoma. A tale of love, hate, sex, betrayal, and the mind. This is an eight chapter story in two parts.
FYI: Yes, this story is in LW and there is a betrayal, but you won't get to it until Ch. 3. Many readers will ask if the story is a BTB or a RAAC, so they will know if they want to read it. The answer is "yes." Or "maybe."
*****
A few notes:
The story, and all its characters, are fictional.
The somewhat villainous oncologist, "Amarjit (Jit) Singh, MD, PhD," does not exist and certainly does not represent Indian Americans. You can find several real physicians by that name on line, but he is not one of them. As far as I can determine, there is no "Amarjit Singh, MD, PhD" in the entire United States.
There is likewise no Children's Hospital or adjoining "Ritz" in Indianapolis. There are a Peyton Manning Children's Hospital, and a Riley Hospital for Children, but the hospital in the story is fictional.
There is a real Cincinnati Shakespeare Company ("Cincy Shakes"), and they are very good. And of course there's a real William Shakespeare and a real "King Lear," though I don't know if Cincy Shakes has ever done "King Lear." But yes, Shakespeare can make you cry. The bastard.
*****
Background
The story developed after I was strongly affected by the story "Grief" (2014) by the wonderful writer Oshaw, who hasn't been active since 2017. It revolved around the effects on a couple of their daughter getting leukemia. Later I found that blackrandl1958, a friend of Oshaw's, was so taken by Oshaw's story that she wrote a companion piece called "Solace" (2018). Independently, Ohio had written a story with childhood cancer as a plot element in "Visiting Richard Gronier" (2008). The stories follow quite different trajectories, and I recommend all three. I'm sure there are more such stories at Literotica, but I'm unfamiliar with them. I'd appreciate readers letting me know of them in a comment or via Literotica communication.
*****
My editors
Almost everything I know about rare and expensive spirits I owe to NickTee. He told me about most of those that appear in the story. I'm sorry he lives on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, or he'd be not just a fellow writer but a drinking buddy.
I'm especially indebted for a close reading and detailed edits and discussion of an earlier draft of "Cancer," by Bruce1971, who improved the story greatly. Frankly, he could make a living from it if he were so inclined (I'm not trying to get tons of people to ask you to edit, Bruce. Really).
*****
As always, I accept all comments, whether positive or negative, even insulting ones, including anonymous ones. Of course I prefer the ones where you praise the story to the skies, but.... Anyway, if you post a comment under your Literotica account, I will try to reply to you personally.
Copyright 2025 by H. Jekyll. All rights reserved.
*****
Ch. 1: Sex
We'd always ultimately apologize -- each of us, both of us -- once we'd cooled off and avoided each other long enough. The fights were always about the sex, about its absence. Sometimes she'd go first, sometimes me. Then we'd hug or hold, to show that we still cared for each other despite everything.
Eventually, even that dwindled.
Kate was convinced she was in the right, and it made what happened later even worse. "Mikey is hurting! He could die! How can you think about doing that now?" That was her refrain when I'd try to initiate it. That or how selfish I was, or self-absorbed, or thoughtless, or narcissistic. There were other things in that vein -- and she'd been an English major. I'd hit back with how cold she'd become, how distant and sexless, how she'd piled forced abstinence on top of all the other anguish of our lives. Once I yelled "Fuck you! Just fuck yourself, you fucking bitch!" That was the worst thing I ever said, and I had to stay away from her a good long time before I could humble myself properly and apologize. It took several more days for her to fully accept it.
It didn't matter to Michael. If he was going to die, it wouldn't matter whether or not we drew some solace and pleasure from each other, whether or not we grabbed any life from the fucking jaws of death. But we didn't and he did.
Cancer killed our sex life and it killed our boy. On the way, it killed our marriage, though it had human -- or maybe inhuman -- help doing that. The sex had diminished but cancer murdered it. The marriage? We'll get to that. And actually, Michael was responsible for all of it. He was responsible but he wasn't to blame.
Rest in peace, my son.
*****
It was so different in the early days. We liked to think our sex was better than most couples', but who knows? A lot of people don't talk about it and there are people who brag about things they've never actually done. We had friends where it was common knowledge one was dissatisfied. Or both. And some where it was absolutely clear they clicked beautifully. All we really knew was that we loved each other and we loved how our desires and our bodies worked together. We were both experienced, so we didn't fumble around, though we never talked about previous partners. Why bother? We initiated it about equally often, maybe three, four, even five times a week. Is that normal?
When we didn't make love, we cuddled and caressed a lot -- and, yes, the cuddling and caressing led to a lot of the sex. We tried different things. One day, Kate stumbled onto copies of both The Joy of Sex and The Kama Sutra at a used bookstore -- in the discard bin of all places -- and we went through them together and got thoroughly turned on. They gave us ideas. Some things in The Kama Sutra weren't humanly possible, but we were game. Then Kate found The Story of O and was entranced. We bought scarves and blindfolds, and I found an antique, buffalo-skin riding crop in a sex shop. Kate couldn't wait to try it.
"Beg, you slut."
"Please, no. Please. Please don't hit me... harder."
"Count."
"Two! Oh, please. Don't hit me... again."
"Count."
Once we got our safe words right, we could play a while, naughty lashes stinging just enough to be good and leaving lovely pink marks on her ass, but not hurting enough to be bad. Then, one night Kate wanted to loosen the safe words and find how much she could tolerate. The next morning, she winced when she sat at the breakfast table, and she had bruises on her bum. Maybe we should drop the crop?
"Oh? Didn't you enjoy it, Steffy?
"I think you enjoyed it too much."
Kate grabbed me and kissed me. "We'll just be more careful."
"Would you enjoy it as much?"
Kate wasn't alone in wanting to explore. I was the one who pushed anal. No pun intended. Kate might have gotten high from the whip and the role-playing, but sodomy was dirty. I wore her down on that one. We studied the explanations and illustrations and warnings and all that in The Joy of Sex, and we went carefully, the way a geeky, college-educated couple would. It was hot, and, yes, dirty. Hot enough to do again sometime. Fun, but definitely not a mainstay. And I may be overstating. Our sex was overwhelmingly sweet, vanilla love between spouses, more so over time, until it diminished and then suddenly stopped.
*****
But should sex even be part of the conversation? Yes, it should. There are people with stricken children who take special comfort in it. They find it helps them get by. Holding each other, coming together, then holding each other some more so they can withstand what they'll face the next day and the next, and the one after that. We got to know other cancer families pretty well. One couple let on that their sex was all that kept them going, though I'm sure it helped that their little girl survived. She's in high school now and plays volleyball, and they send a Christmas card every year.
It didn't work out that way for Kate and me.
*****
Sexual waning had begun long before the cancer, but the King would arrive on his own schedule.
It first diminished because we had a problem pregnancy. No, not "we." Kate had the problems. Not with the work of getting pregnant, which had been wonderful, both before and after we got our at-home test results and the official diagnosis. "Work?" More like enhanced playing. Of course, with her pregnant I wanted to be a little careful, so it was ever more vanilla, but it was still great until --
Until Kate began throwing up. And with the nausea came the exhaustion. She'd stop in the middle of housework and sit. I'd come home to find the house a mess and Kate collapsed in front of the TV. She'd apologize, then I'd get snippy, then I'd apologize because, damn it, she was carrying our baby. Finally, I'd finish the cleaning or cooking or whatever, while carrying guilt and slow-burning anger and even more guilt because she was suffering.
"Don't worry about it, babe." We were both tired.
This progressed to something like all-day sickness. She couldn't eat, not much. Nothing tasted good, and she couldn't keep much down. I got truly worried when the baby kept growing but Kate didn't.
"Wait! Wasn't she heavier last week?"
"It happens sometimes," said the nurse. "We'll keep an eye on it."
The doctor changed her diet and gave her meds and suggested more bed rest. She finally started to catch up. But the sex? Yeah, right. There just weren't that many evenings when Kate felt both well enough and sexual enough for it. I got used to relieving myself in the shower.
And then -- no, we're not there yet. Not even close. Kate developed pre-eclampsia. That's where her blood pressure spikes and her kidneys aren't right. It can kill both of them. There are medications, but the treatment is basically to nurse her along to an early delivery. They don't order complete bed rest anymore, just "activity restriction," as the gynecologist phrased it. At least Kate didn't have to feel guilty about not doing much.
There was an additional thing. I remember the exact phrase the gynecologist used. I was sitting off to the side in the examining room while the doctor studiously pretended to be clinical and general:
"You need to be sure not to put anything into your vagina."
Hypothetically, she might be referring to anything at all, and I'm sure she had patients who had to stop using dildos or beads or bananas or whatever, but in practice what she meant was me.
That was less a problem than it might be. I could kiss and caress Kate, and I could massage her. I liked it and she loved it, and then she could do me back. There was this period, this short window when she felt better, a sort of sexual Renaissance, when we did everything that wasn't explicitly forbidden. I enjoyed massaging her breasts, which blossomed with pregnancy and sometimes leaked a little fluid that I would lick. I'd run my hands over her belly, swollen and marked by little blue veins, and I'd feel our baby moving inside her.
I remember one time -- the best time -- Kate playing with my balls and my cock, running her fingertips all the way down between my legs, then all the way back up to the bell head and spreading my slippery pre-cum around it. Again. More. I remember her keeping me erect with one hand and leaning over me on her other arm, dipping a swollen breast to my lips so I could lick it and suck it, the soft skin and the prominent nipple, then sliding it out and swinging the other one over for me to catch, all while still playing with me down below.
"Come on, baby." She played with me some more. "You milk me while I milk you."
After a bit, I reached up to pull her face to me so we could kiss. Her hair tickled my face as we kissed, and she ran her hand around and around the bell until I came and grunted and gasped into her mouth. I wish I could make the lovely sounds she makes when she comes, but she seemed to like mine. Afterwards she got a warm washcloth. It was hard to hold still while Kate cleaned me, because I was so sensitive afterwards, and she loved it. "Oh, you're a bad, bad boy," she said.
"God, I love you," I panted up to her.
"I love you to the moon and back," she replied, and kissed me.
It went both ways. I worried that having the baby inside her would keep Kate from getting high, but I was wrong. There was no danger of my tongue going in deep, so I'd use it. She would writhe and grab my hair and pant, and I would try to keep her from coming as long as she'd kept me. I'd slow down or even stop because the baby would move and Kate's enormous belly would distend or contract right in front of me, while I was busy tasting her. I'd listen to her and watch her face, her mouth, as she came. My Kate. We listened to and followed instructions, and the doc had never actually said she couldn't have orgasms. I wondered if babies could feel their mothers coming.
Then our son was born. Michael Lee Hanrahan.
*****
They took him early, by C-section, and kept him for two weeks. Driving back and forth to Children's Hospital was too much for Kate, what with the dregs of the pre-eclampsia and the surgery, so we stayed at "the Ritz" -- what they called the Children's Hospital hotel. The medical center had bought it and refurbished it and built a third-floor skybridge that was all glass, so when you'd cross over to the hospital side on a sunny morning, it was almost like looking down from the heavens. You'd know everything was going to be fine. Rooms on the higher floors were reserved for doctors, staff, medical students, and patients' families, including us. Kate spent ten days there, and I'd stay when I could. She could rest but go down to the neonatal ICU whenever she wanted to, day or night, to be with tiny MLH. It was the most rest she'd had in months.
I'd thought because she'd had the C-section instead of a vaginal birth, that we could "resume intercourse" almost right away, even before she left the Ritz. That just showed how little I knew. Penetration? What penetration? I could touch her, and she could touch me, but we had to be especially careful around her incision. In the end, we pretty much waited out the six weeks, just like everyone else.
Not that Kate was immune to sexiness. Going to our room one day we passed a tall doctor, an Indian fellow by appearances, in a Sikh turban, well-trimmed beard and mustache, the full tall-dark-handsome package. Kate turned to watch him receding down that hall, and I said:
"I'm glad he's in oncology. I prefer a middle-aged woman looking between your legs."
"Oooooo. Is my Stefan getting all jealous?" She sounded delighted.
"Oooooo. Is my Kathryn getting all sexed up?"
"I don't want to get too sexed up until you can do something about it, honey." She squeezed my hand.
"Well, get your tongue back in your mouth."
She punched my arm.
*****
We decided to go to our standby of doing whatever wasn't specifically forbidden, but Michael Lee Hanrahan put a stop to that. He was fussy. He was colicky. He wouldn't sleep the night through, or the day, or even sometimes the hour. Kate's Mom, Mollie, helped for a couple of weeks, but after she left Kate had Michael alone most days and was beaten down and depressed. We knew a couple whose daughter was sleeping all night at two months, and we could have killed them. In the evening and at night I'd pitch in, but Kate couldn't catch a break.
Not that long ago, they had this over-the-counter stuff called "paregoric." That's camphorated tincture of opium, which must have been wonderful. Mommy would give a drop to her newborn, then maybe take a few drops herself, and both would sleep peacefully. Today they expect us to be made of sterner stuff.
So, no sex. Not "never," but what can you do when you crave sleep, and even if you begin something, you'll probably be interrupted?
One night I had a plan. I told Kate she needed a good, full-body massage to relax. She should strip down so I could do it right.
"I'm too tired, Stef."
"It's not sex, hon," I lied. "Just relax. I'll keep my sweats on. It'll help you." So, she stripped.
I was careful not to be too forward, to avoid running my hands over those magnificent, lactating breasts. Oh, maybe just brush the sides a little. I'd certainly stay away from her nipples. Then her thighs and abdomen. I'd keep my hands away from her incision, and especially from her vulva, going all around but staying in safe territory. Reasonably safe. I was sure it would turn her on.
I was doing that when she started snoring.
She was asleep. Really asleep. Not faking it to get out of sex. I know because when she's truly out Kate's breathing gets deep, and regular, and sometimes sounds like a soft, little snore. That's what I mean. She looked and sounded so content. My Kate. So I sighed, then turned off her bed lamp and pulled the sheet and blanket up and kissed her hair. I got ready to go into the bathroom to play with myself -- when Michael started crying.
Kate awoke instantly and half sat up, the new mother rewired with hair-trigger responses to baby sounds.
"Don't, Katie. Go back to sleep. I'll take him."
I think she was asleep almost as fast as she'd awakened. I went out and closed the door quietly, so she wouldn't hear him, and decided I'd take the whole night. Crap! I thought, but she couldn't be on call all the time.
So, it was Michael and me, downstairs, as far from Kate as we could be inside the house. He was screaming while I changed him and heated up some mother's milk from the fridge. He had diaper rash, so I slathered butt cream on him.
"Just a minute, kiddo. Dinner's coming up."
I fed him and took him to the rocking recliner. Anything to quiet him. He took some milk, but it didn't help. He still screamed. I rocked him some more and it still didn't help. I lifted him above my head.
Shut up! God, where was paregoric when you needed it?
I almost shook him, and that was when I realized how easy it would be, how a thoroughly decent parent, in the heat and despair of the moment, could shake an infant to death.
I held him aloft a bit longer.
"Yeah, big guy, it's just you and me."
I brought him down to my chest and talked to him while I rocked.
"Well, old man. Someday you'll be doing this for your own kid. I think Mommy will appreciate my taking you tonight. She needs a break. Your wife will thank you down the road. They have to carry the main load, you know. So do it. It'll be worth it. Trust me, Mikey. I got all that pleasure of helping make you, so I guess I should try to share the work.
"Huh? The pleasure? Oh, boy! We'll talk to you about sex someday, but the last thing in the world you'll ever want to hear is your parents telling you about sex. Your friends? That's a different matter. It's all you'll want to talk about, most of it just passing misinformation. And you certainly wouldn't want to know... and we'd never, ever tell you... some of the things your Mommy and I have done with each other. You wouldn't believe them anyway."
Tiny Michael Lee Hanrahan settled in, maybe because of my voice, maybe because of what I was telling him. Maybe I should insert a smiley emoji about here, but either way, he settled. I knew he'd stir again in a while. I opened my laptop with one hand and held him to my shoulder with the other, put the extra diaper over him to be sure he was warm enough, and looked for a website that dealt with how to handle fussy babies. It would be a long night.
*****
There was a voice.
"Honey?"
A soft voice and a soft hand on my shoulder.
"Honey? It's 6:30. You need to get ready for work. Get dressed, and I'll make you breakfast."
A soft voice and a soft hand and then Kate leaned over and there were soft lips on my cheek. She held her face to mine. The sun was shining through the kitchen window. Michael had slipped to my lap, where he was sleeping beautifully, and my laptop was folded shut and wedged against the armrest.



"Thank you for taking him. And for the massage. You're going to get such a reward tonight." She kissed me again, on top of my head, and mussed my hair.
I didn't get that reward. I was so tired that I felt sick all day, and that night I couldn't stay awake. But I felt like a hero. Yeah, for taking one damned night.
It got better. Michael wouldn't sleep the entire night, but we got breaks. When he was old enough to be out of a crib, we'd sometimes wake in the morning to find him sleeping between us. We were more rested. We made love occasionally. We decided to delay having a second child, but our libidos began to peek out from the cracks.
I got home from work one day and found the riding crop lying across the top of my pillow, and below it were seven Hershey's chocolate kisses, one for each of the holiday colors, arranged in a smile.
That night, Michael Lee Hanrahan got very sick.
*****
*****
Ch. 2: Dying
"My tummy hurts."
Michael was crying and upchucking and had diarrhea. We finally got him to sleep, but he awoke in the middle of the night, going at both ends and covered in sweat. Kate found enlarged lymph nodes. ChatGPT was only too happy to spit out possible diagnoses, and by late that night we reacted like parents everywhere and decided it must be the worst possible thing: non-Hodgkin's lymphoma.
That was when Kate's eyes went dead. I'd heard of that happening, but I hadn't known how apt a description it could be. If you knew her, you could tell; even if you didn't you could see something was wrong. It took ten days to get the biopsy and the official diagnosis. We'd been right, and the light was gone.
That was the beginning of the end of everything. The riding crop went into a trunk. I ate the Hershey's kisses. Kate and I started growing apart.
*****
In the old days, over forty percent of kids with cancer died. Today is such a great time, they bragged, because deaths are down to one in five, sometimes one in ten.
You'd almost think we should congratulate ourselves on our kid getting cancer today.
Even in the old days, the odds had favored the kids. Hallelujah. The majority of families came out the other side tentatively relieved, tentatively happy. It would take years for them to be truly certain they'd won. Today? Hope is easier today, but the game hasn't changed.
I'm not claiming we had it the worst. Cancer parents aren't in a competition with those who lose a child out of the blue, whose son is hit by a car or whose daughter drowns. My God, those poor people. Their shock multiplies the grief, but they don't have to watch it coming.
With cancer, you're beaten down by the days and the weeks. You see it far off. You get the treatments and fixate on the statistics. Death rates are counted in five-year spans. What are Mikey's chances of still being here in half a decade? There's the possibility of him dying, then the likelihood, then the certainty. It's down the track, then it's here. You fight it, you obsess about it, read everything you can, see all the doctors you can, set up treatments, watch your savings dwindle, then stand by your child's bed and hold her hand as she succumbs. You hope. God, you hope. And you pray. Yes, there are atheists in pediatric cancer wards, and some of them pray when it comes to that, because it's all they've got.
Still, there was an irony. What sent us to the doctor that first day and killed something in Kate wasn't cancer at all but norovirus, which was raging through the daycares that year. Kate almost recovered when we got that news, but Michael's lymph nodes bothered our pediatrician, and when the lab work came back we were sent straight to the oncologists at Children's Hospital.
"Yes, it's cancer, but don't worry!" the staff told us, ratcheting up hope and making it sound like success was all but foreordained. It was almost like a Stepford place. Everyone was perfect, well-dressed, well-spoken, cheerful, optimistic. It didn't matter that Michael had advanced, large-cell, anaplastic lymphoma: let not a negative voice be heard! They cured those "all the time." So they said.
Still, Kate's eyes stayed dead. She withdrew from me, from her parents, from the world, from everything but Michael. Until. Until our case was taken by the chief attending physician, the magisterial Amarjit Singh, MD, PhD.
He looked as fabulous as he had when we'd seen him in the hall: tall, lean, muscled, focused, in charge. He spoke with a wonderful, cultured accent: English, Indian, something else. He was Oxford, Johns Hopkins, the world.
At our first meeting he shook my hand. "Mr. Hanrahan." It seemed perfunctory. Then he took Kate's hand gently, softly, and performed a little miracle. He looked into those troubled eyes and said, "Mrs. Hanrahan. Kathryn. I promise you. We are going to put Michael into remission, and then we are going to cure him." He put his other hand over hers and they gazed at each other, and something happened to her. She began sobbing and collapsed on his chest. I had to help pull her away. When we left, she stared back at him with this astounding look of gratitude, as though he had already cured Michael, and for the moment her eyes were alive. I thought, What a bedside manner! Everything would be fine.
That night. Oh, that night. We put Michael to bed and stood over him, our arms around each other, leaning into each other.
"I'm sorry I got so silly with the doctor," said Kate, "but you heard him. Mikey's going to be okay."
"God, it's great to see you happy. Have I told you recently how beautiful you are?"
In bed we kissed and kissed some more. The dam was breaking and we were going to let ourselves flow into each other after too long apart. We were running our hands all over each other, mine on her breasts, her sweet kitty, hers on my erection, knowing we'd best get completely naked soon, when Kate said it again:
"He's going to be okay."
Bite your damned tongue, Stef! Sometimes you can say the one, terrible thing, the wrong thing, the thing you wish had stayed unsaid:
"Yeah. Maybe. If you can believe him."
Kate went stiff and her hand left me.
"Why are you being like that?" She turned away from me and moved to the edge of the bed. "Goodnight."
And that was that.
*****
It takes a while to learn that they don't necessarily believe what they tell you, so we grew hopeful as the days dwindled down to those precious few.
At least Kate did.
Not me, not the goddamned killjoy of a husband. Why had I said what I'd said and driven that wedge between us? I didn't set out to dispute the doctors, but I knew some things because I'd already immersed myself in Google and the online oncology journals. Like what? Like I knew they didn't cure advanced, large-cell, anaplastic lymphoma "all the time," partly because it was fairly rare, but partly because it was aggressive. Yes, they'd had successes, but the doctor couldn't "promise" what he'd promised.
Why not be straight with us? It seemed to me that everyone lied about or played down Michael's cancer. When I said I couldn't see any improvements from the treatments, Dr. Singh waved my concerns away. Kate and I would argue, but I was forbidden to doubt the ebullient doctor. He had knowledge and the power, and I was just a guy scouring WebMD and Wikipedia.
I really didn't want to doubt them, but I began to think the entire group was masking reality by handling everything, explaining away everything, playing everything up, or down. Yes, they were the experts. This was the big, regional medical center with the research programs and the fabulous reputation. But I was right, damn it, and they were playing us by being nice!
Being right, though. Hell. You don't want to be "right" when your love believes the other side. Kate accused me of being a fucking cynic. She didn't use the work "fucking," but she might as well have.
Was Michael's chemo worse than the disease? No problem. They could handle it. And they'd keep him overnight, or for a few days, or for a week. Did Michael want his Mommy and Daddy? No problem. We got a room at the Ritz, the same one as before. The local Shriners paid for it, bless them. Then there was the serious stuff. Michael's test results weren't progressing? They were getting worse? No problem. We'll try something a little different. Let's avoid mentioning all the side effects. MLH was losing weight? He didn't have any energy? "It happens. We'll keep an eye on it."
Maybe they weren't really "playing" us. They wanted us to be optimistic. They wanted us on board. And maybe they really did think they would win in the end. Maybe they were playing themselves. And really, what else could they -- or we -- have done? Maybe we could have taken Michael to some quack who'd prescribe coffee enemas or something? So, I was dragged along, sometimes sullenly.
I think Kate's optimism was forced, at least in part, and I made it harder on her. She didn't want to recognize the signs that I thought were obvious, but even she sometimes peeked behind the curtain and would admit remission was taking an awfully long time. Finally, our little boy began half-living at Children's Hospital, if you can call it living, and Kate began half-living in the Ritz.
Me? Ever more often, I was banished to being home alone. Our nonexistent intimacy kept piling up. I wasn't exactly thrown out, but someone had to hold down the home front, and my job was up north in Noblesville, whereas the hospital was down south in Indy. When our folks came to town, we'd put them up in our house in Carmel, and I'd drive them down to see their grandson. Otherwise, I was at work or home alone, getting through the evenings by drinking too many of what I called "DIY cocktails" and staring off into space, avoiding TV because at some point the St. Jude's commercials had started making me cry.
The world shrank to our home and Michael's hospital room, followed in no particular order by all those other meaningless places I had to be, like work. The world was even smaller for Kate, but she seemed more content. She had tons of people to talk with, and when we'd talk it was mostly her passing on information, or bragging up Dr. Singh's most recent upbeat prognostications, or brushing aside my foolish concerns.
*****
I still wanted sex, even then. Maybe especially then. I remember my very last attempt -- between the 'fuck you' episode and Michael's last leaving. Kate was feeling down that evening, and I stepped up behind her and held her. She leaned back against me and put her head to my shoulder and sighed. I kissed her and she leaned back further, all the way up against me. My Kate. I missed holding her so much. After a few moments I moved my hands from her waist up to her breasts.
"Don't!"
I held my hands on her for another moment before I dropped them.
"Sure."
"Just don't."
It had been weeks. Months.
"Sure. Well, figure it out on your own. If you ever decide you want to have sex again, let me know. I'll be around."
"It isn't like that!"
"Of course not. Well, I won't bother you any more."
"Stef!"
"I'm not going to beg!" I was already walking away, and I stayed away from her as much as I could until bedtime.
We were quiet in bed, softly ignoring each other, each of us lying on an edge and turned away. Kate broke first.
"I love you Stef. You know that, don't you?"
"Sure."
I think she was crying, but I didn't know what to do. No. I knew what I could do. I didn't know what I could bring myself to do.
"I'm sorry," she said. "Can we talk about it?"
"Don't, Kate. Let's not go over it again. Okay? It won't solve anything."
"Can we... could we snuggle?"
"Sure. Yeah. I'd like that." I sighed.
So, we cuddled. I turned out the lights and we made spoons, Kate curled against my back, her hand on my shoulder. She kissed my back.
"I do love you Stef. Please believe that."
"I believe it. And I love you, too. This is just a hard time."
After a while she went to sleep, her breath on my back, her hand barely touching me. My wife. I lay there, feeling her touch, and I watched the clock move through the hours.
It would be a few more abstinent weeks before I found out about Kate and Him.
*****
*****
I couldn't get to the hospital every day. Freeway construction made it hard, and sometimes I had to work late. When Kate stayed over, we'd call or send text messages during the day, and when we talked I always had her put Michael on. He didn't often have much to say, and it sounded to me as though he was growing listless.
We would tell each what was going on in our worlds, but almost overnight her calls and texts fell off. I called one day and her phone went to voicemail. It was two hours before she returned my call. She said she'd left her phone in the room and had been with Michael. I had job and home and family news to share, but she wasn't very interested. She had to get off the phone quickly, to take her shower and get to bed. Dr. Singh made his rounds early in the morning, and she didn't want to miss him.
I didn't get any texts the next day.
That evening I called three times before I got her.
"What's the matter, Katie?"
"Well, don't get so snippy! I can't pick up just anytime I want to."
"I'm sorry, hon. But I'm cut off out here. I need to hear you and Mikey and he sounded so weak last time."
"Dr. Singh told me it's always darkest right before the dawn."
I didn't reply.
"Stef?"
"He's talking in cliches?"
"Cut that out, damn it! You don't know anything and you're doubting the man who's the expert!"
"Well, I'd like some real information."
"When I know more I'll tell you more. If you want details, try coming down here more often!"
"Kate? What's going on? I'm sorry, but I don't understand. You know I'm doing what I can."
"Okay. Okay. I'm sorry I yelled."
"So, when can you take my calls?"
"I'll send a text."
I got a modest text later. I texted back and asked her to call when she could. She didn't respond.
So that's how it's going to be. I'm sure you love me to the moon and back, don't you?
*****
Kate and Michael were home the next few nights, letting him sleep in his own bed before his next infusion. Kate never apologized for not calling me back, and I couldn't get myself to bring it up. Instead I focused on Michael. I read him some picture books and we watched movies on Netflix. I felt Kate loved me, but... yes. It was a bad time.
We went together to Michael's next appointment. Dr. Singh, who didn't bother to shake my hand this time, looked him over and said everything was fine. I didn't like how Michael looked, but I didn't argue. It would only set Kate off, and what medical knowledge did I really have? Kate wanted to hear what the doctor said, not what I thought. What I thought? I guess that's obvious. I thought Dr. Singh was a condescending bastard who didn't take my concerns seriously. Whereas my wife seemed to get moon-eyed whenever he was around. She'd get an expression that I interpreted as meaning "I'm in a cult so don't make waves." Sure. Well, after the appointment, we brought Kate's things up to our room and I got a peck and left. No moon eyes for Stef.
And no goodnight call or text.
*****
*****
Ch. 3: Betrayal
Michael had a crisis that night. I got a call from the night nurse sometime after midnight, when I was in the middle of a dream where I was trying to play with Kate's body but she kept wriggling away. I had a hard time waking up, and I didn't understand why the nurses were calling me. Kate was listed as our primary, and she'd registered before I'd left. This must be something serious.
"No." The nurse was soothing. "You don't really need to come down." Not really? What the hell? "We have it under control. He'll be okay." They were just having a little trouble contacting Kate, and I was backup.
A little trouble?
I called Kate and got her voicemail.
And so it began. I was at Children's Hospital in twenty-five minutes, still in the sweats I slept in, the ones with "Let me tell you about my kid/No. Really!" on the front.
1:52 a.m. Kate wasn't there.
"Hey Mr. Mike," I said. "I heard that things got pretty active down here at the ranch tonight, and I thought you could use some extra peeps."
"Daddy!" He was glad to see me, but, "I want Mommy." He looked miserable. His eyes were sunken and dark, and he was pale.
I called Kate again and got her voice mail again. I'd go to her room, but I didn't want to leave Michael without any parent.
It was ten more minutes before she arrived, hurrying in, and she was with Dr. Singh. Little Mikey was happy to see her.
Kate looked surprised to see me, frankly more than simply surprised. She jerked when she realized I was there and her eyes grew wide. It was a few seconds before she finally gave me a hug, then she turned to Dr. Singh, who extended his hand and said "Hello, Mr. Hanrahan," looking marvelously cool. That was the exact moment I began to suspect something, and while that percolated down, Kate upped the ante.
"You didn't have to come, honey. It wasn't a big deal. Jit says it's nothing."
"Jit?"
Yes, I knew the nickname. I have a poker buddy, Amarjit Patel, who teaches economics and always goes by 'Jit.' I also knew whom we always called 'Dr. Singh.'
Kate flinched.
"We had a bite in the cafeteria, and 'Dr. Singh' seemed awfully formal."
"Why couldn't they get you?"
"I couldn't sleep so I was in the shower. I missed the first call. Then they said it wasn't an emergency."
She obviously didn't know she'd missed my calls, too.
And her hair wasn't wet. It looked like it could use a brush. None of this necessarily added up. I didn't want to come across as paranoid, and the focus should be on our kid.
But Kate wasn't very good at lying. I'd never noticed that before. Maybe I hadn't had to.
"If it's not serious, why is Dr. Singh here?" I felt odd, not knowing if I should suddenly be calling him 'Jit.'
"He stays here." What? "He sometimes stays at the Ritz."
I went back over to Michael, who seemed a little better. It gave me time to take things in. Kate was wearing the clothes she'd had on when I left. That, the hair, the missed calls, their coming in together. I didn't want to make too much of it. I didn't want to make too much of anything, or of everything, but I was making something of every single thing. Dr. Singh was in and out of the room, talking with the hospitalist and a night nurse. He seemed calm and in control, certainly not at all concerned that the husband was here.
I went to the nurses' station, where I could ask some innocent questions.
"What time did the crisis start?"
She looked at the screen. "It was reported at 12:37."
"Why didn't you call my wife first?"
"We tried but we had trouble getting her, so we called you and then we called Dr. Singh."
"It was that serious?"
"Well, he was here anyway. I wouldn't have called him at home."
"I don't understand."
"The doctors stay here sometimes. So, I gave him a buzz." So, part of Kate's account was true.
But waking up the chief attending doc? In the middle of the night? For a non-emergency? In the fucking middle of the fucking night? Down boy.
"When did you finally reach her?"
"We didn't."
*****
I don't know how long I stood there, staring past the nurse at the clock, before I realized she was still looking at me. It can't have been more than a few seconds. I thought I needed to ask something else.
"Dr. Singh and Mrs. Hanrahan came in together. I guess because they were both at the Ritz?"
"Yes. They came in at about the same time." She had that look, the one people get when they're trying to decide what to say, her eyes going off to one side and then down, before settling back on me. I think that was enough.



I went back to Michael's room, where nothing was going on. Kate was running her hand over his bald little head, and Dr. Jit had left without speaking to me again.
"Kate? I'll be back in a minute."
I passed the restrooms and took the stairs to the third floor. Then I was half-running across the skybridge. To the elevators. To the seventh floor. I did it on autopilot. I ran full-tilt down the hall, pulling out my wallet and searching for my key-card. Work the damned key-card! I had to try it twice, then I slammed the door open and ran in. I stopped in front of the dresser, panting, and leaned back against it.
I'd half-expected to find evidence that someone had shared the bed with Kate. Maybe someone nicknamed Jit. How would I be able to tell? Maybe both sides would be rumpled, or there would be stains or something. That would have given them away.
What gave them away, though, was that no one had shared the bed with Kate. In fact, no one had used it at all. It hadn't been touched. The spread wasn't turned down and the pillows were firm.
I knew at that moment, but there was more. Kate's suitcase was where I'd left it. It hadn't been opened. Her toiletries bag was still sitting on the sink's counter, still zipped. She'd dropped her things off and left. She hadn't even sat on the bed. She hadn't pulled the desk chair out. She hadn't done anything. She'd walked out the moment I'd left. Maybe she'd given me a minute to get to the elevator.
How much evidence did I need? Kate's purse was sitting on the floor, right beside the suitcase. She hadn't taken it with her, wherever she'd gone. Her phone was in it, so I checked it. Of course I checked it! It showed three calls from the nurses' station and two from me, the first one at 12:47. The last one, my second one, I had been in Michael's room. None had been picked up. The nurse had left two voicemails because she'd never gotten Kate. She'd gotten me. And Jit Singh.
Think, Stef. Think! The cafeteria closed at 10:00. I didn't know where Kate had been, but I knew. Oh, no. Oh, yes. I remembered that once, when he had won a big poker hand, Jit Patel had told me his nickname meant 'victorious.' I thought the good doctor must be feeling that about now.
I found I was banging my head with my fists.
I've read that guys throw up when they find out, that they cry, that they are filled with rage. I wasn't sure what I was feeling. It was something like when Kate would be angry with me, but it wouldn't let go. Physically, there was a hollow feeling in my chest, and a vibration that began in my stomach and traveled out along my arms. My hands began shaking, more quivering than shaking. I didn't throw up. I wasn't crying. I didn't feel rage, not yet anyway, just an absence. I grew lightheaded and began to slide down the wall to the floor and had to catch myself.
"You Kate? You? You!?"
That was before "why," and "how long" and all those other questions that began to crowd around.
Control, Stef! I staggered into the bathroom, where I splashed cold water onto my face, then leaned back against the towel rack until I could control my breathing and didn't have to worry about fainting.
Jit Singh was doing my wife. The guy who was trying to save my son's life. Doing my wife. She'd like him, I thought. His big, fit, body. His enormous cock. I imagined it to be enormous, to fit his personality. I imagined them naked together. I imagined Michael having a crisis while they screwed, or while they dozed in afterglow or slept together afterwards.
How did those things fit together, and what should I do? What exactly? I didn't want to -- what didn't I want? To get in his way, where my kid fit in. I thought I shouldn't do anything at all. Was Kate getting our boy extra treatment, more personalized care? I had this flash of Sally Field using her body to get Forrest Gump into regular school classes. Was it like that? Or were they freelancing with each other, she who thought sex with me was tantamount to killing our child? Would Michael get worse treatment if I got in their faces? Would we need to get a new doctor, maybe leave Children's Hospital? Would confronting Singh affect his medical judgment? What if I left her? If I hit him? What the hell could I do?
I found myself sitting on the floor beneath the towel rack. It took a moment to figure how I'd gotten down there. I looked at my watch. It had been a couple of minutes. I rose slowly and splashed more water onto my face, dried off, and then folded and hanged the towel.
What can I do? I don't know.
Kate, though. She knew what she could do. And she was getting satisfaction. She was playing the role of shattered mother so well, but now I knew: screwing was just fine if it was adulterous, with Dr. Jit. It was only bad with Stefan.
I finally went back down to Michael's room. I didn't think there was any hurry, so I paused on the skybridge. It had strips of floor-lighting like the emergency lights in airplanes, only blue. It covered all the surfaces with a diffuse, blue glow. I could imagine lovers leaning together on the blue-tinged glass and looking out over the nighttime world. Outside were street lamps and orange, flashing pedestrian lights. Walk. Walk. Walk. No one was walking. There were the neon "Children's Hospital" sign, a few lighted windows, and the occasional car or truck. Such a peaceful world.
If Kate asked what had taken me so long, I'd make up some lie. So: Set my face, work on my voice, and practice being calm. Don't you dare show them anything!
When I got back, a night nurse was giving Mike an injection of something through his chemo-port. It didn't seem to bother him. He just looked sleepy. Kate was talking to him, but when she saw me she told me she'd be back in a minute. "Keep Mighty Mike company."
She was gone ten minutes, give or take. I had time to chat with the nurse.
"These night shifts must be hard on family life."
"You can say that again."
"I guess that's why Dr. Singh is staying here. I heard there was a family issue." I made that up.
She looked at me, reading me, I guess trying to figure out how much I knew, then finally deciding, Oh well, what the hell?
"Yes. They're taking a break from each other." She leaned in. "Kind of a trial separation. It's not official and I think it's just temporary."
"Well, it can certainly help, having him here if you need him. Everyone says he's a great doctor."
"Oh, he's the best."
"Yeah." I gave a more snarky look. "And I've heard some of the kids' mothers think he's really... fabulous." The pause and the emphasis and the look. I was crystal clear. The nurse certainly got it. Her blinds went down and she was closed for business.
"I wouldn't know about anything like that. Now, I have some things I have to do. Good night."
She'd said all I needed to hear.
*****
When Kate returned we went up to our room. She suggested it, and I tried not to show it surprised me, but the closer we got to the room, the odder her decision seemed. How would she explain the absolute tidiness? She seemed calm about it all, so I figured she had some wonderful, cockamamie explanation, but she didn't, because she didn't need one.
The room was fine. It was, in fact, almost exactly the way you'd leave it if you had hurried out after getting the calls she'd never gotten, the ones that hadn't made her hurry. The bed was a mess, just the side on which she'd have slept if she weren't somewhere else. The pillows were rumpled, one of them on the floor, and Kate's suitcase was open. Several of her things were also on the floor, because of course she'd rushed from, well, somewhere. In the bathroom, her toiletries were lined up at the mirror and her bag was hanging behind the door. It was almost perfect. She'd forgotten there should be used bath towels, but that was her only obvious mistake. I couldn't check her phone to see if she'd deleted any calls or voicemails. I was sure she'd address that sooner or later. Undoubtedly, just by chance, she'd run into Jit Singh, who did finally get a call, as they were separately hurrying to Mikey's room to get there after the husband, who had parked in the garage across the street after a half hour's drive and was busy trying to call her from Michael's bedside.
If she'd just told me she'd muted her phone, I might have bought it.
Ten minutes, I thought.
"What?"
Kate was talking to me.
"Are you going to spend the night?"
"What? No. No, I have to take some stuff to work in the morning."
She tried to kiss me when I left, but I ducked it and hurried out. I'd have to work on that and allow her to pollute me with kisses and caresses if I wasn't going to blow everything up before I had a plan.
*****
*****
Ch. 4: Dead to Me
Kate's first real gift to me, besides her body and -- I guess -- her soul, was a bottle of Scotch from Edradour, then the smallest distillery in Scotland. I collected consumables, not things. Spirits. Whiskeys, gins, rums, vodkas. I drank surprisingly good, cheap wine from Aldi's, but Kate pushed me up the road to rare and expensive liquors, and I learned to recognize and appreciate the truly great ones. My collection turned into quasi-collectibles because I was so reluctant to finish off the good stuff. If I wanted to make an Old Fashioned, I'd just use a readily-available rye from an Indiana micro-distillery, along with the bright red maraschino cherries that cocktail snobs hate. I wasn't that big a snob, and Kroger is more convenient than Total Wine. Add ice cubes, sweetener, bitters, and an orange slice. There! A DIY Old Fashioned. Fine for cogitating. I'd save the higher-class stuff for sipping in the evening with friends, to show Kate how much I appreciated her thoughtfulness, and I'd play with her body afterwards, to thank her. And because I loved doing it.
Today, I called in sick and drank a lot and thought. Yes, it's such a cliché to drink after you've been betrayed, but it's often true.
I sipped and looked at Kate's things, the special things I'd gotten for her. Kate collected pottery and glassware. She liked early Lalique, or Tiffany, which I personally didn't like because everyone collects Tiffany, but also ancient things like an Anasazi pot from New Mexico, an 18th-century Delftware creamer, and a Roman amphora rescued from a pit outside
London. I kept looking for the home run. After Michael was born I had raided the new-car fund and bought her a 17th-century, transitional, porcelain vase from the beginning of the Qing dynasty. Don't be too impressed. I'm not an expert, but I'd seen one like it on Antiques Roadshow. There was a small chip, but it was rare and -- by our standards -- costly.
"No! Stef! Your new car!"
"It'll wait, and the Civic has years left in it, hon. You'll still have this long after the next car is gone. And the one after. Anyway, how often do you gift me with our first child?"
Kate hugged me and then surprised me by putting her face to my chest and crying. I got very lucky that night. Her down-below was still off limits, but mine wasn't, and it was well used before the evening was over.
Anyway, my Civic was only eleven years old.
*****
That was then. Today I drank straight rye whiskey instead of a DIY Old Fashioned. Kate had found a 25-year old single-barrel, Rittenhouse Rye, for -- yes -- a few thousand dollars per bottle, and she'd finagled to somehow get it for me the year after her Qing dynasty vase. I liked the copper-brown color, the almost heavy-bodied feel, and the spicy sweetness, but today I just drank it down. I had a double, neat, and then a second double on the rocks. I hardly tasted it, but why save it now? At 100 proof, it did the trick. I considered having a third one while I wandered around the house looking at our stuff, but I was already getting looped.
We had a plan for spending working-class amounts while looking upwardly mobile and saving the excess for things we wanted. We loved carrying it out. Our secret economic life. E Pluribus -- you get it. We were one. It was us against the world. It was more than just keeping our cars forever. Our furniture was from IKEA, or Wayfair, or Habitat for Humanity. We haunted used book stores. People don't know the quality of the clothes they can get at Salvation Army and Goodwill, from jeans and sportscoats, to blouses, dresses, and purses. No one ever questioned our stuff. People loved a little black dress Kate had bought at the SA, and wanted to know where she'd found it. I could tell that guys at a university holiday party wanted to rip the dress off her and mount her right under the mistletoe. Women too. When the wives asked where she'd found it, Kate was coy. "Well, it wasn't from Neiman Marcus," and let it go. Later that night I stripped it off her slowly and mounted her in private.
Those days.
We had towering China closets that bracketed the doorway into the dining room. They were from the 1920s and made me think of Scott and Zelda, and we'd gotten the pair for about $300 from Habitat and restored them. One held my bartender's paraphernalia and my liquor collection, including the Rittenhouse and a 30-year old Macallan scotch I was halfway through. I hadn't known a name-brand drink could be that pricey, but Kate had tracked it down. There was an Appleton Estates rum that I hadn't yet opened, some Caroni rums, and then the cheaper stuff, like the 23-year old Ellijah Craig, single-barrel bourbon. Not that much "cheaper." Kate had found most of that for me, year by year. She'd even bought me a John Paul whiskey from Goa that was pretty damned good, but that I vowed to never drink again because it was Indian.
The other cabinet held Kate's stuff. I remember standing in front of it, my right arm around her waist and my left hand holding a DIY Sazerac, while she explained the provenance of her latest acquisition. After a while, we went upstairs to try to become pregnant, and I videoed the effort.
We already had a baby's room, furnished well before Kate's womb because we couldn't wait to get started. The mainstream places wouldn't sell used crib mattresses or car seats anymore, but Craig's List filled the bill, so we were ahead of the game. We fixed things up and painted them. And then, yes, we became pregnant.
I made a hard decision against more whiskey, because I'd need to be able to plan.
*****
*****
It seems so long ago.
Kathryn was alone.
A forty-five beside her head.
An open telephone.
It was the best ear-worm, though the song wasn't even about Kate, but some 'Nancy.' No one was dead, not yet. No dead Kathryn. No pistol. No off-line phone. Just a live Kate who in the wee hours had become dead to me.
It seems so long ago that I'd videoed our couplings. The results were crappy but I'd saved some of them. God, they were hot. How we'd gone on, and how Kate always seemed to enjoy it. I'd played them a couple of times after we'd stopped sexing, to remind myself how wonderful our life had been. I'm sure I recorded Kate getting pregnant. How much homemade porn is out there, recorded on cell phones propped on desktops? Now I was going to make more, but I would be using dedicated equipment to gather high-quality, digital evidence. Porn for a different purpose. It would once have been almost science fiction, but now you could find things starting under a hundred dollars retail.
Mine was more expensive, a "smoke detector" that could pass for the real deal, motion-activated, 128 gigs of storage or go straight to the cloud if you had Wi-Fi, with an app so the video was as near as your cell phone.
It would work only if they decided to do it in her room in the Ritz. In our room. I was counting on that. I also bought a little audio device that I hid in her purse, to give me something if they did it in his room and she bothered to take her purse with her. I figured she would, but if she hadn't thoughtlessly left it behind the night before, I'd never have known about them. Anyway, it was the best I could do.
It didn't take me any time to sneak in and install the unit, so it was ready when they did use our room, that very night.
*****
In the video Kate was up at the first knock, and when she opened the door he said "Hello love," and leaned down to kiss her.
His "love" wasn't an avowal. It was a word they'll use in the UK, even with strangers, the kind of "love" the detective Vera would use on that Brit TV show, when trying to calm a witness. But that was Singh's word, and in the video Kate wrapped her arms around him and surrendered to a long kiss.
"I was afraid you might not come." So much desire was included in that sentence. I hit 'pause.' Do I have to watch this? I had to watch it. Play.
Singh in the video led Kate to the bed and caressed her hair, her face, her eyes, her neck.
"Are you sure Mikey is all right?"
"Last night was an aberration, and your son was never in any danger. There wouldn't have been a problem if you hadn't been too flummoxed to remember your phone." He laughed. "If an emergency develops tonight, we won't miss the call, so you needn't be concerned that your husband might nearly catch us again." He laughed again. "You sweet, simple thing. Don't worry. And don't move."
He ran his fingers along her jaw, her chin, her lips, while she stood obediently still, her hands beside her hips. He unbuttoned her dress and pushed it off her shoulders, at which point it simply floated to the floor. He removed Kate's brassiere and proceeded to caress and then squeeze her nipples, pulling them out and letting them pop back. He trailed his fingers down her belly, hooked them into her panties, and pulled them down. They stayed about halfway down Kate's thighs.
I paused the video again, because that was where I saw Kate had no pubic hair. Hers was dark, almost black, so it should have stood out, but she hadn't any at all. I wondered when she'd had the chance to shave. Stupid me! It had been weeks since I'd seen her down there. She could have been shaving for him regularly.
Somehow I hit "play" again.
Singh-in-the-video stripped, and yes he has the body you'd expect: ripped arms, a six-pack, buns, the seduction package. He was hung like I'd expected, and his dick was long, and dark, and I guess handsome. It didn't curve upwards, like mine, but stood almost straight out.
I wondered: Isn't it enough that he has an MD and a PhD? That he's a program head and a power player? He could get women using his looks alone. He'd certainly gotten Kate. Hell, his voice might be enough. And, yes, his dick. Kate didn't take her eyes from it. What was there for her not to like?
Pause. Play. Pause. Play.
He leaned over her and she reached to caress his dick.
"Kneel. That's right."
He held a small green jar that I hadn't noticed before. He got globs of what looked like a mentholated cream from it and spread them on her nipples while she played with his cock.
"Oh! That's hot!"
"Icey hot. Now pinch them. Do it. Pull them and let them pop back."
"It's hot."
"Yes." Kate's nipples grew. They stood out. They swelled. The video quality was excellent. "Again. Keep doing it."
Singh took another glob and spread it over Kate's vulva.
"Oh! God. It's hot. It burns!"
"Don't complain. Squeeze your nub. Do it!"
"It's burning!" Kate was writhing, but she didn't move away.
"Do it. Squeeze your clitoris and let it pop free. Like that. Do it again."
She obeyed.
There are only so many different sexual things you can do. It isn't long before the myriad acts on the porn sites are all pretty much the same, but I'd never seen anything like this. Was it some kind of tantric sex? Something Asian? Maybe something British?



Probably something Singh learned all on his own.
Singh leaned all the way down and opened Kate's mouth with His fingers. She was still gasping but seemed to be tolerating the ointment better. He ran his thumb around, inside her mouth, and then he pushed his erection into her.
"Keep squeezing yourself. Don't forget your nipple." Of course she obeyed. He squeezed her other nipple with one hand and moved his erection into and out of her mouth. "Suck, love."
He kept pushing it into her and pulling out, and both of them squeezed her lady parts and let them pop back. Kate stopped writhing and began undulating. Her hips moved back and forth and she gasped and moaned.
When was my Kate ever so high? Higher, higher, god damn it, higher! She was almost explosive when she came. She was gasping and crying out like she had done in the distant past, like in the videos I'd made. Singh came too, but he didn't cry out. He held the end of his cock an inch or two from Kate's mouth and aimed. He was so goddamned controlled. He spurted into her mouth. Into Kate. A jet. Another. Another. Then he put the whole thing into her and she made some kind of sound in her throat and sucked him in at the same time, until he was done. Singh finally lowered himself to the bed and they lay quietly together.
At that moment I knew it wasn't just that Kate was dead to me, but that I was dead to her. She'd found something new, and a man, or a thing, that could transport her, take her somewhere I could never go.
They lay together in the video, their breathing slowing and their bodies touching all the way down. The Kate in the video looked so very, very contented. She rested a hand on his chest and touched her mouth to his shoulder.
I turned off the video.
She should actually be dead. Not just in a song. Both of them should be. That prick hadn't just bedded her. Kate hadn't merely stumbled. She'd gone to a special orgasmic place while our son suffered. It was as though Singh had magicked her, but she'd gone happily. The bitch. Fucking bitch!
I played the end of the song on my phone.
In the hollow of the night
When you are cold and numb
You hear her talking freely then
She's happy that you've come
In the hollow of the night. That's when little ones have their crises. I'm sure she's happy that he's come, pun or not. Let her be happy for the moment. But no talking. Not one word! There. Yes. That's better. Dead quiet. First him, then her? Whatever. After their calls go to voicemail, someone will eventually check on them and find they'll be cold and numb forever.
My one consideration: I had to keep myself together for my son. I vowed to do that, however long it took.
*****
I stayed home again the next day. I sent Kate a text:
"Can't come today. Work."
She replied: "Okay. Everything is fine here. Love you." No questions. No news. Nothing about Michael. Just a send-off.
It didn't take any time to find a gun shop near Carmel's City Center, where there was a friendly-looking proprietor.
"I'm looking for a pistol, for protection, but one that won't scare everyone away."
The proprietor had several suggestions.
"There are a number that are easy to conceal." He got one down. "This Glock 43, for instance." He handed it to me. "It's the same model my customer used to shoot that robber in Indy last year."
"You mean the guy who walked free?"
"Right. It was attempted armed robbery, so the grand jury and just about everyone else, except the prosecutor, decided it was justified. I sold him the gun, and maybe I saved his life."
"Well, what if it hadn't been a robbery, but the bad guy had been screwing his wife?"
The proprietor was quiet for a moment, looking at me. He looked at my driver's license a second time, then handed it back and took the pistol.
"I'm sorry sir. Mr. Hanrahan. But I can't sell you a gun today."
"You can't?"
"I won't."
"It was a joke."
"I'm sorry, sir."
I drove to another gun store, in Indy, but the clerk looked at my license and said he had no guns for sale right then. Apparently some of those people communicated with one another, and now I was on a list. Who would have thought they'd have standards? I'd need to respect them more, the bastards.
That's when I found that Craigslist doesn't list firearms.
Well, I could wait. I didn't have much choice, but there was a gun show coming up.
*****
That night Singh brought enema bags to the room.
I wondered if he'd devise something different every night. He had Kate strip and kneel on the floor, her head on a pillow, her ass in the air, the way the sketches show it on commercial enema products, and he caressed her ass and her vagina while the fluid worked through her. Below her pale ass, her bare, vaginal lips looked brown. Kate's body, carefully prepared for Singh. He pushed a thumb into her and fucked her ass with the thumb and swirled his other hand around her front.
After a while she said, "I have to go, Jit."
"Hold it."
"I really have to go."
"Hold it!"
He finally did let her up, and she ran to the bathroom. You could hear her going on the recording. After she returned, he gave her another enema, and she had to hold it again while he played with her again.
There was a third bag. Kate had to hold it and hold it and hold it. This time she couldn't hold it long enough. She didn't make it to the toilet, though by then it was only water, a trail of it along the floor.
"Bad girl!"
She was in the bathroom a long time. I thought I heard her crying. When she finally came back out, he pulled her down by her hair to a puddle and pushed her nose into it. "Stay there, you bad girl."
She held herself, her nose to the floor, just like he told her to, but her shoulders were shaking and I could hear her sniffling. I hated her, but it was about the hottest thing I'd ever seen and I wanted to make her do that.
Singh smeared ointment from the green jar onto her ass and let her writhe while he disrobed. I couldn't believe how obedient she was. He put his cock to her anus and pushed in.
"Oh! No, Jit."
"Shh, Kathryn. Shh." He pushed all the way in and leaned forward to stroke her hair.
"Please, Jit."
"Shh. Kathryn." He stayed all the way in and stroked her hair some more. "There, there. It's better now, isn't it?" He played with her vagina again and she got high. He had a way. He played with her until she was panting, before he began pumping, and they both came. After that, he lay atop her on the floor, still inside her, while they recovered.
"You're my good little girl, aren't you?"
"Yes."
"Say it."
"I'm your good little girl."
"Good. Now stay like that so you can remember how to be a good girl."
He pulled out of her and went into the bathroom. I imagine he washed his cock. He dressed and left, leaving Kate on her stomach on the floor, her face next to the little puddle. I watched it in real time. I looked at her white ass and I wanted to use the riding crop on it until she screamed real screams.
He needed something different. I wasn't sure he was human. It might take a stake to his heart.
End of Part One.
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Cancer
By Henry Jekyll
Part Two: The Aftermath (Chapters 5-8, conclusion)
*****
Ch. 5: Death
In retrospect, it didn't take Michael long to die.
I worried that I'd have to record one sex act after another, night after night, for weeks or months, but Michael left us the week after. There was only one additional video, a few nights later, and it was almost vanilla. Singh came into the room and played with Kate on the bed, then lay back while she used her mouth on him. I don't think she came. He lay contentedly, his head on the pillows, an arm behind his head, while she lay across his belly, his depleted cock in her mouth, and she swallowed the dregs. He stared at the ceiling, and it was almost like he was looking at me through the video recorder, or maybe wondering why there were two smoke detectors. Then he looked away, at something else, and stroked Kate's hair. He seemed to like her hair.
He touched where his dick met her mouth, and he said, "You know Sharon? My PA? She likes women. Oh, she likes men and women. She wants to join us next time, and we'll have fun."
Kate looked up to his face and kept sucking.
*****
The next day Michael was wan, and he wouldn't interact much. I couldn't tell how much was from the chemo and how much was the cancer, but though I sat with him for a long time and tried to chat, he lay there or slept. I pulled out my cell phone and read part of a good crime novel by Lawrence Block, but I couldn't concentrate, and after a while I went to the cloud and played a video of Kate and Singh.
I wondered what they had done that first night, during the crisis. And what of the nights before? There could have been several. How long had they been at it? Or rather, how long had Singh been fucking Kate? She was the recipient, the bottom. Nothing was clearer, and she craved it. What had she said in the first video? "I was afraid you might not come."
That's what I was thinking when Kate came back from lunch, or whatever she was doing. She came over to me and put a hand on my shoulder. I glanced up at her, then away, thinking Don't react.
"He doesn't look good."
"Jit... Dr. Singh says it will pass."
"Sure it will."
She lifted her hand off me.
*****
It didn't pass. Michael didn't respond to whatever they did for him. I could tell he was spiraling. Even Kate could tell. He didn't seem to be hurting, but those meds may have been working. He slept more and more, and when he was awake he wasn't all there. He'd stare off at nothing, and we couldn't get him to pay attention to what we said. He wouldn't eat and wouldn't drink, so they were giving him nutrition and fluids through a line in his chemo-port. Kate kept asking the nurses to get the doctors. She asked them to call Dr. Singh, and finally he came in. He and his colleagues told us they were doing all they could, but I could see it happening: Michael declining, dropping, weakening.
Kate saw it and wanted me to hold her, to touch her, to talk, but I couldn't bring myself to both care for Michael and pretend with her. I'd let her hold my hand for a minute, then would drop it and step away.
"Please Stef."
"Go to your son."
We called our folks to tell them they should fly down if they wanted to see their grandson a last time. When they got there, he was so far gone that he hardly acknowledged them. They helped me by taking over everyday tasks and providing someone to talk to who wasn't Kate. She stayed in his room most of the time, telling him she loved him, and talking about nothing, and stroking his brow. "Please get better, Mikey."
I'd try to ignore her when we didn't have to talk, and it was obvious to everyone that there was some problem between us. There was Michael and there was Kate, and I could tolerate her only because my attention was on my boy. Frankly, though, I don't remember much of those days. Hours were given over to simply waiting for -- something. To be close -- to be there -- we stayed at the Ritz. We'd sit in Michael's room during the day, leaving only to eat, then go to our room to sleep, then return.
I awoke early one day, and found I was alone. Well, Kate, did you go to Singh's room? But she hadn't. She was sitting beside Michael's bed, sleeping in the chair. After that, the nurses brought in a cot so we could sleep without leaving, and Kate and I spelled each other every night until it was over.
I'd expected Michael to slowly drift off at the end, but it was much more sudden. He crashed. Our folks were going to rent rooms at the Ritz, but Michael got so much worse that we all stayed with him. The hospital provided a hospice worker to help us through it, and other staff came in, in ones and twos. They'd bring us drinks and food. Dr. Singh came in for a while and talked with us about what we should expect. With family, it's remarkable how much of our talk was chitchat, that and telling stories about cute things Michael had done. Every so often, Kate would look down in her hands and whisper something. I leaned forward once, to listen, and all she said was like a prayer: "Don't go, Mikey."
I took some pictures. Long ago, more than a century ago, people would have photographs taken of their dead children or husbands or wives, sometimes dressed up and made up so they almost looked alive, sitting in a chair or lying in bed. It was gothic and creepy, but they wanted to have photos of what their loved ones looked like when they were still alive, before they began to decompose. Their last image. I took photos because I wanted a record of Michael before he died, but he almost didn't look like himself.
We were all in his room when he fell from the rampart and hit the ground. He'd been mostly unconscious. Kate had been sitting by his head, holding his hand and leaning over him. I was on the other side. Michael's breathing stopped for a moment and she stood up and said it aloud, "Don't go, Mikey. Don't go," but I could tell he was leaving.
"Let him go, Katie." She looked up at me. I couldn't stand him suffering any more. "We have to let him go."
She held her arms out to me and I came around to her and held her. I wanted to hold her and I didn't. It was the first time in days I'd touched her if I didn't have to. We both told Michael it was okay to go if he had to, and I guess he agreed, because he began those breaths, the on-again, off-again ones, and then he stopped, and Kate leaned down and put her head on his chest and sobbed.
Dr. Singh was among those who rushed in. He said, "I'm sorry for your loss. I'm sorry that we couldn't save him. We did everything we could, but he was just too ill." After a bit he left.
"Jit!" Kate called after him. "I don't understand!"
She broke down and tried to hold me again, but I pushed her off to her mother and went over to hold my son's cold, little hand some more. He was dead and I was being a son of a bitch to his mother. I heard Kate's mother, Mollie, say, "He has to deal with it his own way. Give him some time." Mollie was trying to help, but no time would ever be enough.
*****
At the visitation, I had to stand beside Kate while our friends and family came by to offer condolences and hugs and tears. It was a long line. Singh and several others from the cancer group came by and I stepped back while he hugged Kate and kissed her cheek and spoke with her for a moment. She held his hand when he left to view the body, until he pushed her hand off.
Each of us would go over to Michael from time to time, and look down at him, sometimes to touch him or to kiss him. I'd never wanted to touch a dead body, but now I understood. I just wouldn't do it while Kate was with him.
And Kate? She looked frightened, and like nothing was making sense. What was there to understand? They hadn't been able to save him. Life wasn't fair. She kept crying but I wouldn't let myself cry over anything.
*****
The next day we took two cars to the church for the service. Kate and I took the Camry because my Civic was deemed unacceptable. We needed to be presentable for the death ceremony. The hearse was already there, parked by a side door, right behind a stretch limo that the funeral home provided. Both were gleaming black. The drivers were standing beside the hearse in their uniforms, chatting and vaping. We gathered in a little group with the pastor and the funeral director, to go over the different steps and our responsibilities.
Before we went inside, Mollie asked to speak privately with me. "Stefan, I know how hard this is for you, but your wife lost a son too. She needs you. Please try to be there for her."
"Mollie, don't. Just don't. There's more going on than you know. Step back. We'll deal with it."
"What is it?"
"Maybe you should ask your daughter about that."
I don't know if she did.
At the service, Kate and I sat beside each other, the way you're supposed to. She kept looking over at me but I wouldn't look directly at her. Then we all piled into the stretch limo for the ride to the cemetery. It was like we were going to the prom, or to some billionaire's gala. I thought I might tell Michael about that later. Kate sat beside me and wanted to hold my hand and I let her. Don't cry, Stef! I didn't want to show any weakness in front of Kate.
It hurts to remember it. Everyone had come past us at the end of the service, to say hello and give their condolences, and hug, or kiss, almost like a replay of the visitation. Singh was with the group from Children's. He hugged Kate, who didn't seem to know how to handle it, then he turned to me. Should I shake his hand? Should I play out the role one last bit? I put my hand into my pocket and stared at him and stepped back. He looked at me for a moment, then went on.
At the gravesite I stood with the pallbearers. Mollie and Kate's dad held Kate, while I helped carry my son's tiny coffin to the grave. For some reason, I don't remember doing that.
Our parents had wanted to stay, to help us and help us get through it, but it had been over a week, and I'd told them we needed some time alone, so once we were back at the church, they took a rental -- all four of them -- to the airport.
I was finally alone with Kate.
*****
*****
Ch. 6: Dead World
Set the scene. Kate and I were in the Camry, passing by suburban forests and golf courses, roundabouts, restaurants, McMansions, churches, and retention ponds with great blue herons and swallows and geese. Boys were fishing from the ponds. They'd catch some fish, then throw them back into the water. Though I'd see it every day, it was interesting in a distant sort of way, as though I'd never truly seen it before. I still wouldn't look directly at Kate.
Michael was gone and in the ground. The official and social obligations for the dead were complete. Now, I could get on to different tasks, though I didn't know exactly what they'd be. I had all these ideas, but they were somewhere in the realm of the theoretical. We'd made it to the here and now. Whatever happened, our folks wouldn't have to witness it in person; they could learn of it at a distance. I particularly felt for Mollie, who wouldn't be able to defend her daughter. You're a good mother, and you'll have to live with it. I hadn't decided if I'd broadcast the videos or keep them in reserve. On second, or third, or whatever thought, I probably wasn't going to kill anyone. Why waste my time in prison? Unless I killed myself too. That was a possibility. And then there were my fourth and fifth thoughts. With a gun, everything could be done and over with, quickly. Round and round it went.
Could I do worse than kill them? A simple divorce would be far too easy for Kate. And Singh? I knew I could fuck him up. I didn't know exactly what I'd do. Just dropping the evidence on his wife and on the Children's Hospital board might do the trick, but he needed physical retribution. I'd read those stories where the guy's penis and balls were destroyed, but that seemed a little out of my league. The idea, though? Oh, yes.
Over all, death looked better and better, and there was another gun show next week. There was a certain cadence to "murder-suicide" that I liked. The main thing was that I didn't want to leave Michael's grave unattended. You can set up perpetual care contracts for your loved ones, so I'd do that first. Professionals would take better care of Michael's grave than I could. Maybe I could set it up so Kate would be cremated and I could lie next to Michael, just the two of us? Maybe, if I were dead, I could see him again.
Kate was leaning back against the passenger door, looking at me. She seemed devastated. Good! A flock of Canada geese, or a circling of turkey buzzards, would pull my eyes toward her and she would look away.
The turkey buzzards were inspiring.
*****
The confrontation began when I rested my hand on the gear shift knob. Just resting it there. You've done it. It wasn't an invitation, but Kate reached to me and took my hand and I jerked it away.
"Don't touch me!"
"Stef. Please! I don't understand. Please. What have I done?"
"What have you done?" I drove through a roundabout without worrying about the cross traffic, and someone laid on their horn. Can you really not know I know? "What haven't you done? Try this. You fucked him!"
Now I did look at her, barreling down the parkway but looking over at my future ex-wife instead of the road, my future ex who was pushing herself into the corner of the seat and the door, her eyes saying "He can't know!" and "What does he know?" and "What does he mean?"' Somehow, she had no clue. My future ex was in the dark, not knowing anything, wondering what it was all about, wondering what she could do. She couldn't do anything.
"I haven't done that. Please Stef. I haven't done anything. I don't understand."
"You fucked him and fucked him!"
"Who?"
"Who? You can ask? You know who. You fucked him and fucked him, while Mikey was dying."
"No! Stef!"
I turned onto our street, then onto our driveway, where I cut the wheel to the right and slammed the brakes.
"You fucked Singh, you slut!"
I left the driver's door open and went to our front door instead of into the garage, to get away from her, but she followed. I went to the TV and the laptop.
"Please Stef. I don't understand. I didn't do anything!"
"You want to see it? Want to see him play with you?"
"No."
The video came on.
"What about your enemas? Want to see them? Three enemas and a solid fuck."
"No. Please."
I flicked the icon for the enema scene, and Kate put her hands in front of her eyes and gasped and backed against the wall.
"No!" She shook her head.
"There it is. Three of them! Three goddamned enemas, Kate. How good was it? How much did you like it?"
"No!" She looked away and shrieked. "No! Turn it off! Turn it off! Turn it off!" She slid to the floor, her ass to the floor, her hands still covering her face, shaking her head back and forth.
"Live with it." I stopped yelling. "I won't make it go away, because you did it, that and more."
"Please, Stef. Please!"
"While our son was dying."
"Please, Stef. Turn it off!" She would cover her eyes, then glance at the video, then cover her eyes again. "Turn it off!"
"And with that you killed everything." I was shouting again. "Everything!"
I picked up the bottle of Rittenhouse and threw it like a tomahawk at my liquor cabinet. A window shattered and the cabinet door swung open and liquor bottles came rolling out. The Rittenhouse neck broke and my wonderful rye burbled onto the carpet. Another bottle was cracked and leaking, and others were just rolling on the floor. Kate had started screaming when the window shattered, and she kept it up as she pulled herself into a tight little mass. As though to protect herself. As though! I thought I could stone her to death with the bottles she had provided. How thoughtful.
Kate screamed again from behind her hands. "No! Stef!"
I picked up the precious Edradour, her first gift, and heaved it at the cabinet, and another pane shattered. The Edradour exploded, and pieces of the bottle landed near my feet. Other bottles rolled out, clanking against each other, some breaking and spilling.
"You killed everything! Everything!"
Kate kept screaming and crying behind her hands, "Stop! Stop!"
I threw something else, the Appleton Estates rum I'd never get to taste, and it shattered on some other bottles.
"Please! No!"
"Everything! Every fucking thing!"
I threw another. Another. Kate had stopped begging but was making a keening sound I'd never heard before. There were booze and broken glass all over. It crunched underfoot when I moved around. I slipped on a bit of broken liquor neck, then took the Macallen and tomahawked it at the picture window, but the window wouldn't break. There was a dent and a spiderweb of cracks. Damn it!
"You think you didn't kill every fucking thing?" I picked up three unbroken bottles and marched to Kate's China cabinet and threw them through the panes, one at a time, and with each one I yelled a single word: "Every! Fucking! Thing!" Oh, it was great. Porcelain and pottery and glasswork shards flew everywhere. Another. Another. Something stung my cheekbone, and when I touched it there was blood and something sharp was sticking in me. I pulled it out. It was a sliver of white porcelain, or had been white. I flipped it to the floor and more blood rolled down my face.
I grabbed some of our good China plates and threw them like frisbees, only vertically. Death to fine China! I thought. They broke like skeet targets when they hit. I picked broken pieces up off the floor to throw, and something cut my palm. Shit! I yelled with every throw. I kept throwing until there didn't seem to be anything more to throw, yelling "every," or "fucking" or "thing" with every toss.
I didn't hear Kate crying anymore.
Blood was dripping onto the floor. I went into the kitchen and got paper towels and held one to my cheekbone and wadded some into my right palm.
I finally stood in front of Kate. Was she even there anymore? She was making some sounds, more like moans than anything else. Her hands were up at her face and she wasn't looking at anything.
"Every! Fucking! Thing!"
She didn't move.
"That's what you did. You killed everything!"
I picked up an unbroken bottle of something with my cut hand and threw it as hard as I could at the picture window, but it just left another dent and some more spiderweb cracks. The wadded paper towels flew off my hand, though, and my palm began to bleed freely again. I wiped it on my slacks and got some tissues to staunch it.
"Just fuck you!"
I picked up my messenger bag and went out to the garage. When I backed my Civic out, I hit the Camry's open door, and I drove away.
*****
I wouldn't have stopped at Walgreens if I hadn't kept smearing blood on my steering wheel.
I'd turned off my phone to stop Kate's messages and gotten some blood on it, too. I needed to do something about the bleeding. What would I need? Bandages and maybe antibiotic cream. Plus, basic stuff. A razor. Shaving cream. A goddamned toothbrush! How much stuff do you need? Mikey was dead and I needed toothpaste. Kate was fucking half the nation and I couldn't remember all that I needed.
Inside, there was a clerk whose job seemed to be to greet people. She started to say "Hello," but stopped after the first syllable and stared at me. She began to follow me from a distance as I walked down the aisles looking for bandages, and I was wondering if she would call the police about the strange, bloody guy in her store. The place was all but empty, and I would have called them if I had been her, but she finally edged up to me and said,



"Sir, let me help you."
She led me to the side room where the LabCorps people did their work.
"Bev? Can you give this guy a hand?" She turned to me. "I'm Brianna."
Beverly looked at my cheek and my hand and told Brianna what she'd need.
"You'll have to pay for everything," Brianna said. She left to get some supplies and Beverly attended to me. I don't know why.
My cheekbone was first. She had me sit and cleaned it and was putting something on it.
"What is that?"
"Medical superglue. It'll hold you together." She stopped for a second and asked, "Were you in a fight, Stefan?"
"Just with myself."
"What happened?"
"The short, short version? My son just died, and my wife had an affair with his doctor."
She looked at me and went back to my cheek. After another moment, she asked:
"Did you hurt her?"
"What?"
"Your wife. Did you hurt her?"
"No. No. I wanted to. I smashed some things. But the only person I hurt was myself."
"You're sure?"
"I swear. I didn't hurt her." Crap. I didn't even hit her.
"Can we call her?"
"Sure. Go ahead."
My palm was a bigger problem.
"Bri, get me my bag."
"What are you going to do?"
"It's pretty deep. I'm going stitch it. How did you get it?"
"I... well... I'm not sure. I was breaking and throwing things."
"You didn't hit her?"
"No. You're going to stitch my palm?" Why didn't I hit her?
"The glue won't work very well there. Don't worry. I'm experienced. I fill in at the urgent care center on weekends. Are your inoculations up to date?"
"I don't know, but this is my pharmacy."
They called for the pharmacist, who looked up my records in their database. The whole staff seemed to be working on me. The pharmacist checked and my tetanus was up to date.
Beverly asked me again: "Are you sure you didn't hurt anyone?"
"I swear."
"We need to know."
"Call her. The bitch."
When I was ready to go, Brianna had a package of things ready for me.
"Stefan, If you won't go back home, then go buy some fresh clothes. You can't wear those bloody things."
"Why are you doing this?"
"You looked like you needed some help."
"Did you call her?"
"We called. Get yourself some fresh clothes."
"What did she say?"
"She said to tell you she was sorry, and she said to ask you to come home."
I guess that's what you say.
*****
I checked into a motel with the bag from Walgreens and another from Walmart. I hadn't changed yet, but at Walmart I'd used self-checkout, and then the motel clerk had hardly looked at me. My hand was starting to throb, and it would be hard to do the shirt buttons with my bandage.
After I changed I went out for a sub and then bought a pint of Pikesville Rye. Both clerks looked at me funny. Well, if I was going to drink myself blotto, I might as well eat first and drink something decent.
I drank myself blotto, but not so blotto that I fell asleep right away. It bothered me that I hadn't even hit Kate. And I hadn't done anything to the motherfucker who had fucked Michael's mother, who had done all the things I'd recorded and probably others. No sex for Stef. Lots of sex for Jit. The images from my videos kept scrolling in front of me. Singh was skilled and creative. I'd give him that. I'd give him more. I didn't have a gun, yet, but I'd give him a lot more.
*****
*****
In the morning my head and my hand both ached. I took more ibuprofen than you're supposed to and went to an IHOP, where I had orange juice and coffee until I began hurting less, at least physically, and I found I was hungry. I got pancakes and bacon and over-easy eggs. I didn't want to be limited in what I could do.
At the hospital, I parked and took the elevator and walked across the skybridge. I certainly knew the way to Singh's office.
"Is he in?"
I went right past his receptionist, who tried to stop me, and into his office. He was at his desk, on his laptop, tall and athletic and certainly bigger than me, but he never expected me to rush in.
I came right around the desk and hit him as he began to stand. Oh, he held me off and he began to hit me, my body, my face, but it really didn't matter because I didn't care how much he hurt me. He got in one really good lick right where the superglue was holding my face together, and I saw a host of little white stars, but he was half-falling over his chair by then. I got a lucky finger in his eye, and when he put a hand over his eye I was able to choke him. He began clawing at my hands, and when he did that I was able to draw back and hit him right in the middle of his face, and he went all the way down.
His receptionist was screaming.
I stood over him while he lay there, not moaning but holding one hand over his eye and the other over his nose. It wasn't until way later that I realized that he'd taken the beating without ever crying out. There seemed to be a lot of blood, and some of it was mine.
I grabbed a tissue and held it to my cheek.
"You son of a bitch!"
He took several breaths, then leaned up on an elbow. "I wasn't responsible for your son's death, Mr. Hanrahan. I tried to save him."
He was as cool as ever but, like Kate, he had no idea.
"This isn't about my son! This is about what you did to my wife!"
Comprehension!
He didn't say anything after that.
"Yeah. That. And you think I'm done? Get security. Call the cops. Get me arrested. But know this -- I'll get out of jail eventually, and you'll have to keep looking over your shoulder for me. The only thing I have left is revenge on you. It's all I've got. You took the last fucking thing. Pun intended."
I almost jumped back down on him.
"You'll never know when it will happen. Maybe you'll be out to dinner with your wife." I looked away, then back. "Or maybe with someone else's wife. It doesn't matter. You won't see it coming. So, call the cops and start the clock."
I grabbed another tissue, turned, and walked out. Singh's receptionist had been in the doorway, on her cellphone, but she half-jumped out of the way. I think she knew all about what I'd just said. I walked past her to the elevators and got into one just as the other one opened and a couple of security types rushed out. I went down to the garage level, got in my car, and drove back to my motel. There I washed my face and changed to another new shirt and lay on the bed, but my cheekbone was really hurting. I got some ice from the machine and used a wash cloth to hold it on, and it helped a bit. Then I waited for the police to find me, but though the pounding on my cheek continued, the pounding on the door never came, and I finally went to sleep.
The evening and the morning were the third day.
*****
*****
You can get bored, waiting for the end to arrive. I used the time to list the important events in my life. My son got cancer. My wife cheated with my son's doctor. My son died. I'd buried him -- yesterday? The day before yesterday? My mind wasn't working right. I was considering killing both her and the doc. But. I'd caused a lot of damage at home without actually hurting her. Not physically. And I'd beaten up the fucker without killing him. Now the police were probably looking for me, and I had a bum hand, and my cheekbone both looked and felt like hell. Anything else? My life was over. That was about it.
When I grew tired of waiting, I checked out and drove to a hiking entrance on Carmel's Monon Trail. I started walking north. Did I think I could walk far enough to leave everything behind? I don't know what I thought. Kate and Michael and Singh stayed with me the whole way. I went north for a couple of hours, then walked back. It didn't clear my mind. It didn't do anything. I was hemmed in. What would I feel like in jail, when they finally found me? I should probably avoid that for now.
Of course! I'd drive to Cincinnati, another city in another state, just two hours down the road. Why Cincy? Why not? The Indy police wouldn't look for me there. I'd stay at a hotel near the zoo, one Kate and I had liked when we were an 'us' and Cincy was a getaway. The only problem: I had to turn on my phone to get GPS, and that brought in all of Kate's voicemails and texts and emails.
There weren't as many as I expected. I think she'd given up at some point. I know of people who have simply deleted everything rather than subject themselves to their future exes begging, or shouting, or arguing, but I listened to everything and read all the texts as I drove down the interstate. The first few of each were long and apologetic. Lost. How do you apologize for your actions with your dead son in your mind? How do you do that?
Kate obviously didn't know. She asked me to please come back. She told me she would explain and that she couldn't explain, but that she'd try to explain, and to please forgive her. In the first voicemail she was crying as she spoke. Later ones were shorter, and there hadn't been anything in the past day. The last text message had only a single word: "Please."
That sad little word bounced around in my head.
I ran into thunderstorms all along the route. Low, dark clouds, so dark they were almost black, crossed the road, and rains came. Cincinnati waited for me, but the rain changed to hail, then to rain too heavy for me to see anything beyond a semi's flashing taillights. A metaphor of my life, I thought, then replied, Quit trying to be so clever. But yes, murky and black. The storms would clear, or half clear, and return. I waited for the final downpour, but it never came.
I thought again of Kate's text: "Please." I blocked her number so I wouldn't have to see or hear any more, but it didn't help.
*****
It wasn't any better in Cincinnati. There wasn't enough space in all the world to free me from my dead son and my fucking wife and her fucking lover. Hamlet said he could be bound in a nutshell and consider himself the king of infinite space. It was the opposite. King Cancer and Crown Prince Singh had set me into the wide, wide world, and it was suffocating me. You bastard, Shakespeare! What do you know of boundedness?
But lucky me! I needed something -- anything -- to do besides sit in a hotel room, and that bastard Shakespeare was there. Cincinnati's Shakespeare company was doing "King Lear." It was either a great coincidence or a brilliant plan by the powers that be. I could use a tragedy of a dysfunctional family to get away from mine.
And they did a good job. I developed powerful hatreds for almost everyone in the play: Lear, Goneril, Regan, almost everyone. Even the Fool. I imagined hitting them like I'd hit Singh, or maybe choking Goneril. It was fine, being in there alone with no Kate to bother me. I felt great, good, hating Lear and his family and loving the play, not thinking about Kate or Singh or little Mikey, no, not a bit, not one iota of a thought for any of them, thinking so little of them that I almost missed the death of Cordelia and couldn't prepare myself for it.
Bloody, bloody hell!
Lear has a good daughter, Cordelia, who is killed. Yes, people die in Shakespeare all the time, but Cordelia doesn't have to die! That double-bastard Shakespeare tacked it on. Events are building toward a fine conclusion, and then, "Oops! We didn't rescue Cordelia. My bad." It's such an outrage that for years directors cut it and wrote their own happy endings.
But oh Lord does it hit you. It's so out of the blue. No one expects it. They hanged Cordelia in a goddamned oversight, and Lear finds her. It's like Michael. She's alive and reconnecting with her father, and then she's dead, more like the child who is hit by a car or drowns than one who wastes away before he dies, but still your child and still dead. Jesus fucking Shakespeare! Oh, they did the play well. They were too, too good. Lear came on-stage, distraught, carrying his dead daughter and crying, "No, no, no life? Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life, and thou no breath at all?"
Why should Kathryn Marie Hanrahan and Amarjit Singh, MD, PhD, have life, and Michael Lee Hanrahan have no breath at all?
Nor did Stefan Patrick Hanrahan. I had no breath. Don't breathe, don't move, don't think, don't even be. I wasn't dead. I was just there. I took in nothing because I couldn't stand anything. I wouldn't let it wash over me until I looked again at Cordelia, and then there was that poor father, Lear, who was holding his daughter's body and shouting, "Never! Never! Never! Never! Never!" and I began sobbing.
I could breathe. I just couldn't do it quietly, and I couldn't stop myself. It's the most emotional moment in all of drama, but the audience turned to stare at me, the crazed, sobbing man with the broken face, who fell apart over a 400-hundred year-old play. Even the players turned toward me. When I realized it, I got up and rushed out, out of the theater, apologizing to the audience members I brushed past, crying the whole way, out through a park, onto the streets and sidewalks, where I walked up one block and down another, another, another, until I could finally control myself. My God, my God! Why couldn't you have taken me instead?
My son was dead. My marriage was dead. Why wasn't I dead? I didn't want to die, because then I couldn't keep grieving for my son, and I couldn't hate Kate and Singh as much as they deserved. I could never hate them enough, but I could hate them more. Michael was the only thing worth living for. Maybe, after I'd grieved enough, I could take the next step.
*****
I went to a German restaurant across the Ohio River, in Newport, and ate alone in a large room filled with happy families. Kate and I had eaten there. I didn't go there because of Kate but because I knew the place. I remembered I'd had Sauerbraten before and I ordered it again. I don't remember what it tasted like, but I know I didn't finish it. I ordered a dark German beer because it seemed the right thing to do, but I left half of it. I remember that the waitress seemed concerned about me.
What else was there to do? I drove back across the bridge into Cincy and turned this way and that. It didn't matter where I ended or how long I took or if I got lost, so I spent a lot of time wandering in those old, hilly neighborhoods, the run-down ones with narrow streets and boxy houses and corner bars. I was driving up a street lined with boarded-up stores and trash-covered sidewalks, when something in me began to settle. Nothing caused it. Nothing specific. It just happened. I took a deep breath and started to think differently. It was time to find things out and focus and figure how to put one foot in front of the other. I turned on Google Maps and drove to the hotel.
*****
*****
There's an immense amount, online, about child deaths.
I hadn't realized how they kill your marriage. I'd known, but only theoretically. After their child dies, people aren't who they were. Some do crazy, incoherent things. They turn to crack or fentanyl or they drink themselves into oblivion. Some kill themselves. Others destroy their marriages in different ways, not wanting to do it or setting out to do it, not on purpose, but seemingly unable to control themselves. They turn against their loves. They attack them. They run away. They turn inward, become hermits. They abandon sex, then find themselves in bed with strangers. They have affairs.
They have affairs.
And then there was Kate.
Kate.
So that's what happened to you. You aren't my Kate anymore, are you, maybe not even your own Kate. Maybe you're someone else, someone you wouldn't recognize if you passed yourself going the other way on the street. Who are you?
Kate.
I had to stop there. If that was Kate, who was Stefan? Would I recognize myself on the street? I was going to murder them in the middle their sexing. I wondered what Michael would think of that. You wouldn't want me to ever hurt Mommy, would you? Oh, stop it, Mikey! You don't know how much she hurt me. But he wouldn't. He wouldn't want me to hurt the asshole, either. Well, for my son, I grew happier that I hadn't hit Kate. And maybe happy I hadn't killed Singh.
And he was right. Was what they did worth the death penalty? Should I be Stefan Hanrahan the killer?
But Kate! You didn't wait for Michael to die to have your affair. You couldn't wait that long, could you? Your son was alive and suffering. He was alone, across the skybridge, afraid and crying.
We were trying to get Michael through the suffering. One of us was, but not Kate. Kate was having orgasms! We were trying to make him better! That's what I'd thought. And the doctor was so damned optimistic. Sure! Let's make him suffer some more! It'll be good for him. What parents could say "no?"
By all means, stretch it out. Maybe Michael would even live, and the longer it lasted the more ways the doc could do my wife. It was a win-win situation.
But not for me. And, more importantly, not for Michael.
Even that wasn't right, because there was something else. Kate was running on fumes even before our boy was stricken. She was stumbling out of the gate. Yes, there was that.
So now we were in the Twilight Zone, and Rod Serling was standing there with that enigmatic look of his, announcing: "Submitted for your approval: these facts!"
Facts that kept getting in my broken face.
Why am I making up excuses for her?
There are facts and facts. Which were the most important ones? Kate had been drained and pounded flat. That much was true. Then, her last little word to me: "Please." Another fact. After everything, she was on her knees.
On the other side: rejection, disrespect, and deception. Quite a troika. My Kate. My Kate? Well, there might be differences of opinion about that. She'd sucked him and come at his command. That was also clear. Hell, he'd pumped phlegm into every part of her. Wasn't that how they knew you owned them? Did she play with that dick a long, long time, like she'd once played with mine, before he'd push inside her? What else did he do to her? How high would Kate soar when Singh got to that threesome with his PA, who "likes women?"
I thought, She isn't my Kate, ever again. She's his.
*****
I finally turned to practical matters: divorce. Site after site told me to protect my finances, but I checked everything, all our accounts, and Kate hadn't touched anything. She'd made a few credit card purchases. It had been how many days now? I began to wonder if she'd even left the house.
Could she have hurt herself?
"Please," she'd written. After that? Nothing. Could she have?
I checked the credit card charges. Her most recent ones had been this past afternoon, a good-sized one at some house cleaning company, and a couple at Grub Hub. Those things can take a day or two to show up, but she seemed to be alive.
Then I realized I hadn't gotten anything from family, from friends, from anyone. Not about Kate. About Michael, yes, plenty about him, but about Kate? No one had given or asked for information. No one had commiserated. No one had told me to go home or spoken up for Kate or castigated her or anything. There were condolences for our loss, but none for my loss of Kate. She apparently wasn't talking.
So, Stef old pal, where do we go from here?
There was only one thing I was pretty sure I could accomplish. I would listen to Michael and possibly reclaim Stefan.
With that thought, I went to bed.
*****
*****
Ch. 7: Kate
I didn't want to do what I had to do next.
I slept late. After I checked out, I stopped by a bakery for apple fritters and coffee, then drove back to Carmel. The morning was lovely, with a blue sky and white, puffy clouds, and forests the deep green of Spring. Trees climbed up the sides of the Cincinnati hills. I wished I could show them to Michael, show him the world and all the things in it. To a child the world is filled with magic, then you grow up and the world is just the world.



The hills faded as I drove into Indiana. I passed cornfields. See Mikey? The corn is all nice and even. See how it follows the swells and folds of the land? Michael would have loved it if I'd been able to show him that. He'd have seen the magic in it, magic that I -- his stupid Daddy -- couldn't use to save him, or to keep my wife.
I wanted to get home and talk to him.
I checked into the same motel. No, no cops had come by to see me. Okay. I was going to be out of action for a few days, so there were things to get done. I paid for my room a week in advance. I went online and did the recommended things: cancelling most credit cards, taking most of the money from our savings and checking accounts and setting up new, solo ones. It would take longer to do that with our investment accounts, but I began the processes. I checked out divorce attorneys. I called the attorney who had handled our wills, and told him I might need some assistance. Could he recommend a defense attorney and give me his number?
Then I stood in front of the mirror and looked at myself. I know you do that metaphorically, but I did it physically, to... what? To take stock. Not just to see what a mess I was. I looked, and considered, and decided I was doing the right thing. I drove into Indy but went out of my way to stop at the cemetery, so I could tell Michael I'd be away a few days. I'd be back as soon as I could, and we could talk.
I stopped at a Denny's for a club sandwich, a coke, and some fries. I wanted the extra time to figure out exactly how I was going to get through this. Halfway through eating I realized the only alcohol I'd had in the past few days had been half a German beer. Well, I wouldn't get any for a while, not where I was going, which was to jail.
It was time.
****
Only I didn't go to jail.
I told the desk officer at the metro police station that I was surrendering myself. They should have an arrest warrant. I gave my name, the place, and Singh's name.
"It's probably for assault and battery."
He looked at my face for a moment, then turned to his computer.
"No, son," he finally said, shaking his big, red, Irish face. "There's nothing here. Maybe you got into a fight, but no one has filed anything."
I would have to do this in person. So, next: Children's Hospital. I thought I'd go to Singh's office. I'd apologize in person and let him do whatever he wanted. But, no again. Apparently their security is good, or they have license plate readers linked to AI or something, because just as I pulled into a parking space a security truck blocked me in.
The security officer was polite. "You'll have to leave, Mr. Hanrahan. If you don't leave immediately, we'll detain you and have you arrested. We'll follow you out."
"Okay. I understand. One thing, though. Can I leave a message?"
"Yes sir."
"Can I write it down?"
"There's no need, sir. Everything here is being recorded."
"Okay. Tell Dr. Singh I'm done with revenge. Tell him he doesn't have to worry about me anymore. I'm not going to stalk him or hurt him. I'm not sorry for what I did, but I'm through. He should stay away from me and from my wife. Otherwise, he's free. That's not to say he shouldn't worry about some other husbands... that asshole! Just not me. Tell him that, please. And tell him I'm grateful for what he tried to do for my son, and I hope he helps other peoples' kids."
They followed me out, and I drove back to the cemetery.
*****
I sat on the grass beside Michael's grave and talked with him for a long time. I apologized that the grave was still rough, a mound of dirt covered by artificial turf, but he didn't seem to mind. Then I talked about Mommy, and me, about all of us, and about his doctors.
He was content to leave the talking to me.
I could tell he liked his doctors, but he really liked some of the nurses, especially the night staff, who would sit and talk with him when he couldn't sleep and was sad. Sometimes they'd read to him or tell him stories.
I tried to think of some stories, ones with happy endings, and I made one up about a little boy named Michael who lived on a magical mountain. He liked it. After that I ran out of things to say for a while, so there were silences. He let me sit quietly and then he let me continue without interrupting. I knew he wanted Mommy to come with me next time, and I promised I'd bring her, but of course I was lying.
It was evening by the time I was talked out, and I said my goodbyes and promised to come back soon. I'd bring some picture books next time and read to him. He was happy to hear that.
I left and went back to the other world.
I'd see Kate. I guessed she could say her piece, after which I could get on with whatever life was left.
*****
Nothing happened like I expected. Everything was strange.
The first thing I noticed was that the Camry hadn't moved or been touched; it was on the right side of the driveway, the wheels pointed outward. The driver's door was ajar and had a dent.
Then there was the picture window, which wasn't broken or covered in cracks. It began to feel more like Ground Hog Day than the Twilight Zone.
Inside, the house was empty, what I could see of it from the door. It was bright enough not to need lights, though that would change soon enough. Where was Kate? Had she left? There was only a house that was empty and still.
Then, the mess. There wasn't any mess.
There wasn't any smell of spirits, and the living room was clean, tidy, almost excessively neat. No broken bottles. No shattered glass. Everything had been cleaned up, off the floor, out of the liquor cabinet, away from the fireplace, everywhere. The carpet had been shampooed and felt damp, and I could smell carpet cleaner. All the broken and cracked liquor-cabinet windows were gone. There was one undamaged pane, but the rest stared at me. Quiet, ghostly stares. The woodwork had gouges. About half the bottles remained and lined the shelves: Scotch, gin, bourbon, rum, everything.
It was the same with the China cupboard. The shattered glass, porcelain, bone China, ceramics, majolica, and pottery had been cleaned up. It was neat, orderly. The Qing dynasty vase was gone. All the broken cupboard windows were gone. There was no blood anywhere. There were gouges in the panels, and a couple on the wall, where my aim hadn't been straight. The edge of one cabinet door was cracked about halfway through. Maybe a quarter of Kate's beloved plates and cups and figurines remained.
I stood in front of it and listened for anything. There wasn't anything.
I took the stairs quietly, trying not to make any sound at all. I didn't want to announce my presence. The first room at the top of the stairs was Michael's. No one was there or would ever be there. The next door was our bedroom. I began to worry that there might be that smell, not liquor but the other smell. There wasn't. There wasn't any smell at all.
I was still afraid of what I might find, and what I found was Kate, lying on the bed, on her back, as though asleep, her head on a pillow, one hand on her stomach and the other by her side. The bed was otherwise undisturbed. She was wearing a dress, a green shift, and she was barefoot. Was she more than asleep? I couldn't tell if she was breathing.
"Kate?"
She didn't move.
"Kathryn?"
I said it quietly, but this time she opened her eyes, and when she saw me she sat up. She looked terrified.
I spoke softly again. "I've just come for a few things."
Kate stood, almost at attention. Her lips were squeezed tightly together. After a moment she held her arms out, not all the way out, but far enough to show she wanted me to hold her. She didn't say anything.
"I'll only be a minute."
She closed her eyes and nodded.
I went into the bathroom to pack some toiletries, and when I returned, Kate was still standing there, but her arms were down. She swayed, first a little, then enough that I thought she might fall.
"I'll be going."
"Please. Stef?"
Her voice was the first thing I'd heard in the house.
"Please? Can we talk before you go? Please?"
I'd already decided we could.
"We can. Look, sit down."
She sat on the bed, and I took the vanity chair.
She couldn't seem to decide what to say, so I began.
"You've been home this whole time?"
She tried to smile.
"I wanted to be here." She looked out the window, then back at me, and her eyes had that expression, something maybe a little less protective and a little more tormented than the 1,000-yard stare. "In case you came back."
My Kate. Not mine anymore. Singh's toy. She didn't seem to know what else to say. I waited for the explanations and the apologies and the protestations of love, but she simply looked around the room, and at me, as though she were lost.
Finally, I said, "You cleaned things up."
"I wanted it to be neat for you." There was a longer pause. She wiped her eyes and finished in a small voice. "In case you came back." She took another breath. "I called some people. Professionals. They'll have to finish everything later."
"Well, thanks, but I won't be staying here."
"Please Stef. Don't go."
"I need to go."
"Don't leave. Please. Our baby died, and I killed us. I love you but I killed us, and I can't undo it." She stopped, and we sat facing each other. "Can you stay? Please? Just for a little while?"
"Why? What good would that do?"
"Just a little while? I don't want to be alone."
"I didn't cause that. So tell me. What do you want?"
"I want... I want..." She sighed and shook her head. "I can't have what I want. What I want is to be your wife. I want you to take me back."
*****
*****
There were times, when we were an 'us,' that we would go a long time without speaking. We'd be silently comfortable together. There was no need to fill the void with words. Holding hands, or holding bodies, walking or sitting or lying down quietly were fine. It wasn't as it was with the western Apaches, who would be silent because they would give up on words. It was more not needing them.
But now it was different. We needed words, but they eluded us. I was the first to find any, and they were hateful.
"You don't want that. You chose to not be my wife, so you don't get to want that."
I hadn't thought I'd say that. I'd decided to be mild, calm, soft, but it didn't work. Kate turned away but still had no words of her own.
"You don't get to demean me for wanting sex, so you could move on to your new love, not and then want me to come back. It doesn't work that way."
"No! Stef..."
"I get it. He's brilliant, good-looking, gonna be rich and famous. He runs an award-winning program. What's not to like? Who knows? Maybe he'll marry you and you'll get to move up in the world. Bask in the glow of celebrity wifehood. Wow!"
I was piling on, but I couldn't stop once everything began coming out. Kate pulled both her hands to her stomach, then put one over her mouth. She looked like she'd been battered, like she'd been punched in the stomach. I thought she might vomit, but I wouldn't stop for that.
"You just have to get away from your stupid husband, first. But...!" She was trying to break in, but I'd finish before I'd allow that, and the wrath I thought I'd fought to at least a draw took the lead. "But, you don't get to want that old relationship back, Kate! You've lost the right!"
She screamed at me then, like she couldn't hold it back.
"No! No! No, Stef. It wasn't like that at all. It was nothing like that!"
"Then tell me. What was it like?"
"I didn't stop having sex because of Jit! Dr. Singh." She tossed her head back and forth. "It had nothing to do with either of you. I stopped because I couldn't stand to do that while Mikey was suffering."
"Well, you certainly got into it full time with your dear and glorious physician."
She started to say something but stopped and took a deep breath instead.
"Yes. I did."
It was little more than a whisper. She stopped and looked at her hands. She closed her eyes and shook her head. I waited, and she began again.
"I did."
She looked away, then back, then away and then back again.
"I did. It was because he was... Oh please, Stef. He was a god to me."
Oh, shit. Was he Charlie Manson and she maybe Squeaky Fromme?
"So, let me guess. He's one of those doctors with the god-complex, and you were weak, and he..."
"No. That's not what I mean. Not exactly. I don't know. But he was my god."
"He was...?"
"He was my beautiful Indian god, who was going to save Mikey's life."
I had nothing.
"I had this horrible crush on him. It must have been obvious. No. I didn't do anything. I wasn't going to do anything. Not then. No. But he knew everything and was so grand and focused and optimistic, so much in charge. And he promised to save Mikey!"
It hadn't been obvious. Not to me.
"He promised!"
So? Everyone had promised. The whole clan of them had promised.
"Then, one night we were in the cafeteria. It was right before Mikey's first crisis. I broke down, and he held me and I... something changed." She looked at the floor, at the wall, at anything but me. "Everything changed. It was more than a crush. I suddenly felt he could do anything, and I had to help him. He'd make everything turn out alright. He'd promised! And I'd do anything he wanted."
"You owed him?"
"No. I don't know. Maybe. But it was more. I'm sorry, Stef. After he comforted me, he touched my breast. He just put his hand on me, right here." She placed a hand on her left breast. "That was all. He wanted me. Sexually. I knew I had to do whatever he wanted, and I wanted to do it."
We were both silent. I broke the silence:
"Did he threaten you? Or Mikey?"
"No. Never. He just told me what to do and I did it."
"In exchange for Mikey's life."
"He never mentioned that. But I knew it."
Oh, Lord. The things gods demand of us.
"And he never let you off the hook."
"The hook?"
"God told Abraham to sacrifice his son, Isaac, and Abraham, who was holy, set out to do it. He'd do whatever God told him to do. But God let him off the hook. He got to substitute a ram. Singh never did that for you."
"I never asked." Kate stared at something on the floor. "I don't know what happened to me. My mind was telling me things that weren't true. I know it now, but I didn't realize it. Everything seemed clear. He would do it. I didn't have any doubts at all. So... so... I did everything he said, things I liked and some things I didn't like. I tried to be good for him."
Kate put her hand over her eyes again. "I had to keep you from interfering. That was all. I had to be all in for Jit, for Dr. Singh, and he would make everything work out. So, I felt like he was my god."
The God that failed. I didn't say it but I thought it. We were as silent as Michael.
I wasn't sure she'd continue.
"When Mikey died I was so confused. He'd promised, Stef! Mikey was going to be okay! I even thought, maybe there'd been a mistake. Maybe he'd be alive, at the visitation or the funeral. I know. I know. It's crazy, but I half-believed it. You were angry with me, and I didn't know why. I didn't know you knew about us, and I thought it was because of Mikey, that it was my fault he was dying. And then that he died." She stopped until she could control her breathing. "Then I thought maybe I hadn't been good enough for... Dr. Singh, and if I could be better he'd still bring Mikey back. It was... what I thought. Until you exploded at me."
I didn't feel any anger toward her. What I felt? Just sad.
Please, no, sweet Jesus. My poor, mad girl.
"Are you still seeing him?"
"No. He came to the funeral, but no. I've been alone."
"He hasn't even called you?"
"No. Why... Stef, why are you smiling like that?"
"Not very considerate of him. You see, I beat the holy crap out of your god."
"No!"
"Yes."
"When?"
"The day after the funeral."
"You?"
"Me?" I said it sarcastically. "Me."
"Is that why...?" She pointed to my cheek, then at my hand.
"Yes. He got in a good one there. The hand is from throwing and breaking things. Anyway, I'm pretty sure he had to get medical care for his eye and his nose." I thought about it. "And maybe his throat."
"Oh my God!"
"Maybe a different god. Anyway, I thought he'd call to check on you. Or to warn you about me. But I guess gods don't worry so much about the little people."
She thought for a moment, then touched a hand to her mouth.
"But you'll get in trouble."
"Apparently not."
"They'll arrest you!"
"No. It looks like he's decided to eat the beating. Maybe he has a little bit of godly shame."
She stared some more, then she reached a hand toward me as though to touch my cheek.
"You did that for me?"
"No." I paused to let it sink in, and Kate jerked back, but right away I had a different thought. I tried to stop myself, but failed. "I did it for me. I won't fight for you. You made your choice to move up to your... god, while Mikey was dying. I guess you had otherworldly sex, but you're on your own now."
God damn me!
Kate started crying again.
Daddy! Mommy's crying.
Michael could have been standing right beside me. I heard him that clearly.
She's crying, Daddy!
I know, Mikey. I know.
She didn't sob, but she put her face in her hands and her shoulders quivered. She shook her head and began saying something, something mixed with the crying, something behind her hands. I couldn't make out what it was. She could eventually control herself, but she wouldn't take her hands from her face.
A breath could knock her over, and I was playing the big bad wolf.
Daddy!
I know, Mikey. I know.
"I can't undo it." Kate's voice, that soft voice, subdued, breathless, rose over the conversation in my head. She couldn't undo anything. I couldn't unsay anything.
"I'm sorry, Kate."
"I don't know what to do."
I don't have a word to describe her. Empty? She had nothing left. But who could believe the bullshit she'd just given me? Me. I could and I do. Later, her therapists did too. I was certain it was all true, and with that certainty I decided other things.
There's that saying, that whatever doesn't kill you makes you stronger. It's not true. Everything had weakened Kate. Every damned thing had taken something else from her until she was hollow. I should have known. Hell, I'd planned to murder her, and my experiences weren't nearly as bad. Fucking Shakespeare, or something, had saved me. Kate was in freefall, with nothing to save her. That bastard had pushed her over and enjoyed it.
You were my sweetheart. How could I treat you like that? How can I do that?
I stepped to the bed and stood beside her and put my hand on her shoulder.
"I'm so sorry, Stef."
I took her hand and sat beside her. She kept looking down as I caressed her fingers with my thumb.
"It'll work out."
"I don't have our baby. I don't have you."
"We'll get through it."
Maybe I'd started making peace with myself, but for Kate there was no peace at all. I traced the whole, awful trajectory of the motherhood she'd wanted. Sickness, threat, weariness, exhaustion, unending hardship, then the death spiral of her son and the promises of that demon. The end of the world and her fall from faithfulness.
Of course Singh could take her. Such an easy conquest. Where's the sport, Jit? Maybe he knew and had planned it from our first meeting. Or maybe it was a crime of opportunity. Low hanging fruit. It really didn't matter for that son of a bitch. How many mothers had he seduced that way? Kate can't have been the only susceptible one. What kind of monster was he? He could do that and still save kids' lives? Or the two things were linked. He saved kids' lives and thereby got to play with their mothers.



He had to pay, but I didn't want to hurt the next, poor cancerous kid who went to Children's Hospital. There were licensing boards, and disciplinary committees, and laws. I'm sure Singh agreed that he was a god, but the failed god was going to pay.
That was why he didn't file charges! If he had, I'd bring up what he'd done to Kate, and his secret life would have come out. Well, it was going to come out anyway. I'd use all the tools I could, and if it bit me back, then so be it.
But first there was my wife.
I'll help her, Mikey. You'll see.
Could Kate heal? Maybe not be my Kate, anymore but be a whole Kate? I was sure she couldn't do it on her own. She needed more than I could give her, but I could hold her hand.
"You want me to stay a while?"
She looked up at me, with her face all red and wet, and her eyes swollen, and her mouth twisted and looking wretched, and I think she began to understand what I was offering.
"Would you?"
"Yes. I will." I put my arm around her and pulled her close. "Okay. Okay. I'll stay as long as you need me. We'll get through this. Okay? Together."
We sat there, neither of us talking. Just sitting and holding each other. After some time had passed, she looked up at me and asked,
"Why?"
"Why what?"
"Why are you staying?"
What could I tell her?
"It's complicated."
We sat a while longer.
*****
Later I turned on some lights and told her we had to eat.
"I can't eat, Stef."
"You have to."
She was shaky on her feet, so I led her down the stairs and to the dinette table. She say quietly while I looked for food in the fridge. I found a partly-eaten hamburger and some soggy fries. Behind it was a container with the wilted remains of a Caesar's salad. I finally found a frozen pepperoni pizza in the deep freeze and started the oven.
"What would you like to drink?"
"Just some water, please."
I got Kate a glass of ice water, then went to my liquor cabinet to see what I had. The Elijah Craig bottle wasn't broken. I filled a drinking glass with ice and poured whiskey to the rim.
She really wouldn't eat, so I pulled a chair around next to her and held a slice of pizza to her mouth until she took a little bite. "Now eat!"
I handed her the slice. I held her other hand and stared at her until she took another bite. She began squeezing my hand and tried to smile again, and this time she succeeded. It was a tiny smile, but real. It was my bad hand, and it hurt, but I wanted her to keep holding. I had to eat with my left hand, so it was a little dicey, but ultimately she finished a slice and half another one, and I ate two and finished the glass of whiskey.
She didn't let go during the entire meal.
*****
People make mistakes
Holding to their own
Thinking they're alone
More lyrics, this time from "Into the Woods," which was where I think Kate had wandered
alone. I'd been stuck at home, and we hadn't been intimate, and she'd begun realizing she was losing Michael. The good-looking doctor was the wolf. Don't stray from the path, Red Riding Hood, but oh, the wolf could make his pitch, and he'd swallowed her whole. Kate had made the biggest mistake and fallen into the land of mistakes, and it was time to lead her out.
So I stayed a while.
We slept together that night, but chastely. There absolutely wasn't any sex. Oh, I'm certain Kate would have served up endless quantities of guilt sex if I'd asked, but I couldn't have stood that. For her part, I think she was afraid to bring up sex at all. No, she wanted to hold me, to know I would be there. I let her hold me until we drifted down. It's okay, Kate. I'm staying.
I didn't want to do anything that would scare her or depress her more, so I held her gently, a hand on her shoulder or her hip, a touch to her arm. The more I held her, the more I wanted to hold her. I hated you.
But my actual feelings? Could I summarize them if I were asked? I could not, even to myself.
I tried -- and failed -- to forget Kate's pleasuring Singh's penis, that big, dark thing. Who could compete with a god? Leda copulated with Zeus when he came in the form of a swan. I remembered, when I was about sixteen, seeing a print of Zeus having his way with Leda. I'd thought, A fucking bird! I'm sure I wasn't the only teenage boy who thought it was the most twisted, and most erotic, thing he'd ever seen. Well, gods win every time.
But Kate's god had failed. And been felled, I thought, which seemed a nice play on words. But did it change anything? Maybe there was an opening for a replacement, not for a god or a puppet master, but something more ordinary? Singh had been both of those things. What was left? What about a husband? Oh Jeez! That. She'd been my Kate, but she was someone else now, and I didn't think that would be in the picture. Christ! I'd stay with her while she healed, then we'd go our separate ways. We'd build new lives.
The next morning, we called to make a joint appointment with a therapist, and then Kate and I went together to see Michael. We sat on a little blanket and Kate insisted on telling him how she had hurt me while he was sick, and how sorry she was, and that we would come together every time if it was all right with him. Then we took turns reading picture books to him, sometimes trading off doing the different voices in a story. One or the other of us would turn the book toward the grave, so he could see the pictures.
We both knew he wasn't really there, but we wanted to believe he was, and I understood exactly how a dream world could grow.
I was reading Goodnight Moon when Kate put her lips to my hair and nuzzled me and put both arms around me. I had to stop for a moment.
"Oh, Stef!"
"Well, no PDAs in front of the ildren-chay."
Don't toy with her. Don't you dare do anything that could break her worse.
"Let's finish Mikey's book," I said. "Then we'll go home."
That was when I knew I loved her again.
*****
*****
Ch. 8: Afterwards.
We stayed together, the two of us.
It wasn't easy: a short confrontation, an apology, a sweet fuck. Nothing like that. There were eighteen months of counseling and awkward bits of movement. I'd love her, and then I'd remember what she'd done with Singh. Or worse, I'd play the videos to torture myself, and I'd want to hit her. I'd take long walks and think That wasn't her. Yes it was her. She was Kate, but she wasn't. She wouldn't do that, but she did. Or: she did it, but she wouldn't.
To stay, I had to forgive Kate, and I did. No, that's not it. I didn't so much "forgive" her as conclude she wasn't responsible. She was a victim. She was a victim of circumstances, and of a manipulative beast. So yes I "forgave" her, and yes, I regained my trust in her. Almost completely. She was a victim, not a perpetrator, and she had been punished far more than she deserved. Even saying that -- "deserved" -- is wrong. It's wrong like "forgave" is wrong. Kate was punished for not being strong enough to hold up the world, and she became ever more my Kate as she recovered. My poor sweetheart. Yes, she became Kate, but without the confidence and assertiveness.
The imaginary conversations with Michael faded. I had dreams, two, three, four of them. In each one, he told me I had to take care of Mommy, and in each of them I said I would,
And she needed care. She was fragile. One day the traffic was terrible and I was very late getting home, and when I came through the door she ran to me and almost knocked me down. "You're home, Stef!"
"Hey, Katie. Traffic was bad."
"I'm sorry. It's just, I worried that... never mind."
"That I might not come back?" We'd had that conversation before.
She didn't answer for a moment. She was breathing hard and holding me, and I was holding her, and she nodded.
"Well, here I am. You're stuck with me."
There were issues and issues. One was sex, of course, which we worked on a lot. The first time we actually had sex, Kate said, "You can use the riding crop on me."
I knew where she was going with that.
"I don't think so. Some other time."
"Really. You could whip me."
"But I won't. You have to trust me. We'll talk with the therapist."
We made sweet, soft love, and it was pretty terrible. I remembered a line from some film, "Was it as bad for you as it was for me?" I didn't ask her that.
After we were done, once we'd gotten our wind back, Kate wanted a story. It was the story of how her Stefan had beaten up Dr. Singh, in detail, and I was happy to oblige. Then she wanted to hear it again, with more details. She lay snuggled up against me and played with my spent penis enough to keep me semi-erect, and listened to my story. Once she understood Singh was a false god who had beguiled her, she wanted him to suffer, and I was the instrument of his suffering. That was fine by me. I wondered if she saw me as the superior god, having taken down the previous one. Could she be cured just to that point, but no further?
Yes, I liked that fantasy.
After I finished the story the second time, Kate played on me with her mouth to get me back up, and I pushed her onto her back and slid two fingers into her vagina, and played with her, and when we were both ready I entered her again, and it was much better.
It would be great to be Kate's god, but it wouldn't be fair to her. Really? Would you rather be fair than be her god? I decided not to answer the question.
Sex and forgiveness. The real forgiveness issue was Kate's. Could she forgive herself? I think that would be the hardest thing, and I don't know how you'd go about doing it. Sometimes she'd get a look, and when she did, I'd know she was going to want to hold me and not want to let go. She'd tell me she loved me and say something like, "I'm sorry, Stef. I'm so sorry."
I'd reply: "Katie. My girl. Don't be sorry. Be happy we're together. I love you to the moon and back." And we'd kiss and I'd let her hold me as long as she needed to, and we'd make love. Every time.
*****
Jit Singh was punished far less than he deserved. There were lawsuits once his secret life came out, ours leading the way, and he was publicly outed. Oh, his lawyers threatened to have me charged if we went forward with our suit, but I told them it was worth it and that I had the evidence. In the end they settled -- without a non-disclosure agreement. Singh had built such a grand program that the Children's Hospital Foundation wanted to protect him, but they and their insurance company grew tired of paying out so much, and taking in so much less from their donors, and putting up with the ongoing bad publicity from local media, so they showed him the door.
So what? He got divorced and moved away. His medical license was suspended, but only for six months, because these were adult women, and coercion would be hard to prove. Indeed, most of the women whose children had survived wanted to protect him. Of those whose kids died, though, including one woman who was a member of the Medical Ethics Review Board? Not so much. I'm sure Singh is practicing medicine today. I hope he's helping little kids live. I also hope they're keeping an eye on him.
*****
There was one other really hard thing for us. Children. Kate was so overwhelmed by what had happened to Michael, and what had happened to her, that we saw our therapist for eighteen months over it, talked about it, even argued about it. I finally gave up and made my peace with childlessness. I understood, and I'd live with it. We had been a family. That was gone, but I still had my wife -- or my wife again -- and I would live with the incompleteness. If I was enough for her, she would be enough for me, and I'd work to be content. I wasn't sure I'd always be enough for her, but I thought we had learned to be honest with each other.
Then, I got home one day and Kate greeted me with: "We have to talk." She looked so somber.
Oh, no. Out of the blue. I prepared myself as we went into living room and sat near our restored China cabinets. I took a breath and began.
"Okay, hon. Whatever it is, we can talk it through."
She reached across and took my hand. She looked weepy, but then she smiled.
"The thing we have to talk about..." She stopped talking and smiled some more and wiped her eyes, and I thought she might smile and cry at the same time. "Steffy? It's just that I'd like us to make another baby together, starting tonight."
*****
*****
We take the kids to Michael's grave on his birthday. They don't completely understand their older brother's death, but they're in awe of his grave. Fiona can read the headstone, and little Brian will run his fingers through the letters. We take storybooks with us, and Fiona will help read them. Then Fiona and Brian will run around the grounds and play and sometimes talk with other mourners, who are usually happy to tell them about their loved ones. Kate and I will sit by Michael's grave, and we'll sometimes give up on words and just lean against each other, my arm around her shoulder, and hers around my waist, our heads touching, and be one.
We've never gotten the riding crop back out. But it's still there.
End.
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That Time of Year
Chapter 1. Strangers
*****
Their first time. Will there be one?
Will wonders if Rita will remember it the same way he will. If it happens at all.
You know the old saying about aging: the first thing to go is your memory and the second thing is -- I don't remember. But this night. This night may have a lot to recall. Maybe he'll remember that Rita floats into the bedroom, but that would be a false memory. She doesn't float into the bedroom or onto the bed. He'd like to remember it that way, but no, she trudges. He can already -- already! -- see there's a problem.
How does it go? There's a shadow between the idea and the reality, between the motion and the act. Here, it's between the living room and the bedroom. Something changed. Rita kissed him and rose and took Will's hand, but something terrible must have happened. It's obvious to him but she won't own it.
She likes the bedroom as much as the rest of the house, or so she'd said over dinner, and he has no reason to disbelieve her, but now she won't look at anything. Or she looks away from everything as though she doesn't want to be there. Just say it, Rita. Say it: "Will, I'm not comfortable with this." But nothing.
He tries to kiss her. She doesn't open her lips. If he'd had all his functions he might have plowed ahead, no pun intended, but he doesn't, and he already knows that's not going to happen, so he decides right off to give her an out.
"I don't want to make you uncomfortable. I've got some exceptional Malbec and good cheese and crackers. We can talk and have a nice time. And the cats need petting."
"No. No, really. I'm just a little nervous. It's been so long, and I feel like such an old hag."
"Rita! Stop that! Are you trying to convince me or yourself?"
"I'm sorry. Really. Here. Watch."
Rita steps out of her shoes to invite him. Will takes a breath and begins unbuttoning her blouse. She hardly breathes while he does it. She has a mauve skirt with a dark belt, and when he gets down to her waist he unfastens everything and slides the skirt to the floor, sliding his hands along her calves, which are smooth and pale. She doesn't wear hose, which is good because he likes her legs, but she stands rigidly the whole time, arms straight down, whatever he does. He finishes unbuttoning her blouse and she does at least adjust her arms and shoulders so he can slip it off.
"Can we make it a little darker in here?"
"Then how will I see you?"
"I'm sorry. I have such crepey arms and thighs. You won't like them."
"Rita! Can I be the judge of that?"
Yes, she isn't some 25-year old, but Will finds her arms and thighs are just fine. He decides if he says that, she won't believe him, so instead he says:
"Look. If you're absolutely awful I promise to run screaming from the room."
Finally, she smiles a little.
With her blouse and skirt off, it is clear she works out. Along with that, Will could tell she watches her diet even if he hadn't had dinners with her. She has very little belly. In all, she works hard not to get old. Well, good luck with that, but she's slowed it down and shaped it. Her face, hands, and forearms are tan, but the further in you go the paler she is.
He can't interpret her expression, but he is getting vaguely hopeful because she decided to let it go this far.
"Okay, turn around so I can undo your bra."
She holds her arms straight at her sides while he unfastens it. It's the same when he pulls her panties all the way down. She's the first woman he's seen nude -- live, in person -- in a very long time, and he wishes he could get hard over her.
The years, ah the years; they're kinder to small-breasted women and they've been kind to Rita. Hers droop just enough, and her nipples are long and wonderful. She watches him looking at them. He caresses her breasts using just his fingers, his palm sides and then the fronts, but when he bends to lick her nipples she jerks.
"Are you okay? I can stop."
"No. No. I was just surprised."
She climbs onto the bed and lies as straight and tense as she had stood. Well. Will might as well get started.
"I'm going to give you a whole-body massage. And I do mean whole body."
He begins by massaging her shoulders and her neck. Nothing too sexual. Then her left arm, the fingers, the hand, and up to her shoulder, and she relaxes a bit. Then the other arm. Then her chest, down to her breasts.
He tells her, "You really are lovely," and shushes her when she tries to deny it. Then back to her breasts. He is especially gentle around them, and this time when he bends to lick and suckle she doesn't jerk. He fondles both of them. He'll put a hand against one side of a breast and slide the fingers of the other hand up, from the base to the nipple, over and again, pulling the nip softly. One breast, then the other, then back. Her nipples stiffen and grow even longer. He thinks maybe -- just maybe -- she is getting hot.
After that he works back up her chest to her shoulders, her neck, her jaw. He kisses her, or tries to, but she still keeps her mouth closed. He doesn't comment on it. She will or she won't, and he might as well continue. Aside from her nipples and the fact she let him take her clothes off, he can't tell if she is getting anything out of this. He massages her sides, belly and hips, skirting her mound, traveling straight down to her legs and feet, beginning on the left side. He then works back up, her feet, ankles, calves, thighs, all the way to her vulva, which he carefully doesn't touch. She grows tense as he gets close, and he lets her body speak to him. Done with the left leg; he goes on to the right. Rita seems to be relaxing.
Once he's back up to Rita's center, it's the moment to go sexual. Now or never. He puts both hands, simultaneously, onto her mound, and --
Rita absolutely freezes.
He stops. Completely stops. Her muff is so soft. My God, what an awful place to stop!
What's wrong? What's different in the bedroom? What changed for her? It's then that it becomes clear to Will that there's something in her background.
Something happened to you, Rita. Something bad.
There was that day, in the library. Donna had referred to something, just obliquely, something that had kept Rita home for months. Will struggles to remember the details of that conversation.
Was she raped? Yes. That. It must be! What else could it be? Maybe she can't enjoy sex anymore. She was willing to try, he thinks, but now that they're on the bed and she's naked it's too much for her. Am I making her relive it? And keeping her mouth closed.
Oh Jesus, the rapist used her mouth!
Ask her one last time. "Do you want me not to do that?" She doesn't say anything at all, which he decides tells him everything, so he'll pull the plug as sweetly as possible.
"Sit up, will you please?"
He helps her to sit.
"Rita, you know how much I like you. But let's stop. You're my friend, maybe the best friend I have. I don't want to lose that friendship over this. It's okay to stop. I'll get the wine."
*****
*****
They've gone about as far as they can go. The line from "Kansas City," Rodgers and Hammerstein, reverberates. The line is cute, but it doesn't help at all. Will thinks It won't be Rita. And?
If it won't be Rita, it probably won't be anyone. A widowed Baby Boomer doesn't have that long to search, even with his advantages. He doesn't look anywhere near his age. His hair isn't gray enough or thin enough, nor his face ravaged enough, nor his muscles withered enough. A couple of times when he was not doing well after his surgeries, his late wife had quipped that now he would be taken for her husband instead of her son. Ha-ha. It's less "ha-ha" when they quip it more than once. Just the other day a clerk at the gym said she didn't believe his age, that her grandfather was old, so she'd know. Will told her to look at his picture up in the attic, but she didn't get the joke.
Maybe he's doomed to old man's disease. To aloneness. Where did everyone go? Friends and family, pals, lovers, poker buddies have died or moved away or gone demented. Hell, he'd moved away. There used to be work and associations. There was a woman. There isn't anymore.
With Will's looks, there should be abundant opportunities with sweet young things of fifty or sixty, but at first it was too soon, and now maybe it's too late. There are more lonely old women than lonely old men, and there have been prospects. His kids will have him over and happen to invite this widow or that divorcee. There was a neighbor, then a woman came on to him at the grocery. And, nothing. He couldn't make himself take the step, and he doesn't want to chance hurting anyone.
There is Rita, but maybe there isn't. Probably not. Maybe they can stay friends. Friends without benefits.
*****
It's surprising that they've even gotten this far.
After hemming and hawing and arguing with himself and with his daughter, he finally decided to go to the Senior Center's speed dating festival. That's what they called it: a 'festival.' The Center is very progressive and tech friendly. Participants would speed date after everyone had filled out on-line forms and taken two photos, front view and side view, like police mug shots. People would look at the photos and read the entries on their phones and rank everyone. They all got to chat with their top five joint choices, determined by an algorithm, for ten minutes each. That's it. What could possibly go wrong?
Well, to start they asked for preferred pronouns. That! For Will, it was almost a deal killer right there. He said "fuck you" to himself. They don't want people like me. He left the site for an hour and stewed. They also wanted to know other personal things. Gender. Not 'sex.' Okay, fine, but Crap!, there was that inclusion of 'nonbinary' and 'cis' whatever. He almost shut down the site again. Then, ethnicity. One option was 'Latinx.' They fucking use 'Latinx'?!
You may be finding more about Will than you want to know.
What was a person looking for? A man? A woman? Something else? Okay, but how much detail did they want? It asked what kind of relationship participants were looking for. Companionship? Friendship? Romance? BDSM? No, not that last one, though some certainly might. But, what if the answer was 'yes' to more than one option? Or, if someone was looking for sex -- an option they didn't specifically provide -- should one pick 'romance' and hope people recognized the code?
Or what if you were like Will and you'd like a woman who was looking for sex but you yourself couldn't -- not really or not exactly. How exactly should you respond with multiple-choice options, especially if you'd like potential dates to know how far you were likely to push things and how limited a result she'd have to expect? Luckily, at least one of the idiots devising the form realized it might be a good idea to leave space for typed comments or elaborations, including a large blank area at the bottom of the form.
It continued. Relationship status. Politics. Religious preference. Musical preferences. Dietary preferences and needs. Turn offs. Education. Profession. Will was a liberal arts professor; he considered writing "destroyer of civilizations." And so on. Holy crap! How good was the on-line security? Could responses come back to haunt folks?
Will left some of the personal questions blank and wrote: "Complicated. Please see comment at the end." There he pasted a position statement he was certain would scare off any reasonable woman, but what the hell? If he was going to lose at this game he'd at least play by his own rules and not get straight jacketed by some non-profit's planning committee.
"I'm not usually so contrarian, but I don't like a lot of the check-the-box responses. So, here's about myself, take it or leave me.
I'm personally a "cisgendered" man, as some people put it, though I hate the political bias in the term. For friendship, movies, dining, plays, concerts, sports events and general discussion, etc., I welcome everyone. Everyone. Full stop. If -- hypothetically! -- someone were interested in something more intimate, I have an overwhelming preference for an XX-born-female woman, but without getting into TMI territory I'd need to discuss equipment issues.
Politically I'm a radical centrist and am angry with both political parties, but everyone seems to lean one way or the other so I guess I'm politically homeless. Example? I'm glad Roe v. Wade was overturned but I think Indiana's abortion law is damnably draconian. I'm not at all religious but I'm not anti-religious. I'm pretty much a free-speech absolutist, especially about speech some find "dangerous." You know those people who shout down speakers? I want to punch them in the nose (not you, I hope). I'm a committed omnivore but I'll happily dine at a vegan restaurant. I'm concerned about climate change and am outraged that most people who agree with me are stupidly opposed to nuclear power.
I probably turned you off a while back. Maybe I am that contrarian. Anyway, I'd rather not have a friend agree with me on everything, or what's the point? And... I'm much friendlier than this comment seems to be, but I can't prove it without meeting you."
*****
So, there were all these people in this enormous room, just making small talk, and the results came out and everyone checked their phones to see who they were matched with.
No, not everyone. Will watched a couple of women who clearly didn't get on anyone's top-five list, morosely trudge out. Everyone they might be interested in thought they were too old or too ugly or too uninteresting to be given even a ten-minute chat.
Jesus! Will himself didn't list either of them, and wished he had, if only to keep them from being hurt. That's when he almost left. It's so fucking cold! Why don't they just move to public shaming? But Will himself got a list. His curmudgeonly responses didn't turn everyone off. Maybe they even intrigued some fair damsels, so he stayed.
And that's how he met Her.
Rita.
*****
That's not Rita Hayworth, the 1940s bombshell and pinup; or Rita Moreno, for those who have seen West Side Story; but more Rita-the-woman-next-door, the librarian, the trim one you'd find on boards dealing with women's issues, who worked out and might do some gardening. Her actual name was Margaret Fairclough. More? A Democrat, to the left of Michelle Obama. She said she wouldn't date a Republican. Well! That made her interesting, given that Republicans dominate in Carmel, Indiana. She enthusiastically called herself a cis-gendered female and preferred "she" and "her," which Will decided he could live with. She attended a Community Christian Church. Yes, a progressive one. Gay friendly and all. Will imagined her church was better than a lot of the alternatives. In all, he thought he might like to argue with her and find out what, if anything, they could agree on.
On what she was looking for, Rita had selected "friendship" and in the open area typed out "Complicated" -- The same word I used! -- and added a smiley emoji. An emoji? At her age? That too made her interesting.
But mainly Rita was kind of cute. Cute. Five foot nothing, if that, and pixyish, with large glasses that made her look like an owl. She didn't list her actual age, but she was certainly too old to be 'cute.' She actually was a librarian and wasn't retired, but you had to be at least fifty-five to get into this thing, so there was a limited range of age possibilities.
She admitted to waitressing in a German restaurant during Octoberfest, though she didn't use the word "waitress" and Will figured she would -- being a good feminist -- object to it. When he saw her across the room, he thought she would look good in traditional, Bavarian waitress garb, though she might be a tad under-boobed for it. Tiny and small-breasted. Well, they were proportional to the rest of her. And actually, she did look a little like Rita Moreno, once the star had lightened her hair. Oh, no one would mistake her for a 34-year old milf. Not the point. She was Will's first choice, and he was one of hers.
*****
That was then. But tonight? They've gone through friendship building and her friends have noticed him. Lord, how they've 'noticed' him. We'll get back to that. But now there's this wall.
She's on his bed and naked, and he's letting her passively reject him, letting her off the hook. Completely off the hook, to the point of trying to avoid looking at her body, and the night changes in a blink.
Rita's eyes grow wide in a stereotypical look of amazement and disbelief, like she can't believe him. Get dressed? Abandon a session of sex for friendship? Men simply don't offer that. Do they? Her expression is stereotypical but real, and she moves both hands softly to Will's chest and stares into his face and gets a sweet, sad expression.
"No Will. Don't stop.' She moves a hand softly to his cheek. "Please, keep going." Her face is close to Will's now. "And we can kiss, I mean real ones, if you'll have me."
Then, because Will sits there not having any idea what he should do, Rita gently pulls him to her and they kiss. She offers her tongue and they do it sweetly. They have crossed a river to another world.
They lie back down, both of them, her head on one arm, and he puts his other hand to her cheek and they kiss more real kisses, an unending series of them, while Will's free hand travels from her face back down, lazily, exploring her body again, from breasts to mound, almost as though it's on its own, touching her very softly, now moving up and down between her thighs, and back and forth from one lip to the other. She relaxes and her breathing grows fuller, and she begins to feel slippery, and she spreads her legs apart the tiniest bit.
He thinks someone switched Ritas on me, a line he thinks is both funny and not funny. He neither understands nor cares how it happened.
She breaks the kiss. Uh-oh! But he needn't worry.
"Aren't you going to take your clothes off, too?"
*****
*****
Will didn't think they could possibly get to this point when they first met, because Rita's first words after 'hello' were: "What do you have against Roe?"
It's not all of what she was thinking. The other was, God he's good looking! He can't be as old as he says.
But the question. It was abrupt and sounded like the end. Will wondered it she had selected him just to harangue him. He decided he might as well go for it since they'd undoubtedly never see each other again.
"In under ten minutes? It's badly thought out. It took abortion out of the hands of the people and the states. It was the real genesis of the culture wars. Along with its companion, Doe v. Bolton, it ultimately led to effective abortion on demand, including late in the last trimester. Is that enough? The ball's in your court."



"So, you're against abortion."
"I didn't say that."
"You implied it."
"No, I didn't." He stopped just a second before continuing. "And if that's such a deal-breaker, how did I even end up on your list?"
Rita thought about the question.
"You're interesting."
"But you hate my opinions."
"I'm not sure I really know your opinions. Even about abortion. What about mine?"
"Well... you're pretty woke, so I'm sure there's a lot for me not to like."
"'Woke' is just an insulting term used by right wingers."
"It was first used by progressives. Before conservatives stole it."
"Okay. A fair point. But could you agree not to use it?"
"Done and done."
"Now, is there anything specific?"
"You wouldn't date a Republican."
"You're not a Republican... I don't think. If I remember right, you called yourself 'homeless.'"
"That's not my point. There are Republicans I'd vote for. At least a few. And I'd love to sleep with Marjorie Taylor Greene. Is that bad enough for you?"
Rita rolled her eyes and chuckled. The situation lightened, and Will decided to move it along.
"Look, we've used half our time, and we'll never make progress disagreeing here. Would you be up for the Indy symphony on Saturday? They're doing the full 'Four Seasons' along with some Saint-Saëns and Mahler. We could have dinner afterwards and argue."
And that was it. They were on. As they parted, he said, "You didn't ask, but you're interesting too. And... could you wear your Bavarian waitress garb?"
Rita laughed.
*****
No, Rita didn't dress up like a Bavarian waitress, so Will didn't get to see any cleavage.
They didn't argue so much as agree to disagree, and not on every single issue. They decided to drop the abortion issue completely. Frankly, they had a bigger disagreement on the Mahler piece, which Will didn't much care for.
First date.
You spend time on backgrounds and such. Blah, blah, and blah. She was divorced. Why? he thought. He was a widower. How did she die? Rita wondered, but neither got into it. Occupations. Travels. Where they'd lived. Details the forms wouldn't provide and that wouldn't interest anyone unless they were sounding a person out. Such as? Most people don't read newspapers anymore, but both took the local Indianapolis Star. Rita also subscribed to the New York Times. She announced it rather proudly and waited for Will's response. Will said he wouldn't subscribe to it because it had become so 'illiberal,' and that he took the Wall Street Journal. Well! Then he admitted to reading the Times in the library. He just wouldn't pay for it. Rita wondered why she hadn't noticed him in the Carmel library and decided he was up in the Reading Room with the Times. Yes, he was interesting.
The food. Rita chose a vegan restaurant in an old building, once a house, just off Massachusetts Avenue. Sure. Vegan. Will thought it was cute that she was ballsy enough to use the choice of restaurant as a little dig at him. That word 'cute' again.
Rita liked it that when she asked if he'd taste her eggplant parmesan, Will responded with the joke about Descartes, who when offered something he didn't want said "I think not," and promptly disappeared. Will liked it that Rita got the joke. Well, after all, a librarian. Frankly he hadn't known there even was vegan parmesan cheese.
It was good enough to warrant a second date, and unless you were in one of those stories where everyone sexes everyone else at the drop of a hat, it was progress. When he dropped her off she shook his hand and, after a second, said "I have something for you." She dug around in her purse and came out with a snap of herself decked out for Octoberfest. Yes, the date was good.
*****
Will called a week later. He had unexpected tickets to the Indy Rep and needed a plus-one. It was "The Originalist," about the relationship between Antonin Scalia and his very liberal law clerk who turned out to be lesbian. There were good reviews, and they could see how much the back-and-forth resembled theirs.
Will was, however, lying. He'd had the tickets a while, but hadn't wanted to call Rita too soon.
Sometimes you just get lucky.
Rita checked her calendar and finally said, "I'm not doing anything." But she was lying too. There were some plans with other library staff. I'll need to call and cancel.
After the play: "Do you really think Scalia would be okay with having a lesbian law clerk?" Rita was doubtful.
"Why not? Libertarians aren't homophobes. I'd think her being a liberal could be the problem. What about him teaching her to use a gun?"
"He'd never get me to fire one." The very idea gave her goosebumps, and not the good kind.
"Ouch! You know there are progressive gun-owners."
"I'm not one of them. So, tell me how many of them you own."
"None."
"None?" She scowled. "The truth, Will!"
"None. Your right-wing date has never owned one. Never." He held up a hand in the 'scouts honor' symbol.
Rita thought about that a while.
Will got a kiss on the cheek when he dropped her off. Probably not as a reward for not owning a gun.
*****
Third date: the art museum's Autumn celebration. He'd been before, but this was mainly for Rita. The night was filled with fairy lights and pumpkins, real ones and illuminated plastic ones, an effective ghost train, and a haunted house that was hard to describe.
They meandered, Rita drinking hot chocolate and Will hot cider, and they chatted and pointed out things. At some point Will took Rita's hand, and she held it. And she held it. And -- yes. And Will began to think This is good.
He wondered what she looked like without her clothes. How good it would be with her body spread across the bed, her breasts, her vulva open to him, her eyes half closed, her mouth half open. He didn't like her only for that fantasy, but -- for that too.
Rita had been to the Autumn festival before, too. She went because of Will. She wasn't falling for him. Probably not. There would be too many obstacles. But he was interesting and fun, the most she'd had since Fay died -- Will I have to bring that up? -- and he kept the loneliness at bay. She didn't think about sex with him. Almost not at all.
Will was chattering to keep his mind off his problem, which was that he couldn't get an erection. You probably guessed that. He could sometimes get a partial, for what that's worth, which isn't much. Sure: cancer, chemo, surgery, meds. Those will do it. For a long time post-operation he'd had absolutely no appetite for sex. Not even fantasies. No appetite for food, either. He'd found cancer was a great way to become slim. Rephrase that: Not 'great' but 'effective.' It was terrible for sex. The fantasies had finally come back, but not the body, And what of it? If things came to that point, they'd have to talk.
Near the haunted mansion, they bumped into two of Rita's friends, two women who were obviously a couple. They held hands, so they weren't trying to hide anything, and Indy is a big, blue city. Rita seemed reluctant to greet them, to the point that Will wondered, Do you really think I'm going to be ugly to your gay friends? On their part the women, Donna and Lucinda, seemed surprised that Rita was actually out with a guy. After Rita introduced Will, they ignored him. There was one of those uncomfortable, but at least brief -- 'Hi, What's up, Isn't this great, see ya' --conversations and they moved on. Will was either a potted plant or the elephant in the night.
Afterward, they went to an old delicatessen, an oddity in flyover country, and that was where their relationship should have died.
Something happened. Looking back on it, neither was absolutely certain what had happened. Maybe Will was still a bit put out by the way he'd been dismissed by Rita and her friends. Maybe Rita overplayed her hand. Maybe being in a deli played a role. Maybe not. Maybe there was nothing either would ever be able to know.
Somehow, though, they began discussing the Israeli-Palestinian situation. Discussing? Arguing. They disagreed on a lot, and the disagreement became an argument, and the argument became heated.
Danger, Will Hathaway! Danger Rita Fairclough! Where was the warning light? Where was the off ramp? Where was anything that could lead away from the collision? Nothing. What got said? What was the order of things? What points and counterpoints weren't made? How complicated could it get? Did they start with the Israeli invasion of Gaza and the piles of dead Palestinians? Or Hamas' surprise attack and the murders and rapes? Or the intifadas? Or what, the Six Day War, or 1948, or did they go back to the British Mandate or further? Cross swords. Point, counterpoint, until there was only countering and neither could back down. Don't give a fucking inch! Rita said the Israelis should withdraw from Gaza and stop the bombing, and then it happened.
When she mentioned Palestinian casualties, Rita used the word 'genocide.'
A dreadful mistake. Will half stood, leaning toward her over the table, and snapped:
"Then why don't you just gather all the Jews up and gas them?"
Rita found her hand already raised, ready to slap him. She drew it back and -- stopped.
What am I doing?
Other diners stared at them.
Who tried to reconnect first? Their apologies went over and around each other. I'm sorry. No, I'm sorry. I was way out of line. What can you say? What's the order of things in the emotional overboil?
Staff members were putting their heads together, talking, gesturing for the manager. It took the longest time for Rita and Will to step back, for Rita to extend her hand to try to save the date. Desperately trying.
"Still friends?"
Will hesitated a second but took her hand and held it longer than he needed to. He sighed.
"I hope you're still my friend." He bit his lip. "And you should have slapped me. I deserved it." You were just becoming my friend.
*****
Rita was shocked at herself and amazed at Will.
He meant it. His apology. Your apology, Will. You're really sorry. But I didn't know, Will. I don't know how this happened.
She watched him more closely, and thought about his words. "I hope you're still my friend," he'd said, and "you should have slapped me." There was something in his expression, and now something in Rita shifted.
"Are you two having a problem?"
It was the manager. He looked worried.
"No. No, just a disagreement. We're all right. We are, aren't we Rita?"
"We're fine. I'm sorry if we disturbed anyone." She gave the manager a bright smile. "We promise to be good."
Will reached over and took her hand again. "I really am sorry, Rita."
The manager meandered away, looking relieved, and Rita pulled Will's hand to her mouth and looked him directly in the eyes and kissed it. She held it there. When she was done, he held her hand a moment longer.
It took a while for them to be comfortable conversing again, talking about anything but -- that. Let's go back to something safe, Rita thought, like abortion. Will couldn't think of any jokes to tell. Everything was awkward. Rita wondered how she could convince him that she really did want to maintain whatever it was that maybe they had. She finally did it by asking him out.
She asked him straight from her doorway, to a renewal of "Angels in America." Will thought it was dated, from when a lot of people died of AIDS, but it didn't matter one way or the other because of course he signed up immediately.
Then, Rita showed how much she wanted to stay friends by kissing Will goodnight on his lips. It was gentle, soft, not a momma-sending-darling-off-to-school kiss, but a nice she-wants-to-see-you-again kiss, which code anyone but a complete idiot could read, and Will wasn't even a partial idiot.
What he said was, "Thank you, Rita." Just that, in a husky, whispery voice, and he squeezed her hand.
He played the kiss and the feel of Rita's lips and wondered what it meant. What could it portend? He thought of it through his shower and into bed. He wondered, Will I have to explain everything? Might that, by itself, shut things down?
Rita too was worried because she knew she'd stepped into dangerous territory. Could we have a relationship? We're just becoming friends. Would I ruin it? She thought of sex with Will for the first time, really thought of it, and it scared her. I like you, Will. I really like you, but could we be platonic? Would you be okay with that?
*****
*****
"Angels" was fine, Will thought, but, yes, dated.
It was downtown Indy, near Monument Circle. After the play and a light meal from a food truck, they made a snap decision to take a carriage ride. An overcast, chilly, drizzly, dreary, foggy night made the downtown lights fabulous. Will was happy because Rita wanted to extend the night. Rita was happy to be with Will. The carriage came with a blanket, so they could lean against each other with deniability.
Rita got to be political about the play, and Will resolved not to disagree about anything. Afterward they went to a lounge for drinks and she surprised him by saying she planned to vote for the Republican for Carmel mayor.
"Isn't that like being a traitor?"
"She's good on the Women's Center. We can use her support."
"Well, I'm voting a straight Democratic ticket." Before she could ask why, he answered, "Because I want a more balanced city council."
They stared at each other for a moment.
"My God aren't a pair?"
Will got another goodnight kiss.
*****
A lunch buffet at an Indian restaurant. Another concert, this one with a major pop diva. No Colts games yet. He was thinking about her all the time. Midweek was the Carmel library book sale, to which they had members-only pre-opening access.
At the front desk, Will chatted with Donna, from the Autumn festival, while Rita waited on a patron.
"I'm so glad to see her out and about."
"Out and about?"
Donna leaned across the counter.
"It's just, well, she's been almost house-bound for, oh my Lord, months."
"I don't understand."
"She hasn't told you? Okay, Will. Just between us? There have been personal issues, and she lost a dear friend. If she hasn't told you, don't bring it up. Just give her space. She hasn't been going out, almost at all. You're the first person to get her back to the land of the living." Donna smiled at him. "Maybe it just took a complicated guy."
When he cocked his head, Donna waved a hand at him, like a kitten playing with yarn. "Whatever you're doing, keep doing it. But remember..."
Donna made the zipper sign across her lips and Will nodded.
So we're sort of an item. And I need to remember what not to bring up.
At lunch Rita told Will about a dinner party at a friend's in Indy, and she'd like him to go with her.
That's where things changed, again, dramatically, earlier this evening.
*****
*****
Dinner. No, not dinner. It could have been a lovely evening of food and conversation, but it was more an ambush.
People in Rita's circle wanted to meet Will. That was clear. They'd all heard something of him, the contrarian, or the right winger. Dinner was in a small, lovely old house in a rare, hilly part of Indy, near where "Good Bones" once did a renovation. You climbed some steps from the street to a sidewalk, then some more to the porch, ducking under the branches of two maples that were turning orange. It was especially lovely because it was twilight and the palest of blue skies was streaked with peach clouds. Pink contrails went off in various directions. Streetlights had started coming on and the porch was lit with an old-fashioned lamp.
Rita led Will inside, and eight people turned toward them: Arnold, Beth, Christine, Dave, Evelyn, Franklin, Gregory, and Susan. Three of them were sitting at the long dining table, covered with a white tablecloth, set for ten, with wine and hors d'oeuvres. The rest were in the tiny living room.
They were cordial. Initially. The first loaded question didn't come until Will had gotten a glass of Pinot and sat down next to the fireplace. It was from Arnold, who sounded snarky. "So you hated Roe v. Wade?" and it pretty much went downhill from there.
Will glanced over at Rita, who shook her head and turned her palms up. What did it mean?
"Am I in trouble here?" He smiled an ingratiating smile. Politics out of the blue. How do you respond and stay affable? "I don't mind sharing my views on things, but I'm feeling a little uncomfortable."
"No, no," said Beth. She turned toward Arnold. "Arnold is just a little... intense at times. Rita did drop that you opposed Roe... sorry Rita... so we were curious and had talked about it. That's all."
Rita didn't seem to quite understand.
"Well, okay. I didn't like Roe." And they got into about the same discussion he'd had with Rita, just not one-on-one. More like one-on-five, with the rest acting like U.N. observers. Still, it almost seemed like things could become smoother, enough to have a reasonably comfortable dinner. Until,
"So you think women should be barefoot, pregnant, and in the kitchen?" It was Evelyn. It would be well to remember her name. Will certainly wouldn't forget it. He put up a hand, palm extended.
"Wait. That's an awfully big leap." The rhetorical question wasn't the entire problem. It's that no one deflected it or defended him. He tried to brush it aside: "It's barefoot, pregnant, and in the bedroom," which a couple of the U.N. observers thought was funny. They went over it again.
Did Rita put them up to this? It doesn't make sense. Why? And why does everything have to be political?
"So, what about affirmative action?" asked Christine, who had been silent until now and seemed to want to be part of the discussion. Yes, it was all going to be political. If they weren't proxies for Rita, he didn't want to screw her relationships with them or storm out and strand her here. So, again, answer honestly but be diplomatic.
"It means so many different things to different people." He got some cred because he'd lived in minority-majority communities, even been president of an HOA in one -- "God forgive me." On the other hand, none of them seemed to agree with his take, that Harvard intentionally discriminated against Asian kids, or that organizations shouldn't work against 'non-marginalized' individuals, but he wasn't going to lie.
Beth cut in. "What about same-sex marriage?" She didn't sound hostile, but as though she'd like to start a more give-and-take conversation, and maybe that's right, but if anything it empowered the hyperpartisans.
"You know, I'm not really a good representative of people you might consider conservative. But my personal position? I was privileged to help vote it into law, in Maryland, before Obergefell." That slowed things for maybe a minute.
It wasn't everyone. Dave, Franklin and Susan, the U.N. Observers, looked like they wondered what was happening, but they wouldn't stand in the way of the runaway truck. Beth seemed to want to be friendly. Arnold mostly just smirked, though he had started it. And Rita? She looked gobsmacked. Will decided that somehow she was also a target.
For dating me?
When someone brought up Israel's 'genocide' against the Palestinians, Will decided the discussion had to stop. He looked over at Rita and raised both hands, palms up, signaling "I don't know," and addressed everyone.
"Look, these are all pretty fraught issues. Could we move onto something a little less divisive, like Susan Stamberg's cranberry recipe? Or maybe just consider me to be like your crazy uncle who has all these weird beliefs but still gets a seat at the Thanksgiving table?"



It didn't work. Hell no, because it let Evelyn come back with, "You mean Indigenous People's Day?" To which Will could only grin and say, "Well, there goes Thanksgiving."
He was working hard to contain himself, mainly for Rita. He'd like to have told Evelyn to go fuck herself. Hell! It's not even the right holiday, you bitch!
"Let's just be like the notorious RBG and Antonin Scalia, who were worlds apart on the court but could be close friends in life."
Could it get even worse? Yes, it could. Evelyn -- of course it was Evelyn -- replied, "Not all of us would be friends with a right-wing, homophobic, patriarchal bigot!"
And things got very quiet.
*****
Rita broke it up. She absolutely soared from her chair, almost like Wonder Woman to Will's eyes, and slammed both hands on the table.
"This! Ends! Now!"
Gasps flooded the room. She swept it with her eyes.
"How could you?"
She pointed directly at Evelyn. "How dare you!?" Drawing out the word 'dare.'
"We came for a dinner and you've turned it into a struggle session! Here are the facts. Will is my dear friend, and right now I feel like none of you are my friends." Her arm followed her eyes, sweeping the room like a scimitar.
Dead silence. Beth then tried to say something that would probably be conciliatory, but Rita snarled, "Come on Will. Let's get out of this place." She did a good snarl. When he was too slow she grabbed his hand and pulled him. He almost couldn't put his wine glass down.
It was late twilight and Will almost stumbled going down the stairs. No one followed them out or down the street, under the darkest of blue skies marked by traces of lavender, to the car, which was just as well because all at once Rita broke down. By the time Will got his keys out she was shaking, shivering, gasping, and he thought crying.
"Rita. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to come between you and your friends. I wouldn't ever try to do that. I'm sorry."
He pulled her close and held her tight, somehow worried she might shatter, and afraid of what would happen when she had to choose between him and them. She was so tiny he enveloped her, but she pulled herself to him equally hard.
"Don't be sorry. You were wonderful, so calm and trying to be so reasonable. And you haven't come between anything. They tried to."
Rita went into another round of shivering and shaking and gasping and maybe crying, and all the while Will, who was trying his best to stay calm now, was thinking, My God, she was a rock! A rock he had to help keep from cracking.
*****
In the car Rita's hands were so shaky that she could hardly get her seatbelt fastened. Once she did, Will took her hand, or she took his, and they held hands for the longest time.
He convinced her that they should get some take-out food. They'd eat at his place. She wasn't the least bit hungry, but they'd need some dinner and they could stop at an organic Mexican restaurant. As he ordered, Rita's phone rang. She rejected the call and put the phone on airplane mode.
"I imagine you'll be getting a bunch of apology calls."
"I guess. I really don't want to deal with them now. Can we just be alone tonight?"
They got their meals and drove out onto the freeway, past all the construction cones, north from baby-blue Indy through ruby-red Fishers, past a cemetery filled with miniature American flags. They didn't talk. Rita held Will's free hand in both of hers. She gazed at his face, then at their hands, then at the flags, then back at him. Past the cemetery, they turned northwest on a wooded street, up to 116th, then finally curved northward on River Road in almost-purple Carmel, up to Main. Will was driving on automatic. He was thinking, about earlier but also about Rita, about where this could be going. Leave earlier behind. If he was right they'd need to have the talk. Um, darlin'? I want to make love to you, but I can't. Yeah, that would be dead, solid, perfect, wouldn't it? But how do you bring it up?
They were still holding hands when they got to his house.
*****
Feed his cats, set the table, mix some drinks. Will turned on the wi-fi music and invited Rita to explore the house. The first thing up was Samuel Barber's "Adagio for Strings" with those heartbreaking early stanzas. Rita thought, just for a moment, Seduction music. Then she was ashamed. He's never, ever acted like that. And what if he did think of it? It's beautiful music for seduction.
She shook her head and continued to explore.
The floorplan was open, with a vaulted ceiling. The furniture, his and his late wife's, was mostly mid-century, pale wood -- birch floors -- except for the master bedroom armoire which was huge and mahogany and French. There was a cork wall-board near the bedroom door with family photos and artwork by the grandkids. She gazed at a group portrait that included Will's late wife, LaDonna, looking happy. Would we have been friends? And there was the pic Rita had given Will, wearing her Octoberfest garb, nestled among the family photos.
The bed was parallel to the armoire. It was an adjustable king with a blue and black striped bedspread. Rita stood perfectly still and stared at it, then at the image of LaDonna on the wall, then back at the bed until Will called her to dinner. She closed her eyes for a moment, turned, and went to him.
*****
Then, their conversation. It became ever more relaxed, even about the disastrous dinner party. Will said everything would have been better if not for Evelyn. "If we'd simply had her shot, I think the evening would have been fine."
"Now Will, don't joke about guns. You know?"
"Poison was my second option."
Rita laughed. She said, sotto voce, "You know, she really is a bitch," and covered her mouth with her hand like a child who's said a bad word in the schoolyard, this women who absolutely dominated all her erstwhile friends.
Will wanted to gather her up, then and there.
Later, they were on the couch, just a little while ago, drinking wine and chatting easily, sitting not too far apart. Will was holding Rita's hand for the first time inside the house, and the music wasn't classical but things from the 60's and 70's. Right now, it was Simon and Garfinkel's "Old Friends," not a romantic song but a mournful piece about aging and friendship. If he'd planned it, he hadn't planned it particularly well, or had he? Whatever the planning, it's here that he brought it up.
"Rita. I need to say something and I swear I'm not coming on to you. I just need to explain it. You know in my little essay I mentioned 'equipment' issues."
"Yes. I was wondering."
"I like you. I really like you. And I think you like me."
"You know I do."
"And it's possible things could... go somewhere."
Rita had been caressing Will hand with her thumb, but she stopped. He was looking desperately for metaphors, circumlocutions, roundabout phrases, anything but the direct facts.
"I just don't want any misunderstanding. If anything were to happen, I could promise you my hands... my mouth. I could promise you all of me, except..." he tilted his chin toward his crotch, "anything... netherish."
He was already kicking himself. Has there ever been a more nerdish way of talking about ED? From the guy who joked so well and could explain almost anything glibly, who held his own against the combined verbal assaults of the mob this evening?
Rita squeezed his hand.
"I understand. And don't worry. You're not alone. I needed to tell you that... well... my vagina and I aren't very good friends. It's... creaky and cranky."
They cogitated.
"Creaky and cranky?"
"Netherish?"
They both laughed, and Rita kissed Will's hand as the music changed to something contemporary, Taylor Swift, "You are in Love," that could be seduction music.
Rita thought about it and made a decision.
"Maybe we could just fool around a little and see where it goes?"
She leaned across the couch to kiss him.
End of Chapter 1.
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Which brings us finally to now, to here, to Rita naked on Will's bed, Rita who has somehow changed, who had seemed terrified of his touch but then suddenly brought him into a kiss and now has asked him to join her nakedness. He stands and strips and she watches him closely. She looks at his crotch.
"You do have an erection, you liar."
"Well, fair lady, that's as good as it gets. In fact, that's the little boy's best effort in a long, long time. Now back to you."
He repeats most of what he did earlier, adding kissing to the repertoire but staying away from her vulva until he's finished with both her legs. Rita joins him, adding light brushing of his penis with her fingers, up and down. He begins playing with her more seriously, moving fingers between her vaginal lips. She becomes wetter and more slippery, and her breathing grows ragged, so he leaves her vulva and moves his hand to her breasts again. Just a little delay, a little torment, something to help her think of wanting the hand down there again, while her hand holds his cock, just lightly but holding it nonetheless.
Then back down once again, and she raises her hips.
"Is it okay if I push fingers into you?"
"Yes. Please."
"Let me know if it's uncomfortable."
They're pretty stilted words for the middle of lovemaking, but they'll learn about each other their own way. He puts one, two, fingers into her, pushes them way in, then draws them out and brushes them between the lips, all the way from perineum to her bud and back, and kisses her while he does it. She's far slipperier than he had thought she could be.
Her breathing is wonderful. He masturbates her faster and she begins moving her mound against his hand and making grunting and whining sounds -- they sound so much better than these damned words! -- and then she groans and he can telling it's going to happen. She's getting higher, and Will moves his hand faster and watches her get higher, higher, until she can't get any higher, and when she cums her whole body explodes. She cries out and thrashes her head from side to side, and pumps her hips, and he keeps doing it until she grabs his hand and gasps, "No more! No more!"
Lovely Rita is on the bed, panting, out of breath, pulling Will's hand to her mouth and kissing it as she pants, finally saying:
"Thank you, Will. Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you."
She kisses his hand again and holds it to her mouth.
*****
You should feel Rita move when she cums, feel her thrashing, her undulating. You should see her face. You should hear her cry out. Will experiences all that when she cums over and it makes him fall crazily for her.
He'd wanted an intimate relationship, but he hadn't known love at his age could be insane, senseless, romantic, passionate. What had he thought having an intimate partner would be like? They'd be sensible, a team, and knowing they didn't have many years ahead, they'd face the twilight together. That's not what he feels tonight. Not now. Tonight he wants Rita for his mad lover. It -- whatever 'it' is -- has flowed out of her and into him, and he is slain. He is ancient, and he wants her to be his Juliet.
Still, he thinks I have to be careful. Don't spook her. He has to be prepared to live with unrequited love, keeping tonight as a memory. But her 'problem'? The terrible problem that made her fearful of sex? It's vanished. Now he doesn't know if anything bad ever happened to her. What he does know: they won't cross the river back.
*****
Rita's climax isn't the end of the caresses, but they become shared. Will keeps brushing her breasts and her tummy, her hips, her vulva, while they kiss. They brush their faces together, their mouths, noses, cheeks, everything. Her breath is warm but he's still busy down below. She twitches when he touches her there.
"Oh! Don't. I'm sensitive right now." She doesn't actually try to stop him.
In turn she caresses his face, his nipples, his penis, his balls. She holds his short cock between her thumb and fingers, scarcely touching it, and moves her hand to the end and back.
"Are you sure you can't get a full erection? Or cum? Ever?"
A strange question from a woman in afterglow, but stranger ones will follow.
"Not in a long time."
"It's just not fair. I get to cum and you don't."
"C'est la vie. Maybe it's a fair turnabout. It's so common that the guy gets to cum and his girl doesn't."
"Are you calling me your girl?"
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be insulting. I should call you my 'woman.'"
"Oh, 'my girl' is cute. I love that song. But are you sure I'm yours?"
Yikes! Did he actually say that?
"Uh, I apologize. I wasn't trying to put a claim in."
She laughs.
"Well, I think you'd have a better chance than your poor penis. What does your doctor say?"
He is still fondling her and -- really? They're having pillow talk about medical issues? Couldn't Will just play with her body and try to get her worked all the way back up? Sure, he's not going to get the ultimate sweetness, what a man ultimately wants, but should he have to stop enjoying her and switch to mansplaining mode? The cock really could wait for another night.
"I haven't been to a doc."
"What?"
"It's a long, tragic story about a short wiener."
He runs his hand below her mound again and she twitches again and exclaims 'Oh!' again. But then she grabs Will's hand to make him stop and steers things back to her topic.
"Is it since you lost your wife? I'm sorry. I'm getting awfully personal."
"Well, since we're being awfully personal here." He brushes his fingers through her lips yet again and she twitches yet again. "Let me give a short-short version, though it might completely break the mood. Then I'd like to get back to touching you."
"You're already touching me." Oh yes!
"Okay. Here it is. I was losing it for a long time, and I was using Opa's little blue friend, and then we stopped having sex, my late wife and me."
"Because of her mastectomy? No, I'm sorry. I shouldn't..."
"No. Before that. I didn't have to find out if that would have affected our sexing because it was already over."
Be grateful for small favors? The actual causes were -- legion. Whose fault was it? At least half mine. Probably more than half, maybe much more, and he regrets it, but you can't go back and change everything.
"At some point we both let it go. Then there was her cancer and then there was mine. Bang, bang, back to back. After mine I lost all my libido, every last bit of it for a year. Longer than that. I didn't even have fantasies. Dead up above and dead down below. My wife, bless her, she died. Finally, sex-in-my-head snuck back in, but in my body it didn't, and here I am."
"Will you see a doctor? If I ask really nicely?"
He can guess where this could go and of course he'll do it.
"Is Monday soon enough to call? And now can I get back to playing with you?"
"Monday is good. But you already are. Playing with me, I mean. But please, I'm so sensitive right now."
He holds his hand steady on her, just resting it there.
"If I were to masturbate you..." he begins, and Rita looks surprised.
"You just did."
"Yes, and I enjoyed it. I really did. But if I were to straight masturbate you, what would be the best way?" She doesn't say anything. "I can't know exactly the best way, so tell me. Lead me through it. How do women like it best?"
"I don't know about other women."
"Tell me about you."
"I don't know that I can. I've never talked about it." She thinks for a moment. "Okay, I use two fingers."
"Like this?"
"Side by side. No. Not that hard. Not so tightly together. Yes. Like that. Like that. Yes. Now a little faster. Yes. Yes!"
Pretty soon Rita will put her hand atop his to stop him, and she'll thank him.
But she doesn't.
She says, "Will. Oh..."
Which somehow progresses to 'Ohs,' all by themselves, one following the other. Faster now. He wants to look into her eyes, and he does for a moment, but she closes them and throws an arm over her face, panting out ohs, and Will knows she's already going to cum again, which she does, getting to where neither had known she could go again, this time arching her back, her head back, finally clamping her hand down on his and gasping "Stop! Please! Oh God! Oh God!"
In all his years, he's never before heard a woman cry out "Oh God."
*****
When she can breathe easily again, Rita lets go of Will's hand and caresses his face. They gaze at each other. She is so relaxed, so calm, a picture of peace and languor. She opens her eyes and then they fall slowly shut. Her hand at his face drops to the pillow like a leaf. She forces herself awake again and caresses Will's lips with her thumb.
"You know," she whispers, and she smiles, "if you're not careful I could fall in love."
Maybe she is being post-coitally playful?
Can't tell. Don't go too deep with this. Don't chance alarming her. Take it lightly.
"You know," he whispers back, "if you're not careful, I might get to start using you."
"Meaning?"
"Oh, you don't know? Doing mean and nasty things to you."
"Oh really? What's love got to do with that?" She's waking up.
"Well, lovestruck girls sometimes want to let their guys do things to them. And you can't trust men. I might take advantage."
"Ohhh. Big talk." She kisses him. "For a little guy." She strokes his penis and it rises in her hand. "Just out of curiosity, what kinds of mean and nasty things might you do to me?"
They're crossing another river. Think quickly, bubba.
"The most basic? I'd tie you to the bed."
"Ohhhhh. You mean man. So, you'd get some ropes and..."
"Not ropes."
"No?"
"Not ropes. Silk scarves. Maybe with art nouveau patterns."
"Oh my. You've thought this out."
"They're soft and they'd offer a contrast to your sweet body. And, oh yes, I'd have you spread across a black velvet bed cover."
"Be careful what you ask for, Will." Rita's voice has gotten tight.
"I'd blindfold you so you couldn't see what I was planning and your attention would be on what I was doing to your body."
"Oh, you vile, vile man."
"It would give you a delicious feeling of helplessness. Because it would be real."
"Would you gag me?"
"Of course not! How could I kiss you?" They kiss.
"Then what would you do?"
"I'd do everything I've done tonight. But I could do anything I wanted. It's why you should never let a guy tie you up unless you completely trust him."
"I don't think I would have much luck fighting you off even untied." She's feeling his arms, from his wrists to his shoulders and back.
"Sure. But it will be so much easier if you're simply immobilized. I won't have to fight you over every little outrage I commit. You'll have to accept them no matter how terrible they are. Your only options will be to beg and cry." He kisses her again. "I'd enjoy that."
In fact his penis is growing larger than he can remember it getting in, oh, forever, though no one would confuse it with a full dong.
"So, should I not trust you?"
"Oh, you should, you should! You have my word! But, then..." a long pause, "what's my word actually worth? I'm a man, after all." He kisses her all over her breasts, sucking hard on those lovely, long nipples, and then they go back to mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.
*****
"What would you have in your evil mind to do to me once I'm helpless?" She licks his nipples back.
"That I can think of or that I might actually do?"
How many rivers can they cross in one night?
"Oh my! Let's start with 'might actually do.'"
"Well, let's say 'whipping.'"
"You'd whip me? Really? Like in The Story of O?"
"Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no!"
"No? How disappointing." She stops working on his nipples and gives him a faux sad look.
"No one should ever get whipped like that."
"Why not?"
"They whipped O horribly. You'd be covered in scars and some wounds might never heal right. So, no way. I want you to stay beautiful."
Rita finds this fascinating. Her breathing changes, and so soon after that second sweet orgasm.
"But you'd whip me?" She sounds hopeful. Has he unleashed something? He wonders if she'd actually had an erotic whipping, or where this came from.
"I might consider it. With conditions."
"Conditions?"
"We'd have to agree in advance, about the instrument of your punishment, the number of strokes, where I'd whip you, how hard, that sort of thing."
"What about safe words?" So, she knows something about this, and they're getting somewhere. It isn't just Will who's wound up. He idly wonders how much erection he could get if they go through with it.
"How about Roy G. Biv?"
"The color spectrum?"
"Yeah. Red means stop everything. Orange means it's too intense so ease up. Yellow means that's more or less the sweet, sunny spot, where it hurts enough to be good but not so much as to be bad. And green means hit the gas pedal, so to speak."
"What about blue, indigo, and violet?"
"That's seems awfully complicated. K-I-S-S." She kisses him. "No. I mean 'Keep It Simple, Sweetheart'. Though I like the kissing. And you might substitute something for the actual color. Maybe instead of saying 'green' say 'oh God' or something. Emphasis on the 'God' or I might think you mean 'orange.' We just have to agree in advance."
"What if I forget?"
"If I can't make out what you mean, then it's red. And if you don't say anything, it's yellow. Also, for yellow, don't say something like 'ye-haw.' If I break up laughing, we'll need to stop."
"What about Colonel Mustard on the bed with a belt?"
"I might could handle that."
"God. This all sounds so erotic."
He stops everything and cocks his head. He's uncertain.
"Would you like me to whip you?"
And she answers: "Maybe."
It's not a river. It's the Gulf of Mexico.
*****
"Then shall we get started and tie you up?"
That's a mistake. She becomes tense all over again, instantly, and rolls away from him. Her eyes show how fearful she's become. He thinks she might get up and walk away. He can read her mind:
He set this up. He can tie me and do anything he wants. He warned me, and he might do it. How do I get out of it?
He tells himself to stop being a dumb shit.
"I'm sorry. I scared you." He touches her arm. "I'm not going to tie you up. Really. I don't have ropes or scarves or black velvet or anything."
That's a lie, of course. He has plenty of different types of rope in the garage from a lifetime of DIY projects, but there's no way in hell he'd bring those up now. In any event, she starts to relax.
"I'm sorry. I'm acting like a child. It was just so sudden. Did I ruin the mood?"
"Maybe it got dialed down a fraction. How about we just enjoy each other's company?"
But it's in her mind now. And it's intriguing. And with Will. So, after a few minutes of light talk she says, out of the blue,
"Maybe we could, you know, pretend?"
And it's on again.
"A pretend tie-up? I'd like that." He thinks. "Here. Scootch up and grab the rails of the headboard. Spread your arms more. Good. Now hold them tightly. Voila, your hands are tied!"
The headboard is polished maple, The rails are curved, black, wrought iron, easy to hold onto. The footboard is similar though Rita's feet can't reach them, and anyway you can't grab them with your toes. "Stretch your legs out. Okay, spread them. Hold them out firmly. Ta-da! You're tied and helpless."
"Please don't do anything you want with me." She is back into it. He leans over to kiss her and play with her body.
"You've been a bad girl. You need to be punished. I'm going to whip your breasts." A brief pause. "Is that okay?"
"I think so. But how many lashes?"
"As many as I want, you bad girl. Three!"
"Three? Oh, whew! I thought you were going to say something like twenty-five or fifty or something. I don't know if I could do that many."
"And I'm not Will. I'm "Sir.'"
"Yes... sir."
"And you're my bitch."
"Can I be your cunt, instead? Sir?"
You can be anything you want, Rita. Did you play games with your husband? No. He was a worthless asshole who deserved to be divorced.
Will doesn't actually know that. He's just proactively taking her side. He thinks she must have run across role playing in her reading or on videos or -- wherever. And librarians know a lot.
"That's exactly what you are. A worthless cunt!"
"Yes sir."
"You'd have to be very, very bad to deserve fifty lashes. I'm going to get a belt. Um... is that okay?"
"Yes. Sir."
"Don't move."
He gets a cloth, military-style belt from the armoire and shows it to her.
"You have to agree first. Okay?" She nods. "I'll fold it in two and only use the cloth. Not the ends." He smacks it hard on the mattress. It makes a satisfyingly loud pop. "You'll have to count each lash after you get it." He rubs the belt over her breasts and then over her lips. "Kiss it. Do you remember the safe words, cunt?"
She kisses the belt. "Yes sir. Roy G."
"Remember that you can't move your hands or feet." Again, a pause. "Is it okay if I really blindfold you?"
There's a little bit of hesitation, just a bit, before Rita says "Yes, sir."
Will finds an Ace bandage in the bathroom and wraps her eyes.
"Now I'll punish you, you pathetic cunt."
*****
Will has no idea how hard to hit her. He judges and swings straight down on Rita's left breast and the belt makes a smacking sound.
"Count."
"Oh, God! One. Oh, God." She wriggles but doesn't let go of the rails. Her feet move and then go back into position as Will waits.
He swings harder, on her right breast. "Count."
"Oh God. Two. God, God, God!"
Four Gods? He swings hard. "Count."
This time the belt makes a popping sound against the side of Rita's left breast. She shrieks and grabs her breast in both hands and rolls to her side.
"Rita! Are you okay? Don't move!" Will runs to the refrigerator to get an ice pack.
"Here. Hold it on. Hold it until it gets numb. Are you okay?"
"I'm okay. I'm okay."
She's still clutching her breast and breathing hard, but in a few seconds she's smiling. Then she's laughing.
"I just wanted to see what a really hard one felt like. Whew! Did I ever!" She holds the ice pack tight but begins to shiver. "Here." She holds it up for him to take but he puts it back.
"You don't get to make that decision, sweet woman... I mean worthless cunt. You're still my prisoner. Plus, you're going to get a bruise. Now, back into position."
Which she does, moving her arms around until she can find the right places to grab, spreading her legs and reaching her feet toward the footboard rails. Shivering more but staying in the game.
*****
Will lies down on top of Rita with his leg folded over her lower half to give her some warmth, while he kisses her and holds the ice pack in place on her breast. He touches her face but his hand is so cold from the ice pack that she gasps, so he decides to toss the pack to the floor and get completely atop her to warm her, his hands beside her head. Her left breast feels cold and swollen against his chest.
The bruise is already developing, a vaguely square, red mark, turning purple, extending to her nipple which is swollen. Larger than the other one already.



I did that to her.
He touches her nipple with the tip of this tongue. Rita grunts He sucks the whole thing in and she cries "Oh! Oh!"
"Safe word!"
"Oh! I forgot! It's orange, orange!"
He backs off. She'd twisted her legs but has managed to hold onto the rails. Will leaves her breasts and moves down her body, kissing and licking her, going slowly down her soft belly, tonguing her navel, moving down to her mound where he can begin to smell her. Her scent is stronger now. How long since he's smelled a woman? She's shaking now, spreading her legs to let him in, grunting, high again, pushing up at his mouth, Will licking and sucking on her. She pulls her legs up and he yells "You're tied up. Your legs!" so she stretches back out. He continues and now it's going to happen and, yes, it's happening, the third time. The charm.
And Will's prick has grown more. Mirebile dictu, the miracle of Rita and the game! He crawls up while she gets to the edge and he pushes his dick into her, just as her orgasm pours out of her vagina and up through her body, not asking but just going in. He wants to see her face again, her whole face while she cums, so he rips the ace bandage off her. He starts pumping, getting higher and higher, and it happens to him too. It couldn't happen but it does. He's gasping and grunting and coming as much as her and he finishes right after her.
Afterwards they lie panting and sweating. Will doesn't want to put pressure on Rita's breast but he's so winded he can't hold himself off her. They look straight into each other's eyes and run their mouths over each other's faces, then Rita finally lets go of the rails and caresses his cheek and gets that sad, sweet look again and manages to ask,
"Can I be your girl?"
"If I can be your guy."
They wrap themselves together and roll to their sides.
End of Chapter 2.
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Everyone likes Rita. And Will didn't seem like such a bad sort, if only he didn't have those awful political beliefs. Everyone, moreover, agrees that things did get a little out of hand at dinner, everyone except Evelyn, of course, who has no end of insulting rants she'd like to use on him. Well, that's Evelyn, whom frankly no one really likes. So, once Rita has started accepting calls, it's Arnold with the apology and invitation.
Dinner. Just Arnold, Rita's friend Donna, Rita herself, and the contrarian.
"We really don't want to outnumber him again."
It's in a nice Greek restaurant, where they can begin with Saganaki and all yell "Opa!" together and get the flame out of the way before the conversation.
It's a truly polite conversation, at that. Almost non-political! Just finding out about each other. For example, all are singletons but Arnold and Donna are jointly interested in Will's background, and they are good at asking questions.
"How long since your divorce?" asks Arnold.
Will is cutting into his roasted leg of lamb and has to lay the cutlery down and look up to answer. "I'm not divorced. I'm a widower."
Rita adds, "Will's wife had cancer."
Of course, everyone gets quiet. They're all respectful and compassionate. It's what you do. Will's background seems to have broken the mood and he's hoping they won't push it, but they do. Donna is the first one to speak.
"I'm so sorry. Like Rita's fiancé?" It's the first Will has heard anything about a fiancé.
"A different type," says Rita, her voice whispery. "Breast cancer." Why hasn't Rita mentioned that? He looks toward her but only for a second before turning back to the group. He won't bring it up if she doesn't want to.
You deserve your privacy.
Everyone glances sideways at each other and it becomes clear that Donna has made a faux pas that they hope to get past.
"Do you ever talk about it?" Arnold is covering, re-directing the conversation.
"Sometimes. It depends. Well, not really. It's not good dinner conversation. So..." he shrugs
"I imagine it was hard."
"Yeah. Especially the end. But never mind.'
"And you had to watch her go downhill and had to nurse her? I don't think I could." It was Donna.
"Well, it was quick... the second time."
"The second time? She had two cancers?"
"No, a relapse, and it was metastatic."
"Then it killed her fast?"
"I don't like to talk about that." A sip of wine buys him some time.
Arnold decides to share his knowledge. "You know, almost nobody dies of cancer, not directly. Not like a heart attack. It's usually the second of the three reasons on the death certificate. Like, my husband, Luke, died of AIDS but the first listed cause was pneumonia."
Will thinks he understands the party better. Rita has a lot of gay friends and they'd thought he was a homophobe.
"I'm sorry, Arnold."
Arnold shrugs and spreads his hands in a "whatcha gonna do" gesture. Rita is uncomfortable, but Arnold and Donna aren't paying her any attention. Will wonders how he'll answer if Arnold moves on to the obvious question, which he does.
"Can I ask what she died of? I mean the immediate cause?"
Let it hang. Oh, get it over with.
"Okay." It's hard to get out, why he doesn't tell people. He turns to Rita. "I was going to tell you, just not around other people."
She doesn't understand.
"My wife died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound."
Now it gets completely still at the table. Rita turns toward Will but leans away, and her eyes -- she's shocked -- but she doesn't say a word. When Will looks over at her, she mouths a word -- it looks like 'why' -- but that's it. He shakes his head and says in a quiet voice, "I've never talked about it, not outside the immediate family..."
"Were you worried she might use a gun?" It's Arnold again.
"No. That was the surprising... the really surprising thing, because we'd never owned a gun." A right winger without a gun? That's what Donna and Arnold seem to be thinking, just as Rita had. They are all waiting. "She'd planned it. She bought a pistol a week before. I know exactly when because she almost never drove but she'd taken the car. She'd gone to a local gun shop." He thinks about it. "It was a little gun. They call it a micro nine. She told them she wanted one for protection, and she asked where she could get lessons. She apparently did that to lull them. She actually went to an on-line tutorial to figure out how to use it."
"How do you know all that?" It's Arnold again. Rita reaches over and puts a hand on Will's arm. She's still silent.
"From the police. I was the one who found her body, who reported it, and they had to check me out. You know. It's always the husband. So, they investigated, and the gun store people remembered her."
Donna wants to know more. "Was she in pain?"
He shakes his head. "Almost no symptoms. She'd said she wouldn't get any more treatments, and she'd told me... years before... that she had a plan. I never imagined what she actually did. She'd had depression on and off, so the suicide itself wasn't..." He stops and blows out a huge breath. "It wasn't completely a surprise."
Rita cocks her head a little to the side. She still isn't saying anything, and Will can't read her expression. She looks down, and then back up at him. Her hand is still resting on his arm.
"And you found her? I mean. What a shock." It's Arnold.
"She made sure I knew before I found the body... her body." He stops for a moment and sips some more wine. He's quiet while the waiter comes by to refill their water glasses. Rita says 'thank you' to the waiter.
"Okay. There was a note, a big one, on the entry door. She did it while I was out shopping. The note said, in enormous letters," he lifts his hands and spreads them, "'Will, read this before you come inside.' On the back was the full suicide letter, done on our printer, full of apologies and explanations and how much she loved everyone and all that. So. Yeah. I knew as soon as I found the note, before I read the whole thing. And then I went in and found her." When he puts his hands back down, Rita rests her hand on his arm again.
Donna and Arnold look at each other, but Rita watches Will, not staring but looking at him. Will reaches his other hand over and lays it atop Rita's.
"Look, I'm sorry. We're supposed to be having a nice meal and I'm bringing everything down with this maudlin tale. Could we change the topic?"
"Don't be sorry, Will," says Arnold. "It's sad, but it's interesting too. I'm glad you shared it."
Will looks over at Rita and whispers, "I'm sorry."
She picks up his hand and kisses it.
*****
*****
Will wants to announce his lady friend to the world. Rita counters with "How about we meet the kids?"
She warns Will about her daughter, Judith.
"She's never truly forgiven me for the divorce. She was Daddy's girl and I'm kind of the wicked witch."
A short meeting at a public place seems best and they arrange for lunch at a popular coffee shop, one where Will can get something other than pumpkin-spice lattes. Rita likes pumpkin-spice lattes. So they sit, And they sit. And they finally order. And Rita texts Judith asking where she is. And they've basically finished -- Rita her egg-salad sandwich on a croissant roll, with her pumpkin-spice latte; Will his club sandwich on rye with a double espresso -- when a tall, slim woman in office-fashionable attire, who looks a lot like Rita, thirty years ago, arrives and addresses them in a machine gun burst of words.
"I'm sorry I'm late... There were no end of meetings and the traffic was awful... You must be William Hathaway... I'm Judith Fairclough... my!" She finally pauses for a breath. "You don't seem like Mom's type."
"Judy!"
"Can't your little girl tease?"
"And he's 'Will'."
"And," says Will, wanting to get words in and use a bit of self-deprecation, "my dates' parents often said that about me."
"Oh, so you're dating! That's especially interesting. Really Mom? You've changed your standards? Well, sorry, but I can't stay. Busy, busy, busy, and the traffic is terrible. Will, Will you... oh that's interesting... 'Will-Will.' Well, will you write down your contact information so I can get in touch later?" And he does and she says "Ciao" and air-kisses Rita and she's gone.
"Well," manages Will. "That wasn't as painful as I expected. Was she really here?"
Rita looks a bit dejected.
"We need to talk about Judy and Ben and me before we see her again. There's a lot of context."
"Now?"
"No. Later. There are things I don't like to talk about, so let me organize my thoughts. Maybe next week."
*****
It gets a little more real the next day when Judith calls to ask Will over for a personal tete-a-tete, just the two of them over little sandwiches and iced tea, where she can apologize for being so abrupt and rude at the first meeting. She sounds genuine, so he agrees. A time is set for early evening and he texts Rita about it.
*****
Judith lives in one of those McMansions that proliferate in Carmel. Not the knockoff 'McMansions' that proliferate in America. Each house here seems to have its own architect, and many -- like Judith's -- have professional landscaping. They're not at all like Will's place. He and LaDonna had a hard time finding a reasonably contemporary house in Carmel that was small enough for them, without all the extra bedrooms and bathrooms and the basement they'd never use. Judith's fits Carmel better, which is not a dig at either the house or Carmel, just a fact. And so does Judith herself. She's fit. She is refined and graceful. But not too much so. She clearly works, clearly has a career, and she would be perfectly in place as a private school principal or a hospital administrator. Will thinks again how much she looks like Rita. Unlike Rita, though, she doesn't like Will, and once he is inside and seated she gets right to it.
"So, Willie," she snarks, "What do you want?"
"I'm sorry?" Her eyes grow small and wicked. Yes, 'wicked' is the right word. Will cocks his head and raises an eyebrow.
"What do you want? What are your intentions? Why are you seeing my mother?"
"I don't understand, Judith. Should I take a test or something?"
Is everyone from Rita's world like this?
He doesn't want to be impolite, but she wants to draw something out. He lays out his whole case.
"I'm seeing Rita because I like her and she seems to like me. I'm not trying to do anything... underhanded. I'm a widower, a retired prof. I'm reasonably comfortably. I have family here. Grandkids. You can find me with a simple Google search."
Might she have had him investigated? She could, easily enough. Why is he being interrogated in a well-designed, beautiful living room in a 5,000 square foot home with landscaping, backing onto a large wood, and both a Tesla and a Lexus in the driveway? How does that fit together? What is she thinking?
"You can find my wife's obituary in the Star. I'm not trying to worm my way into your family. Rita and I like doing things together. That's basically it. What do you want to know?"
"What about your sex with her?"
"Sex?"
Jesus!
"I've found your stories on Literotica, Will... or should I call you 'Dr. Jekyll'? So, what about you and my mom and sex?"
She's had him investigated all right, pretty thoroughly given how short the time has been. How quickly her internet sleuth found him! If they found Literotica, how long before they find other things? What should he say? Anything? What would anyone say?
"That's damned personal, Judith. I don't know you well enough, and I'm not going to talk to you about my sex life. If you want to tell Rita about those stories, I can't stop you. I guess I'll need to tell her about them myself, now, won't I? If you want to know if she is having sex, and if so who with, you'll have to ask her yourself."
Judith cackles.
"I know she isn't having sex with you."
"Okay."
"You're not interested in finding out how I know?"
"Like I said, I won't talk about sex with you. And I think I should leave."
"Oh dear me! And I so thought you'd be interested in finding out she's a lesbian."
*****
*****
Will doesn't know what his expression is, but Judith loves it.
"Yes, she left my dad in order to fuck her girlfriend full time. Does that surprise you? Does it explain your 'sex' life with her?" She makes scare quotes in the air with the word 'sex.' Will still doesn't respond but just sits there, probably looking stupid.
"Or maybe you're her gay guy friend and you've known all along. No, I don't think so. Your stories are hetero. I think you're a wannabe who's destined to be disappointed. Now, what do you think about that?"
Jeez, things must be bad between them for her to be so cruel. Or is she a fucking bitch? It could be both of course.
"I wish you hadn't told me that."
"Oh, I'm just doing you a favor. Now you can walk away and not waste your time."
"I wish you hadn't. I'll have to tell her and find out if it's true."
"Oh, it's true."
"I'll check that out with her. You understand. The stories, well they're another matter. I... well I am sorry about your parents' divorce. But, God, how much you must hate her."
It's after he leaves Judith's house that Will finds the text from Rita: "Please come here before you go to Judy's, Will. We need to talk first."
That's understandable, so damned understandable. A lot of things are, after the fact. But would it have made any difference if Rita had been able to tell him first? Who can actually know what the road not taken would look like?
*****
It isn't particularly far to Rita's condo, but there is plenty of time to think about what he is going to ask and what he is going to tell.
He replies to Rita's text: "Sorry. I read your text after meeting her. Can I come by now?"
He doesn't want to lay anything else out in a text.
He drives along a lovely boulevard, through some roundabouts, past some of Carmel's public art, past churches and parks and golf courses, and he doesn't notice any of it. Instead, he thinks of what he could -- and should -- have said to Judith. Who can think of just the right words at the time? In his stories he can because there is plenty of time in the writing, time for a hundred indecisions and for a hundred visions and revisions, as the poet would put it. Even then he doesn't get everything right. And on the spur of the moment, looking Judith in the face? Who knows the perfect thing to say?
Could he have told her to fuck off? No, for Rita's sake. That much he knows. Could he have told her she didn't have to worry about seeing him again, because she won't? Maybe. Again, he doesn't know. The only reason to dislike him is that her mother likes him well enough to have him meet the family, though once she found out about his stories she had an after-the-fact motive and ammunition. She wants to wreak some vengeance on her mother by destroying her budding romance. At least that. And maybe she'll succeed.
With all that, Judith doesn't crowd Will's thoughts. That's Rita's job. So, she's a lesbian. Some things make more sense after you find out other things. Will's entire time with Rita reframes itself as he drives.
She would have told me. I didn't have to learn from Judith. But what would she have told me?
Will has had gay friends. Guys have come on to him. A lesbian friend once outed herself to him for some obscure reason and was surprised to find that he already knew. But he's never been with a bisexual woman, not as far as he knows. Not before Rita. Does Rita love him? Do you love me? She seemed to love him. Everything seemed right. Or am I just a rest stop on your journey through life? That sounds corny even to him, but the answer is important.
Let me know, Rita. Please. Love me or set me free. I'll get by somehow.
*****
*****
Rita is waiting at the door when he arrives. The houselights are dimmed but her legs -- those smooth legs -- are in a little patch of moonlight. He can't make out her face at first, and when he can, she looks like she's lost her best friend. They say their hellos, he takes her hand, and they turn completely soundlessly to the living room, where she can hardly ask her questions.
"How was it? What did she say?"
"Is she always so hateful?"
A pause. A long one. They are still standing, facing each other, still holding hands.
"Only about me."
Tell it now. She knows. Don't make her suffer, waiting.
"She thinks I want to weasel into your family for some reason. I don't know why. And she told me you're a lesbian. And, before you say anything, there's something about me that I need to tell you."
Rita staggers back. It's what she'd expected and what she'd hoped against hope wouldn't come out.
He tries to continue. "About me ..." But she breaks in.
"Are we finished?" She breaks in because she can't stand not knowing. "Our relationship?"
"Rita?"
"Is that the thing about you... that you're going to leave me?" They both think she's going to cry.
He takes her other hand. "Oh God no, Rita. I'm not leaving unless you send me away." He wraps her in a hug. "No! No! It's not going to happen."
"You're not revolted? I couldn't tell you at first, and then it seemed too late."
"Because? Because you've been with women? You're my girl. Don't worry. Don't. Never." They're rocking, his arms still around her, hers around him, swaying back and forth, still standing before the couch, and she is crying.
Over me, Will thinks. Me. My poor darling.
"Because I kept it from you." She's wiping her eyes and trying to control her breathing.
"No. Again. Please. No. You have a right. You'd tell me in your own time, or maybe not at all."
He lets go of her and takes her face in his hands and kisses her.
"People need their private places. I'm going to have to show you some of mine. Please, Rita. I wish she hadn't told me because you weren't ready and she forced it out. Christ! Your own daughter! If I didn't let you know I knew, it wouldn't be fair to you, and...," he takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly, "it would destroy us when you learned I'd held it back."
Rita reaches her hands to Will's face and pulls him down to another kiss. Then:
"I want to explain."
"There's no reason to."
"I don't want you to have to wonder. I'm not exactly who... or I guess what you thought I was. I don't want to leave you in the dark. After I tell you, you'll know me better. You might decide I don't deserve you."
"I've already decided."
"No. It wouldn't be right."
"Don't do it."
"I need to."
"What if I ordered you not to tell me?"
"Please. William. This isn't a game. I need to tell you. Really. I do."
He takes her hand.
"Maybe I need to share my secret first."
*****
So, what of the stories? Rita frankly isn't interested. He can send her one or two to read. He thinks you'll hate me. Or -- there's another possibility, you'll wonder how to tell me the stories aren't any good.
What Rita wants to do is confess.



They sit on the couch and hold hands the entire time. He knows her confession won't change his feelings, not unless she's a stone killer or something, because he already knows the main point.
"I imagine Judy told you that I left Ben to be with a woman."
"Yeah. That's pretty much it, but not so nicely. She said you divorced him to fuck your girlfriend."
"She said 'fuck'?"
"Yes, she did."
"Well..." She sighs. "That's true enough in its own way. I left him to be with Fay, my lover. But I didn't leave him because of her. Not just because of her. I left because it was time to take our marriage off life support and let it die. That was a decade ago."
"Can I ask? Was Fay your fiancé?"
"Yes. Fay Duncan. I didn't tell you..."
"Because she was a woman. I understand. But Judith apparently wasn't in an understanding mood."
"It's better between us now. Or I thought it was. But anyway, I left for Fay because our marriage was already a shell. I can't put it all on Ben. He wasn't an awful person. Our early years were fine. Decent. He was good to me at first, and he was a very good father. Then he wasn't very good with me anymore, and I wasn't very good with him. It got to where we fought a lot."
They had yelled in front of the kids until they came to an understanding that they should be more discreet.
The sex. "Well, you know the old joke about the elderly couple in a retirement home, who become sweet on each other? You don't know that one? The guy's friends tell him he ought to propose to her but first find out if they're sexually compatible. He asks her about sex and she says 'I'd like it infrequently,' and after a minute he asks 'Just for clarification, darling, was that one word or two?'"
They're both laughing. They sit and Will waits for Rita to continue. She is more relaxed now. It is easier to talk about it, not worrying that he'll leave her over it.
"Well, I was the one-word lady. I didn't much want sex. I didn't want sex with him because I was angry... or at least peeved... with him so often. And he was mad at me."
"And this was before Fay was in the picture." Will has been paying attention.
"Long before. There was nothing sapphic going on, not until Fay. But... let me tell you, I'd always known I was attracted to women. Since... I think... middle school. But I was also monogamous and, until Fay, faithful. I'd read lesbian stories in college. And I'd had one little experience."
Will starts to interrupt.
"No, let me tell it. Before I met Ben. This other girl and I had been at a party, drinking, and we walked to her apartment talking about... what else... sex. There was this tension between us, and... we started kissing, and we both got to second base before she stopped us. That was it."
"Did you ever see her again?"
"We'd bump into each other at parties and such, but neither of us ever brought it up, and she married about the same time I did. As far as I know she's still married."
"But men?"
"Well, their bodies... your bodies... are so different. Dear Lord, do you have to ask? You're so big and have those muscles. Not to mention a cock."
"I hadn't intended to mention it."
Rita laughs, and Will is pleased she's still up for his Dad jokes.
"And everything else. My first experience with a penis... and its owner... was exciting... and scary. It almost seemed like an alien being. Well, I basically went straight. At least in my actions."
"For years."
"For decades, really. Anyway, I didn't have much experience before I married, and I didn't have much 'oh, zowie' sex. After my first few years with Ben, there wasn't much sex at all. Enough to have children. I was faithful and unsatisfied."
"And then there was Fay."
"Then there was Fay."
It was a non-profit's fund-raising gala, down at the Civic Center. Everyone was dressed up, coifed, made up, socializing, laughing, drinking. Rita, sans Ben who had better things to do, was dressed up, coifed, made-up, socializing, laughing, drinking. They were raising gobs of money to help rape and abuse victims, much of it at an auction, and Rita was good at getting bids raised. She hit up a tall, elegant, blond woman. Breasts neither large nor small. Pale skin with a beauty mark beside her lips. Tight, grey skirt, a ruffled, white blouse. Beautifully white. Elegant. A lovely, pearl necklace, pearl bracelet. Perfect hair. Say it again: elegant. Fay Duncan of the Women's Center was on the prowl and Margaret Fairclough was her prey.
That's Will's take, not Rita's. The conclusion seems obvious to him, and he'll never share it with her.
"We had a drink and began talking and... there was that tension again."
She can't explain it. The memory of that girl from long ago came back. Her mouth, her hands, the feel of her breasts, which Rita never actually saw. It was ancient history but seemed like the night before. At the soiree, Fay led Rita out onto the terrace where it was dark and they were alone, and she stood too close to her and then kissed her.
"And that was that."
"How could she tell? That you were... susceptible?"
"I think by the time we were on the terrace it had to be obvious."
She'd gotten all breathless and couldn't think of what to say and couldn't keep that college evening out of her thoughts. She didn't know if anything would really happen but was hoping something would. She doesn't know what specific thing told Fay that she could lean in for the kiss.
"I don't have any idea what gave me away at the very beginning. Maybe she just had really good gaydar. Or maybe she was skilled at leading the conversation. I just don't know."
The first kiss was followed by a second one, longer and sweeter, and a third. They kissed and then kissed each other some more, and kissed, and kissed, slow and long. Fay caressed Rita's breasts through her blouse, then moved her hand down to her fulcrum. Rita doesn't know how long it lasted. Fay pulled Rita in close so they could feel each other's bodies, there on the empty terrace. It wasn't as dark as all that. There was reflected light streaming out through the windows, the moon, and scattered streetlamps. It was a cool night and Rita remembers she had goosebumps. She thought they might get caught, though it didn't make her stop, and she still wonders how they weren't. She'd have let Fay unbutton her right there if she'd tried.
But Fay lived nearby -- in the very condo where Rita is now baring herself to Will -- so she drove them here and they spent two hours making love. The seduction part didn't take any time at all. It was the soft, slow, drawn-out, love-making session that devastated Rita and made her decide this had to be her life.
She called Ben later to tell him she'd stayed late to help clean up.
"Anyway, that's my story about how I became unfaithful and lesbian."
*****
"You know that common belief that men find the idea of two women having sex really erotic?"
"Uh-huh."
Will grins. "Well, it's true."
"You bastard!" She laughs and slaps him on the chest and they hug.
"But..." He stops. "How did I get so lucky?"
Rita gives Will that sweet, sad expression again.
"At the Senior Center, I wasn't looking for love or sex. Really. Just a friend, and you were the most intriguing person." She touches his cheek. "You might remember I checked the 'any' box on the profile card. I'd been so lonely since Fay died."
Will waits.
"She'd had these stomach issues that just wouldn't go away, and after they did all the tests it was cancer, the same type you had; pancreatic. I didn't want to bring that up to you. Only hers wasn't operable."
"Not resectable."
"Yes. She had the same treatment you had, and some other things I can't remember, and it was awful. She had terrible reactions to the infusions, and then the cancer just took over. We'd been hopeful... we tried to convince ourselves, that we could buy her some time, but no. She never had another good day, or a good hour, and she was dead in four months."
Rita puts her head to Will's chest and says it quietly: "Oh, my poor Fay."
He holds one hand to her head and runs his other one up and down her back. "I'm sorry for you and for Fay."
After a moment, she raises her head. She's trying to smile.
"I was depressed for a long time..."
"Donna said you were almost housebound."
"I sat at home a lot... oh, not all the time... but I finally decided I had to get a friend, a companion, someone new to share things with. I was desperate. I didn't care if it was a man or a woman. So, I went to that meeting and there you were."
"And I was interesting."
"No one else came close. I was just worried sex might be involved. I didn't hate men, but it had been so long, and my experience with Ben had been so poor." She pauses and smiles. "I was afraid of sex with you. I thought it would ruin our friendship. You'd mentioned 'equipment' issues and I thought 'that's good!'" She pauses again and touches his cheek again. "You know I don't feel that way anymore."
"I know. And I'm happy." He hugs her again and she puts her head on his shoulder.
*****
"When did you leave Ben?"
"A few weeks later. Fay suggested I move in with her and she gave me the strength to finally cut the cord. Poor Ben. When I told him I was leaving him, I actually suggested that maybe he could get a better bed partner. Big mistake! He got so angry, but he had to be as frustrated as I had been."
"Are you sure he'd been as faithful as you?"
"What? I don't know." She thinks about it a minute. "I've never really considered it. As far as I know he was as faithful as the day is long. My own sex, before Fay, was pretty much limited to reading lesbian stories, most of them terrible, and, you know, having sex with myself."
*****
She asks a question he doesn't want to answer.
"Were you ever unfaithful? Maybe I shouldn't ask that. I didn't mean it. Don't answer."
To this a big sigh, one where you take in as much air as you can, and hold it, before letting it out like cigarette smoke.
"I don't want to tell you all about me, but I'll answer, and I won't lie. The problem is you won't like me as much." She doesn't say anything, so he continues. "I wasn't as faithful as you."
"Oh. Well, how much... you know?" Her voice gets weaker as she asks it. He's not sure, now, that he will answer it, and she doesn't think she wants to know. "Don't answer."
Will sits for a moment, looking around the room, and finally decides he will.
"Beginning with our marriage? Six women."
Rita lets out her breath. "Oh! I was afraid you were going to say 'dozens' or 'hundreds' or something."
"So 'only' six and I can still be a good person?"
He is irritated. She looks surprised, and Will continues.
"I'm sorry, but I don't like the moral arithmetic. Like there is some particular number that would put me into a different category? Something other than 'none'?"
"I'm sorry, Will. I shouldn't have asked the question in the first place."
Now he's ashamed at having snapped at her.
"I'm the sorry one. Look." Will takes another breath. "I wasn't a very good husband. A good father? Yes. A good husband? Uh-uh. I passed on some obvious invitations, but I would have strayed more if the opportunities had been better. The six women amounted to maybe ten or fifteen occasions. Your boyfriend is as flawed as anybody, but I ever won't cheat on you."
They sit quietly. Will is attracted to a large painting that looks like something by Mark Rothko. Paying attention to it takes him away from his worry that Rita is judging him unfit for her attentions. Why wouldn't she? Finally:
"Did you ever feel guilty?"
"Maybe a little. I mainly worried about being caught, though I did stop after a few years. I committed more to our marriage after there were the kids, and I turned women down. It's interesting... well, interesting to me, that more women made themselves obviously available once I became senior, but I wasn't going to go with them. I got skilled at saying "no" gently, but it didn't make up for the earlier years. Still, I felt more guilt about writing the stories. Putting time and effort into them and corresponding with other readers and writers. Fantasy sex. I felt that was 'cheating'."
Rita is not upset with Will. She's happy she's not alone in confessing.
"I felt terribly guilty after my first time with Fay. I knew I wouldn't confess, but I didn't know what to do. Then, a week later, I saw her again, and the guilt evaporated. Poof! I fell in love with her, and it made everything okay in my mind. We got together several times after that and I was like you. I just worried about being caught. But I felt a huge weight lifted after I actually left Ben."
It leads to another question.
"Did you love any of the women?"
"No." He looks at his hands. "I was a dog. I think I was hunting. Not exactly, but close enough. I deserved bad things but they didn't happen to me. I had a crush on one woman, but she wasn't into me as much as I was into her. That was obvious afterwards. A couple of others were a lot more into me than I was into them, and I hurt them." He's quiet a moment and whispers, "Shit!" Then he turns back to Rita. Anyway, no. I've only ever truly loved one woman."
"Just your wife."
"No."
Then it's too late not to say it.
Rita is puzzled. She cocks her head and raises her eyebrows, looks away, looks back, and finally asks:
"You were married half a century."
"Yes."
"And you didn't love her?"
"Oh bother. It was like the elevator operator's job. It has its ups and downs. A lot of marriages are like that, I think. Did I love her at the beginning? I don't know. There came a point, once we'd decided to have kids, that I made a commitment to the marriage, that I would stay in it for good or bad. But love her? She was hard to love. For anybody. Maybe especially for me. Everyone liked Will, but not LaDonna, not so much. Even so, we were a team. We planned things, did stuff together, travelled. But true, visceral love? There's a different type of that and it was reserved for my kids and grandkids."
"I don't understand."
"What's to understand? If it weren't for Fay, you'd still be married to Ben."
"I understand the concept, though I wouldn't be because he's dead. If I'd never met Fay I would have been free in a couple of years. But you were married so long. You weren't happy? All that time?"
"Ups and downs."
"So, what about your 'one true love.' Was it your first love?"
"No. And I don't want to talk about it. Can we drop the subject?"
"Your... " she hesitates, "mother?"
"No." He laughs. "I'm not that twisted, and it wasn't my sisters either. Really, let's drop it. I'm serious."
"No. You have to tell me. If I'm with you I have a right to know who my competition is."
"You don't have any competition. And I don't want to talk about it. Just let it go."
"I don't understand." She doesn't get it. "Tell me."
"Rita, please! There's no competition." He's raising his voice, and maybe it'll get her to stop. "Christ, Rita! You're my girlfriend. There's no one else."
"If there's no one now, who was it? You have to tell me Will!"
"It's you!"
*****
He stands and turns away.
"Oh, Jesus, Rita." He turns back to her. "It's you. I've had lovers and I was married half a century... and you're the first woman I've ever truly, completely loved. So now you know, if you believe me. Or call me a lying son of a bitch and tell me to go the hell away."
Could he have knocked her over with a feather? That's as good a banality as any for a profound effect. Rita is silent. She looks at him, looks away, looks into her hands. She too stands and turns, then turns back. He can't stand it but doesn't know what else to say. He wonders how she could believe such romantic crap. Finally, she whispers:
"Is it true?"
"It's true. I love you."
"Really?"
"Really. Completely."
"Why didn't you say so before?"
"I was afraid I'd scare you away. I've loved you since before you almost slapped me." He chuckles and moves his head, slowly, back and forth. "More when you were so strong against your friends for me. I crashed completely our first night together."
"After you whipped me?"
"God, no. From the beginning. You were wonderful."
It's quiet again, but a much more peaceful quiet.
"I've loved you since I almost slapped you. And I crashed that first night, too."
He remembers it. "You hinted about falling in love, but I thought you might be joking."
"I wanted you to kind of know, but I... well... I didn't want to scare you away. I'd been so awful and standoffish earlier that I was sure you'd decide I wasn't worth another go."
"I was worried for you, at how skittish you were."
"Skittish? That's a kind word for it. Anyway, I was planning to call you the next week and invite you out, to more or less offer myself."
"Feminine wiles."
"Maybe Wile E. Coyote."
She can tell Dad jokes too.
"I fell so hard, Rita."
"It can't have been the sex." She's remembering, I almost didn't give you any.
"Yes, on the sex. You don't know what you're like."
"Well, you had my number."
"It was masculine wiles. A poorly understood phenomenon."
"And you sexed me so well. No one ever did me like you did. Your hands are such fabulous bastards."
"Whoa! Talk about inflating my ego."
"I want to inflate your cock, honey."
"Deep breath. You're going to give me a heart attack, darling. But, I couldn't be better than Fay."
"I loved sex with Fay. I did. But it was different."
He's trying not to grin. Dial it down.
"What did I do? If I can patent it I'll make millions."
Rita laughs. "You weren't just wonderful. And you know what?" She almost can't say it out loud. It seems so crass. He'll laugh. Finally,
"You gave me three orgasms!"
She covers her mouth with a hand.
"Oh, sex is about more than orgasms, you know. I'm sorry. Of course you know! But three! I'd never had three in a night. Three was about my annual quota. I had a friend who bragged that she could have endless numbers of them but I'm not in that league. Stop grinning! You think I'm just making it up, but I'm not. Okay, more than three a year, but not very many. If you can patent three a night you'll be a wealthy man."
No one has ever raved about Will's lovemaking. He hasn't had complaints, but this? Half-cocked in his dotage? He thinks it must have been because he didn't have a working prick and could completely concentrate on Rita. Maybe it would have been better for him not to be cured. But Rita wants him in good, working order, so here they are. And he's not complaining.
Anyway, they go to bed and forget all about Judith, and the stories, and everything except Fay.
*****
Thank you, Fay. You took Rita out of her loveless marriage. I'm sorry you died but I have mixed feelings. She was yours, and I'm so damned lucky. I don't know if we'd have even liked each other, but you made her happy. I'm trying to make her happy, too. It's not a competition, though in a way I guess it is, and I guess I'm the winner so far. Just through longevity. I hope you don't mind that I'm a guy. It's just the way things turned out.
Will turns on his side and watches Rita sleep.
*****
*****
Will's family loves Rita. They have dinner at his daughter's and son-in-law's house. Will's daughter Jeanette is at an agency that works closely with the Women's Center, so she and Rita greet each other by first names. After dinner, Will's grandkids and son-in-law Jerry drag Rita off to begin a board game while he and Jeanette clear the dishes and get their first chance to talk alone.
"So, she's a keeper?" asks Jeanette.
"I like her. A lot."
"Mm-hmm." She doesn't say anything for a moment, but she's got a smirk and keeps glancing over at him. She opens a cabinet and puts a bowl away. Finally, Will can't stand it.



"What does 'mm-hmm' mean?"
"Well, she had a friend who worked at the Center..."
"Fay Duncan."
"Yeah," Jeanette looks out the window at the twilight sky. She's quiet.
"Say it."
"Okay. I'd heard they were a couple."
"That's because they were a couple."
Jeanette turns to Will and beams. "My Dad!" She laughs. "The guy so hot he can turn a lesbian straight."
"Jenny!"
She's still beaming.
"I know. I know. I just think it's cool. And don't worry. I like Rita. I was worried you were going to take up with someone younger. You know. More my age. Or even younger. That would have been weird, and there are women I work with who have met you and... well, I guess that's neither here nor there, is it?"
"But it wouldn't be cool."
"Very uncool."
"But a sixtyish lesbian?
"Go for it."
They're being called to the game.
"What if... hypothetically, just hypothetically... I were to fall in love?"
Jeanette smiles. "Don't worry about me, Popsi. I don't want you to get hurt, but that's a chance we all take. So don't worry about me."
"You know this conversation stays between us." He knows it will go straight to Jerry. And to his other daughter, five states away. And probably farther than that. Please, dear God, don't let the grandkids hear anything. They'll want to know everything, and they're vague on limits.
"Anyway, a lot of people already knew they were a couple. So, who were you going to hide it from?"
They go to the game room. They haven't gotten to the part where Jeanette would tell Will that Fay was a bit intimidating, that she sometimes seemed to be coming on to Jeanette, who was both flattered and put off.
End of Chapter 3.
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Rita and Will peel off their clothes and scramble under the covers -- a sheet, a comforter, and a spread. Will starts to explore Rita's body and she grabs his hands. "Ouch! They're cold!" He rubs them on his stomach to warm them, then goes back to the attack, caressing everywhere the way he now knows she likes, followed by his mouth, all the way down, with stops at her breasts and navel, sucking and licking, ending between her legs. She takes his head in both her hands and pulls him hard against her, but after a moment he pulls free and laughs.
"You don't get off that quickly."
Will pulls her arm to the side and nips her underarm. "Oh!" He kisses her on the bite and goes back down to business. He can't get over how long her nipples are, so he spends a lot of time on them before going back down between her legs, licking, and licking, and oh yeah! She bucks like he knew she would and cries the cry he loves to hear.
Rita's not cold anymore. Lying flat on her back she pushes the covers down to cool off, and as she rests she begins caressing Will back, then moves her hands to Will's cock, from his balls to the head. She is fascinated by his erections and takes full credit for them.
"You're lucky you're with me or you'd never have gotten another one."
Tonight was the first time she'd seen him give himself his injection.
"You can't use the pill?"
"Not strong enough. If this didn't work, I'd have gone straight to an implant."
"But you have to stick the needle..." she nods toward his penis, "...in there?"
"Yes. And then I stick it..." He nods toward her crotch, "...into there."
"You idiot!" Rita laughs and slaps Will on the chest and kisses him.
Rita makes Will lie still so she can play with it, his medically-enhanced prick, then she leans down to take it into her mouth sucks it and caresses it with her tongue. Their second time after it had begun working right, she'd asked,
"Can you tell me the best way to use my mouth? The best way for you?"
"Well. I only know it from the receiving end. I could let you know how it's working."
So he did, and she paid attention, and he'd erupted into her mouth. It was as bad as she'd expected, but strangely exciting, and she'd gotten another of those explosive orgasms.
Fay could never do that.
Afterwards, she had held his cock in her mouth and sucked him softly.
My Will. Make me do you.
"I never did that before, Will. Never."
Now he'd like her to do it every time, but you don't want to wear out your welcome. And there are other things to do, things she'd never experienced beyond the straight, repetitive missionary sex with Ben. When she'd had sex with Ben at all. Will loves all of it. He'd gone such a long time without, and now he has a woman to do it with, and a working prick.
Tonight, Will doesn't get to cum yet. Rita straddles him, leaning as far up as she can without pulling him out of her, far enough up that she can lean over and get her breasts to his mouth, one then the other, then back. Those exquisite nipples. The bruised one is almost healed. He sucks and nibbles and she makes a sound somewhere between a grunt and a moan. One nipple, then the other, then back, and she starts rubbing her mound against him. Faster. And now she's coming. Again!
Most people their age don't have sex very often. A lot never have sex at all. But Will is reborn, and he thinks about Rita's body during the day, and her responses, and things they could do. It's like I'm a kid again. And she's game. She doesn't necessarily want sex, the completion, but she wants the kisses and the caresses and his contact, and she wants to feel him on her and inside her, and when there's the loving and the penetration, it seems to pull the rest of it up and pour it over her. She came twice tonight. How is that even possible?
Neither of them understands the new Rita, who orgasms so easily. Will knows women's sexuality is more complicated than men's, and he wonders how much credit he should get. What did I do? Once Rita is finished, she slides down his body so he can stay inside her, and they lie quietly for a bit, Will just feeling Rita from the inside.
Later, Rita keeps putting a hand to Will's cock and caressing it. It moves a little under her hand, even afterwards, and it's all that keeps him from going to sleep.
*****
"Will? I need to tell you something."
He looks up.
"You don't have to be faithful to me." What? Another of her post-coital conversations. He's certain he'll never get used to them. "As long as you come back to me."
Now he's fast awake.
"What in the world? I'm going to be faithful."
"You weren't faithful before, and I understand."
"Read my lips, Margaret Fairclough. I'm going to be faithful."
"Fay wasn't faithful to me." They let that float for a moment. "And I wasn't faithful to Ben."
Will doesn't completely agree. He doesn't argue, but he thinks, You were faithful to Ben for what, a couple of decades? Until you met Fay and changed your allegiances, and then you were faithful to her until she died.
Rita is talking again.
"I found out about Fay about two weeks after I moved in with her. I came home and she was in bed with another woman."
"And that didn't break you two up?"
"I thought she'd be mortified, but she wasn't. She told me to take off my clothes and get in bed with them."
"And you did?"
"Well, you know, sometimes lovestruck girls want to let their partners do things."
Fay had demanded that Rita start kissing the other woman, another married woman. Over time, Rita found that married women were Fay's specialty.
She made Rita suck the other woman's vulva and lick her clitoris and bring her to orgasm while Fay masturbated her, then had them trade places. After that each had to lick Fay in turn. Then came rest and a snack of wine and cheese and crackers, before Fay made the other woman lie down on her back again. Fay mounted her face and slid her sex back and forth over the woman's mouth while Rita did cunnilingus again on the woman. Both Fay and the other woman came. Rita managed not to cum even once, but she faked it well enough that she didn't ruin the experience for either of them.
Will doesn't ask for the particulars and Rita doesn't offer them.
"Before I moved in, Fay had told me she had these sexual appetites and I had to get used to them, but I thought I would be enough for her. It's not the way it turned out."
"Did this happen a lot? The threesomes?" Will is trying to sound blasé and cool.
"Sometimes."
"I don't think we'll do many threesomes."
"Maybe bring in a second guy?" She's trying to make a joke of it.
"Even less likely." He decides to check on something: "Did she ever whip you?"
"No. But she did tie me up a few times, and she and another woman would work me over."
She gets a far-away look.
"Rita?"
"Nothing. Just that it was hot."
"Maybe you can give me some pointers."
He has another question.
"Why did you two stay together? No, I understand wanting to be with you. But if she was trying to seduce all the married women in greater Indianapolis, you included, how did you two stay together?"
"I don't know. We loved each other. When we finally talked about getting married, I told her I couldn't do it if she kept being, you know, profligate."
"And she was faithful after that?"
"She said she was."
*****
*****
It's a beautiful love match, or so Will thinks until the belief is shattered two days later by a freakish coincidence.
While shopping in the lumber section at a Home Depot, Will turns a corner at the exact moment a giant of a man cracks open an employees' door and peeks out. That is curious. The man is clearly checking to be certain the coast is clear, but there must be a fog or something because he misses Will and opens the door further. Rita steps out, buttoning the top button of her blouse. She turns to the man, smiles up at him, and touches a hand to his cheek, after which they briefly kiss. Both glance around in the guilty fashion of people who don't want to appear guilty, then they depart separately.
Will stares at some treated two-by-eights and tries to understand it. Oh, it's understandable enough, but in the shock and awe of the moment he doesn't believe it. It's not real. It's real. It's somebody else. It's Rita.
Thank God Rita didn't walk in his direction. Or maybe don't thank God. Still, it could have been a teachable moment, as folks say, and the moment is lost. Again: Rita? Again: yes, Rita. In a Home Depot? Will seldom shops there, as it's much farther from his home than the other big DIY stores. This was on a whim. It's even farther from Rita's place. And the man: he's willing to commit a firing offense? With Rita? In the goddamned store itself? He walks right past Will and goes back to work.
And Will. William Hathaway. Suddenly alone in the world, suddenly without his love. He goes out to his car and sits there, wiping his eyes. Staring at nothing. Rita! Do I just ask you? Tell you what I saw? Let you make up an explanation? There must be an explanation. He knows what it is.
There's an electronics store nearby. Will looks at it for several minutes, then goes inside and buys a recording device, a small, self-actuated, audio-recording thing. It's battery powered and allows for both listening and recording over the Web. New parents sometimes use them for baby monitors. He realizes he's doing what cuckolds do in all those stories he's read about faithless spouses. He wishes he were in such a story so he'd know exactly what to do. At least he knows what to do with the gizmo, so he opens the package and begins adjusting the settings while still in the parking lot.
*****
Rita's car isn't at home. Will lets himself in, goes to her bedroom -- a room he knows well, having been there just two nights before -- links the device to Rita's wi-fi, and sets it behind an empty shoebox atop her dresser. He's ashamed of himself for doing it, almost enough to stop. Just ask her! But he has to know more. He has to know.
I'm not on any moral high ground. I was married! I had kids! If LaDonna had found out, she'd have kicked me out and been right to do it. I could have gotten an STI. I could have ruined my family. I was lucky, and maybe LaDonna was lucky. But let Rita do something hinky with a guy in a Home Depot and... oh, damn it all to hell!
They have a date on Saturday and he's to spend the night at her house. Maybe he'll know something before then. Actually, he can know something only if it's bad. If she doesn't do anything before then, he'll have to decide whether to confront her on the basis of ten seconds in a Home Depot.
And does it truly count as cheating? Will makes the mistake of asking himself that, and he grimaces. How to categorize it? We're not married. They're not even living together. Just dating, really, though very involved. What if she were a casual date who also sexed other men? Would he think less of her? Will considers it a moment.
No, I don't think so.
What's the difference?
She's my woman. She told me I'm her guy. I told her I love her. She said she loves me.
Can he believe what she said or know what she truly feels?
Do I even have a right to judge her?
What if she had simply told him she wanted more space, had wanted them both to be freer? She's experienced, at least with women.
Would I have agreed?
Maybe, though an open relationship is typically a prelude to the end of things. But he might have agreed if only to try to maintain something with her. But -- another 'but' -- she hasn't told him anything. It's cheating because that's how Rita is treating it.
*****
At home, Will is lucky -- or he's not -- because he gets a hit on the app. He's been sitting at the computer and playing video solitaire while waiting. About seven, the device sends some sounds; first distant voices, then a man's voice and a woman's. They're talking and the woman is Rita. Will listens. The man says something. It sounds like he's ordering her to do something.
Suddenly, Will isn't listening.
What the hell is happening to me? What am I becoming?
Spying on the woman he loves. Setting up surveillance equipment in his love's bedroom. Leaning forward to listen to her cheat.
God, I'm a sick bastard! I told her she deserves her privacy. She fucking deserves her privacy!
Will turns off the device. He deletes and fragments the audio file. He deletes and fragments the app. He slams the laptop shut, goes to his car, gets in, and drives. Anywhere. Nowhere. He's going, but he's not leaving his mind behind.
That monster is doing her right now. He's fucking her. Right now! She's whimpering. Right now! Don't think of it. Don't. Think of something else, anything else. I can't. I can't not think of it! What can I do? Nothing.
The adulterer is shattered by his lover. Let's all chuckle nervously at the karmic irony, though understanding it doesn't help Will a whit. What to do? What to do indeed? No, he doesn't get drunk, nor does he speed crazily or crash or do anything else to kill himself. He doesn't think of killing Rita or her massive new fling.
That bastard! That fucking bastard. He looks like a defensive end. He could have any number of women. Why is he fucking a grandmother?
Will just drives.
Somehow, he's on highway 31, up through Kokomo. Sometime later he's made it to South Bend, almost to Lake Michigan. The northern part of the state has been hit by a cold front and for half an hour the air is filled with flurries that seem to whoosh up out of the headlights and either hit the windshield or fly overhead. So what? It really doesn't matter how far he drives or how lovely the snow is. Nothing can make him stop thinking that maybe right now Rita is having an orgasm or is sucking him, or maybe is feeling a monstrous cock pushed all the way up her ass. Could a sixty-something year old woman tolerate that? He doesn't know, but he can imagine it. He can imagine her loving it.
The snow ends as he turns west on I-94 toward Gary, the worst city in America.
That's where I belong.
Then he's driving south on I-65 back toward Indy. He's been in the northern half of the state the whole night. For a bit he'd toyed with the idea of getting a room in Chicago, in a swank hotel like the Palmer House, and maybe hiring a pro. That's not too far beyond Gary, but there just didn't seem to be any purpose to it.
By the time he gets home it's almost two, but he can't sleep.
They've finished by now, long before now, while I was on the road.
He'll be home in his own bed, Mr. Whomever, maybe sleeping beside his wife. Unless he's spending the night.
Well, I guess I won't know that, will I?
Rita's asleep by now. She sleeps peacefully. He's watched her sleep and loved watching her sleep. My girl. Tonight, his girl is peacefully filled with the giant's semen. Would it have been better if she'd sexed a woman from the Home Depot? Will thinks it might have been.
Sleep well, my love. We have to talk tomorrow.
*****
*****
To be retired means that typically you sleep as late as you want. Today, Will doesn't want to awaken at all. His mind is filled with words and lines from things he's read, all signifying abandonment. Earlier, he dreamed of Rita, and in the dream she was like the girl from that Yeats poem, the glimmering girl, who called him by his name and ran, and faded through the brightening air. Will saw her fade. He's never dreamed a dream from a poem -- does anyone? -- but this morning he did. The closer he got the more she faded. He wakes with a vision of her disappearing across the river and into the trees. He's barely rational when he finally gets up.
When Rita calls, all bright and cheery and happy to hear his voice and anxious to get together with him, all he can do is think of yesterday and wonder how she can't tell the world has changed.
"What time do you want to pick me up?" she asks, but he doesn't want to pick her up ever again.
"Rita, we need to talk about a couple of things, and I don't think the show is going to work."
"What's the matter? Are you all right?"
"No. No. I'm not all right. I know about that other man you've been seeing." He suddenly thinks, is it only one man? And maybe there are still women.
She doesn't answer, which tells Will a lot.
"Rita?"
"What do you think you know about some other man?" He resolves to not answer, not give her what she needs to make up a story, but the resolution fails.
"I don't know everything, but I saw you together. In Home Depot, sneaking, you buttoning your blouse, kissing him. I saw all that."
Silence. Finally, "I love you Will, but we need to talk. Not over the phone. I need to explain."
"I understand. But there's another thing. I did something terrible. I put spyware in your bedroom."
"You what?"
"I think I was ..."
"You did what!?"
"I put it there. A listening device. I planned to listen in on your... whatever... with your... friend. I didn't..."
"How could you?!"
"It was unforgiveable. I'm sorry." At this point Will is trying not to cry, because they are finished. "I didn't use it. It's on top of your dresser. Just toss it. Consider yourself lucky that you've gotten away from a paranoid, controlling asshole."
Rita can't even string together a whole sentence. "Will... I don't know what... this is so much... I don't... we need to talk face to face."
"I don't think I can talk with you, not now. I've told you what I did. I don't want to know what you've done. I'm going to hang up now." And he does, leaving Rita to stare into her phone and remember the past few nights and think about her love. To wonder if she's ruined it. Her calls to Will go straight to voicemail.
*****
Will isn't ready when Rita rings his doorbell. He wasn't certain she'd come to his house but it's under an hour and she's at the door. Before opening, add it up. Ten seconds in the Home Depot, and the sound of a man's voice in Rita's bedroom before Will shut down the surveillance. And, oh yes, she basically admitted it without admitting it. That's it. It counts for nothing since he has probably already -- irretrievably -- lost her trust. In practical terms it really doesn't matter that he had lost her before he ever went to the electronics store.
Even if she comes up with a suitable story. Even if. We're done for.
But the bell rings again and Will opens the door. He doesn't want Rita to come into his house, so he keeps the storm door closed.
"Please let me in, Will."
"I'll come outside. Step back please. I don't want to touch." She does and Will slides out the door.
"What do you think I've done?" Her voice is shaky. She looks like an old woman, a very old one.
"You know the answer."
"And you invaded my bedroom to listen to... whatever? Why?"
"It's because... because I let my feelings for you overcome basic decency." They look at each other and look away. "That was why. It was unforgiveable." The 'u'-word again. He reaches into his pocket. "Here's your house key. You'll want it." When Rita takes it she also takes a small step toward Will.



"Don't. Don't come nearer."
There's more silence. It's not absolute. There's a susurrus of wind, a heat pump starting up, then the sound of a propeller plane flying from the municipal airport, a car, a Prime delivery truck, some distant geese, but they both feel it as a silence.
"Did you really not use it?"
"I really didn't. I heard your voices and I knew what I was doing was wrong, so I shut it down."
"Then I forgive you." She steps toward him. He knows she's relieved because she has deniability.
"Stop." His hands are out again. "Stay back. And stop belittling it. You should find it disturbing. It should make you want to avoid me. Who knows what else I might have done?"
"But you stopped. Because of your feelings for me?"
"You have a right to privacy."
"But your feelings? About me? About us?"
"I'm not sure there is an 'us.' I don't even know where I stand with you."
It's her turn, and this will be more difficult because she didn't stop at some crucial moment.
"Will, first, I love you. And second, nothing happened between Lance and me."
"Okay. Try this out. I don't believe you."
"I don't understand. About which part?"
"About both!" He stops to collect himself. "Maybe you love me. Maybe. I know you like me. But I don't for a second believe nothing has happened between you two. Should I ask him?"
"William! My word should be enough for you!"
"But it's not! I saw what I saw, and I know what I know, so I'm supposed to simply accept your blanket denial?"
"Will, please... " She steps toward him and he pushes her away hard. 'Don't do that! Please, Will."
She tries to step forward again and he shoves her again. She's crying.
"Please, Will, don't. Please don't. Don't push me." And while Rita is saying this she walks completely up to Will and puts her face directly in the middle of his chest and circles him in her arms. Will keeps his arms rigidly to his sides, but he can't hold the pose and after a moment he puts his arms around her and his mouth to her hair and breathes in heavy sighs.
*****
It's like that for a few moments.
Then Will removes Rita's arms and pushes her away gently. She doesn't resist. He holds up a hand and starts to talk. Now that he's thought this out, it's time to tell her. If only he can calm himself. Tell Rita goodbye.
"Rita, you don't have to tell me anything. I don't own you and you have a right. I won't invade your privacy again." She tries to say something but he says "Uh-uh, no. I've thought about this and I need to get through it."
"Okay." She's hoping for more conversation. She won't get any.
"You know my past. I can't hold anything over you. And we were friends before we were lovers. I understand. Only... I thought you were my best friend, and I don't feel that way anymore."
"Will! No!"
"I can't, because I don't trust you. I didn't understand you the other night. When you said I didn't have to be faithful, you were talking about yourself."
"Will. Please. No." She finally starts crying.
"That's how I see it. You wanted someone else, maybe to explore, to try different things. Whatever..."
"Will!"
"... and you didn't want me to know. So you sneaked it. I can understand that. There's a world of sex out there and that guy Lance can certainly help you explore it. Do it with..." Go on! Use the word you chose. Cut her free. "...with my blessing. But don't undermine our friendship and then come here to me."
"Don't say that."
"I don't hate you, Rita. I love you. You know that. It makes it harder." He stops for a moment, catches himself. "But I just can't be with you. When you're finished, if you want to be friends, come back and we can talk."
By this point Will can't hold it in. He goes into the house and locks the door. He doesn't want her to see him cry.
Rita doesn't move.
*****
Will knows Rita's gone for good. He'll wait, but he knows. And he really doesn't want her anymore. He does and he doesn't. He loves her but she's spoilt. Even if she truly forgives him -- and how could she? -- he knows that he can't compete physically. A huge younger man just oozing muscles and testosterone. With a fully functioning dick. And what if his dick is proportional to his body? Will doesn't know everything but he knows enough.
Is Lance full of an experienced contractor's confidence and the natural confidence that comes from a lifetime of women wanting his athlete's body and acquiescing to him? How could he not? When Rita had gone to the store to buy a new toilet and arrange installation, Lance had told her how long it would take to get an installer out and what it would cost. He'd let it sink in.
"But I'll do it tomorrow evening, gratis. Then we can share a drink and maybe play."
She'd been stunned, enough to ask, "Are you always this fast?"
"If I'm slow, you're out of my life. If I'm fast, you're only probably out of my life. The offer is a real one." So, he's quick-witted in the bargain.
"Me?"
Her.
As she'd driven home, she'd thought,
He wants me. This stud! I'm a free woman. Anyway, nothing's going to happen. I'm too old.
Then: Maybe he's a little more dominant. Fay was like that. Maybe he's a little rough. Maybe a little less tentative. And the equipment -- what is it like?
She'd thought about it that night, in bed -- yes, with Will -- and throughout the next day.
Of course, it all happened. The toilet, then the drinks, cordials, which Lance ultimately simply took from her hand and leaned over and kissed her and ran a hand over her breasts as though he owned her. He led her straight to the bedroom and stripped both of them. Dominant? Check.
She was sitting on its edge, and he pushed her down so that her legs dangled off the edge and were splayed, and he leaned over her and played with her puss and licked her, his tongue sliding over her and his whiskers brushing her. She got awfully high awfully quickly.
He pulled her up so she was sitting in front of him. His dick, in porn circles, would be called magnifique. No, Will could never compete that way. The equipment? Check.
"Suck me." She licked it all up and down, but especially the head, and sucked it into her mouth. She had to open her mouth especially wide. She didn't know how long she should do it before he would come inside her to finish, but that wasn't going to happen, not yet. When she started to pull away he held her head tightly and said, "Keep sucking, babe. All the way." While he made her do that, he squeezed her nipples, pushing his thumbnails into them.
She tried to pull his hands away but he wouldn't let her. She might as well try to dislodge the hands of a sculpture. He was so powerful. It was scary and painful, enough to be rape if you looked at it one way, or exciting enough to be rough sex. She cried into his dick, but it was like crying into a gag, and she kept obediently sucking and then he came.
"Yeah! Yeah. Keep it up, babe."
That's when Rita found he was over-endowed not only in his meat but in his cream. She didn't think she could handle it, but she didn't have a choice, and she leaned her head against his belly and swallowed and swallowed.
He didn't let her free afterward, so she sat with his spent penis in her mouth. "Keep sucking. I can do it again."
He'd gotten engorged again and this time he pushed her back down to the bed and worked it inside her and fucked and fucked, Rita still tasting his sperm, feeling how big and how strong he was, his member pushing open her vulva and hurting her. But it was, as Will might have phrased it, the sweet spot, hurting enough to be good and not so much as to be bad, and this time they both came. A little rough? Checkmate, babe. She'd never known anyone like him.
Afterwards, he didn't stay long. He didn't lie atop her and kiss her or caress her spent body the way Will would. He'd told her to come by the store the next afternoon, and she would. Rita had lain quietly and watched while he dressed and left. She was dizzy and her vulva burned and her nipples were tender, but she trembled and kept playing it all back -- him in her mouth and in her vagina, forcing her, what it had all been like. His taste and feel and his power stayed with her.
It was only later, really not that much later, that she'd started to think about Will, about him being her guy.
We're not married. I'm a free woman. And he cheated on his wife.
"Keep repeating it, Rita, until you can conclude it makes everything fine." It was a voice in her head that sounded like Fay. "What a pair the two of you are!"
Will and Rita can think of the same things, him to understand and maybe to forgive. Maybe not. Her to rationalize, to justify and excuse her actions, to keep the guilt away, to keep the excitement flowing. She went back and forth the rest of the night. She hasn't stopped going back and forth.
She'd met Lance at the store the next afternoon and had him over again last night. It had never crossed her mind that Will might be visualizing Lance doing her while Lance was in fact doing her.
With Ben it had been different. She'd been resigned to being sexually dry the rest of her life and Fay had gotten her to take a long-overdue step.
Here is the real problem: she loves Will and wants to be with him. People will say "You don't cheat if you really love someone," but they should talk to the legions of people who've cheated to get that short-term charge and found they've forever lost the one person they truly wanted for the long haul. Not to say they don't deserve it, just that human beings are weak, pathetic, little creatures, some more so than others. Even rocks like Rita. Some get an enlightening whack up the side of the head about just how weak and pathetic they really are, and some grow from the experience. Some -- the lucky ones -- even get a second chance. Rita? If she'd thought about it a little more, a little more intently; but of course she hadn't, not until Will focused her attention.
Which brings us back to now. Now. Will has locked the door against her and rejected her. She's alone. Lance was her fling but Will is her man. Is? Was?
Why couldn't I say no?
She's overwhelmed with the memory of Lance doing her, above and below, and it still thrills her. Then weigh that against the other side. She adores Will, and Will doesn't want her anymore.
*****
*****
November rolls through. Will has Thanksgiving dinner with his kids. He's already told Jeanette, "We're not together right now." Jeanette can tell he isn't joking around as much these days and seems, you know, just a bit down, but he plays Rumikub with the grandkids and they have a good time. His granddaughter says to tell Rita 'hello' when he sees her and he says he will. There has been no word from her.
Will's birthday is in December. There's no card from Rita, but she wouldn't know his birthday and he wouldn't expect one. He can't bring himself to send her a holiday card. He sits at home for three weeks, then decides to go to New Orleans over Christmas to keep from imposing on his kids yet again and to have something -- anything -- to do.
He tells them he's going on a Road Scholar river cruise. That's not completely untrue, because he takes an afternoon swamp tour. But mostly he's staying in the French Quarter and eating and drinking in famous places, a bucket-list sort of thing.
In Pat O'Brien's, he meets a flirty young woman who calls herself 'Pamela.' Things get seriously flirty before he finds out she's a working girl. With a name like Pamela? Probably trawling for guys looking for a girl-next-door experience. Will is certain Pamela isn't at all like the girl next door, but he says "yes" almost without thinking. He's never actually been with a prostitute before. At his age. He doesn't even know the etiquette of whoredom.
He's a bit surprised at how nice and normal Pamela is, and for some reason surprised how lovely her young body is, how willing she is to talk, and even how literate she is. He mentions Rita in passing -- she probably hears variations on that theme a lot -- and recites the glimmering girl lines from the Yeats poem. She says "The Second Coming" is her favorite from Yeats, and she impresses him by reciting the "slouching toward Bethlehem" part. It seems almost appropriate to the season, unlike talking about your ex-love with a hooker.
She's a student at Tulane, a double major in sociology and literature. So she says, but Will has no reason to disbelieve her. She takes a credit card -- in advance, charged to Big Easy Escorts or some such name -- and it's good for her that she does, because as young and lovely as her body is, and as enthusiastic as she is, Will's cock retreats to half-cocked status and he might well have backed out. The problem? Her youth and smooth thighs make her far different from Rita, and her mound is bare, but -- we all know how it goes. Rita.
He settles for caressing Pamela's body, which seems to be okay, and which she seems to like as much as he does, but he is disappointed to find that kissing isn't allowed. Finally, she gives him head, a wonderful job of it too, and Will manages to cum.
As she leaves, he thanks her and wishes her well, being very gentlemanly and all. He then asks if she'd like to go to Commander's Palace for dinner, figuring she could get a fabulous meal and earn extra money without having to actually work, but she can't. She probably would have stayed with him for dinner, but she has to go home and clean up. Her boyfriend has gotten them tickets for "A Christmas Carol." He gives her an extra hundred in cash as a tip, and she gives him a hug along with her card, "In case you need my services, or just some decent conversation sometime."
She thinks, Poor old dude, alone for the holidays.
*****
New Year's Eve comes and goes. No Rita. Will is alone, watching football games in a desultory way. The outcomes seem irrelevant. He takes a long walk in freezing winds on New Year's Day. It's his best way of handling things on his mind, but it doesn't help. There are ice crystals in the air that turn to snow, and he walks hunched against the cold, a stocking cap for his ears and a wool scarf over his face, but there's still Rita and of course there isn't. He pushes his body and walks until he's winded, through some woods along the White River, through a city park, past a golf course, on and on to places he's never walked before. At some point he simply has to stop and breathe for a while and realize he's shivering, before he can force himself to turn around and stagger home, shivering the whole way.
That evening he calls both his daughters and chats with them, forcing himself to be cheerful. No, he's not seeing Rita anymore. His elder daughter hadn't known.
A day passes. Another, and another. He forces himself to go to the gym, to take in a movie, attend a concert, eat something besides tomato soup or take-out food. Time passes, or it stands still, though the days go by. He finally faces the fact that Rita isn't ever going to come back, so he needs to plot a new course for his twilight years.
Move on. Make the effort.
She's enjoying the sexual wilderness too much or found people who can meet her needs better. Maybe it's that guy Lance. 'Lance' indeed! Is that a name or a description? Or she's gone back to women. More likely, or on top of everything else, she's decided that bugging her bedroom actually was unforgiveable. I really blew it. He decides to go to another one of those seniors' events.
*****
*****
He would have gone but Rita comes to him.
Somber, quiet, standing just outside the storm door and not looking directly inside, Rita is dressed in a plaid skirt and jacket over a white blouse, with white leggings. They're having almost record-setting cold, and the ensemble isn't nearly warm enough, but it reminds Will of her Octoberfest outfit. It should. It's deliberate. She hopes against hope that it will help but she doesn't look hopeful. She looks like she's barely holding it together. For his part, Will tries not to show anything at all and just says "Hi." To which she raises a hand and replies, very quietly,
"Hi."
"How are you?" He cracks open the storm door.
Why is she here?
She looks unhappy. He can think of possibilities and he should know soon enough, so there may be some finality. Even a solid 'goodbye' would be better than this perpetual nothing, but he doesn't think that's it. Rita holds the fingers of one hand with the other, as though she's cold, and her lips quiver, but not a word comes out.
Will tries again: "Are you okay?"
"No. I'm not okay, Will."
"What do you want?"
She answers so quietly that he can hardly hear her over the wind. "Can we talk?"
"What do you have to say?"
She gets choked and can't say anything for a moment. She's halfway inside and the storm door is open and the wind is pouring over them. Then she's crying and it spills out all at once:
"You were my best friend and my love, but I cheated on you and broke your heart and I don't know what to do." She take a half step back and wipes her eyes. "I'm so sorry."
He inhales slowly and deeply and takes her other hand.
"We can talk."
After they stand there stupidly looking at each other for a moment, they both realize it's all right and they embrace. They make no headway toward the living room but hold tightly in the doorway. Midwinter air keeps pouring over them and past them, and a leaf skitters in, and they ignore it. Rita moves her face back and forth across Will's chest and talks in sentences that come out in jumbles.
"I'm so sorry Will. I'm so sorry. I've hurt you so much. I love you and I miss you. Please don't send me away."
She's shaking, shivering, and gasping like she did after she defended Will at that terrible party, so he holds her more tightly to keep her from shattering. She repeats it yet again, "I'm so sorry," and he's still silent. Finally, though, they edge far enough in for the storm door to close and they move apart just far enough to look at each other.
Rita tries again, "Please let me stay."
How many have experienced someone completely, abjectly throwing themselves at their feet? Certainly not Will. Groveling? Sobbing? My God, the power! You can crush the person with a word, say whatever you want, do whatever you want.
Will uses his opportunity to say, "It's good to see you ..." Ask her. Now! "...but do you really want to come back? Really?"
In a moment she can speak again.
"I want to come back if you'll have me. There's no one else. I want a second chance. Please, Will. I'm begging you."
She's still weepy. Sixty-something year-old women don't beg like that, but Rita does.
Will leans down and kisses her. It's a gentle kiss on her wet lips, then his cheek is on her wet cheek. He'd like to say 'yes' but he can't bring himself to say anything at all. He knows, but then no, he doesn't. He can't be sure. He leads Rita by her hand to the couch. They sit. Then he can't help himself and leans in to kiss her again, but Rita puts her hands on his chest and leans away to look up at him. Her eyes are still wet.
"Will."
He tries to kiss her again and she pushes him again.
"Will."
He tries yet again.
"Will. Please. Let me say this. I want us to be us, just us, but I can't undo what I did."
He stops trying to kiss her.
"Okay. Okay. That guy, Lance. It's really over?"
"It's been over since that day."
"I can't compete with him, not physically. You know that. If you're not ready to settle, we can still be friends. Just be honest with me. Are there others?"
"No, and there won't be. I know I can't convince you, because I lied, but there won't be."
Will tries to kiss Rita again.



"No. Let me tell you. We did it two times. When you saw us in Home Depot we were setting up the second time, and we'd had this make-out session. So I guess it was three times, kind of. That was it."
"And you couldn't let me know."
I, of all people, should understand that.
"I couldn't. So, I hid it."
"Why aren't you with him now?"
"I was, like you said, 'exploring.' I wasn't at first, but he more or less just asked me outright, and then I was. Oh my Lord, I just fell."
What an alluring world, the new one Will had introduced her to, the world of sex with men, the one that had passed her by while she'd grown old, stuck with the joyless sex -- or lack of it -- with Ben and then the different sex with women. When a young, muscle-bound contractor came on to her she couldn't resist. She'd hardly tried, and she was snared. Women my age don't do things like that! Yes, sometimes they do.
"And then you caught me."
"That made you stop?"
"Yes. You knew, and I knew you knew, and I realized how awful I had been."
"And Lance? He didn't want more?"
"He just wanted a fling with a cougar."
"A cougar?"
"I had to look it up."
"Since then? There aren't others? There are so many others out there. You could have kept exploring."
"Stop it, Will! Please just stop it!"
She sits up and turns away from him, elbows on her knees and her face in her hands. She's half shouting.
"After you left me, I didn't want to explore anymore. I didn't want anyone else. I just wanted you! I wanted you back. Lance wanted to get together again and I told him no. I told him not to call me anymore. You don't have any competition."
She turns back to him and her voice gets soft.
"There's just you. Please believe me. In December I was so lonely that I spent an evening with a woman from Fay's time, but I kept thinking of you and I couldn't do it. I left after dinner. That was it."
*****
He might try to kiss Rita, but Will isn't sure he can believe her. The past few minutes have been enough time for his doubts to conspire. He has the internal debate any man might have.
She's come back. She wants him back. So she says. How much does she want Will over all the hot-blooded younger men who could fuck her and satisfy her night and day?
Her boy was half my age and twice my size. What if she's just lacking opportunity? Maybe they're mostly looking for milfs in their forties or fifties.
Would she be strong enough to say "no"?
I don't know. Or maybe she'd say "no" but still yearn for him. That's what else I'd wonder.
He turns things around. What if Pamela came on to him? If she were a free agent?
No. I wouldn't.
His mind nudges him about his past.
I'm not that guy anymore. I wouldn't. Full stop.
Because? Be honest.
Because I changed, and I wouldn't hurt Rita.
Because?
Stop it. I love her. And she was my best friend!
Doesn't Rita love him?
I thought so then. But how can I know now?
Your mind can be relentless. Ask what's an absolutely, perfectly true thing Will knows about Rita, that Monsieur Descartes can't doubt about her.
Uh, she thinks I'm good in bed?
Low hanging fruit.
I know she likes me.
Aim higher.
I know. I know. She wants to be my best friend again. She wants to be my best friend in the whole goddamned world.
And there's more.
She's put herself right out there, begging me for a second chance and letting me judge her. Me, the dumb fuck and multiple adulterer. He stops to breathe and not to think. So I take the chance with her or I let it go forever. And I don't want to let it go forever.
And the trust? He considers the trust while Rita sits beside him and tries to prepare for him to send her away.
Let's walk on the fucking eggs a while.
*****
Will puts a hand to Rita's back, moves it to her shoulder, and pulls her gently.
"I don't understand. Why didn't you come back earlier?"
She puts her head to his shoulder and works hard to control herself.
"I was too ashamed."
Then, "I couldn't face you." She manages not to cry. "And what if you sent me away again? I've spent all this time trying to work up my courage."
That knocks him.
"I thought it was because I bugged your bedroom."
"Good Lord!" She finally smiles and touches a palm to his cheek. "Oh, honey! You're mortified about something you didn't even do. I was the opposite. I did it and I lied about it. I don't know how I can earn your trust back. I want to deserve to be your girl again."
"If you're my girl, we have to be exclusive."
"We'll be exclusive."
"No exceptions."
"No exceptions. Never again."
"Then I want to be your guy again. But you know my past. You know I'm not a good guy."
Rita thinks about this for a moment, then pushes Will down on the couch and her mood lightens dramatically.
"Now you listen to me William Hathaway and you listen good. Don't interrupt or try to kiss me until I'm done. Understood?"
He nods. What else can he do? For her part, Rita becomes the rock and gives a speech.
"Oscar Wilde said every sinner has a future and every saint has a past. Will, I know you're a sinner. You sinned against your wife multiple times. But that was then. I didn't know you then. I know you now, when you're the best person I know."
He tries to say something but she puts a hand over his mouth.
"Uh-uh. That Pamela thing doesn't count. We were apart. Just drop it. Now Lance. Oh God! I hate to even think about him. My guilty pleasure. Forbidden fruit. And a physical specimen, I'll grant you. But how could I? How could I? You were my guy, and I... I... I fell from grace. I became the sinner.
"You, though, William Hathaway! You who became a friend, my best friend, without any sex or promise of sex! Do you know how hard that is between a man and a woman, even at our age? Did you ever see 'When Harry Met Sally?' That was the truth hiding in the comedy. And then! Oh my God, after you got me completely naked you volunteered to foreswear sex with me because you didn't want to lose our friendship. Will? Do you know how much that meant to me? And then you gave me that beautiful, beautiful lovemaking that was focused completely on me. Completely! No one ever was like you! And to think I almost threw it away."
Rita gets teary and has to stop to regain control. It's a great speech. It's especially great if you're Will.
"If you're not that good, William Hathaway, nobody's that good." She stops again. "Okay. You can talk now."
"Well, if you put it that way..."
*****
They're lying in bed after loving. Rita is on her back, contented, sated, and Will is softly moving a hand over her sweet body, all the way up to her breasts and down to her thighs. Rita loves him doing that after sex. Or before sex, or during sex, or even if they won't have sex that night. Will touching her. Will caressing her. In return, Will gets Rita's body. What could be a better ending?
She came back. I really won her. She's really my woman. And she's my best friend.
But even while petting Rita and loving her, Will has images of her young lover on top of her, inside of her, making her high, making her groan, doing things to her, making her do things to him. What kinds of things were they? There aren't that many options but he wants to know every detail, every nuance, even though it would hurt him to know, even though they may be far beyond his capacity.
He won't know because he won't ask. He'll live with the torment because he truly believes Rita has her right to privacy. He won't invade it. Never again.
It would be a wedge. It would divide us.
It would say he didn't trust her. It would hurt her to tell. No! Never! And there's this other thing -- a piddling little nothing -- that it might cause her to reminisce, to recall it, and to miss it.
And Rita, lying empty and happy under Will's hands, carries those memories. Even now, in her bliss, they're floating just above her, so different from her loving with Will. It wasn't love or anything like love. She can't forget any of it and doesn't want to. She'd tell Will. She'd tell him every detail and every nuance if he were to ask, and she prays he'll never ask because it would hurt him all over again. So no, not completely happy.
My guy. My sweetheart. I'm so sorry.
She will always carry the memories, to regret them and -- admit it, Rita -- treasure them in a way. Mainly, though, she wants to protect Will from them.
End of Chapter 4.
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They live happily ever after. Though of course 'ever after' is a fragile thing. You don't want to consider it too much, and ''til death do us part' just doesn't have that fairytale panache. Will's original idea, that he and his lady friend would be practical and face the sunset together still holds. It's merely that the passion component has grown, far beyond what either of them would have thought possible. They've discussed the end. Some couples never discuss it, at least until it becomes imminent. Others bring it up incessantly. Rita and Will aren't incessant but they do recognize it.
Will has had problems with names and the names of things for years. He's read about Bruce Willis' aphasia, a word he does remember. He worries how bad it could get. He thinks his is worsening. And he's has been having stomach issues. Either his mind going away or his cancer coming back could do the job.
"I don't want you to have to nurse me through my final illness," he tells Rita. He worries that she'll have to do that and then be alone for a long time in the bargain.
"Oh, stop it, Will. You're fine." Last week one day he confused left and right turns of the faucet.
"Just promise me you'll hire someone to change my diapers and clean me up."
"And let a stranger do that to you? Nonsense! Maybe I'll play with King William here while I'm doing it." She caresses his cock.
He recalls the joke about the old man trying to tell a friend the name of a new flower he and his wife saw at a garden show. He can't remember the name. So he asks his friend what the flower with thorns and a nice scent is. When his friend says, "You mean a rose?" he turns toward the kitchen and yells, "Hey, Rose. What's the name of that flower we saw last weekend?"
Rita pooh-pooh's Will's concern. "You can always remember those awful jokes." Will wonders: what about when he starts telling the same joke over and over? But that ship sailed a while back. And he can't remember its name.
The next week Rita forgets how to change the settings on her phone. How do you turn down the volume on notifications? She laughs, "I'm losing my mind." It's not just him. Will laughs with her. "Here. Let me do it."
He finds she's put plates and bowls on the wrong shelves. "Oh. I'm sorry, Willikens. That's where I put them in my kitchen." Not to worry.
Yes, they'll face it together.
*****
*****
Will is skimming through Amazon and stumbles across the most recent annual edition of Best Lesbian Erotica. The cover shows a naked, blindfolded woman tied to a bed, and another, fully-dressed woman with a voluminous dress, a bodice, and boots, sitting on the edge, caressing a breast with one hand and holding a long whip with the other. Will stops for a moment and considers it. He moves on. He goes back to it.
*****
"For me?"
Rita opens the package, obviously a book, but stops ripping the paper when she can make out the title. She raises her eyebrows at Will. She does not look pleased.
"I thought you might like it."
"Oh."
"And there's more."
"More?"
"Yes. It's an offer. Hear me out. I've thought through this. One thing I can't do for you is I can't be a woman. If you ever feel a need to be intimate with a woman..."
"No!"
She cuts him off and throws the book to the floor.
"Just hear me out."
"No! Stop right there!"
"Rita?"
"I'm not going to cheat with another woman! Period!"
"I just..."
"No!" She's furious. "How could you?" She hits Will on the chest with both hands. "You! How could you?"
"I just..."
"No!" She's shaking her head, back and forth, back and forth. She hits him again, both hands again, and says it again.
"How could you? You, Will! You! Who rescued me... who saved me after I lost Fay!" She wipes her eyes and runs her hands through her hair.
She says "Oh God," quietly, then raises her voice again. "Then you took me back after I failed you! How could you think... No! How could you even think of pushing me out to have a fling? Or are you secretly telling me you're going to have a fling? That's what I did!"
"No. I wouldn't do that."
"Oh great! It's only me who gets to cheat!"
"I just... I just don't want you to have to deny a part of yourself. I want you to be happy."
She doesn't reply but puts her hands over her face. Then she raises both hands again and he thinks she's going to hit him again, but instead she lays her hands and her face on his chest. He's afraid to touch her. Finally, she looks up into his face.
"Do I seem unhappy?"
"I'm sorry, Rita. Please don't be angry."
Her voice gets soft.
"I'm not angry. Yes, I am. Oh, I don't know. It's just that you were so thoughtful and so thoughtless at the same time. I don't know what to feel." She sighs. "I'm happy, Will. I'm so happy with us. I'm so lucky you took me back. I wake up before you do, and when I see you sleeping beside me it's wonderful."
Sometimes she strokes his hair, very softly so as not to wake him.
"I'm the cliché who's complete when I'm with you. I'm not missing anything at all. We're exclusive and it makes me happy to be exclusive. Please don't push me away. I'd be lost." She's silent for another moment and Will touches a hand to her face. "Is there anything else can I say? Yes, there is. There's no sex for Rita without Will. Period!"
"Can you forgive me?"
"I guess. Maybe we should go to bed and snuggle. Or something."
*****
*****
"Thank you for calling Big Easy Escorts. How may I direct your call?"
"Yes. May I speak with Pamela? She's one of your associates."
"I can take a message."
Rita's house is nearly dark. There's a lamp beside the couch and a light over the range in the kitchen. Three nightlights have come on automatically. Rita reads from Best Lesbian Erotica until she gets a call back in about half an hour.
"Margaret Fairclough? This is Pamela from Big Easy Escorts."
"Yes. My friend, William Hathaway, was a client of yours in December. Can I talk with you about him?"
"Ma'am, we provide our clients full confidentiality, so I'm afraid I can't talk with you about anyone."
"I understand. Really. But I'm not an angry girlfriend or anything. I don't know what you can tell me, but Will and I weren't together then. We are now. He gave me your card, to call you."
She's lying. She does have Pamela's card, and of course Will knows she knows about Pamela, but he doesn't know she found the card.
Pamela hesitates. "Margaret Fairclough? What does Will call you?"
"Rita."
"Oh. Okay. Well, I can tell you Will was a warm, wonderful gentleman."
"Well, of course he was. Is there anything else?"
"Well. Okay. Yes. There was a poem that reminded him of you."
"He talked about me?"
"Just in passing. That he wasn't with you. That's all."
"And the poem?"
"It was by Yeats. "The Song of Wandering Aengus."
There's a gasp. Then Rita says "No," and puts a hand to her mouth.
"The one with 'It had become a glimmering girl with apply blossom in her hair...'"
"No."
"Who called me by my name and ran and faded through the brightening air."
"Oh God. Oh, my Will."
"He was a little sad." There is silence for a few moments. "Ms. Fairclough?"
"Yes? Yes. Hi, Pamela. Look. We may be visiting New Orleans. Would you be available to escort a couple?"
"That could be arranged. Send us your dates and times. Would you want to engage me personally?"
"Oh, yes."
"And would it be for full escort services?"
"Yes indeed."
"Of course, there would be a surcharge."
After hanging up, Rita looks out the window. Oh, my poor Will. But then she smiles. They have no sex without each other, but surprising Will with an extra woman? He'll absolutely love it. Probably. Maybe. Hopefully. Hopefully he won't be angered by the surprise. But he's never experienced a ménage à trois. It will be great!
Probably.
Maybe.
Hopefully.
*****
*****
What was I thinking?
Louis Armstrong International Airport. The long ride, with traffic, to the French Quarter, to the boutique, 200-year old Cornstalk Hotel. That and the plane ride, and before that the drive to Indianapolis International Airport, and before that the days leading up to it. Rita has tortured herself about it the entire time, ever more as the time and distance have grown shorter. It's Will's present, Rita's special gift to him, but What if he hates my springing Pamela on him? He's loved her idea of a getaway to New Orleans, Rita making all the plans, setting it up, beginning tonight with the special place, with reservations at Antoine's, and with -- what he doesn't yet know.
Rita could still cancel that last part.
But she won't.
They check in at the hotel and are resting when there's the knock.
"Will you get it, Willikens?"
And, of course, it's Pamela.
Will just stares for a moment, then looks over at Rita.
"Surprise, Will!"
And he gets it. Oh, does he get it. He turns back to Pamela and gives her a hug and a kiss on the cheek and escorts her in.
"It's so good to see you, again. I guess you know Rita?"
"Just by voice."
Rita and Pamela hug and give each other air kisses, while Will thinks about what to do next.
"Pamela, why don't you have a seat and get comfortable? Margaret and I need to speak for a moment. Alone."
He opens the door and steps outside.
*****
"What part of 'there's no sex for Will without Rita' don't you understand?"
"No honey. I'll be there. You and me and Pamela make three. I'm not here to watch. Please. Will. Honey. Let me do this for you. We're doing this together. We'll do anything you want, to make it special for you."
"Jesus." Then, after a moment. "Jesus! My girl. My devious girl."
"Your loving girl. Really."
"And you've been planning this all along?"
"Um..."
"My bad girl. Who may need some serious punishment."
"You know I'd... I'd hate that. Sir. Please don't do it. Hard."
"Well, my bad girl. I guess we should get back to Pamela. She's going to wonder what's going on."
*****
But it may be a twosome after all.
Will has taken his injection and the two women have stripped him down and taken turns playing with King William to begin the entertainment. It's obvious that Rita is turned on. You can see it in her eyes, and in her expression, and her breathing. Will hadn't been sure -- but seeing what is happening to Rita, he's certain.
He has Rita and Pamela stand beside the bed and take turns removing each other's clothing. Blouses first, then skirts. Now roll the stockings down, or in Rita's case, her pantyhose. Do it slowly, so there's plenty of caressing of thighs and then calves, all the way down. What's left? Panties before brassieres. Roll them down, too, and get your face all the way into the Khyber Pass. A little kiss, a little suck, then roll the panties down her thighs, get ready for a little fuck. Mouths, all the way down.
Will is instructing them, step by step.
Now a side trip to King William. A kiss and a suck each. Another. Maybe a third, each. Then back. Brassieres next. Unhook them and let them hang while you caress each other, fingers under the cups, playing softly with each other's nipples, them finally let the bras drop and go to work.
It's here that it goes south for Rita.
She looks at Pamela's body, then at her own. Then back. She tries to continue but something is wrong. Finally, she steps away and says "Excuse me," and goes into the bathroom and shuts the door.
Pamela and Will look at each other. They think the same thing: What's the matter?
Will starts to get up, but Pamela says, "Wait a minute. Maybe it's too weird for her to do it with a woman."
Will feels like he's violating Rita's privacy, but he needs to explain that Rita is bi, and that she had a long-term, same-sex relationship that included threesomes, all women. And that she specifically set this up as a surprise present for Will.
"I don't understand what happened."
"Let me talk with her. Girl talk."
Pamela knocks on the bathroom door and after a moment goes in and closes it. Will sits and waits. King William has retreated to his foreskin castle. Several minutes pass, so that Will is tempted to make it a threesome in the bathroom, when Pamela comes back out.
"I think you need to talk with her alone. We do have a problem. And the problem is... me."
*****
The bathroom is the most modern part of the suite, almost completely 21st century. The bedroom is lovely, sumptuous, nineteenth century, with red, patterned wallpaper, dark drapes, and the four-poster bed. It's set up as though for a rich, plantation owner and his mistress. Maybe his white mistress. Maybe the quadroon one, his favorite. In the 2020s, it's mainly there for couples who want to experience a twenty-first century fantasy version of the nineteenth, or for a man and an escort, perhaps a lovely mixed-race woman who can give him the full nineteenth-century fantasy.
The bathroom, though, has a modern tub and toilet. Only the sink looks old-fashioned, with a narrow tower that leads up to the basin. Rita is sitting beside the sink, on the toilet seat, her head in her hands.
"I'm sorry, Will. But when I saw her, naked like that..." She can't stop every tear. "When I saw her... I'm so old and ugly and she's so young and beautiful. Please. Just be with her. It's my present to you and I don't want to ruin it. I'll stay here until you're finished. I'll come out for dinner, I promise."
Will looks at her. How to respond? He thinks a bit.
"Ah! There's this old saying. You may have heard it before. 'There's no sex for Will without Rita.' Do you remember that?"
"Please Will. I don't want to ruin it."
"Do you remember it?"
"I remember it."
"Okay. Rita. Here's the deal." He takes both her hands. "We'll try. If it doesn't work out, then Pamela gets a pass. She gets a great meal at Antoine's with us and a full night's pay without having to actually work. Got it?"
Rita looks up at Will. "Do you think it's work for her?"
"Some people enjoy their work more than others do. Whatever. Pamela will have a nice, short evening and a fine meal. Okay? She's good company. She's very literate. You'll like her."
"You mean like she knows Yeats?"
"More than that. Trust me. Then you and I will come back here and we'll make love, just the two of us."
"I can't, Will."
"You can. You're my girl. Let me tell you something. Maybe it's too much, but maybe I haven't told you enough." Rita cocks her head. "When I was with Pamela, in December, she was as lovely as she is today. But!"
"But?"
"I couldn't get it up. I'd had my med, but it wasn't working."
"It? You mean an erection?"
"Yes, an erection. Or rather no erection. You want to know why?"
Rita nods.
"Because I kept thinking of you. My sweetheart. Everything about you that I didn't have. You, Rita. Believe me. My lovely woman. I don't want any others. I'll take on Pamela because she's with you, but I won't take her alone. So we can do this as a threesome, or you and I can do it as a twosome."
"But. But. I don't understand. You'd said you did it with Pamela."
"Yeah. She sealed the deal with her mouth, but she had to work at it. I think she was afraid that I'd feel I was getting stiffed, instead of getting stiff."
Rita slaps Will's arm and hugs him. She holds him for a moment. For several moments. Finally, she decides.
"Okay honey. Pamela and me and Will will make three. Give me a minute."
He goes back out while Rita washes her face and dries her eyes.
*****
"Pamela. I know you don't kiss. But will you kiss Rita, tonight? I mean real kisses. Please? Do this. I'll pay whatever extra you need."
Pamela doesn't have to think about it.
"You two! I feel like I'm with Romeo and Juliet. Yes, I'll kiss her. And you don't need to pay me extra for it. Consider it my gift to romance."
"You know Romeo and Juliet were teenagers? And they both died?"
"You know what I mean. Go get her, Romeo."
*****
So the two women kneel on the bed, facing each other, while Will directs them again.
"Suck Rita's nipples, Pamela, the right one, then the left. Nip each one a bit before you let it go. Now caress her breasts and kiss them. Okay, Rita, it's your turn. Same thing."
When they've completed their assignments, he kneels by them and orders them to suck King William, one then the other, back and forth, until he's getting too close and doesn't want to end his role.
"Now. Play sweetly with each other's breasts, and while you do that I want you to kiss. Kiss deeply and long, like true lovers."
Rita looks at Will in surprise, but Pamela puts her hand to Rita's face and draws her in until their mouths touch, and they begin their deep kiss while their hands squeeze and caress and pinch each other's breasts. Will has vibrators that Pamela has brought, being the exquisite professional, and he puts them to perfect use, moving them in and out, and up and down between the women's legs, until they are twitching and panting into each other's mouths and moving their hips. They get more animated with time and then the big O's begin and they are groaning and grunting and gasping into each other's mouths.
Will isn't certain that Pamela, the pro, isn't at least partly acting for their sakes, but he's absolutely certain about Rita. As they finish, they lean against one another, holding each other up, then slide down to the bed to let their breathing settle.
"Lie side by side."
They do, and Will enters Rita, who goes "Ohh!" because she's sensitive right then, but he pumps for several minutes anyway, and her breathing gets quick and shallow again. He leaves her unfinished and moves over to Pamela. He moves slowly in and out of Pamela and tells Rita,
"Come over and kiss Pamela while I do this."
Then the women are concentrating on their kissing but Pamela has a problem, which is that she's getting fucked in the middle of a Shakespearean romance, and it is very good.
She remembers Juliet's thoughts on Romeo, the lines she'd memorized for class. She remembers it while Will is doing her.
Come, night; come, Romeo; come, thou day in night;
For thou wilt lie upon the wings of night
Whiter than new snow on a raven's back.
Come, gentle night, come, loving, black-brow'd night,
Give me my Romeo; and, when he shall die,
Take him and cut him out in little stars,
And he will make the face of heaven so fine
That all the world will be in love with night
Yes. Come my love. Come. Everything will be so fine. She'd thought it was funny that Shakespeare had used 'come' five times in Juliet's thoughts. Her professor had said Shakespeare might have used that word sexually 400-years ago. Now, though Pamela sucks Rita's tongue and Rita's Romeo is fucking her, and desire pushes out 'funny.' She's lost in the moment. She forgets to be a whore and is lost in the romance, and it's right then that she and Will both cum.
Lying there panting, Pamela bearing the weight of Will and remembering more of her Shakespeare course, of Cleopatra rhapsodizing about bearing the weight of Antony, while Rita moves over to them and pulls them all together. Pamela manages to work both hands up to Will's face and pulls him down to her, and starts a deep, lovely kiss, lips and tongue, breathing each other's breaths and delighting in the soft flesh inside the mouth. Some people like their work more than others do, and Pamela is an excellent kisser.



She breathes up to Will, feeling his weight, and whispers. "No charge."
Rita is still there and looks worried, but Will turns to her and says "You're next."
*****
"Hey guys. You need to wake up if we're going to make our reservations."
They'd all dozed after the sex, but Pamela is the professional and thus responsible for keeping things on track. So, she's sitting in an overstuffed chair, observing -- hell, smiling at -- the old lovers, who are asleep, on their sides, facing each other, their faces almost touching, Rita's right hand touching Will's chest and Will's left hand resting snuggly between her thighs.
At their age. They're so fucking sweet!
"Antoine's is waiting, guys."
She wonders in passing how well Will can get it up for another round.
*****
Pamela walks westerly along Royale Street, through the French Quarter. Her goal is the St. Charles Streetcar stop on Canal Street. The weekend crowds are out and there is a mist and that sense of mystery she often feels in the Quarter at night. She thinks about Rita and Will. The experience.
They're different from my other clients.
Even with another injection, Will couldn't get a full erection after dinner, but he lay there with them and the two women loved on each others' mouths and bodies while he caressed them and kissed them.
At Antoine's he'd had a Sazerac while Rita had had a Jack Frost and Pamela had had a Scrooged. Then, they'd had refills before dinner, and another with their meal, and all of them had become wonderfully sozzled. Will could use his penis, but mainly to let out the excess water, which he had to do several times.
He had staggered to the restroom while they'd waited for their order, then he'd had the Seafood diablo while Rita had had the roasted chicken and Pamela had had the chicken salad. The English names for the French dishes.
Afterwards, the women had helped him walk to the Café du Monde, where coffee and beignets helped sober him up -- just a little -- and they'd watched the evening crowds and pointed out the most interesting people and talked about them.
"Do you see that?" asked Rita.
"Yes. Her little boy must be four. And she's giving him her breast? Out in the open?" Even Pamela was taken with it.
"They must be French," said Will, though there was little reason to believe that. He kept peeking over at the family, even after the boy was finished and the mother had tucked her breast back inside her blouse.
Back at the hotel, they'd tried for round two. It had worked very well for Rita and Pamela, and for Will it was fine, even at half staff, watching them and touching them.
A pro doesn't often get swept up in the experience, not like tonight. A pro has to maintain focus, to be in charge, but tonight Pamela felt it.
*****
It's a long walk to the streetcar stop where Pamela will catch her ride up to the Garden District, near Audubon Park and the zoo, to the garage apartment she shares with her boyfriend, Ezra. She thinks about Rita and Will the entire way.
Are they always like that? Romantic like that?
She can't stop thinking of Romeo and Juliet, nor does she want to. Nor the poem about the glimmering girl.
That's Rita. She's Will's magical creature, with apple blossoms in her hair. Pamela sighs. He'd lost her in December, but then he found her again! God, that's beautiful!
What must it be like to live in a romance?
They were like kids with each other, loving each other, hot for each other. They kept touching after sex. They held hands at dinner. Why aren't Ezra and I like that?
She and Ezra are hot, but romantic?
It was so nice tonight. I half forgot I was working.
Pamela begins to come down from her high. She passes a group of kids who are having an evening of playtime in the Quarter, four couples each one holding hands, joking and laughing, one couple sneaking kisses as they walk. She slows down and stops for a moment. She looks at the sidewalk and the street and the gutter, not the crowds and not the old buildings.
I'd like to live in a romance.
Pamela grows sad. It's just a little, but it won't leave her, so she carries it all the way to the streetcar, and it's with her as she watches the people and the cars and the buildings pass by, the shrubs and the trees hung with Mardi Gras beads. The streetlights.
Is it because I do sex work? Am I not allowed romance? Is that it with Ezra and me? What does he see in me besides the sex? Does he only like me because I'll do anything for him? Does he really love me?
As Pamela gets closer to home, she becomes sadder, ever sadder the closer she gets. Ezra will want sex tonight. He always does after she's been working. She will do her best, but she'd rather not tonight.
I just wish we could be romantic.
Her stop is coming up.
*****
*****
Rita develops a backache on a visit to her son Jeff in Seattle. He's an outspoken momma's boy who took her side against his Dad in the divorce, and his only regret about leaving Indiana is being so far from her. He wants to meet her guy. He's a progressive, like his Mom, and he and Will hit it off immediately. The two men are on his deck overlooking Puget Sound on a misty evening, leaning over a fire pit, sipping port and arguing about the presidency, when his wife Anne comes out to ask where he put the ibuprofen.
It's a little thing at first, but it won't go away and it gets worse, so they make an appointment when they get home. There, Rita's doctor asks her,
"How long have you avoided your mammograms?"
It's been since Fay was stricken. That year her focus was on Fay, and then Fay died and she couldn't bring herself to do anything, and this past year there has been Will and her renaissance. It's been far too long, and now one test leads to another and none of the results are good. There are masses in a breast, and what look like spots on her spine, and Will forces himself to be cheerful around her.
They get to the PET scan. People say that with metastatic disease a PET scan can "light up like a Christmas tree," and Rita could be the most exquisite of Christmas trees. It's everywhere. A mastectomy would be useless. She has a good oncology team who are almost as aggressive as the cancer itself, removing some problem tumors, using radiation on problematic bone sites, and otherwise calling in heavy chemical warfare. The infusions knock Rita out, her appetite, her bowels. It doesn't knock out the cancer, and the bone ache ratchets upwards.
Rita's latest infusion has knocked her all the way down. It did nothing for the bone ache, but now she is so weak she has trouble getting up without help, and she starts wearing a diaper so she'll be sure to get to the toilet on time.
The doctors say there's a thirty percent five-year survival rate with stage four breast cancer. Docs like to be optimistic with you, but Rita is a librarian and Will was a professor, and they've hunted down the studies and know better. Neither has told the other what each has found. It's not thirty, not with this variant. Not even close. Maybe that's the good news.
*****
Will doesn't want to leave Rita alone. When she can't sleep at night because she aches too much, he sits with her and massages her and gets her heating pads and ice packs and anything else he can think of, and he calls the oncologists over and over, demanding that they increase her pain meds. When she finally drifts off because she's too weary to stay awake, Will lets himself slide under, only to be awakened a few hours later when Rita's bones won't let her sleep.
Jeannette shops for them and brings things over. She and granddaughter Ellie do some cleaning and give Rita someone besides Will to talk to, and to play board games with when she feels up to it. It doesn't work as well with Jeff and Anne. When they're in town, they cook and clean and try to stay out of the way, but for Will, having people in the house while you nurse your wife through her last illness is too exhausting. They return to Seattle after a week, with a promise to come back next month. Other friends drop by in dribs and drabs.
No one has told Judith.
*****
The surprise is that Evelyn comes over.
"I'd like to help Rita."
"Sure. Come in. She's resting." But Rita calls from the bedroom, sounding urgent. "Let me see what she wants."
"I'll do it."
"Let me check first."
"Oh, you're going to get all patriarchal?"
Will turns and stares Evelyn down.
"Don't you dare!" He looks like he wants to hit her. "Rita is dying." He stands in front of her. He catches his breath. "You don't get to bring up that stuff! If you do, turn right around and leave."
They stand looking at each other.
"You're right. I'm sorry."
Rita has had a very bad, sudden diarrhea. It's seeping through her diaper and onto the pad, and you can smell it, but she doesn't want Will to clean her up. When she sees Evelyn she begs her, "Will you help me?"
Will wants to. "I can do it."
"Don't make Will do it, Evelyn!"
Evelyn pulls him aside. "Will. Will! Look at me! I'm a nurse." He hadn't known. "I've done this a million times. And she'll be humiliated if you do it. So let me." And he lets her.
He gathers everything she'll need, then retreats to the living room. Evelyn comes out a while later with a garbage bag full of the waste and trash.
"She'll see you now. Everything's clean. But she's having a lot of pain."
"I keep calling but they won't give her anything stronger. It's been three hours and she can't have anything for another hour."
"Show me the prescription." Evelyn reads it. "Okay, give her more right now. No, don't wait! Right now! It's okay. You've got to get ahead of the pain."
After Will gives Rita her med, Evelyn takes him back out to the living room.
"Give it to her every three hours. It won't OD her, not at this dosage. But you need something for breakthrough pain."
"They won't up the prescription."
"Yeah. A lot of docs are skittish these days. Fucking eunuchs!"
Will stares at her but doesn't say anything.
"Yes, Will. I know I'm out of line. Let me put it this way. The... 'system' thinks they should be in control of everything. She knows what her body needs, but the system won't let her demand it. And they're all afraid to challenge it."
"Okay, Ev. Okay. I agree with you."
She looks away from Will, all around the living room, to the floor, the fireplace, the ceiling, focuses on a painting -- thinking -- then she finally turns back to him.
"Look, I can help." Will's face is empty. "I can get her something stronger." He waits. "It's fentanyl. Sublingual. You have to be careful. I can get it and instruct you. And I'll bring a naloxone inhaler, just in case."
"So, it's not a prescription med?"
"It is. But it'll be black market."
"It's not from the street, is it?"
Evelyn smiles. "No. It's made in Israel. It's legit. Well?"
"Okay. How much will I owe you?"
"We'll work it out. I'll bring it tomorrow. Then I'll stay with her. You go out."
"I won't leave."
"You need to take care of yourself. Maybe just take a nap while I'm here. You don't know how tired you are."
Will's not sure what to say. He just looks at her.
"I know. I know," Evelyn says, and shrugs. "I'm the wicked bitch of the West." He doesn't respond. "I earned my reputation. I made it link by link and yard by yard. But Rita's my friend. Let me help."
"Okay. Thanks."
He surprises both of them by hugging her.
Then he begins crying. He's controlled himself before, but after a moment he's sobbing, crying onto Evelyn's hair.
"She's going to die."
He can't say any more but breaks down again.
"Shh, Will. I know. I know. It's okay. We'll help her through it." She has one arm around him and is stroking his head with the other. "It's okay, Will. It's okay. Shh."
When he's finally over it, Evelyn gets him some tissues and he wads them up against his eyes.
"I don't want her to see me like this."
She hugs him again. "We'll help her through it. You'll see."
Even with the shorter med intervals it's another hard night.
*****
Evelyn comes by late morning with a bag of medical packages. "Never ask me where I got them. Okay?" She shows Will how to administer everything, and she lets him practice by giving Rita a dose. In just a few minutes you can see her start to relax.
"Ohh. Yes."
"Now go lie down," orders Evelyn.
Will agrees to a short rest and goes off to the front bedroom.
He's awakened by a touch on his shoulder. It's Evelyn. "I have to go now. It's almost three."
"What? How long have I been asleep?"
"About two hours."
"Oh Jeez!"
"It's been quiet. The first dose wasn't quite enough, so she's had some more. She's doing really well. Don't give her any more until at least six, or maybe even eight. Here's the amount. If it isn't doing the job, you can go up one step, but call me first. Got that? Call me first. Be sure to write down every dose, and the time. And I'll bring a higher dosage tab next time. Call me if you need me for anything."
He hugs her. "Evelyn, you're a godsend."
"I know." She hugs him back. "Look I can come back Thursday afternoon. And I'll call some friends to see if we can spell you more often."
*****
Rita is sitting up in bed when Will gets to her, reading from Best Lesbian Erotica. She smiles at him as he sits beside her, and he leans over to kiss her all over her face. She puts the book in her lap and takes his face in her hands, pulling him down to a full, long kiss.
"How do you feel, honey?"
"I feel wooonderful."
"No pain?"
"I can feel it a just a little, like it's a long way away. It doesn't bother me at all."
"You sound a little loopy."
"Well, I feel a little loopy."
"You know, I hate to say it, but I'm starting to like Evelyn."
Rita laughs. She's high and happy. "As long as you don't like her as much as me."
He's shaking his head and smiling at her.
"She sure has a mouth on her, but, well, people don't use the word 'steadfast' anymore, but that's what she is. A steadfast friend. After I die you should go out with her."
Will's face goes blank for a moment, but he catches himself and smiles.
"If that eventuality were ever to happen, I'd tell her you suggested it. Now, can I get you anything?"
"No. Really! She likes men... no, not politically, but that way, and you both like theatre, and you could argue as much as we do."
Rita stops and then giggles. She's like a schoolgirl. She whispers, "I think she has a little crush on you."
She giggles again.
"Evelyn? Fat chance."
"Well, keep her in mind."
"Will you stop playing matchmaker and tell me what I can get you?"
"You could snuggle up to me."
Will takes off his shoes, gets under the covers on his side of the bed, and scootches over to Rita. He puts a hand on her, nestles his head to her shoulder, and looks at her book. In a moment he's out again.
Rita doesn't read much longer. She puts the book on the bedside stand and turns on her side toward him. She gives him little kisses all over his face, like he had done to her. He awakens and smiles and tries to kiss her back, but she stops him and whispers, "Shh. Go back to sleep. I'll join you in a minute." He does, almost immediately, and Rita watches his face and strokes his hair, very softly, to keep from waking him again, and whispers to herself.
"My Will. My guy. I'm sorry I'll have to leave you."
She falls asleep with him.
*****
*****
Text [Will]: "Can I come speak with you, Judith?"
Text [Judith]: "It needs to be in person?"
Text [Will]: "Yes."
The house doesn't look much different at midday, though one of the cars in the driveway this time is a Jeep. Will notices Judith standing behind the storm door, watching, as he drives up the driveway. He wonders what she thinks he is there for. She invites him in and is -- to a point -- cordial.
"Why do you want to talk with me? What does my mother want?"
"Rita doesn't know I'm here. I've come to ask you to see her."
"And why would I want to do that?"
"Because she's dying."
Her only indication of being affected is the long silence before she responds.
"What does she have?"
"It's breast cancer. Stage four. Advanced. And she doesn't have much time."
"Well, I imagine that'll slow down her sex life."
Will doesn't respond.
"Does Jeff know?"
Will nods.
"How long has he known?"
"A while."
"And no one thought to tell me."
"She hasn't been part of your life."
She shakes her head.
"Okay. Okay. Well, that's between Jeff and me. But, you want me to give her a big 'all-is-forgiven' moment?"
"No. Really, Judith. There's a lot of water over that dam, most of it long before I ever met your Mom. And I don't expect you to be fake. So, no. What I'd like would be for you to see her and not be cruel to her. It doesn't have to be a long meeting."
She sighs.
"I can try. When would you like me to do it?"
"It has to be soon. And..."
"Don't be putting a lot of conditions on it."
"Just this, that it should be in the morning. In the evenings it's possible she might not recognize you."
That does throw her.
"How long has she had that?"
"Maybe it's chemo-brain. I don't know. She had a few problems, but they've suddenly increased. That's what I think it is. Or maybe the pain meds, or maybe the cancer itself. The docs are skeptical but that's what I think." He shrugs.
Judith does come over later that week, and she is pleasant. Rita's mind is clear enough, and she's strong enough, and the pain meds are working well enough, to sit in the living room while they talk for close to an hour. There is a lot of conversation about what is going on in her grandkids' lives. That sort of thing. Ben's name never comes up, nor does Fay's.
*****
*****
Home Hospice is called, though Rita tries to put them off, but she can't even use the bathroom on her own any more. Most of the day she's in bed, seldom even reading.
Then they get the call from an Indy hospital that has an arrangement with the MD Anderson Cancer Center in Texas. They invite Rita into a clinical trial aimed at her type of breast cancer. It's a multiple-modal approach to chemotherapy, but the thing is, they've seen improvements. They don't promise anything, but some patients are alive months after they should have died.
Rita doesn't want to do it.
"I can't stand it anymore, Will. I can't." It's the number one reason for patients stopping treatment: its side effects are its main effects. "Please." She grasps his hand. "Let me go."
"They'll infuse in Indy, Rita. Maybe right here, at home, and I'll be with you the whole way. If it's too much, we'll pull the plug. I promise. We'll just stop."
Rita looks at him. He's able to control himself.
"Okay, Will. Okay. But if I can't take it..."
"Yes. We'll stop it and keep you comfortable. And you know Evelyn will help."
The cancer people get to work quickly, because the treatment is aimed at tertiary patients, and they've lost some before they could get started.
*****
Rita is sitting up in bed.
"Will?" He's surprised. Sitting up? "Watch."
Rita stands and walks to the door, but after a handful of steps she begins to sway and he catches her.
"Help me, Will. Out to the sunroom."
There is a fine sweat on Rita's forehead. She leans on Will and they make their way slowly into the living room, then turn right. They have to go especially slowly because they're pulling her wheeled IV-pole, the one that provides most of her nutrition and some continuing medication. At some point they have to stop for a moment and let Rita lean on Will and pant. In the sunroom she stops at the pony wall while Will puts a protective pad on the recliner, then helps her sit.



He adjusts the chair and turns it toward the pond, which today has a few Canada geese and a great blue heron. The builder had called it a 'lake,' but technically it's just a retention pond, a large one. The birds don't care what you call it or how it got there. The water is continuously marked with perfect circles where fish touch the surface, that grow until they disappear, and occasionally a fish will jump in the air. The fish don't care what you call their home either. Rita watches all the activity while Will drapes a blanket across her lap and brings her a mug of chicken broth and some soda crackers. She watches everything until she falls asleep.
Later she can eat some solid food.
"Watch, Will." She walks to the dining table on her own, though she's panting again by the time she gets there, and she's perspiring again. She has some pot pie, and a little yogurt for dessert.
She sleeps the night through. Will doesn't. He lies beside her and watches her sleep and doesn't want to get too hopeful.
*****
By the weekend Rita has cut back her pain meds, and she sleeps better, and she eats all her meals at the dining room table. She has a cane but walks by herself, even to the bathroom. In bed, she's taken to re-reading stories in Best Lesbian Erotica. Her only really bad times are the second and third days after her infusions.
Rita's third scan under the new regimen finds that most of her cancerous nodes have disappeared. The radiological oncologist is ecstatic.
"They're gone?"
"We don't know that," he replies. "They're too small to see. Microscopic. They could be lurking."
There are still three visible spots. The docs decide to use radiation on them.
Rita uses hydrocodone mainly to help her appetite and is saving the fentanyl tabs.
The next scan finds the same three spots, but they haven't grown.
"They're indolent," says the doctor.
"What does that mean?"
"That means they're not doing anything. They're just sitting there."
"How long will that last?" asks Will.
"Who knows?" He smiles. "My job is to keep you alive long enough to die of something besides cancer."
Will decides he hates the guy, but Rita thinks he's funny.
"Well..." she says. "If all my doctors do that, and they're all successful, maybe I'll live forever."
"I could live with that." He gives her a thumbs up.
They schedule another radiation treatment.
*****
That night, Rita recites an old limerick for Will.
"There was a young man from the coast,
Who made love to a beautiful ghost.
When she had her orgasm,
The sweet ectoplasm
Said 'Goody! I feel it. Almost!'"
"I think I'd like my beautiful wife to actually feel her orgasm."
"Then you should make love to me while I'm still here, and not wait."
He's completely still, looking at her. Finally,
"Are you...?"
"Yes."
"Are you sure?"
"Oh God, I'm sure! It's been so long, and I'm so horny. I don't know if it's something in the medications, or what, but it's working. And we don't know how much time we have left together."
"Let me check out the goods." He starts to peel back her top.
"No, darling. Maybe with my top on."
"Because?"
"I don't want you to see the scars."
"Rita. I plan to kiss every one of those scars, so you might as well get used to the idea."
"No, Will. And my breasts are all shrunk."
"Yes. I'm going to kiss every one, because they're part of what's kept you with me. And..." He leers, "I'm going to play with your teeny tiny titties."
He kisses her.
"You're such a romantic fool."
He takes his injection, then he strips her, then strips himself, and he does everything he's said he'd do. He caresses her breasts and kisses and sucks on every scar, going from one to the next while he rolls her nipples. Each scar had hidden a mass and each is a promise of life.
And yes, Rita is horny. She plays with Will's penis, pulling it and running a hand around the head, which gets more and more slippery. Neither had thought to ever again feel how slippery the other got, and Will had thought to never hear Rita's breath change like that. But she ratchets right up there as he plays with her vulva, and she squirms and gasps as he moves his tongue around and around her clitoris, sucking her vaginal lips and strumming them. Her mound is still largely smooth and hairless, and somehow, in the middle of it all, he gets a thought.
Maybe we'll talk about that. Later sometime.
Right now they're caught up in it, true sex, the charge, the excitement, the jolts, everything about it. Someday there will be the last time, but they haven't gotten there yet.
"Oh, God! Oh, Will. Like that!"
Will moves back up to Rita's poor breasts to torment her, kissing and sucking them again. He loves them because they're hers, and they're soft, and they're there for him. Her nipples are as sensitive as ever, and they swell between Will's lips as he sucks them in and works them with his tongue.
My girl!
His girl, though, wants him back down below, and who is he to disagree?
He's careful about entering her, but there aren't any problems. If she's creaky and cranky down there, it's perfect because it gets her to the sweet spot, where his dick makes her ache just enough to be good, but not so much as to be bad, and in he goes. And Rita, yes Rita, yes, she cums just as Will pushes all the way to the very end, and it -- whatever 'it' is -- flows out of Rita and into him and she is again his Juliet.
He's not from the coast, and she isn't a ghost, and goody! She feels it. The most!
End.
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The Game
The Monon Trail was named after a long-abandoned rail line. It's neither a rail line nor a trail but a beautifully paved urban pathway for bicyclists and joggers, for whole families and for lone walkers such as her. People tend to travel in twos and threes, but her walking alone wasn't odd, and as long as there were others around she felt safe. Today, she'd been passed by both singletons and multiples doing their daily jogging or biking or dog-walking or aerobic pushing of strollers.
No, she wasn't odd, just another woman doing her afternoon constitutional. Not even a young cutie. Mid-thirtyish. Her height was just above average, as were her breasts, and she had more an average than a truly slim build, though on the slender side. What made her stand out was a limp, and black leggings, one of which seemed to cover a knee brace, and the way she would sometimes glance up or down the trail, or off to the sides, at the urban forest, as though she were scanning for something.
She was lovely, so there was that, lovely enough that any number of passing guys gave her a look, whether they were traveling north with her, into Hamilton County, or southward, toward Indy.
She'd just crossed a pedestrian bridge over a busy avenue, and had passed into an area surrounded by bushes and by trees whose branches covered the sky, where the nearest houses were all but hidden and the sunlight was dappled. The road noise had dropped off quickly. You could barely hear it.
She rounded a curve, and that was where she saw him.
She stopped. She stopped so abruptly that an illegal e-bike almost ran into her.
He was sitting on a bench, looking in her direction, actually looking directly at her, and he raised a hand in a half wave.
"Hello, Lissy."
She didn't move. A couple of joggers passed her, going north, and they all but leered at her in passing. Lovely and immobile. That will draw some attention. No one else was around.
"Don't worry. I'm not going to hurt you. Have a seat?"
It took her a moment. She looked up and down the trail. She looked to the sides as though for possible escape routes.
"I promise. I just wanted to see you and maybe talk a bit."
Finally, she edged over to the bench and sat as far from him as possible.
"Why?"
"Why? Well, it's been a long time."
"Why are you here?" She thought a minute. "You knew I'd come this way. You've been stalking me!"
She looked around again.
"No. Well, yes, I guess. I needed to know we could talk privately. You're such a creature of habit that it didn't take long."
"Why are you here?" She asked again, and began to open her fanny pack.
"Please don't handle your cell phone. I won't try to stop you or anything, but if you do I'll just leave."
She moved her hand away.
"But why? Why are you here? It's been... what... a decade?"
"Exactly, in fact. It's the anniversary."
"So you're here, why? Not to hurt me? You say. To gloat about what you did? About being the winner?"
Noah didn't answer for a moment, and Elise thought maybe he would hurt her. But he put up a hand.
"No. And really? The 'winner'? No one's actually looking for me, but something as simple as a broken taillight could land me in jail. No, I didn't win anything. Hell, I lost everything. I lost you."
That was so out of the blue that Elise felt a shiver.
"Yeah. A long, long time ago. Hard to remember, but I really loved you, you know. Oh, you knew, all right. That's part of what made it so exciting, wasn't it? Knowing you could hurt me. I don't know exactly when I lost you. Maybe the first time you did it with your... Lionel. Maybe before that, but certainly before the big reveal. I don't know exactly what happened to you. But me? I was just the loser whose wife humiliated him in front of everyone."
"I'm sorry."
A bicyclist rolled past them. Other than that, they were alone. You could hear some far distant traffic, a breeze blowing through the trees, a few birds.
*****
*****
Ten years back. Things had been off a while. Noah hadn't known exactly how long.
Do you argue that much over turning down a job offer in Indianapolis? More money but a bad commute? Was that it or was there more? And the money? They were doing fine.
Elise had taken to arguing, snapping, replying with snark to questions. She was staying out later than necessary. She'd changed her passwords. There were Girls' Nights Out that didn't seem to end. Sex? Forget about it. Yes, there was every red flag, but red flags can point toward the rough patch you're navigating.
Still, Noah had wondered: Is she having an affair? 
Elise?
My Elise? 
Hell.
She'd been spending time with Lionel Worthington, but it was nothing. Really. Nothing. That's what she'd said when he couldn't stand it anymore and flat-out asked her.
"How could you think that, Noah? Me cheating? Me?"
It was embarrassing.
"Where have you even gotten such an idea? I don't know what to think! And with Lionel? You know I have to see him! We're almost finished organizing the gala. My God!"
And that was that.
Though why not Lionel Worthington? He was the guy she was working with all the time. Him. Who'd played forward for Purdue and had been pretty good and had helped them win the Big-10. A girl magnet. Not just a basketball player but a singer and guitarist who played at university gigs, not to mention being an heir to a family that was close to the Lillys. He dated the daughters of power couples, and there were rumors about girls who'd said they'd drop their panties for him anytime, who sometimes apparently did.
He could be a bully, which made him even harder to resist. There were two stories, both with multiple sources, about Lionel and another guy's girlfriend, two different occasions, about how the guy had challenged him and Lionel had taken him out. The suckers! Some girls loved those stories and privately wished he'd steal them from their boyfriends. Elise and Noah first heard them at parties, from women who recounted them as though they'd seen the thrashings themselves. Maybe they had.
A big question, of course, was what Lionel liked more: the girl herself, or stealing her from the guy. And there was another: did the stories make Lionel seem larger than life? Sexier than life?
So why not him?
The stories had come out well before he developed his investment business and before he'd taken over that exotic-car dealership, the one on the side of the freeway that looked like a gigantic vending machine. There was also a rumor about him and a client's wife, though no one ever verified it. Anyway, about that time he had turned down a run for a spot in the Indiana House of Representatives because of the loss of influence it would represent, and the wilder rumors died out. Now he was more of an éminence grise, or at least a party insider, in Indy and beyond.
Ask it again. Why not him?
But Elise had shot Noah's belief down. She wasn't doing anything with him.
Well, if not Lionel, then who? Anyone? No one?
Something was wrong.
Noah missed the sweet Elise, the one who would curl up with him on the sofa and eat popcorn while they marathoned a season of 'Game of Thrones,' who had met him at the door one afternoon wearing nothing but Saran Wrap, who'd lay her sweet body across the bed for him to use any way he wanted, and then would make him spread his body across the bed for her. His Lissy, whose public relations job at City Center let her learn of almost everything that was happening locally. His Lissy, who kept him up to date on the doings in local government and non-profits, and who could recite all sorts of scandalous rumors. She enjoyed beginning by singing 'The Room Where It Happened,' then would do something such as disturbing him by giving chapter and verse while he tried to, say, do their income taxes. Afterwards she'd tease him because he made mistakes. That Elise.
He felt he was mourning the death of his marriage, but he didn't know what was wrong. If anything.
*****
Then.
It's funny how you can remember things in present tense. It was the afternoon before the gala at the Civic Center, and Elise had invited Noah not to attend.
"You'll be bored. Just a bunch of self-important people."
Self-important? Rich. Powerful. In charge. Those people.
"Shouldn't I be there with you?"
He'd missed the previous two gatherings of the hoi polloi. Not the unwashed masses, but the bourgeoise, those with box seats for the symphony, elite stadium suites for Colts game, invitations to Irsay and Republican leader gatherings, private jets, the works. The people who manipulated the city zoning boards. Those people. The ones who'd worked hand in glove with the previous mayor, the guy who'd ruled Carmel for a quarter century and built it into the per capita wealthiest city in the state. Noah had been out of town at work for one gathering, and Elise had already invited him not to attend the fund-raiser for a shelter for rape and abuse victims. Now this. The big one.
"I don't want to drag you through it. I'll barely survive it myself."
Eventually he'd agreed.
So he'd been planning to spend the night at home, maybe bingeing on old episodes of "The Wire" or something, until he'd bumped into John and Patricia Kendall.
Clearly, Pat didn't want to go where the conversation would take them.
"Noah?" asked John.
"Don't, John! Don't get involved!" Pat turned away and crossed her arms.
John turned back to her and whispered loudly enough for Noah to hear it.
"He has the right to know!"
Pat glared at her husband.
"Look. Noah. I have to ask you. Do you know about Elise and Lionel Worthington?"
That's where everything crashed and became clear. That's the moment. That's the point that became forever present-tense in Noah's mind.
"What do you mean?"
It seemed John had half-expected Noah to say "Yes."
"They're seeing each other."
What?  First he said it with his eyes. Then he did say it. Simply, "What?"
"Don't, John!" Pat again.
"I have to! Look, Noah. They're together. An item. They're like a newlywed couple."
"I don't understand." But he did.
"Jesus, Noah. I'm sorry. They're having an affair. Elise and Lionel. God, I'm sorry. I thought someone would have told you by now."
"No. Christ!"
"They're not even discreet."
"John let's go," Pat was pulling John away. "He has to know already." She was furious with her husband.
"I'm sorry, Noah."
Because no, he didn't know already. He was the last to know. The very, very last.
He checked. You have to check something like that. He called Bill Zwilliger.
"Bill, I have to ask something, and it's hard. Is it possible that Lissy is doing something with Lionel Worthington?"
"Oh boy. Look, Noah... oh crap. I thought you knew..."
*****
*****
Today, on the Trail, there were just a few birds and the breeze. No traffic sounds at the moment. No foot traffic. For the moment it was just them.
"Yeah. 'Sorry.' You could have just divorced me if that's what you'd wanted. Or maybe we could have overcome a one-off. Who knows? But I'd have settled for an 'amicable' divorce." Making quote marks in the air. "If you hadn't decided to demean me. We could have done that and kept it as free of drama as possible. I'd have settled and slunk quietly away. But that's not what you wanted, was it?"
"I'm so sorry, Noah. Really. I am. I didn't want any of that."
*****
*****
What happened back then was that Noah had gone to the grand ballroom in search of his wife. He went dressed in his tux, the one Elise had chosen for him, looking like someone who belonged. He didn't have a ticket, but when the nobody at the door challenged him, he called over to a passing member of the City Council.
"Hey, Jer. Will you vouch for me?"
Jeremy Johnson grimaced, then turned to the nobody and said, "He's Elise Taylor's husband."
It can happen like that in a small city with a tiny ruling class.
Jeremy turned back to Noah. "I didn't expect to see you here."
"Yeah. I figured."
"I have to ask you. Have you heard the rumors about Elise and...?"
"Yes. I have. Thanks, Jer."
*****
As though it would be hard to find them. Them, not her. There was a curving staircase, the kind you'd expect to see in something like 'Gone With the Wind,' and they were wending their way down. People crowded the stairs and congratulated them, not on their affair but on how well they'd put together the event. Not that the affair was all that secret. From the doorway, Noah recognized acquaintances, some he'd thought of as friends, who shook their hands or gave Elise air kisses while Lionel held her about the waist and occasionally nuzzled her hair and led her on.
Almost everyone was happy with them. Oh, not everyone. There were some who spoke behind their hands, who pointed, who avoided congratulating them. There were certainly others who disapproved or were shocked but who knew well enough not to interfere. Don't get involved. There might not be a problem, or any hint of a problem, and any number of them were basically untouchable, but why make waves? Hell, look who his family friends were. They were good people, and many were mutual friends, so why mess with them if you didn't have to? Don't screw with your friends or your friends' friends. It simply wasn't worthwhile to fuck with Lionel Worthington.
There was a kind of joke making the rounds that only Lissy Taylor could fuck with Lionel. It wasn't much of a joke but if you passed it along -- with a wink -- you showed you were in the know, and that counted for something.
*****
How would someone -- anyone -- deal with them?
There are any number of options. The one Noah thought about afterwards was the option where the husband was brazen. He'd walk up to the couple, in front of everyone, and say it loudly:
"Well, here are our adulterers! Is fucking Lionel so marvelous, Lissy?"
It could have gone something like that.
"Noah!"
"Yes! Me! Carmel's classic cuck, confronting his cheating missus and her cock-buddy! Plus all you conniving cunts who've known about it but couldn't be bothered to let me know."
"Noah! Stop it!"
"Why? You didn't." He'd look around. "All those who've known about their affair raise your hands. Oh, you won't,  won't you? Can't admit it now, can you?
Maybe he'd turn to Ethan and Meredith Jones.
"How long have you known, Ethan?"
"Cut it out, Noah."
"Really? That's the best you can do?"
By now Elise would have stepped away and let Lionel get between her and her husband. They'd be whispering to each other.
"This isn't the time or the place, Noah."
"No, Ethan? I think it's the perfect time and place, and I thought you were my friend."
"I'm your friend. Let's just not do this here."
"You mean not in front of everyone? So let me ask you; what if it had been Meredith screwing Lionel and I knew about it but wouldn't tell you?"
"Stop it."
About then, Lionel would bellow at him. "Shut the hell up you paranoid bastard!"
Noah would ignore him.
"I'll let you off the hook, Ethan. But think about it. Would you want me to keep it from you if it were Meredith? You say I'm your friend? Then tell me how long you've known. That's all I'm asking."
Meredith would stare up into her husband's face and shake her head. Everyone could read her meaning: Don't admit anything! Ethan wouldn't look directly at Noah, but he'd finally say, "Not very long."
"Yeah. Not a friend. Not any more. Not ever again."
He'd raise his voice.
"That's four people who have admitted it to me. Today! How high can the count go? How many of you have known Lionel was fucking my wife?"
Shouting now.
"You, Barney? Louise? Over there. Charlotte? Don't look away! You knew, didn't you? How many of you? Raise you hand if you can't admit you've known that this motherfucker..." and he'd point directly at Lionel, "has been fucking my wife..." and he'd point at Elise, "but you wouldn't tell me!"
My, but it would become still. Elise, especially, would seem unable to move.
About then, Lionel would come over and pound Noah into the ground. He'd likely end up in the hospital.
*****
Noah played with that fantasy over the years. Get at not just the cheaters but their enablers. Make everyone have to acknowledge their failure. Culpability for the cuckolding,  he'd think, admiring the alliteration. Humiliate them at the affair -- the formal affair -- they'd put together and were taking credit for, and in the very best fantasy do it in front of everybody important. Ruin everyone's evening with a grand, public outing.
It bothered him more over time. Long afterwards, he'd pound the chair or bed with his fists and breath heavily and ultimately curse himself for not going through with it.
He first imagined it during his three days in Riverview Hospital, where he ended up anyway, three long days before he could walk without the world going catawampus, three days before he could pass all the cognitive tests. Three days without much else to do.
The people in the fantasy were real. John Kendall had visited him in the hospital, and Noah had browbeaten him into telling how he and Pat had found out, and whom they had told. After he was released he learned more, contacting people on his growing list of the cognoscenti, whom he informed how he knew they knew, and whom he then forced to tell whom they had told and who else they knew had known. Ultimately he counted up seven couples and three others. Of course there were more. It seemed the whole damned city of Carmel, or at least its top layer, knew about it.
Later, even before the final explosion, he'd learned John and Pat were having problems.
But it didn't happen at all like the fantasy. It was dramatic enough, but it wasn't nearly as traumatic for the cheating couple or their co-conspirators as he'd have liked.
*****
It didn't go that way because Noah was a mild-mannered gentleman, a true friend, a discreet guy, and she was his Elise. He loved her and at that point he didn't know how many were in on it. Above all else, I wanted to get you away from Lionel. So, as the cheaters reached the ballroom floor he walked up to her.
"Elise!"
And yes, she gasped and stepped away from Lionel and looked back and forth between them.
"It's not what you're thinking."
"Yes it is. We need to talk." He looked up at Lionel. "Alone."
"Noah. No. Not now."
That's when he took her wrist to pull her away. She wrenched her arm free. People started noticing.
"Stop it! You're making a spectacle of yourself."
"You've already made me that, Lissy. Now let's go or I'm making a full on scene for everyone to see."


"The lady doesn't want to go with you, Noah, So why don't you be a good boy and leave." It was Lionel, who had stepped right up to them and almost hit Noah with his belly.
Fucking behemoth! 
People were paying attention, looking at the three of them, most of them probably wondering what was going on, turning to whisper to each other, some pulling partners away, a couple looking around as though for security. No one came over to deescalate things, even among those they knew, even so-called friends. Some already had cell phones out.
"She's my wife! If you want to see her again, wait until after the divorce."
"She's not going with you, sissy boy!"
Which had exactly the effect Lionel wanted.
Noah made a wild, roundhouse swing at Lionel's face, a punch that was completely ineffective and in fact never landed because it was blocked, unlike the straight right jab to Noah's nose, followed by the left hook to Noah's jaw.
Noah had both felt and heard something crunch in his nose before the hook came, after which he didn't know anything for a moment. It couldn't have been more than a moment. The next thing he knew, he was on the floor and Lionel Worthington was holding him down. He struggled but it was hard; he had trouble breathing because there was fluid in his nose and mouth. He coughed and tasted blood and coughed again.
People had formed a wide circle around them. There had been time for that. Only Noah and Lionel and Elise were inside the circle. No one broke in. People pointed and whispered and videoed, but no one tried to break anything up.
Everything came back to Noah while he struggled, and he found himself crying in frustration. The onlookers seemed to be following Pat Kendall's advice. Some were looking at him with sympathy, and some with disgust, but no one did more than look.
Then, Lionel was leaning down over Noah's face, and smiling, and he was singing.
Singing!
"Many a tear has to fall, but it's all, in the game..." He had a good singing voice. Noah remembered that long afterward.
Lionel laughed and switched to talking, quietly, just for the two of the. "That's an old song about the game of love, at which you're the all time loser, loser-boy. And do you know what goes on with the all time loser?" Lionel switched to a different song, something by Jethro Tull. "His woman and his best friend, in bed and having fun."
Some people managed to capture the singing on their cell phones and played it for friends later.
Lionel went back to talking. "Oh yeah! I'm not your best friend, am I? Sorry. Well, I'm Elise's best friend, that's for sure."
"Lionel. Stop!" Finally, Elise was saying something.
"All right, babe."
Lionel started to get up, and Noah took the chance to hit him, one last, inconsequential hit that at least reached Lionel's face, after which Lionel pounded him again, then moved his hand down between Noah's legs and said, "Here's what the all-time winner does to the loser: 'He's got him by the balls...'"
He began squeezing, taking Noah's attention away from his throbbing face and making him begin to shout, when there was a different voice, a man's.
"Cut it out, Lionel. You've made your point. Now let him up."
"I'm almost done, Jim."
"If you don't get off him right now, I'm going to taze you and handcuff you and ruin your whole, goddamned evening."
"You'd do that... Officer McMahon?"
"In a heartbeat."
"You wanna find out what could happen to your future in the department?"
"You want to find out what will happen first?"
"Okay. Okay." He raised his hands in mock surrender. "Just defending myself."
"Why don't you and your... lady friend go get a drink. You can give a statement later."
Lionel began to stand, but paused and leaned down. "The album is 'Aqualung.' Good music. Learn from it, loser-boy." Then he stood and took Elise's hand and stepped back just as the cop was getting his taser out.
Noah tried to rise but the lights seemed to shimmy, and he couldn't find his balance, and he seemed to be seeing everything from a distance. The cop was kneeling beside him and Noah could make him out saying, "Take it easy. Help is coming."
Elise was standing with her hand in Lionel's, looking down at him and then up at Lionel, and then down again. Lionel pulled her toward the stairs, and some EMS people came and put Noah on a stretcher and rolled him away.
Elise continued to look back at Noah. Their eyes even met. She never let go of Lionel's hand but she watched the technicians roll Noah across the ballroom, celebrators both clearing a path and trying to ignore the tiff while surreptitiously -- or not so surreptitiously -- videoing it all. She watched for what seemed to Noah like the longest time, but in reality she and Lionel were walking back up the stairs before the EMS people got Noah to the door.
*****
*****
Noah's left arm was loosely fastened to a bedrail, and there was an IV. His right arm was free. It took him a few moments to realize he was in a hospital bed. Okay. He tried to sit up, but that made the room swirl. He lay back down and held himself quietly, feeling nausea, sweat, the room swirling, then merely swaying as though it were on the ocean, then rocking gently. He closed his eyes.
When he opened them again he felt a little better, but if he raised his head he got dizzy all over again, and he realized his mouth hurt. He looked around. He had a catheter. There was a button by his hand. He pushed it.
Where is Lissy? Why isn't she here? Oh. Oh. No. She wouldn't be, would she? 
A nurse with a name tag that read 'Amanda' came in.
"Well, hello, sleepyhead."
"Hi. Um, where am I? And how long have I been here?"
"You don't remember? It figures. Riverview Hospital. You've been here overnight. It's eight-fifteen. We were just going to try to wake you again."
"Okay. Um, I get dizzy. I guess I have a... what do you call it? A concussion?"
"Yes. And a broken nose and some loose teeth and some cuts to your jaw. And, oh, some bruises and a swollen eye. You look wonderful."
He moved his tongue around his mouth.
"Nothing feels loose."
"They're glued to the teeth beside them for now."
"Have I... have I had... what... visitors?"
"A few people." She read some names he recognized from a list. One of them was John Kendall. "And a police officer. He'll be back."
"Not my wife."
Amanda looked professionally calm.
"From what I heard, I don't think you should necessarily expect that."
"Can I keep her away? In case she does come by?"
"We can do that. It's a private room."
*****
He recognized the cop from the night before. Officer McMahon. He was surprised how much he remembered with a concussion. He wondered if the singing was something he'd dreamed of, rather than something real, but parts of the confrontation were up on YouTube, where he later got to hear Lionel singing at him.
"We need your statement, sir. The initial report says you attacked Lionel Worthington and got the worst of it."
"Yeah."
"Can you give some context? You don't have to talk with me if you don't want to. Or if you want a lawyer."
Noah stared at out the window, making up his mind.
"I'll talk. Do you know him?"
"Everyone knows him."
"Do you know who he was with?"
Officer McMahon was quiet a moment. "Yes. I know."
"So... you know he's been... ahh... with my wife."
"Having sex."
"Yes. I'm having a little trouble with... words."
"Understood. Lionel Worthington was schtupping your wife, so you assaulted him."
"He had my wife, officer. I just found out. It seems everyone but me knew about it." He sighed. "I was trying to get her away from him. Stupid me! She didn't want to get away from him. So, he... baited me and I swung first, yeah. I guess I'm in trouble."
"Probably not. At most it would be simple assault, since he wasn't hurt. But he won't file."
"Oh." He didn't understand. "Because?"
"Because if he did, you could testify in open court and the back story would come out. It would be public information. 'Current in Carmel' might feel compelled to report it, and he doesn't need that kind of publicity."
"Everyone already knows about them."
"People know privately. Public record is another matter. Right now it's one more interesting tale about him and someone else's woman. You know of those stories?" Noah nodded. "It adds to his reputation, but there's nothing official. And he gets the win." He paused. "You know that's the main reason he won't run for a House seat, don't you? His opponents would bring his sexcapades out."
"So you don't think he has the clout to make it... aggravated or something?"
Officer McMahon laughed. "Even if he could stand the PR hit, no. He's got friends, but he's not necessarily the most popular guy around. He's got a history."
When Noah cocked his head, Officer McMahon raised a finger.
"Let me tell you a story. Just one. There are others. Worthington dated the kid sister of a friend of mine... a fellow officer... for a while. Well, let's just say he made some promises to her that he never intended to keep. This was back when abortion was legal. Anyway, her family was pro-life, but things can look different when it's your own blood. So you can see where this is going."
"Uh, huh."
"Now, to make the story better, the magistrate who would probably get your case is Judge Lemaster, my friend's uncle. He's not going to be doing Lionel Worthington any favors."
Noah laughed with him, though it hurt his mouth and made the room start to rock again.
"No, you'll never hear 'boo.' I'm sorry though. About your marriage."
"Yeah. Lesson learned. Never fight with a monster. Just let him have your woman peacefully."
"You'd have been better off shooting him."
"Then you'd really have a case on your hands."
"Sure would. Though a lot of people wouldn't be all that broken up about it."
*****
*****
One thing Noah could do was not talk with Elise. Once he had his phone back, he found text messages and voice mails. The very first thing she said was "They won't let me see you!" Then there were the non-apology apologies and the deflections and the preemptive attacks. "It wasn't what you're thinking," and "I'm sorry about that," and "We need to talk about it," and "We can get past it if you'll talk with me," and "It wouldn't be so bad if you hadn't wanted to be such a goddamned hero!"
Things along those lines.
She did say she was sorry, but only in general terms, and not once did she cry on the phone or -- actually -- admit to having had sex with Worthington. Noah figured out the underlying message, and then John Kendall began filling him in.
Oh Jeez, John. And no thank you.
He blocked Elise's number and began imagining what he could have done. The fantasy took hold, and it became gruesome.
*****
*****
Today, on the Monon Trail, Noah considered Elise's current apology.
"You're sorry." He shook his head and started to say 'shit' but let it fade away. "Do you know how pitiful that sounds?"
"I know. I know. But I am. I know I can't change anything. I'm just... sorry."
"Yeah. You weren't sorry then." He cocked his head and made a tight little smile. "Maybe sorry for it ending, or sorry for what was going to happen. Sorry for that."
"No. I was sorry then."
"Really? Just when did you start being sorry? When his dick was in your mouth? Or while you were letting everyone else onto your little game? Maybe when everyone began ridiculing me behind my back, or pitying me, or just writing me off? Really? Was it while you were working to find out just how long you could keep me in the dark? God, it must have been exciting to see how much of a loser you could make me! So when did you start to get 'sorry'?"
"I'm sorry."
"You're sorry. But not then. Then it was exciting, no?"
Silence.
"You can't admit it even now?"
"It was. It was thrilling. And scary."
"Being vicious was."
"Doing it. Planning it. Working it out. It was." She looked up the trail and let a hand-holding young couple walk by. "I was mad at you because you weren't building a career, and then, when it started, it was... exciting."
"Arousing. Wasn't it?"
She looked him in the eyes but didn't say anything at first. She nodded.
"I'm sorry."
"Well, you see I didn't win anything. What I could do was what I told you at the time. Maybe you don't remember because... well, it was pretty intense. What I could do was, I could get revenge."
Elise stared down at her legs and didn't answer. And didn't answer. And finally answered.
"I remember. I remember that. You wanted me to know I'd lost, that I'd know it with every step I took. Forever. That's what you said. Well, you got your wish."
*****
*****
It didn't seem that long ago.
Lying in the hospital bed, Noah had nothing to do but remember and imagine. What he imagined was Elise cleaning out the bank accounts, disappearing his stuff, finishing off his life now that her secret was out. That's the other fantasy that kept playing and replaying as he lay there. The one of desolation. Of course she'd ruin him! Until his mind cleared enough, though, he couldn't figure out how to stop her. That came to him the second night, and it washed over him like a wave.
He went through all of Elise's calls. They'd tailed off but hadn't stopped. There were a lot of voicemails, some angry, some with pleas for him to come home so they could talk and get over 'it.'
Does she really think we could 'get over' this? Is she not just evil but an idiot too? 
In "Spaceballs," Rick Moraniss had said that evil will always triumph because "good is dumb."
Well, I was dumb, but maybe it works both ways. He'd use it. Protect myself and hurt her! 
Once he was discharged -- and could think tactically -- his first stop was to their house, where he had a back-up, micro-SD card with all their financial accounts: checking, savings, retirement, credit and debit cards, his and hers and theirs, all in PDF files. There were monthly and annual reports, purchases and sales, and of course passwords.
He made sure Elise wasn't home before he entered.
You'd think she'd know when I was being discharged, and would be waiting. Tsk! 
He left with a documents box, two suitcases, and his laptop.
Don't forget the gun!  A.22 Ruger he'd inherited from his dad and sometimes used for target practice. He wouldn't have to buy one, and if it ever came to that he'd be ready.
That son of a bitch is never going to touch me again. 
Elise hadn't gotten his car home, so he Ubered to the Civic Center to retrieve it.
Where next? The Carmel-Clay Public Library, where he could spend hours on his laptop in the reading room, with so many others, and do what had to be done. Set up a crypto account. Transfer most of their savings account into it. Once it cleared, he'd purchase crypto coins. Reduce their credit card maximums. Don't touch the checking account just yet. Begin the process of closing out their IRAs and mutual funds and other accounts. The money would ultimately be routed to the crypto account.
She can sue in the divorce to get hers back. 
Then: change the passwords of all their financial institutions. Remove Elise's email address and phone number from their accounts.
Oh yes! Just fucking yes! Yes! Yes! 
Then: go to their bank and withdraw most of their checking account funds in cash: twenties and hundreds.
Then: Buy a prepaid cell phone and a cold crypto wallet. Oh yes! He got so excited that he was rubbing his hands together. Turn off the phone locator.
Everyone looked at his face longer than they had to, and he was sure they knew it had something to do with his actions, but no one asked him to explain.
What else do I need? A place to live that would accept cash until he could get his accounts re-routed.
He couldn't do anything about the house by himself. It would have to wait for the divorce. But wait! There was their timeshare condo in Brown County. Not too far out. If it was empty, it would work for now. He called the condo manager and, yes, there was an available unit. Three to choose from, actually. He'd drive there this evening.
He couldn't think of anything else. Eat. Drive. Look up divorce attorneys.
His phone was buzzing. It was Elise, but he wouldn't talk. Maybe leave the talking to his attorney.
*****
*****
"Fuck you! Don't say a word! I'm staying at the condo. I don't want to ever see you, and don't you dare ever let me see him. My lawyer will contact you, but you can fuck your buddy all you want. We! Are! Done!"
It was three days later, a week after he'd been beaten. He had decided on a single call to Elise before he got lawyers involved. It'll be short and I'll be reasonably amicable. He was right about it being short. But. When he heard her voice, his resolve went somewhere else. He wanted to kill her. He pressed the end call button and turned the phone off before she could call back.
After which. After which. After which... what? After which he walked through the condo's living room and bedroom and kitchen, and back, again, again, and again. He didn't remember much of this later, just that he did it. He remembered getting ever more certain she'd come and bring Him with her. Of course she would. I shouldn't have told her where I am. She wouldn't let her cuck husband dictate terms. Lionel would enforce hers. Keep Noah mortified. Of course. Of course. That's what Noah had thought as he'd walked throughout the apartment. Of course she would!
He had to get out, so he'd gone for a long walk along the nature trail, through the woods, in the dark. There was a full moon that let him find his way using moonbeams and pine shadows. When he got back there was an SUV parked next to his. In the bright moonlight he could see it was red, the color of Elise's car. He thought it must be them, and he stood perfectly still in the shadows for the longest time.
Finally, a strange guy came out from the unit next to his and pulled suitcases from the back. A woman called to him. He took the suitcases inside, then came out again for a second load. Things got quiet, and after a bit the next-door condo lights went out.
Okay. Huge breath, Noah. Now what should I do to be ready? 
He went inside and unpacked his pistol, got into his car, and backed up to the far side of the lot to wait for them
It was twilight when he awoke. No one was around. He went inside, locked everything, jacked a chair against the front door, put the pistol on the floor by his head, and went to sleep on the couch. He slept until 10:00 and dreamed of Lionel pounding him and Elise laughing.
That was when it happened.
*****
*****
They woke him by pounding on the door.
"Let me in, Noah!" Elise.
"Open up!" That was Lionel.
More pounding. Noah rose shaking, half asleep, at first thinking it was the police who were there to arrest him for something. He looked around. How the hell can I get away? There was a bedroom window in the back. He might make it out there.
He might have run to the bedroom, but two things happened simultaneously: he recognized who was at the door and he stepped on the pistol.
The pistol.
He bent to pick it up, and when he did he began to feel something new: exhilaration.
"Go the fuck away!"
He stared at the gun, waved it around, aimed it at the door, and felt a thrill. Wow!
"Let me in, honey!" shouted Elise. "Please! We need to talk."
"Yeah!" added Lionel. "And you give Lissy her money back!"
"Fuck you! Both of you! You can't come in."
He held the gun with his right hand and caressed it with his left. It was wonderful. It was magic. He pushed the gun into his waistband, behind his back, and put on a Hawaiian shirt to cover it. Elise and Lionel were still pounding and shouting, but maybe they'd go away and he wouldn't need it. He reached back and patted it. Maybe he wouldn't need to 'need' it.


Then the door crashed open, and he was pretty sure he would.
It seemed to happen all at once, but there were stages to it. The door frame shattered at the latch and deadbolt, and the door swung open and banged against the wall. The bracing chair simply fell to its back and skidded along the floor. Lionel stepped through and moved aside and Elise moved past him. She flowed in like a ghost.
Come on you fuckers!
That's what he thought, not what he said. He said, "Get out! Both of you! This is my place and you're not welcome!"
Elise wanted to argue. "I'm your wife! I can be anywhere you are."
Instead of arguing, Noah walked up to Lionel. "Out! You're never welcome anywhere I live!"
Lionel shoved him.
"Not until we get what we've come for!"
Everyone was shouting.
Noah had given up a couple of steps, and Lionel walked right up to him.
"My house, my rules. Get out and never touch me again."
Lionel pushed him again, but instead of stepping backwards again, Noah braced himself and slapped Lionel hard.
It was quiet only for a second, before Lionel swung that powerful right hand at Noah, who was ready for it this time and avoided half its force. His bruises almost exploded in pain, and he dropped back a few steps before holding himself. Some black stars curled in front of him. Lionel said "Oh, we're going to have so much fun!" and came at Noah, who reached back and pulled out the pistol and shot him.
He shot him in the chest, just above his left nipple.
*****
Again, several things seemed to happen at once. Elise screamed and brought both hands up to her mouth, then stood like someone who had been caught looking Medusa dead in the face. Lionel opened his eyes and mouth wide and looked like he couldn't believe what had happened.
"You shot me!" he said. It was like a complaint, like a kid on the playground would say "It wasn't fair!"
He put a hand up to his chest and stared down at it, at the growing spot of blood, and took a step backwards. Then another, and another, as though he was trying to keep himself from falling backwards, and maybe he was, because he went backwards until he hit the wall, and then he slid to his ass on the floor.
"You shot me," he said again. It was a whine.
"No kidding, Captain Obvious."
Noah felt something that was better than an orgasm rush through his entire body.
Elise edged toward the door, finally saying something. "Oh God, no!"
"Stop!" Noah pointed the gun at her and fired. He was never sure, afterwards, if he really hadn't intended to hit her or if he'd been shaking too much to aim, but the bullet went past her head and into the door. "Don't you fucking move!"
She froze again.
"Help. Please." Lionel's voice was weak and whispery.
"No. I don't think so." Noah turned back toward him. "I think I'll watch you die a while." He found himself fighting a laugh.
"Please."
"Why don't you man up?" Another laugh. This one just burst through his teeth. "You know I looked up the lyrics? To that song. You know? About the all time loser? Well, what he's doing is he's running headlong to his death. As are you, my friend."
"Please. Get help."
In the background, Elise was crying.
"Oh! Sorry. You're not my 'friend,' are you? Just Lissy's." Noah was bubbling over with good cheer. "Lissy! Get over here! Take your clothes off."
When she hesitated, he yelled at her and she scrambled to strip. Her shoes, blouse, slacks, panties and bra, in that order. He made her turn all the way around. Oh, her body, her breasts wobbling as she turned, her trim thatch, her legs. He made her turn around again. "Lovely. Lovely." Then he made her sit beside Lionel.
"That's nice. Look at her, Lionel. Let your last view be of that lovely body men would die for, that you're going to die for."
Lionel coughed and a bit of blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth.
"Noah! Please." It was Elise. It was the first thing she'd said since Noah had almost shot her. "Please. Honey. Sweetie. You're acting crazy."
"Well, yes. Yes I am!" And Noah started laughing all over again. Every part of him tingled.
He knelt beside Lionel.
"You see, I figured out your game. You got to fuck all the women you wanted and humiliate their guys. What a great game! And you were the all time winner! Or so you thought." He grinned and shook his head. "Only thing was, you never considered that someone might change the rules on you and make you the loser. So think about that a while, loser-boy. I don't think you'll have all that long to think about it, do you, loser-boy?"
Lionel didn't respond. His eyes were three-quarters closed now, and Noah wondered if he was conscious. His face was gray. Wasn't that only a saying? About people's faces turning gray?
Well. Time to get on with it. He turned to Elise.
"And you. What do we do with you?"
"Please, Noah. Honey."
"You know, I thought of killing myself." He touched the end of the barrel to his temple. "You'd at least feel a little guilty, I imagine, but then that would seal my role as the all-time loser, wouldn't it? No there had to be a better way."
He remembered that speech later, all of it.
"Cheating on me. Fucking him. Letting everyone know so I'd be completely humiliated. Stretching it out. And to crown it all, going with him after he'd beat the shit out of me and put me in the hospital." He shook his head. "Not good. No, not good at all. His game. Your game. Tsk. Now it's my game."
"Please Noah."
"What if I killed you?"
"No. Please Noah. Sweetie! I love you. I really do."
"I doubt that, Lissy. But killing you wouldn't do, either. I want you to know you're a loser, and if you're dead you can't know anything. No, I want you to remember you're a loser with every step you take. Forever."
Later it was almost as though it happened in a dream. He touched the gun to Elise's right knee and pulled the trigger. It was much louder than at the firing range, far louder than Elise's cry, as she screamed and twisted around and reached both hands to the mess.
He'd expected that, but something happened that he hadn't expected, and things began to change.
"Don't."
It was Lionel's voice, hoarse and whispery and wet. The bloody stain on his chest was expanding, wider than the small pool under Elise's leg. He coughed and some more blood dribbled down his chin and neck and spread along his tee's neckline.
"Please don't. Please don't kill her."
Later, Noah remembered that this was the moment something began draining away. The excitement. The delight. Whatever it was, leaving him.
"Well. Well. So you're conscious. Getting some humanity in your dying moments? Maybe better late than never?"
"Please don't. Don't kill her. Please." He coughed again.
Noah remembered getting confused but not forgetting what he had to do to Elise, who was writhing and moaning. He only vaguely remembered turning back to her.
"This is for forever."
Then he shot her left knee and she screamed again, her body spasming, her writhing beginning anew, or perhaps continuing. He couldn't tell which.
But.
But blood spurted from her instead of dripping. Oh shit. Damn! An artery.
Noah became wide awake to the world.
He stood still over Elise for a moment, listening to her, then he went to the kitchen. He got a dish towel and when he came back he pressed it against her knee.
"You need to put pressure on it."
She couldn't. She couldn't do anything.
Fuck it all, anyway! 
Noah pulled Elise's belt from her slacks and wrapped it around the cloth and pulled it tight.
Okay. Okay. Okay.
He looked at each of them. He knew what he had to do.
He washed his hands, then pulled out his phone and dialed 9-1-1.
"I need to report two gunshot victims." He gave the address. "There's a guy with a chest wound, and he doesn't look very good. I'm not sure if he's conscious. The woman's been shot in both legs. She's conscious, but there may be arterial involvement. You'd best hurry." He listened. "No. I won't tell you that. They can tell the cops. But hurry."
He made sure the door was open wide. He tossed his things in his car, then looked back in at them one last time and pressed hard on Elise's left knee again. She didn't seem to be aware of what he was doing. Lionel looked unconscious. Noah listened, and when he could hear the sirens, he got into his car and drove away, leaving the condo just before the paramedics arrived.
*****
*****
That was their last time together.
"Yeah. I could make you a loser. But you seem to have recovered."
"Recovered? I walk instead of running. I limp. My God, Noah! I was in the hospital forever. They had me in traction... both legs. You don't ever want to go through that." She stopped. "I know. I know. You don't have any sympathy, and you don't want to hear it."
"Tell me. Humor me."
"Okay. The doctors put me back together with screws and a rod. I got an infection, and they had to do a bone graft. When my casts came off I had to learn to walk all over again, starting with braces and canes. It was months before I was healed enough to have the full knee replacements, and then they brought in a super specialist to do it. He'd worked with the Army on soldiers who'd had their legs half blown off in Afghanistan. He couldn't completely fix my right knee."
"And now?"
"I'm okay. My right leg is a little shorter than my left, and I wear that brace. I can walk, but no man will ever again tell me I have beautiful legs."
"Are they that bad?"
"They're not that good. You notice I wear leggings on a hot day?"
"And... Lionel? The big engine that could?"
Elise thought about Lionel for a moment. "Lionel, who you thought was dying."
"I knew he didn't die. I followed the news."
She made a dismissive movement with her hand.
"They reinflated his lung and gave him a transfusion and patched him up. He was discharged in... what?... three or four days."
"Wow. I guess I should have shot him again." Elise grimaced at that. Or was it a smile?
"But you're not together."
"No."
"These things run their course. So how long did it last?"
This time she laughed, more a snort than a laugh. "It was over before I was discharged. He came by a couple of times, and that was it."
"I really should have shot him again."
Elise laughed out loud. When she stopped, she frowned.
"You said you were going to watch him die. I remember that." She cocked her head. "Why didn't you?"
Noah waited for a jogger to pass by, then a couple walking their dog. When the two of them were alone again:
"Really, what could I do? I mean, there he was, dying, and he took time out from his dying to beg me to spare your life. As much of a motherfucker as he was, it turns out he had the divine spark in him. At least a little. So I couldn't just let him die. Anyway, he wasn't my main concern." He shrugged yet again. "Though I wonder if he learned anything from it?"
"I don't know. We never really talked about it. I see him in passing at some events. We say 'hello.' You know he's married and has three children."
"Really? Does she know of his past?"
"Oh, everyone knows about that. Maybe that attracted her to him in the first place."
"Well, there's no accounting for taste. I bet she'd find Charlie Manson absolutely fascinating, though he was a scrawny little bastard. Are you sure it wasn't just his big dick?"
"Oh, stop that!"
"Okay. Sorry. What does she think of you?"
"She's been perfectly nice and has never smirked at me, if that's what you mean."
"Okay. So he's married. But you're not."
"I'm not seeing anyone. Not regularly."
"Why haven't you moved on?"
"I couldn't find a guy like I'd had."
"Oh? I guess there aren't that many Lionels out there, huh?"
"No. No one else like you."
*****
*****
Did the sky change, the colors go from flat to rich and three-dimensional, the clouds form multicolored layers of white that swirled up blue and gray? Did the ordinary sounds of the world mute themselves? Did the birds become more abundant? What changed in the universe?
This really happened at that exact moment. The sun was behind a cloud, barely peeking through a pinprick, and the cloud had a bright, golden, glistening edge. Soft, broad rays steamed out every which way, as though from God's halo. It was there for everyone to see, and it didn't mean anything at all.
The important change was hidden from the rest of us, and neither Noah nor Elise understood it.
It was Noah's time to grimace. He cocked his head and put his hands up in the universal 'what do you mean' sign and looked confused. Elise started to laugh but put a hand over her mouth.
"Well, I guess you can still surprise me, Lissy. Stop playing, and let's get to the real thing, your hate."
"You don't understand. Yes. I hated you. Oh, did I hate you. The son of a bitch who blew my knees out."
"That's better. Instead of seeing me as just your pathetic little cuck. Go to your grave hating me. You know, for the longest time, when things got really bad, that thought sustained me."
He sat back down. This was much quieter than he'd expected. Almost civilized, he thought.
"I hated you so much," said Elise. "I hated you like... I don't even know how to express it. I hated you and hated you and hated you. Did you know I tried to have you found and killed? Of course you didn't. I spent thousands trying, but no one could find you. That's how much I hated you. And I was afraid." She stopped. "I was really afraid. All the time. I thought you might decide to come back and finish the job. When I saw you here, today, that's the first thing I thought."
Noah shook his head.
"I was done. I never wanted you dead. I wanted you to experience outcomes from your nasty little game that you hadn't considered"
He cocked his head.
"And why are you using past tense? I'm sure you have hate to spare."
****
"Because... Never mind."
"Go on."
"Because I stopped hating you."
There weren't any more special clouds, and the birds were singing their ordinary songs, and a few joggers went past, but neither Noah nor Elise said anything, until:
"I don't understand."
"Neither did I. It was a long time afterwards. I was having these nightmares, so I got a therapist. She wanted to know everything that led up to what she called 'the incident.' God, what a bitch! Every week she made me dig deeper into what led up to it, from my flirting with Lionel to... everything. To the 'big reveal' as you called it. More details every week. More dirt. Oh, Lord! Why didn't I quit her?"
Noah studied her face.
"A therapist. Okay. I guess there were some things you wanted to figure out." He said it softly, almost affectionately.
"Maybe. But then. Oh God." Elise brought her hands up to her face, both of them, and just breathed through her mouth for a moment. When she put her hands down, her eyes were wet. "One day, after weeks of this, my bitch of a therapist said, 'And he only shot you in your knees?'"
Noah jerked like he'd been hit.
"I only shot you in your knees?"
"You only shot me in my knees. That's what she said. And everything in my head got jumbled. I didn't know what to think."
"She didn't really say that."
"She did. She really said it. And... oh God. I'm so sorry. When I finally stopped crying, I didn't hate you anymore."
Another jogger passed by, then another, some kids from the high school's cross-country team, followed by a couple pushing a baby carriage, those followed by a couple of guys in business suits, talking about some great investment opportunity. Noah and Ellise sat apart on the bench, neither looking at the other. He had threaded his fingers together and stared at something on the pathway. Elise held a hand to her mouth. It probably wasn't that long before he said:
"Jesus!"
"It wasn't Jesus, but it was my come-to-Jesus moment. I'm so sorry I didn't have it before... everything. That was when I realized it wasn't you. It was me, and what I'd done, and what I'd done to you."
"I don't know. I don't... I didn't know you were afraid of me. I think I'd rather you hated me. Fearing me is something, but hating me was, well... I don't know."
"I'm sorry. I'll try to hate you again if it will help."
"No. That's okay. I guess you don't have to hate me if you don't want to. It's your choice."
"It's not my choice. I couldn't help it. I'm so sorry, Noah. After that, I wanted to apologize. I wanted to make things right but, of course, I couldn't."
"It's another world now."
"I know."
They sat quietly again.
"I had this stupid fantasy, that I'd knock at your door, and when you'd answer I'd tell you that you could shoot me again. And you would." She looked away yet again and didn't look directly back at Noah until she had finished. "I can't believe I'm telling you this! In the fantasy you'd hold me while I was dying and tell me you forgave me." She shook her head and wiped her eyes. "My God have I gotten pathetic! Cue the music. And, no, I don't want you to shoot me again."
Now Noah laughed, but he stopped.
"Are you a different Elise?"
"I don't know. All I know is I tortured my husband who loved me enough to shoot me."
"That wasn't love. It was hate."
"There's a fine line..."
"Yeah. Okay. Okay. It certainly wasn't indifference."
"And I wish he could still love me. I'm sorry I did it. I'm sorry for everything. Anyway, I guess the hate only goes in one direction now."
"Don't be too sure of that."
*****
*****
You might not notice the sky changing. It happens in ways too subtle to list. It doesn't look different, but it does. Almost everyone has experienced it, the world suddenly standing before them more solidly, more there, revealing something unknowable about itself. Something in its appearance and in its meaning. You think, "I'll never forget this moment," but after a while you go back to your old, ordinary way of seeing the world. You can't help yourself. If you're lucky it comes back from time to time, to remind you there's that other world, the world Noah and Elise slipped into.
"Don't be too sure of that."
Elise thought she would cry, and worked hard not to.
"Back then, when I thought about it, I was happy about what I had done." He shook his head. "Revenge served hot. You can see that I still carry some hostility. But I followed you. Yes. Way back when you were using that walker, and then the cane. Elise-the-cripple. Wow. Followed by your bodyguards. You say you were worried about my tracking you? Well, it was easy. Your guards weren't worth a shit. If I'd wanted to hurt you again, it wouldn't have been hard. Oh, and neither were your investigators, slash, hit men, by the way. You know. Worth a shit."
Elise jerked her head back and her mouth opened in an 'O.'
"Yes, I knew about them. I have ways. Someone more professional would have found me, and frankly I expected to be caught by either your people or the police. But the police lost interest when nobody died, and your people were a bunch of bozos who seemed more focused on taking your money than finding me. I followed you easily enough, and at some point I felt sorry for you."
Elise wiped her eyes. "Sorry for me? Why?"
"Why? Because." He scoffed. "Hell. Because you were so pathetic. And then..." He walked to the other side of the trail and looked through the trees at some uninteresting house, then came back and took a breath. Elise waited, more patiently than she would have expected. It seemed easy to wait.
She thought, This is what you always did, whenever you had something really important to say. You'd walk around before you said it.
"After a while I decided you'd been punished enough, but I couldn't call it off. Yeah. I carry some hostility, but..."


"But?"
"There's more."
"What?"
"I was your judge, jury, and executioner, but you know 'Les Miz'?"
"Yes."
"Well, one day I looked into the mirror and I was just like that shithead Javert. I'd seen this Jewish woman on TV. I forget her name. She forgave her captors at Auschwitz, and I thought if she could do that, I should be able to forgive you."
"Eva Kor."
"Yeah. Her. She was a better person than me, and she set the example. So I forgave you, and the hate had to go somewhere, didn't it? Some still goes toward Lionel, and I guess a little must still go toward you." He looked skyward. "I'm sorry, Eva. I'm trying." Then he looked back down at Elise and made a tight little smile and ran a hand through his hair. "But the rest reflects on me. Anyway... I guess my hate kind of lost its way."
*****
*****
Rush hour was beginning, which put not just more cars on the streets but more people in the parks. The Monon Trail was filling up, so Elise and Noah didn't have the place to themselves anymore, and they simply ignored everyone.
"So?" asked Elise. "You have mixed feelings. About me?"
"As do you."
"I don't understand."
"You say you were sorry before the blowup, but you tried to have me killed."
"That was after you shot me and my recovery was so awful."
"Oh."
"Before that I was sorry. Back at the very beginning, I was just mad at you."
"I kind of guessed that."
"And Lionel was big and sexy." Noah started to say something, but Elise cut him off. "Before that, I wanted to hurt you, and I thought something with him would do it. Plus, yes, I enjoyed it. I'm sorry, but I did. Then... Lionel had the idea of stretching it out and making it kind of public. I think he got off on that, and he convinced me it would really do the job. That made it even more exciting. I'd say he was my Svengali, but I'm sure you wouldn't buy it."
"No. I don't think so."
"But he kind of was. And I was his willing subject."
"Well, it did the job, all right. Was being evil really all that good?"
"Being evil? Yes. Call it what it was. At first, it was the most exciting time of my life."
"Wow."
"Yes. I decided a long time ago... after I stopped hating you... that if we ever talked, I'd be completely honest, so you're getting the full truth. At the beginning, it was great. Being bad. My bitch therapist finally got me to recognize that I'd done all those things that ordinary people do... people who aren't complete sociopaths... to let them do bad things and get away with it."
"Do you always call her a bitch?"
"I shouldn't. She's actually awfully good, and I still see her sometimes. But at one point I hated her almost as much as I hated you."
"So what did that wonderful bitch of a therapist teach you about yourself? I'd like to hear it, because I never could understand what had happened to you."
"What I did, was I used arguments to excuse what I did, and to justify it, and I played down the... evil effects. And I tried not to think about it too much. That's the short version, that I believed it was your fault that I was mad at you, so you deserved it, and that it excused my sex with Lionel. It's more complicated than that. How much time do you have?"
"A little. Anyway." He breathed deeply, then walked to the other side of the path and back. He sat and took another breath. "Shooting you wasn't complicated. I went a little mad. As in crazy. I was crazy mad at you, and I had the gun and had already shot Lionel. I didn't plan it in advance. Shooting Lionel was self-defense, and to this day I don't mind shooting him. Hell, I'd do it again. But shooting you was, well, mad retribution, and it's inexcusable. I'm sorry I hurt you like that. I wish I could take it back."
"Oh? You didn't mean for it to be forever?"
"I might have meant it at the time, being crazy. But today? It turns out I didn't mean it forever. I'm sorry, but I can't undo it. I have to carry it forever, that I did it."
A late afternoon breeze stirred the trees. Both of them looked around, and the silence stretched, as though neither had anymore to say, until Elise spoke.
"The worst part for me is understanding how I dismissed how much I was hurting you. Even before Lionel beat you. But I felt I was like Faust. I couldn't get out of it. I had originally thought you'd be upset but I'd win, and we could get back together. That's how disordered I was. Then I realized I was in too deep. I didn't know how to end it." She raised her eyes to him. "Really."
"You say you're going to be completely honest, but I'm not sure how much I believe you. You had him put me in the hospital and then went with him."
Elise watched an ant dragging some tiny thing along the path, as though the right words rested in an insect egg, or a seed, or a grain of sand.
"I never expected the fight. I was in shock. After he beat you up he just pulled me away."
"Oh? I'd figured you had really great sex that night, to celebrate putting me in the ER."
"No!"
She stared at him, her eyes big and brown and guileless. "I know you won't believe it, but I didn't have sex with him. That night or ever again. He wanted to. Lord, he wanted to! But I couldn't, and I went home and tried to figure out what to do. I should have gone to you then, but I couldn't make myself do anything! Then, the hospital really wouldn't let me see you. By then, I would have come and thrown myself at your feet."
"Are you sure you're being completely honest? Your voicemails didn't show any contrition."
"I didn't know what to say! Don't scoff. Everything kept coming out wrong. And then you blocked me." When he didn't respond, she went on. "Then, I found I was locked out of our accounts, and when I went to the bank I found you'd taken almost everything. My God, Noah! You were gone, and I'd ruined everything, and it had all spiraled out of control."
"You came to the condo to get everything back. With Lionel as the muscle."
"No. Please, Noah. That was the first time in a week that I knew where you were. I had to come to you."
"So you brought Lionel... why?"
"I was afraid to meet you alone, and he offered me protection. I wasn't even thinking about the money. That was Lionel being Lionel. I never thought he'd attack you again, or you'd have the gun, or... any of the rest of it."
*****
"And here we are," said Noah. He pursed his lips and blew out another huge breath.
"Yes. Here we are. Two strangers on a bench."
"So how's your life, Lissy?"
"I don't know. Really. I'm just a girl... who is sorry for what she did. Who remembers what and who she had, and who and what she became, and who knows she can never go back. I think she's a better person, now. And she's glad... I'm glad... to see you today."
"Me too. I'm glad we've finally talked. Though I don't think I'm a better person. I'm working on it. But, look. I have to be leaving."
"Could we maybe go to my place? We could have a drink, and talk some more, and... I don't know. You know?"
"Uh, no. Don't put yourself where you could be at the mercy of your enemy."
"I'm not your enemy!"
"I blew out your knees. You tried to have me killed."
"But I wouldn't..."
"Stop. Please. Don't prepare for what your enemy will probably do, but what she could do."
"Stop it, Noah! Okay. I understand. Could we just go to a restaurant? Have dinner?"
"No. I'd be worrying about when the guys at the next table were going to make their move. Or when the police would arrive."
"Oh my God!"
"That's what happens to you."
"But the police. There's a five-year statute of limitations."
Now Noah grinned. He shook his head.
"And you work for the city? Oh my sweet summer child. The prosecutor would charge me with attempted murder. There's no time limit on that."
"But I'd testify for you!"
"Oh, maybe you would. Maybe. But would Lionel? Uh, no. And of course the prosecutor would go with attempted murder. Maximize the charge. That's how they stay in office. I might win. But I might not."
Elise stood and worked her fingers together.
"Can I at least hug you?"
"I'd like that."
*****
When they began the hug, Elise reached into her fanny pack. She carried a knife, a switchblade, not particularly long but stiletto sharp. She'd practiced with it, in case she ever needed protection. Noah had begun to kiss her forehead when she slipped it out and pushed the button, and after it snapped open she pushed it up into Noah as hard as she could, up at an angle, just below his ribcage.
"This will even us out," she whispered.
Noah gasped and swayed for a moment, not twisting or struggling or shouting. It was as if he never felt the blade before he fell.
*****
No.
Elise didn't do that. It's what Noah imagined, what he prepared himself for, but Elise simply held him with both arms, tightly, with her face to his chest, and then she looked up at him and kissed him. She tried not to end the hug, but he finally pulled her arms away and stepped back. She had no knife. She had pepper spray but never considered using it. Perhaps she had passed a test.
They looked at each other, eyes to eyes, Noah still holding Elise's wrists, then he bent and kissed her back, a little kiss on her lips.
"Will I ever see you again?"
"Maybe I'll pop up somewhere."
"Could we talk? E-talk? Maybe use an encrypted cloud service?"
"Maybe. Give me your contact info. Maybe I'll be in touch."
"Don't take too long. Please?"
And he left.
*****
*****
"Hello, Robb? It's Lissy. Yes. I have a question. You were with the Innocence Project, weren't you?"
She listened.
"Okay. Well, do you have a little time? There's a case I'd like to run by you. No. Not someone in prison. Someone who did something and would like to come back into the world. Someone I'd like to help keep out of prison."
She was both wiping her eyes and smiling.
"Yes. Oh my, you have a long memory. Yes, it's Noah. How did you know? Well, would it be possible for him to ever come back? Let's just say we've communicated. Do you think it's at all possible? Yes, there's a lot of ground to cover. Tomorrow? Yes. Lunch? Lunch works, if I can pay. Okay. I'll see you then."
Elise sat for a few moments, rubbing her left knee and pushing her brace around on the right one. Then she rose and walked through the crowd, back the way she had come, looking pensive and limping only slightly. Some fair-weather clouds had floated in from the West and there was the promise of a lovely sunset.
End.
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Alfred Lord Tennyson said it is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, but I don't buy that for a second. What could be worse than the losing? There's the old joke that it's better to have loved and lost than to have spent twenty years married to a psycho. I guess that would be something, but I never experienced it. I loved Adrienne Coyle and married her and lost her, and not much is worse.
Addie had loved Luke James first, but I thought she was mine last.
It turned out I was wrong about a lot.
*****
Where to begin? Five years married, time for a first child. We'd discussed, planned. Then it all went to hell in a hurry.
Adrienne came home from work later than me, which was unusual by itself, and she had a look.
"What's up, babe?"
"We have to talk, Benji." I was "Benji" when she was being silly with me. I didn't particularly care for the nickname but it gave me a moment's hope that "we have to talk" didn't mean anything. Still, I must have winced because she gave me a reassuring smile and said, "It's nothing bad, but we need to talk about it."
"Sure. Right now?"
"Yes. We need to. It's just that Lucas has moved back to Carmel. He's with Ahriman, Baphomet, and Kali. He called a while ago, and he'd like to see me."
So, Luke James was back in town and wanted to see my Adrienne, his old flame. What could possibly go wrong? The old grandmother clock over the kitchen door ticked two or three or four times and I knew I should say something.
"Benji?" She looked worried.
"Yeah. Okay. Of course. So, should we have him over?"
"No. Just me." I must have stiffened. "No! Just dinner. To talk. To catch up. And to work though how we ended things. Stuff like that."
"Just" her and him and dinner? I heard those old Roy Orbison lines I'd played so often:
Running scared, What would you do
If he came back, and wanted you? 
No, I wasn't scared, but I was sure he wanted her. "Just me," she'd said. I could imagine some possibilities.
They wanted to discuss how they'd ended things? Adrienne knew how they'd ended things. I knew how they had ended things. Everyone knew how they'd ended things. Luke had simply dropped her and walked away, but now he was back and wanted to talk about it? Or did she?  After how many years? Eight? It sounded just like him, like Luke James, Adrienne's high school boyfriend, the rising star of our senior class and an arrogant son of a bitch.
I wanted to say something, but I had to be reasonable. I wasn't going to go all Neanderthal. That's not how our marriage worked. We were partners, full partners. After -- all told -- almost seven years together we were tight. Loving equals. Control yourself, Ben. We'd do what we did. We'd come to an understanding. This was just a dinner, and we weren't arguing, and Adrienne was bringing it to me in advance, to her husband, her love, the man who was going to father her children, the guy who won her fair and square after Luke James threw her back into the pool.
Just a dinner.
Everything had to be open, transparent. That's the word we always used. "Transparent." We'd discussed our old partners. Yes, that transparent. So, I'd be transparent about my feelings.
"I have to say, Addie, that I don't feel comfortable about this."
Just runnin' scared, Feelin' low
Runnin' scared, You loved him so. 
I ordered Roy to get lost.
"Oh, honey. It's only dinner and conversation."
So I was excluded -- why? Because at least one of them wanted to bring up things that I shouldn't hear. Okay. She was my girl. Seven years. Talking about kids. I trusted her. I had to trust her, or what's the point?
I finally thought, Don't stand in her way. Send her with my blessing. Let her see him and know she's over him and know what a great guy she has waiting for her at home. 
That's what I thought. I thought it for the next few hours.
"When?"
"What?"
"When will you have dinner with him?"
"We thought maybe tonight."
We thought? We? Tonight? We certainly weren't going to let me think about it too long, were we? That was when I first began to be concerned, not about Luke but about Adrienne.
I wouldn't have stood in her way no matter what. Work to control the things you can control, beginning with yourself. My mantra. I got it from Marcus Aurelius. I'll come back to him. Don't let your emotions overwhelm you, and have rational dialogues with yourself. Work on what you can control.
You can't control her heart, nor she yours. It's impossible. You can coerce a person or guilt a person or even buy a person's actions, but you can't force anyone's feelings. I've read of husbands who've tried to "order" their wives not to see someone, and I've wondered how well that's ever worked out for anyone. It was Will Rogers who said there were two theories about how to argue with a woman, and neither of them worked. Hah! Cute! Well, I wasn't going there.
What if I'd actually tried to forbid it? "No, Addie. You can't do that!" Sure! Do you really think that would make her forget her one-time lover and want me more? You really think that? Fine. Think whatever stupid things you want. I can't control your thinking. See?
Anyway, forcing her wouldn't win her or keep her, nor in the long run would I want her like that. She might cancel with Luke, but her thoughts and feelings wouldn't evaporate, and she might just sneak. There's no secret love potion, so what was my recourse? Offer her my best possible self and try to make our life together indispensable. Stand aside and let her see what she has in me, the guy who didn't throw her away.
"Wow. That's awfully quick. You're sure?"
"Yes."
"Well, tell him hello for me. What time?"
"It's an early dinner. He has 6:30 reservations at Roma."
Better and better. He already had reservations. At Roma Ristorante Italiano. He'd gotten them that quickly? That certainly concentrated my mind. How did he do that? I had a thought flash: how "new" was this new development? At least it wasn't a late dinner.
"About what time do you think you'll get home?"
"I think by nine. I'll call if it's going to be later."
"Addie, I want to be clear. I really don't like this. Not with him."
At that point, she had to know what I felt and could make her decision.
"Don't be like that, Benji."
*****
*****
Sometimes my mind plays tricks on me. When something comes up, it'll play back the things that led to it, that set the context. It'll set a story for me.
Like the one about Luke. Luke Fucking James.
Luke hadn't been a football player, the quarterback that girls drooled over. That would have been too tacky. No, he played a piccolo in the school orchestra, and he got top grades and was part of a team that won a statewide robotics competition. His test scores touched the heavens. On weekends, he played both bass guitar and piccolo in a garage band. He named it the Supérieurs, of course, but they were really just pretty good. He would sometimes stand on one leg while he played, like Jethro Tull's Ian Anderson played the flute. Quite the fucking showman. He was one of those elites.
He and Adrienne were a hot item our senior year and had spent a lot of time -- I found out later -- fucking. My word. He recited poetry when he wasn't touching her body, and sometimes while he was.
He'd gotten into her pants by reciting Andrew Marvell's "To His Coy Mistress," about how if she didn't give in, ultimately worms "shall try / That long-preserved virginity." What girl who leaned toward the intellectual could resist? Certainly not Adrienne Coyle. Better to let Lucas take her virginity than chance leaving it for the worms. Lucas. Luke. He hated the name "Lucas" unless Adrienne used it. Anyway, he got her virginity with Marvel, and he got the rest of her with e. e. cummings:
i like kissing this and that of you,
i like, slowly stroking the, shocking fuzz of your electric fur,
and what-is-it comes over parting flesh... 
He introduced her to more sex than any high school girl who isn't a total street-whore would experience.
Me? I didn't get properly laid until college. I got improperly laid before that by a friend of the family, something I won't go into. Let's just say this was one of several areas where Luke was way ahead of me.
I was pretty good, just not in Luke's league. Adrienne and I knew each other. I had a crush on her that I hid masterfully. I asked her out a couple of times, but she was busy. I found out later what she was busy doing.
I didn't do poetry, which was a weakness as far as Adrienne was concerned. I was a rock-and-roll guy. My test scores were high, but my grades -- well, they were good enough to squeeze me into the top quarter of our class, based mainly on the extra grade points I got from advanced courses, where a couple of my teachers asked me why I wasn't doing better overall. I did well enough as far as I was c0ncerned, because at Carmel High School making the top quarter really meant something. Luke, though, was our valedictorian.
I played cello in the school orchestra, so Luke and I saw a lot of each other and were friendly enough, and I played lead guitar in a rival garage band, the Retrobates. We were better than them. I know we were. It was one thing in which I surpassed the bastard. The Supérieurs might get attention for their one-legged piccolo player, but we were -- ahem! -- a superior band that just clicked. We got our name because we tended toward retro rock, which the girls liked because it is easier to dance to than a lot of newer music. That's where I picked up Roy Orbison's music. I'd sometimes go through the day with his songs going through my head like ear worms, and I'd play the stuff so much that my bandmates joked that he was my spiritual adviser.
And to be honest, Roy could make me feel what the guy in his songs feels, the kid who spends his time worrying about his girl or bemoaning his fate because he lost her. Oh, it wasn't only his weepy songs. After I started playing "O, Pretty Woman" and saw the movie, I'd imagine Julia Roberts as the girl in all the songs. When I wasn't imagining Adrienne.
The Retrobates got plenty of gigs and came in second in an all-Indy competition. I think we would have won if we'd been from Indianapolis instead of Carmel and had gotten all the homer votes, but I'm probably biased. Anyway, the rivalry with Luke's band was friendly enough until they didn't make the top three. Then maybe not so friendly.
Whatever. He got Addie, and I dated other girls and was happy.
*****
*****
But all good things must come to an end and must have a beginning. Luke wanted to see the world so he applied to and was accepted by Cambridge University in the UK. He'd be there for a few years, so he told Adrienne it was best to break up.
It broke Addie up pretty badly.
It was like BC and AD: Before Cambridge and After the Drop. Ha! Cute. My little joke. Very little. But none of what happens would have happened if he hadn't left, because he'd had her. Completely.
His leaving wasn't by itself my opening.
Adrienne and I both went in-state, to Indiana University in Bloomington, where we'd say "Hi" from time to time. We still didn't date. I'd heard she didn't date anyone and mostly went home on weekends. She always seemed a little -- how to put it? -- not exactly sad, but somber. Not unhappy, but not happy. I figured it out but didn't try to take advantage, not openly anyway. I took a class in Classical Philosophy because she was in it and we could chat more often without my seeming too forward. Quite a plan, no?
Nothing happened with Adrienne. Chat? Hell, I was lucky to get three words out of her at a time. No, what happened was with philosophy. The material was interesting, and I discovered Stoicism. Most people think Stoicism means you bear hardship without complaining, or you become logical and unemotional like Mr. Spock on "Star Trek." That's not entirely off the mark, though it's the short, short version, suitable only for a multiple choice test. It was that and more. Don't tuck your tail between your legs. Take charge of yourself and don't whine over what you can't control.
It was basically a counterweight to Roy's view, and the contrast led me into a Philosophy major. I even wrote a senior paper, "Roy Orbison vs. the Stoics," which my prof, a Baby Boomer, thought was pretty cool.
*****
Stoicism came in handy soon enough because I had given up on Adrienne and was dating Alice Havermeyer. It was getting pretty serious until Alice suddenly decided she also liked two other guys, one of whom was one of my suitemates. I found out by walking in on the three of them having at least as much fun as she and I had ever had. In my room. On my bed.
So, I was sitting in a local bar drinking illegally and playing Roy's lost-girl song "Crying." Occasionally I'd have a change of pace by playing The Byrd's "Hey Joe," about a man who killed his woman for running around with another man. Then I played them back and forth. Should I cry over her or kill her? Maybe both?
That's when Marcus Aurelius spoke to me. Who? Marcus was a long-dead Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher whose "Meditations" was my assigned reading for class. He wrote about being honorable and controlling yourself and all that Stoic stuff. Crap! He wasn't like Leonard Nimoy's Spock, who was usually portrayed as being all but emotionless. Nah, the stoic of Marcus Aurelius had the full range of feelings but used his (or her) logical mind to deal with the world, which of course required controlling those emotions instead of being run roughshod by them.
I don't know where Marcus came from that night. I was sitting at the bar drinking rum-and-cokes when he began whispering behind the music, and ultimately we had a long conversation, really a three-corner one, about crying the night away versus getting revenge versus being the better person. I felt he was sitting right beside me, right there, talking, discussing everything -- in English, not classical Greek or Latin -- telling me about being the guy who didn't give into sadness or vengeance. Roy and The Byrd's Roger McGuinn, who were sitting at the next table, disagreed. They surprised me, not because they disagreed but because Roger is still alive and I wondered how he'd gotten here. The drinks must have played a role in the conversation because the bartender was as helpful as he could be, disguising my drinks as pure cokes, and I got so wasted that afterwards I wondered who had actually been there and what they'd said.
I really didn't want to be the good guy. I told Marcus, "It's my party and I'll cry if I want to," which made him laugh.
"I know that song."
"You're dead."
"Doesn't matter." He turned to the barkeep. "My friend will have another coke."
"I love that song," said Roy.
"You're dead too."
"Good songs live forever."
I looked around.
"Does anyone else have anything to say?"
Silence.
I didn't want Marcus to win. Revenge led the way for the longest time but the others grew quieter. At some point Roy disappeared, and Roger McGuinn just nursed his drinks, and Marcus wore me down by reasoning with me. I finally decided I could face the world honorably, with him and Spock to guide me.
About that time, the bartender brought me a glass of sparkling water. His meaning was clear. I drank it down and missed seeing Marcus and Roger leave. I almost fell getting off my barstool staggering into the men's rooms, hit a couple of seats on the way, and had to lean my head against the wall to line up with the urinal. When I came out the place was empty. It was just me and the bartender, who was stacking chairs.
"Go home, Ben. We'll settle your tab later."
The next thing I knew, I was lying on my bed and felt like shit. I don't know how I got home, but I knew what I had to do. I took Excedrin and drank coffee and -- headache and all -- I opened the "Meditations" on my laptop and read it through in one sitting.
At some point my suitemate came in to apologize. He looked so hangdog that I'd have thought it was funny if I hadn't wanted to cut off his junk, but I merely stared at him until he left. We'd settle his tab later, and do it "reasonably," whatever that meant, but by the next day two things had happened: he'd moved out and I had given up on violence as anything but a fantasy. I cornered him in the cafeteria later on and told him I accepted his apology but that he had to realize you don't screw another guy's girlfriend and he wouldn't get another chance from me. I ended with "Capisce?" Which at least sounded tough. He thanked me, looking relieved and even grateful, and apologized again. I still would have liked to destroy him, but Marcus whispered that I'd done the upstanding thing. I guess.
Alice apologized too, and I -- the new me -- accepted it. She asked if we could still see each other, but when I asked what she would do if she had caught me like that, she got meek and apologized again and walked away.
Believe it or not, we're friendly. No, we never -- ever! -- talk about "it." She is married and has two kids, and as far as I know she's faithful. I hope for her husband's and kids' sakes she is. And for her sake. Alice Havermeyer. God, I liked her. She would have made a wonderful wife, and maybe she has.
Frankly, Alice was part of why I became an attorney. Law seemed suited for applying Stoic practices. There are rational rules, and it pays dividends to consider situations logically and to control yourself. And frankly it pays better than most things you can do with a philosophy degree. I chose Family Law because most of the other specialties seemed over-focused on making money -- for clients and for yourself -- or playing God with people's lives: either getting guilty people off or railroading people you might not actually be sure were guilty.
People sometimes call me a "divorce lawyer." Okay. I get it. The only people with lower reputations in the profession are personal injury attorneys, and they make gobs more money than us. But Family Law is the area where you can help people who have screwed up their lives by not controlling themselves or by acting dishonorably, or of course both. Sexual affairs are prominent there, if not dominant, and those folks can use rational guidance. I'm not a shark. I try to stay away from cases where the two are simply out to destroy each other. I've personally guided people through separations and divorces, but there have been cases where -- working with a Marriage and Family Counselor -- I've helped patch up a marriage that neither partner, once they've taken a long, hard look at it, really wanted to end.


*****
But Adrienne. My Addie.
My opening with her came our junior year when she needed a plus-one for a campus event and wanted to know if I could help out. It was a sorority thing and she didn't have anyone, not having dated in over a year, and even though I wasn't a Greek I was acceptable. Her sorority sisters were intrigued.
"You're with Addie?"
I think they'd expected her to show up solo.
"I could be with you if you played your cards right."
They thought I was funny, and my cred shot up when they found I was still playing in a band.
But Adrienne got me. She'd always thought I was funny, too, and now add "grateful" to it. At the end of the evening, she hugged me and kissed my cheek.
Thank you, Benji."
"Next time you need someone, Addie, just give a call."
I'm sure she didn't realize how available I would make myself. Two weeks later, she needed someone for Homecoming weekend, and I cancelled a gig to take her. Her sisters teased her that she was dating an Independent.
"Oh, foo! Benji's just a friend."
"Benji? That's what you call him?" That's what they all called me after that, and somehow it made me more popular with them.
That night Adrienne hugged me tighter.
'Thank you, Benji." The same three words but with more feeling, and she surprised me by kissing me on the lips. Not a huge kiss, but more than a peck. Her breasts pushed against my chest, and I grew an erection that pushed against her and that I'm sure she could feel. I wanted so much more but if she was still mourning her lost love I wasn't going to chance pushing her away.
"If you need a guy for Greek Week, I'd be happy to go with you," I said, and gave her my best boyish smile. "If they'll let me in."
They let me in. The girls all liked me, and there was always the possibility that I'd be some frat's late pledge.
The event was a dance. I was on call much of the night, dancing with other sisters. I was frankly surprised at the number of guys who won't dance, even with their own dates. Well, more opportunity for me, in case things didn't work out with Adrienne.
But she was the one.
It was a retro dance, which suited me just fine. I'd jammed with the local musicians a few times and they invited me to play lead guitar on some songs. It was an arrangement we'd worked out, the plan being that, with luck, I'd impress Adrienne. We played some Fleetwood Mac that the sisters liked. "Dreams" worked really well because their singer sounded a lot like Stevie Nicks. Then we kept the theme with "Dream On," by Aerosmith, where I took over in the repeated "dream on" sequence. It catches you and it caught Adrienne.
It could have gone badly -- hell, it wasn't even my guitar -- but it went beautifully. She stared at me during the entire thing, and I grew more hopeful. Maybe I was cheating, but it doesn't hurt to show a girl some artistic talent, even if it isn't poetry, and I wasn't sure she'd ever heard me play in a band before.
After that I danced with her three times, and at the end of the evening she hugged me and surprised me by holding me. We held each other, looking at each other closely, and I leaned down to give her a kiss.
"I like you, Addie." Maybe I was too forward. "I really like you." The first time baring your feelings for her is the hardest. I waited for a response. Either no response or a half-hearted one would be the same thing as a "no."
"I really like you too, Ben." She pulled me closer and we kissed again.
We walked out into the night, around campus and past the little shops, holding hands and chatting, somehow ending in front of my place. The evening was mild enough to hug and kiss out under the trees and the street lights, smelling the cut grass on the breeze. I wasn't going to force anything, but we kissed again. I told her I'd walk her home.
"Aren't you going to invite me up to your apartment?"
What's the right answer?
"I really like you, Addie, but not tonight."
She laughed. "You know, there were some girls back there who would be happy to go home with you."
"There were some girls back there I'd be glad to take home with me, including you. Especially you. But I'm not going to push it"
"So, you're going to be a gentleman, just for me?"
"For now."
She kissed me again and we kissed a while, then we walked back to the sorority house.
Yes, I could probably have bedded her that night but I was playing a longer game and waited until we had a real date: a rock concert and dinner. To be honest, it wasn't actually very long -- only a week -- but I wanted to impress on her that it wasn't only sex. It was maybe two-thirds sex.
After the concert and dinner, we went to my apartment and I started up my playlist, and we had sweet, simple sex, just vanilla stuff with a lot of kissing and caressing her body, her breasts and her dark pubic hair that formed almost a pure triangle pointing down to her vulva and her slippery lips, while she played with my cock and licked it. I pulled her off me because I was afraid I'd finish before her. Then there were her deep breaths and her whimpers and her sweet cries when she came. God damn! We even finished together. I'd known before then that I wanted to be her guy. I didn't need convincing but I was convinced. Yes, two-thirds sex, but one hundred percent Adrienne.
After that weekend we were a couple.
*****
*****
It had been seven years, but now Luke was back in town.
Of course Adrienne wasn't home by 9:00. Or nine-thirty. I calculated how late it would have to be before a call wouldn't make me sound like a desperate weenie of a husband. I tried to wait until 10:00, but my 9:45 call went to voicemail.
Well.
She might have muted her phone for dinner. That's always possible. And though this was far too late for a dinner that began at 6:30, Roma has a very nice lounge where they might have gone to talk and lost track of the time. Sure. A lot of things were possible. We'd spent time in Roma's lounge with friends. I can't say I completely disbelieved it, though I did.
At 10:03, according to my phone, I used my tracking app to see where Adrienne might be. Why hadn't I already thought of that? It indicated she was, indeed, at Roma.
Almost.
There on the screen was the dot that stood for Adrienne's phone, just barely outside the restaurant in Roma's parking lot, on the far side away from Main Street. The app could easily be off a few yards, and the phone might actually be inside.
I called again and got voicemail again.
"Hey, kiddo. It's late. Is everything okay? Let me know. Love ya'."
Things can happen. I went to the kitchen to get some ice water and think about that. When I got back it was 10:19. I had a right to check so I called Roma itself and listened to the recorded message that the restaurant was closed and would reopen tomorrow at 5:00 p.m.
Roma's web site. Yes. Try that next. Its "Hours" page informed the interested diner that on Thursdays they closed at 9:30.
About an hour ago. I knew then. I didn't know, but I knew. 
I stared at the clock.
Steady, Ben. If this is what it looks like.. well... oh God. I guess I'll get through it somehow. Without Adrienne if it comes to that. It will be bad, but I'll get to the other side. Control the things you can. I can't let myself implode. 
I tried to find Luke James' phone number but couldn't. I went to one of those sites that will provide such things for a fee, but it came back with a number that was no longer in service. When I tried to find where Luke lived, I got his parents' old street address. They live in Arizona now. I called his employer and was told by a robotic voice to leave a message.
Adrienne's parents would already be in bed. I'd call them if there was an emergency.
Carmel PD has an "Incident Report" site. I checked reports from that evening and found there had been an injury crash at 96th Street and State Highway 31 a couple of hours ago. That was miles away.
I called Adrienne again and was taken to voicemail again.
I called Riverview ER. Nothing. It was 10:32.
I called the Carmel police direct line. It was hard to get through to a live person but when I finally did, they had nothing either.
Adrienne's phone hadn't moved. It was 10:41.
I got the list of all the local ERs and urgent care clinics in the Indianapolis metro area and began systematically calling them. I'm sure some people could be more methodical but I'd never faced such a thing and I did what came to mind.
That was when I finally accepted how stupid I was being. Of course she wasn't at any of them!
The truth was that Adrienne's car was parked in Roma's parking lot, and her phone was parked inside the car, but she was somewhere else.
Why would anyone leave her phone there? She'd do it so that if a certain someone checked he would find she was where she had said she'd be.
Oh, she could have been kidnapped. That kind of thing happens occasionally, and the idea sat on a shelf in the back of my mind as the other terrible possibility, but adultery led the way. I decided Adrienne had been at Luke's place all evening.
Why was she close to two hours overdue? Maybe they'd both fallen asleep in afterglow.
I had nothing, so I got in my car to drive to the restaurant, and that was when my phone rang. It was Adrienne, who was calling me at 10:53.
"Honey, I'm sorry I'm so late."
"Where are you?"
"We're leaving Roma now."
"Oh." I sighed to get a moment to compose myself. "A long dinner."
"We've been in the lounge, and the time just got away from me. I'll be home in a jiff."
*****
*****
I didn't let Adrienne know what I knew.
She apologized again.
"Four and a half hours and you couldn't check your phone?"
"I'm sorry."
"Had it turned off so it wouldn't bother you, eh?"
"If you're implying what I think you're implying..."
"I'm not implying anything. I'm just wondering what you talked about for four and a half hours and couldn't even check your phone."
"I'm sorry."
"Yeah. I'm sure you had a lot to talk about. Well, I'm going to bed."
When she tried to bring it up again, I said I didn't want to talk about it. And I didn't. I wanted more information first, and that would have to wait until tomorrow. In bed, I turned away from her, and when she tried to touch my shoulder I jerked away.
"Not tonight."
"I love you, Benji, and I'm really sorry."
"Yeah. I love you too. Goodnight."
*****
*****
Anyone could guess how the morning went. I said I had an early meeting and I'd get an Egg McMuffin on the way. A lie, but I didn't want to have to interact with her.
As I was leaving, Adrienne said it again, "I love you, Ben," but I didn't reply.
I kicked myself for that. Why make it even worse before I had to? I turned back inside.
"I love you too. I really do. But that doesn't help right now. You need to think about us, about what we are."
I left again and went to McDonald's.
*****
*****
Then I made some calls.
Luke James wasn't such a new arrival. That was the first thing I found out. He'd been with ABK for over three months. It wasn't hard to find him since he was listed on their Web site. I also found he had a law degree from Columbia Law School, the same one as Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Of course it was a higher-rated one than my IU.
I called ABK and asked one of their new associates about a fairly sizable acquisition everyone knew they were managing, and who was handling it. I already had that information from their "About" page, so I was ready when Lucas James' name came up.
"Oh. Luke." I said. "I've known him since Carmel High. Smart, good-looking guy. You know he was valedictorian? I bet he's very popular with the single gals 'cause he's not married."
The associate laughed. "That's the good news. Half the girls here are in love." She laughed again. "Well, maybe not in love but... you know. Not me, personally. I'm off the market. The bad news for them is he's already got a girlfriend. At least I think so. They take lunches sometimes."
"Yeah. Name of Adrienne, I think?" She became cautious. "Sorry. Didn't mean to intrude. He mentioned her."
"Yes. She's Addie. So, should I tell him you called?"
"Nah. I'll catch him later."
We talked some more about the upcoming acquisition. It was hard to focus on the conversation.
Just runnin' scared, afraid to lose,
If he came back, which one would you choose?
*****
That was my morning, that and managing to get through a couple of preliminary meetings with clients whose problems I couldn't help but compare with my own. After lunch I went to Roma Ristorante Italiano.
It was mid-afternoon, so they were closed. I parked about where I thought Adrienne had parked last night, then went through the back door into the kitchen, where the staff was preparing for the opening.
The owner, Luigi Rossi, knew me as a customer and because I'd helped his nephew through a contentious divorce.
"Mr. Jamison! To what do I owe the honor?"
"I've got to ask you a couple of things, Luigi, and it's hard. Can we speak privately?"
No, he hadn't noticed Mrs. Jamison last night, with or without anyone else. He asked the server who had manned the check-in station. No. Just to be sure, I showed the photo of Luke I'd printed off his firm's Web site and a recent photo of Adrienne. No and no. The head bartender wasn't in yet, but we checked with his assistant. No. Luigi pulled out the reservations folder. There wasn't a James or a Jamison or a Coyle listed at 6:30 or any other time. We looked at Roma's on-line listings, just in case. No.
Luigi was looking pretty downhearted.
"I appreciate it. I had to check."
He gave me a hug and kissed my cheek. Very old country.
"She said she was here?"
"Yes. I think she parked out back and left her car."
"We have a security camera that connects to our wi-fi. Let's go to my office, my friend."
Their camera had a wide-angle lens that took a photo every five minutes unless there was nearby movement, when it would record until after the movement stopped.
At 6:27 the previous evening, Adrienne's Accord had pulled into the space next to where I was now parked. She'd done something with her glove compartment, after which Luke James appeared from offscreen. She got out and they hugged and left.
It was what it was. Luigi and I looked at each other.
Nothing much happened until 10:50, at least not with Adrienne's car. Then another car pulled up behind it. Adrienne changed cars, took something from her glove compartment -- her phone, of course -- and spoke for a moment before driving away.
That was it.
I pressed my fingers into my eyes, rubbed them, and rubbed them some more. Luigi handed me a tissue.
"Thanks, Luigi. At least now I know. It'll be all right."
He was crying.
*****
*****
At least now I knew.
I knew.
I knew.
Adrienne wanted Luke James, her first love. Everything she had done was driven by that desire. Here's the thing. People can do what they want, but they can't choose what they want, not really. Ask all those closeted gays who love their wives and spend the better part of a lifetime working to be faithful, heterosexual husbands and who are miserable. Or the guy who spends his life secretly wanting his sister-in-law and wonders how he married the wrong one. It would be crazy to think Adrienne woke up one morning and decided I think I'll desire Lucas over Benji. No, it filled her. It took her. That's how it happens.
I had to forgive her for that. I had to. It wasn't evil. It was just the terrible way things sometimes play out.
Her actions, though. Those she could control.
Marcus Aurelius, my Stoic guide, said you should respect others, even if they hurt you. Work with them, discuss with them. Don't lash out. Maintain your honor. Understand that we're here for a second of all eternity and we shouldn't waste our limited time being hounded by our passions, which will hurt us far worse than the original hurt. Try to work with the bastards to come to the most reasonable outcomes. Of course he wouldn't call them "bastards."
But what was "reasonable?" Marcus admitted that harm done out of desire is worse than harm done out of anger. How do you work with that? 
Add to it that I wasn't the great and noble Roman emperor. I'm sure old Marcus had all those wonderful traits the histories and biographies ascribe to him. He was probably better than me. I'm sure he was.
I'd try.
*****
*****
I sent Adrienne a text.
We have to talk when you get home. 
I didn't add "Love." I wanted to stay as flat and factual as possible. I wasn't like that behind the scene. I was sitting on our couch, trying to control my breathing, wiping my eyes, then being outraged at her, at them, then getting weepy again. I wondered if Marcus Aurelius ever got weepy. I could at least control myself in a text. I wiped my eyes and went upstairs to pack up what I would need, just in case. It gave me something to do.
Adrienne replied while I was upstairs: I'll be there in half an hour. I love you. She attached a heart emoji.
Maybe she loved me. She just loved Luke James more. Or maybe it was sex with Luke? He'd introduced her to sex and now he was back. How glorious! I imagined how he'd gotten her to do this, to do that, to meet with him so they could fuck. How many lunches and now a -- long -- dinner? They could have played a long time last night. I could almost see it. Recite e. e. cummings and get her to take your erection. Fill her with poetry and semen. Have ordinary sex or twisted sex. It was all glorious.
Did you think about your Benji even once while you were doing it? 
Yes, I'd try not to blame Adrienne for where her desire had taken her, but I wasn't sure I could succeed even at that. Who was it who said, "To understand is to forgive?" Maybe that's true; maybe not. This wouldn't be quite so hard if she came clean. If your devotion changes -- if it really does -- then you have to decide if you'll stay with what you have or make a clean break. It can be hard to know which is right. It's not exactly like make-believe, like Rick in "Casablanca" sending Ilsa, his love, back to her husband, to her number two, to Victor, because there's a World War going on and it's more important than their personal lives. Every moviegoer recognizes Rick's heroic sacrifice. Yes, "We'll always have Paris," but they'll never have each other again. It's a great movie, but in real life it can go the other way.
What you don't do is repeatedly betray your supposed number one.
You don't do that to me! 
Adrienne had been disrespectful. Dishonorable. God, that sounds cold and clinical! Could she finally do the honorable thing? Tear my heart out and emasculate me and be done with it? Rip the bandage off and let me try to heal? That's not much to hope for.
But who knows how things can turn out? I'd had clients with different outcomes. One wife had seen her paramour on and off for months, but she hadn't wanted a divorce. She'd been devastated when her husband demanded one. They saw a counselor over the course of a year, and they saw me in between, and they decided to try to work it out. I was skeptical but they're still together. I don't know exactly how they did it, but they came by a few months ago and they're together and they seem happy with each other.
It can happen.
Another couple, though. She'd done her old boyfriend once or twice and then had broken it off and confessed. The couple tried to stay together and they gotten the counselling, but it fell apart. He finally came to me after a year to file. He said they'd tried, and she'd tried especially hard, but every time they had coitus he imagined her cumming for the other guy, and he thought she was just doing her duty as a wife. Their sex life had faded to virtually nothing, and by the time he saw me he'd decided it was best for both of them to end the whole "charade." Which they did. It was the saddest divorce I ever witnessed, because I think they truly loved each other.


*****
I needn't have worried about Adrienne. She didn't want rehabilitation. She preferred the lies.
At that, it didn't unfold the way I'd imagined. Perhaps the very beginning did, closely enough anyway. I was sitting in the living room, no drink, nothing to eat, just me and a room. Adrienne entered and stopped when she saw me. She was breathing fast, as though she'd been hurrying, and I thought she might be getting ready to bare herself, but she wasn't.
She hung her purse on the hall tree and walked to the chair opposite me and sat, her hands folded together in her lap. She was breathless when she spoke.
"You wanted to talk, Benji? I'm glad. You were so angry this morning that I was afraid." I didn't say anything. "What do you want to talk about? I mean, I know, but what exactly?"
"Sure. Okay. Tell me about last night."
She was breathing heavily. "Well, you know I went to Roma for dinner with Luke. We talked a lot, at dinner and in the lounge."
"No." She wasn't going to come clean, at least not on her own. I shook my head slowly as I said it. "No, you weren't at Roma. Where were you?"
"No! Benji! We were at Roma!"
"No." Stay calm. Stay focused. "Some things I know for a fact. I know you weren't there. Tell me where you really were."
She began breathing even faster and I saw perspiration on her forehead. She seemed to sway, a little back, a little to the side, and she grabbed the armrest. Her knuckles turned white.
I went on.
"And tell me about the other times you've been with Luke. The lunches. I know about them too."
Adrienne was panting now, and she looked panicked. Her eyes got a glazed-over look, as though she wasn't completely there, and she sucked air shallowly, fast, as though she couldn't take a full breath, and she made a strange sound in her throat. I'd seen her hyperventilate once before, and it was happening now. Her head fell forward and she crumpled almost all the way down. I was afraid she might pass out, so I hurried to the kitchen and got a bag.
"Here."
I held it to her mouth and she breathed in and out of it until she could hold it on her own. I held the bag with one hand, and I put my other hand to her shoulder, to steady her until she could hold herself up.
Ahh! The comforting cuckold. Yes, I comforted my betrayer. Marcus hadn't absolutely mandated that, but he'd nod in that direction. Was he standing at my shoulder, telling me what I should do? Don't hurt her. Don't hurt them. Maintain balance. I wanted to hurt her, but I wouldn't. Don't be angry with them. Show them where their error lies. That was the way. So what was Adrienne's error? Was it in falling for Luke or in keeping a secret life? Marcus didn't tell me.
I watched the bag expand and contract.
When Adrienne could finally control her breathing, she put the bag on the seat and sat looking into her hands. She didn't say anything.
"You don't have to lie anymore. I can figure things out. I never stood a chance because he's the one you want."
Adrienne snapped her head up.
"No! Ben! Please! I love you! And we were at Roma. Look at my phone!"
"Don't! My God, Adrienne! At least respect me enough to know I can find these things out. You parked at Roma. You left your phone. You went with Luke and were gone for hours. Stop lying! I have the evidence. I guess the sex made all the lying worthwhile."
"No!" She stood and shook her head. She was shaking but didn't sway again. "I haven't had sex with Lucas. You have to believe me!"
I took a breath and held it, then blew it out slowly.
"No I don't, Addie. Not anymore. I don't have to believe anything you tell me, ever again."
*****
I got so awfully quiet.
Adrienne didn't say anything, but she slowly sat back down. She put her face in her hands and began crying. Even her crying was quiet, the crying that showed she knew her world was crashing down, crying and shaking her head back and forth, again and again, saying "no" and then "no" again. Was there was anything more to say? She finally looked up at me.
"Ben. Please. I didn't... I haven't. Please believe me."
"Like I should believe you were where I know you weren't? Like I should believe you've been honest to me?"
"Please."
"Please? You've played me for a fool. So no, I don't believe you. You need to leave. Or I'll leave, but I won't stay in a house with someone who would do that to me."
"Let me explain!"
"And let you make up a story? I'm sure it would be a good one, but no. You've chosen Luke. Well, go to him, but I have to be somewhere else."
"Please. I haven't done that. And I love you. I do."
Sure you do. 
I picked up my bags.
"Ben! No!"
My heart was breaking, Which one would it be,
You turned around, And walked away with me. 
Adrienne didn't turn around or walk anywhere or -- as far as I can remember -- do anything but watch me walk away to my car, her hand pressed against her mouth the whole time, just watching as I got into my car and backed out of my space and drove off. Not into the sunset but into the night.
To be continued.


        

  
    The Way Back Home, Part 2
  
  The Way Back Home, Part 2

        You have to find the way back home on your own.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-way-back-home-part-2

Title: The Way Back Home, Part 2

Author: H. Jekyll

Category: Loving Wives

Description: You have to find the way back home on your own.

Tags: adultery, love story, battery, divorce, mf, cheating wives, violence, seduction




The Way Back Home, Part 2: Crying
By Henry Jekyll
Copyright 2026 by the author writing as Henry Jekyll. All rights are reserved, and if I find anyone has pirated the story I will come after him.
I accept all comments, including negative ones, even insulting ones, whether posted by an anonymous person or someone with a Literotica account. I have never deleted a comment and I've been doing this a long time. If you post a comment via your Literotica account, I will try to reply directly via Lit's email. Sometimes real life gets in the way and it takes a while.
Following my theory that sex can be the curse of sex stories, you'll have to use a magnifying glass to find sex in here. Just saying.
Many thanks to my wonderful editor, Bruce1971. And also to my beta readers who have given me fabulous advice and improved the story far beyond the power of your humble author: NickTee, Stev2244, Cagivagurl, Hooked1957, and Blackrandl1958! These folks have all written some fine stories. If you're looking for good stuff here, I strongly recommend them.
*****
*****
I was all right, for a while,
I could smile for a while.
But I saw you last night,
You held my hand so tight,
When you stopped to say 'hello.' 
I saw Adrienne, but it wasn't happenstance and she didn't hold my hand. It was months after our split and she just appeared at my door. Other than that, Roy pretty much nailed it.
When I left her I thought I'd be gone a day, maybe two, and I might have returned if I hadn't re-read her last text message, the one that ended with "I love you" and this: ❤️.
The day after you'd spent your time hiding away in Luke's place, in his arms, doing whatever you weren't doing with me and then lying to me about it.
So, no, I didn't go back the next day or the next or the next. I'd re-read the message and delay again.
Adrienne had tried to call, of course, but there was nothing to talk about. She left texts and voicemails saying she loved me and she wanted to explain, and to please let her explain. They were all variations on a theme and they got to be repetitive. She loved me. Of course she did.  And she hadn't slept with Luke. Right.  She was oh-so-sorry she'd hurt me, but if I'd only give her a chance to explain, we could work things out. She didn't want to leave me, or me to leave her. The meetings with Lucas had been a terrible mistake. She could explain everything. We'd laugh at how innocent everything had been. Please believe her. She'd hurt me and wanted to explain everything and to please give her a chance to explain. Over and again. It was everything anyone would expect.
Everything except telling me what she'd actually done with Luke in their secret time together. Maybe something like "I'm sorry I've been fucking him, Benji." It's hard to comprehend how much better that would have been than what I got. Yeah, a breath of fresh air.
She finally gave up. Her messages trailed off and she sent me one that said she'd leave for a while to give me some space. I could go home, to the house that had been our home. There, she'd left a hand-written note on the dining room table that said essentially the same thing.
What about me? I was a big disappointment as a Stoic.
That led to another long conversation with Marcus Aurelius and a deep dive into the "Meditations," which reminded me of what I already knew, including that I couldn't just ghost Adrienne. Be honorable. Let her talk. Consider the path going forward. So, I sent a text where I apologized for leaving her hanging and asked her to choose a day, time, and place. She didn't reply for two days, and when she did, all she wrote was:
"Forget it. It doesn't matter. You'll never believe anything I say anyway. Just file and get it over with!"
Was she serious or just upset? I tried calling, but she'd already blocked my phone. She'd taken the matter out of my hands, everything except filing herself. She might ask for court-ordered counseling, which would be a last opportunity to talk.
I went by a colleague's office to prepare the paperwork. Because we were part of the system, we could expedite things, and the actual forms were ready almost right away. The process server went to her parents' house, which is when we found she had moved into Luke's condo.
Of course. 
It went breathtakingly fast. Adrienne signed the forms as soon as she got them. She didn't ask for counseling. She didn't contest anything. She accepted the proposed split of our estate. I kept the house and she got most of our savings. We didn't even have a court appearance, so we were officially divorced two months after I filed.
A month later, Adrienne married Luke.
*****
*****
It was several more months before Adrienne came to my door.
I've heard a vampire can't enter your house unless you invite her in, but though I kept her out on the porch it didn't matter. How long had it been? I wasn't counting the days but it was long enough that I'd been working to put my life back together and -- yes -- I was all right for a while. I could smile for a while. Roy was right about those things. I didn't think about Adrienne every minute. When I opened the door and saw her, I couldn't even decide how to greet her and finally said:
"Hi."
"Hello, Ben."
"I'm sorry, but what do you want?"
"I thought we could talk."
So said the woman who'd left me to go back to her number one, to her "Lucas," who had refused to talk, who had basically ordered a divorce, and who then could hardly wait for the process to finish before marrying him.
"Why now? We could have talked before."
"I miss you." She shuffled her feet. "And you always had good advice and good insights."
Not good enough to keep you. 
"I don't understand. You 'miss' me?" I ran my hands through my hair. "Well..." And I was lost for words, truly lost, and it was up to Adrienne to fill in the silence.
"Yes I do. I miss you. And I thought we might talk about... things."
"Addie! What are you doing here?" I raised my hands, palms out toward her. "We're divorced. I'm your ex. You've remarried. Talking is what a husband is for."
"We're always fighting."
"Couples often do. We fought."
"It's all the time."
"Stop it, Adrienne! Don't do this. Work with your husband on those things."
"I thought I could talk with you."
"Do you know how bizarre that sounds? You hooked up with your ex-boyfriend when you were married to me. Crap! Now you're coming to me when you're married to Luke. I bet Luke doesn't know you're here, does he?"
She shook her head.
"Of course not. Behind his back, too. Well, I won't play that kind of game."
"I don't know who else to talk to. I don't know. There are things, sensitive things. It's hard, Ben. There are sexual things."
Could anything she brought up be stranger than that? Have you fallen down the rabbit hole?
"Just stop right there! I certainly don't want to hear about your sex life. Jesus!"
"I don't know what to do. Lucas wants to do things. Things like threesomes."
"Jesus Christ Almighty, Addie! Don't! Just don't. Couples often disagree about sex. You discuss it, the two of you. Or you argue about it. Maybe get advise from your girlfriends. You make your compromises. If that doesn't work, you get a counselor. What you never do is bring it to you ex!"
"But I don't know what to do!"
"Go talk with your husband! That's what you do. Start the process. Don't bring something like that to me." I had to end the conversation. "Please leave now. And Addie? Don't you ever come back here. Never again."
I closed the door on her. I had no idea what she'd hoped to accomplish.
*****
*****
But she did. Come back, I mean.
I don't know how much Adrienne talked with Luke, but though I was through with her she wasn't through with me. She came back, but oh it was different! It almost wasn't Adrienne at the door the next time, or not all of her, and I didn't have a choice. I had to take her in.
I was in my office when she knocked, just a little knock that I could hardly hear, something tiny and quiet, more like a tap than a knock. I'm not certain how I heard it at all. I came out into my unlighted living room and I heard her voice through the door. Adrienne's voice. "Ben. Help me." She sounded desperate, like she was crying but also drunk or breathless or I don't know what. Not like hyperventilating. More like she almost wasn't there.
I opened the door, and she must have been leaning against it, because when I did she collapsed against me and would have fallen to the floor if I hadn't caught her. Her legs didn't support her, nor did her arms. She didn't even try to hold onto me. She was like a sack of something that was so loose it was hard to grip.
"Hold me, Addie. Can you hold me?"
No she couldn't. I tried not to let her slide all the way down. I pulled her toward the couch.
"I'm sorry." She was whimpering.
Sorry for -- what? For everything?
"Okay. Try to stand. Can you walk?"
No, she couldn't walk. I managed to pull her up enough to lean on me, so I could walk her, while she mumbled something.
"It was my fault."
"I know. Here. Can you sit?"
No, or just barely, half folded over on the couch. I turned on the floor lamp.
"I started it."
The lamp, though, brought her face out of the shadows and changed the scene.
"My God, Addie! What happened?"
One eyebrow was cut. There was a bloody abrasion on her cheek, what looked like a developing bruise on her cheekbone, and her lip was split. That wasn't all. There were two half-dried trickles of blood, one from her left eyebrow to her eye, the other meandering from lip to chin. She seemed to be having trouble focusing her eyes. I saw all of that and realized she wasn't apologizing to me but to the man who had done that to her.
"It's my fault."
She collapsed again, this time to the back of the couch. She tried to sit up but fell back. She tried again with no better luck. She was breathing hard.
"Shh. Wait here." She wasn't going anywhere. "I'll be right back."
I got an ice pack for her eye and cheek, and a wet wash cloth for her lip, and I held them to her. Her eyes had closed while I was up, and I thought she might have passed out while I was gone, but she pushed everything away.
"Luke did this to you."
"It's my fault."
"He beat you."
"I hit him. I hit him first."
"He doesn't get a pass."
Could she have driven in this condition? No. Where was her car?
"How did you get here?"
"I..." She concentrated, like she wasn't sure. "I walked."
"All the way?" In her condition? It would have taken an hour. Maybe more.
"I fell down. I think... I fell. I was dizzy. I didn't know where to go."
Then her eyes rolled up and her head fell to the side. She was out of it.
"Addie? Come on, Addie. Up. Can you hear me? Wake up. We have to get you to the ER."
She opened her eyes again though I wasn't sure she could make out much, and she tried to raise her head up but couldn't manage even that. She tried to look at me and put a hand to my chest
"Don't, Benji. It's my fault. They'll blame him."
"I've got to get you there, Addie. You're really hurt. We have to go. And if you don't tell them the truth, they'll just blame me."
I ended up carrying her to my car.
*****
*****
Of course they blamed me.
"You're her ex? The guy who divorced her?" asked the bad cop. "And you're claiming it was her husband who did that to her? And you... the gallant ex... who saved her?"
"I am and I do. Lucas James, her husband, did that to her. She came to me and I brought her in."
"Pardon me, but her ex?" This was the good cop, or at least the better cop.
Oh crap! Here it goes.
"Her ex."
"And why would she come to you, Mr. Butter-wouldn't-melt-in-his-mouth Ex?" asked the bad cop.
"I wish I knew."
*****
They didn't arrest me. They didn't even take me in. They told me to sit tight. At least one of them was watching me every moment.
Finally, the bad cop came out of Adrienne's ICU room and told me, "You're free to go."
He didn't sound pleased.
"Why?"
"She's sticking to her story that it was her husband. They won't let us stay, so for now she's your get-out-of-jail-free card. But don't leave town."
"Are you checking on Lucas James?"
"We'll look into it."
It turned out they did ask around, and a group of kids at a backyard party had seen her stumbling along 126th street in the general direction of my house. They had thought she was drunk or high. No one had offered to help her, but a couple of them had thought she was funny and had videoed her after she bumped into a sign and fell down and was getting slowly back to her feet. That alone would have gotten me in the clear, though it turned out not to be necessary.
*****
I wasn't leaving anyway, not until Adrienne's parents came in. The PA told me she had a traumatic brain injury, a serious concussion or something, and they were monitoring her closely for signs of bleeding. She needed someone there. She wasn't getting out tonight and they thought she probably wouldn't get out tomorrow.
Her folks got to the hospital and saw me talking with the PA, and they put two and two together the same way the cops had. The police had called them. I don't know what took them so long.
"What did you do to her?"
Her father stood over me, his hands in fists. I just shook my head.
"Luke beat her. She came to me and I brought her in."
"You?" Just pile it on, everyone!  Though I understood. His daughter might be dying and he'd heard the cops' version of the story.
"Me."
"You say you didn't hurt her?"
"I didn't hurt her."
I'd like to have hurt her. Maybe I just should have told him that. I'd like to have slapped her, humiliated her, ruined her life, but I hadn't done any of those things.
"Why would she come to you?"
Yes. Why me? The damned ex. Why, Addie? Some things travel all around your mind with no offramp.
"I'm not sure."
"Why didn't she call us?"
"She didn't have her phone on her. She didn't have her purse. She didn't have anything."
"Why didn't you call us?" This was Adrienne's mother.
"I wanted to get her to the hospital as soon as possible."
"Where is Luke?" Her dad again.
"That's a good question."
"By God, if you hurt her..."
"I didn't hurt anyone. You think I did? Well, talk to the cops."
Good cop interrupted us and led them into another room. I had an idea of what her parents were thinking. I don't know what Adrienne had told them about the divorce. They certainly hadn't been interested in asking me about it, and I decided I must be the bad guy. Now I'd added to things by beating her up. I wasn't going to be able to clear anything up tonight, much less fix the entire mess, so I let it ride. When they finally came out, they waited just like I did, but Adrienne's father looked over at me a few times.
It was about two a.m. when I decided I wasn't needed. A new officer had taken the watch, and there was a woman from the Domestic Violence Center. I talked with her a moment and told the officer I was going home. I went over to her parents.
"I'm leaving. I want to tell you again: I didn't hurt Addie. She'll confirm it. I know you're upset, but it wasn't me."
Her father answered, "It better not be."
That was it. I thought it was over.
*****
*****
I'd felt some pleasure at the karma striking her: You left me for Luke, who then hurt you. Nice! That evaporated when her parents arrived. God damn me! They didn't deserve this, no matter what they thought of me. And neither did she.
I lay in awake in bed that night, trying to justify my shamefulness at feeling any joy in Adrienne's misery, and failing. She didn't deserve it. I was sure she couldn't help loving Luke or -- like so many battered women -- wanting to protect him, and I had a responsibility to be honorable in my dealings with her. Practice virtue, justice, self-control and balance. Marcus again. Control the things that are internal and learn to deal in a positive way with the things that are external. I had to be the better person, but I wasn't handling anything properly.
That wasn't completely true. I had helped Adrienne. I had done what she needed me to do, even though she resisted it. All right. I took some comfort in that. Now I needed to practice controlling my thoughts and feelings better going forward. Yes, she had acted dishonorably and hurt me terribly, but that wasn't the end of my world, just the end of ours.
*****
*****
Why couldn't they find Luke?
It could be funny if you weren't involved. The police couldn't find Luke because he was at the police station.
He'd gone there to give a statement and show a video of Adrienne attacking him and of poor, dear Luke defending himself. It ended with Adrienne getting up and running out. I haven't seen it, but the good cop did. It seems she went berserk over something, and when she picked herself up off the floor and left, she didn't even close the door behind herself. Luke had to do that himself, poor boy. Life is hard. I imagine he had to bandage his own knuckles, too.
So Luke was getting his story out rather than searching for his wife. He must have made a few calls before going to the Carmel police because after a while one of the senior partners at his firm came in with a defense attorney, and shortly thereafter the police decided that Luke was -- if anything -- the "victim," and therefore free to go. They all but apologized to him. That's what the good cop later told me. He was disgusted, but what could he do? The prosecutor's office agreed the next morning. No "probable cause." Nothing. Zip. Adrienne had apparently caused her own victimization.
Luke checked into the Hotel Carmichael later that night, and in the morning he filed for divorce. He didn't go to the hospital, or try to call, or speak to Adrienne's parents, or -- well -- do anything human. I'm sure he didn't wrestle with shame all night.
Adrienne spent the night in the ICU and the next two days in a hospital room, then moved into her parents' home to recuperate.
A few days later, her Dad called me.
"I'm sorry, Ben. I was just fit to be tied and I blamed you. I'm asking you to please forgive this old Marine."
Have you ever just felt sorry for someone? His daughter had been hurt and he felt guilty. Oh, God damn! All along he and the missus had been blaming me for the divorce, and now they weren't certain. After we talked, Adrienne's mother got on the phone and apologized too. I accepted both their apologies. At the end of the conversation, she invited me to dinner. I was pleased that Adrienne was recovering, but I didn't want to see her again. They understood.
Adrienne called later that same day and wanted to come over to thank me, and to apologize again for ruining our life. That was when I learned she and Luke had split and were divorcing. Not much of a surprise. I accepted her apology and told her I hadn't done anything any decent human being wouldn't do -- which excluded Luke -- but that no, she shouldn't come over. Yadda, yadda, yadda. I wanted to hang up. I couldn't stand hearing her. I wanted to scream at her and to hold her.
I wasn't controlling my inner self at all well, and some things don't leave you that fast. I had evil thoughts of what I wanted to say. So what you gained from cheating with Luke was getting beaten up by him and losing not one but two husbands. My you've accomplished a lot in a short time! What I actually told her was I hoped she'd have a good life, and frankly I half meant it.
Before we hung up, she said, "I'll always love you, Ben."
"Thanks, Addie. Bye."
That was the end of it, until it wasn't.


*****
There was still the situation of Luke James. He'd gotten a pass. People like him always seem to get passes. First he'd seduced my wife away, unless she'd self-seduced herself. But he'd played a role in any case. Then he'd battered her so badly that she'd logged serious hospital time. You don't get to do that! It didn't matter if she'd hit him first, though I wished I'd seen it. The guy is bigger and stronger and he's going to win. He didn't have to do what he'd done. He didn't have to hurt her like that.
What she'd gotten from it, other than three days in the hospital, were a scar over her eye and a second divorce.
What he'd gotten from it was -- nothing. The asshole was scot-free, damn it! I asked some friends and, yes, he was in the clear. I wondered if Adrienne and her folks might sue him but apparently that wasn't going to happen and they probably couldn't win. Would the prosecutor revisit it? Not a chance. I considered confronting him and beating him. I could probably manage it. But no. He had these entourages and he worked with people who were all but untouchable. Unless I could goad him into throwing the first punch, and get it on video, I'd be charged. And his contacts would have some influence over the outcome, no matter what. His condo was gated and covered by security cameras, as was his office building.
Besides, Marcus Aurelius wouldn't approve of my resorting to violence to even things up, no matter how good it might feel. He wouldn't, in fact, approve of my doing almost anything that would actually make me feel good. In his world, you proved your manhood by how much crap you could take, not how much you could dish out. Or so said the commander of Roman armies who spent their time slaughtering Germanic barbarians.
I begin dropping bits in conversations with just about everyone I knew, about how Luke had battered his wife and sent her to the ER, and that there was a video of it. It wasn't much, but it would have to do for now.
*****
*****
I worked hard to remake my life. Again. As part of it, I decided I was through with Marcus Aurelius.
He'd written, "Take away thy opinion, and then there is taken away the complaint, 'I have been harmed.' Take away the complaint, 'I have been harmed,' and the harm is taken away. That which does not make a man worse than he was, also does not make his life worse, nor does it harm him either from without or from within."
For the first time I wondered: How do you pull off that wonderful reversal, Marcus? How do you actually do it? This was my Adrienne, not Marcus' hypothetical case. Something might seem straightforward in the abstract but be impossible to do in the concrete world of the living.
It might have been easier for me if, like him, I'd had an arranged marriage. Hats off to your match, Marcus! He'd married Faustina the Younger, his first cousin of all things, the woman chosen for him. Actually the second woman chosen for him, selected because she made a better political match than number one. Hell, both their original betrothals had to be annulled when the political musical chairs were rearranged. It seems to have worked out well enough in that they had fourteen children, but it wasn't a love marriage. Unlike with Adrienne and me. So I'd thought.
The more I considered that, the less I liked him. How could he be so damned sanguine? Hell, if Faustina had cheated on you, what with your being the Roman ruler and the commander of armies and all that, you'd just have both of them killed, after making sure the guy suffered a lot. 
Problem solved!
Fuck you, Marcus! You don't know the world of ordinary people! 
He'd say "No crying." No fear. Just consider your little troubles compared to the infinity after we are gone. Don't fall apart.
But I was in an argumentative mood.
You can't just do that, Marcus! It isn't like that at all! We don't live in some "infinity" but right now. We cry in the now. 
I cried when my Dad died, and then my Mom. I cried when my drummer from The Retrobates had died from an overdose. I even cried a little for Alice Havermeyer. But Adrienne? Yes I'd cried over her. It would just come over me sometimes, and it would surprise me that I was crying. But I wasn't like one of Roy's boys, who moans, "From this moment on, I'll be crying, crying, crying over you."
No, I wouldn't. Roy was wrong too. You get on with life.
I'm sorry. Roy. You're as lost to infinity as Marcus, and you're just as wrong. You caught the angst of the teenage boy perfectly, but you missed the rest of life. 
Because every day is a new "now."
In the end, Roy gives us crying and Marcus gives us principles. Neither shows us a Way Back Home. You have to find that on your own.
*****
Dry the fucking tears, Ben. Find y0ur own way.
I did. I worked. I tried to save marriages that were on the edge or get couples to part on the best overall terms. For something to do in the evenings I helped organize a garage band of attorneys. We called ourselves the "JDs" and let folks wonder if we meant "Juris Doctors" or "Juvenile Delinquents." I told the guys I was in as long as I didn't have to play any Roy Orbison stuff. We got gigs. I tried not to think too much about Adrienne. I began dating. That went well. A decent-looking, young, single attorney who played lead guitar? They weren't throwing their panties at me, but they were handing me their phone numbers. Yes, I'd survive.
Actually, a couple of lovelies did throw their panties at me, at a gig, but it was kind of a joke.
Things were looking up until -- two lawyers walked into a bar.
*****
*****
We had a gig, and this was a special one because the owner was showcasing high-end spirits, the top one being Woodford's Baccarat Edition bourbon at over $2,000 for a piddling 750 ml. I got to taste it and had an almost religious experience. Genesis 1:31: Ben Jamison looked upon everything the distillers had made, and, behold, it was very good. People were paying excessive amounts for a shot, and the doctors and investors and personal injury lawyers were throwing their credit cards at the high-end bottles. The JDs' take would be a small percent that night, but what a percent it was. We were getting requests for heavy metal and blues and -- sometimes -- a sad folk-rock song. We were happy to oblige.
Then Luke James sauntered in.
Crap.
Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, you walk into mine. 
He had a girl on his hip. A woman. A fabulous woman, of course, one who made Adrienne seem a shrew in comparison, with large, beautifully-shaped breasts, a small waist, and an ass that people would talk about later. She had long, braided hair and a heart-shaped face and lips that would need collagen to be any fuller.
The motherfucker.
He had to know the JDs were tonight's band. Maybe that's why he chose the place. He stared at me as they walked in, Luke and his otherworldly woman and his hangers on. It was during a lull, and when he swung past me he asked loudly:
"How's the loser who can't keep his wife?"
His acquaintances high-fived and chuckled, but I ignored them, or pretended to. No, he'd made me happy by setting a stage for me. To start the next set, I had the guys play "Dream On," the song I'd used to win Adrienne, way back, and I moved toward his entourage while I played those powerful late riffs. He watched me get ever closer, and I think he might even have gotten nervous. Customers thought it was cool and were videoing us. At the end of the number, I stood in front of him and his lady friend and his extras and said it in a louder voice than he had used:
"At least some of us don't beat their women!"
I looked his date in the eyes and told her, "I'd be careful with him if I were you."
God she was something! Any man -- every man -- would want her. You'd have to be queer not to, and even a gay guy might consider changing allegiances. I forced myself to look her straight in the eyes.
"Maybe you should ask him to show you the video of what he did to his ex."
She and I gazed at each other for a moment before Luke broke it up. I'd expected it would take more than that to set him off, but I was wrong.
He jumped up and swung at me and hit my cheekbone. I'd have dropped my guitar if not for the strap. I let it swing and dove at him and hit him in the face with the headstock, and we went tumbling down.
A word of warning: being a philosophy major doesn't teach you how to fight, nor does law school. I don't think they taught that at Cambridge either. We rolled on the floor, flailing at each other, ignoring all the people videoing us and Luke's seconds, who didn't seem to know exactly what to do, and the otherworldly woman, who in the videos seems amused by the entire thing.
There was blood, his from where I'd hit him with the guitar, mine from my nose. My guitar was damaged, though I wasn't thinking of it at the time. It's more important that we rolled right into the table where they'd set up the spirits display and broke its front legs, sending thousands of dollars worth of whiskeys crashing to the floor, bottles breaking and open ones splashing. Oh man, the wonderful smell of great whiskeys almost cancelled Luke's hits to my face, my neck, my shoulders, my everything. I don't know if my hits were cancelled the same way. I got an advantage and had him by the throat and might well have ended him right then and there if the cops hadn't ended everything.
They pulled us apart and handcuffed us, and the owner demanded they arrest both of us, which -- he being the mayor's brother -- they did. I didn't find out until later that one of my bandmates rescued my guitar and took it to a repair shop.
I also didn't find out until later that videos of the fight from at least three different angles were posted to social media that very evening.
*****
*****
The police took us to the station in separate cars. They herded us into adjoining holding cells, where we'd spend the night. I'm sure some people tried to get Luke -- or me -- released, but it wasn't to be. This was the old jail, filling in while the new one was being renovated, so Luke and I were separated by old-fashioned bars.
You'd think we might have traded barbs and threats right off, but you'd be wrong. We each had our own troubles. It was almost an hour before Luke came over to my side. He cleared his throat and I was happy to see that choking him had had an effect.
"Well, did you get enough revenge for losing your wife, Mr. Loser?"
His voice was raspy, and he looked god-awful. That made me feel good. Take that, Marcus Aurelius!
"We'll be out of here soon enough and I'll finish the job of paying you back for stealing my wife."
He seemed surprised.
"Shit! You can have the bitch back if you want her, with my compliments."
"And I'd want her back... why? Not that she wants me, but fuck her!"
Luke began laughing. Even his laugh was hoarse.
"Is something funny, Luke? Enlighten me. She's done with me and I'm done with her. You got her after you'd already dumped her once, so just how smooth are you? Smooth enough to get her to lie to me about everything and screw you when she'd told me you were just having dinner, after... I might add... after we'd been talking about having kids. Yeah. And here I thought she really loved me. What an actress she was, and God damn was I pathetic!"
He strolled over to the bars separating us. I'm sure he looked more relaxed than he felt. Could I reach through and finish strangling him? If my hands and face hadn't hurt so much, I might have tried.
"You know what, Ben? You really are pathetic. In fact you're a complete dumb ass."
"You know what? I won't even bother to argue about that."
"You don't know shit. It's no wonder you turned into a fucking divorce lawyer."
"It's Family Law."
"Yeah. Whatever. Doesn't matter. You have everything wrong."
"Oh, great wise ass who beats his wife, tell me how I'm so wrong about everything."
"Sure. Listen and learn."
So he started, and the fucker turned my mind upside down.
*****
"First, that little bitch adores you!"
I started to interrupt but he held up a hand.
"Just let me get it all out. She fucking adores you for some ungodly reason, the stupid div... family lawyer. If you hadn't kicked her out she'd still be with you. I thought I was making progress that last night but things didn't look good at the end. But you! Once you were done with her all I had to do was open my arms wide."
Not what I ever expected to hear. I didn't believe him.
"Oh give it a rest." The shit-ass! "After she'd fucked the asshole who spent our senior year teaching her how best to do it? Really? If you got her so easily, why did you bother hitting her? Was she supposed to be into that sort of thing?"
"You know about that? About high school? Well, that's one thing you actually know. But about that night at Roma..."
"Not at Roma!"
"No. Not at Roma. You're right. Not there. But not in bed either." He laughed again, that hoarse laugh, and if not for the bars I really might have hit him. "I actually tried to get reservations but they were packed, so I went to Costco and got some wine and a pizza and a Caesar salad, and we went to my place. Where we did not have sex."
"For over four hours?"
"Was it that long? I tried. Oh man, I tried! We did some kissing. She's a great kisser, you know." Luke smirked. "And I fondled her bazooms a little, but she pushed my hand away and wouldn't even kiss any more. Said..." and here Luke mimicked Adrienne's voice. "Said, 'I'm married and I won't do that.' God, that was frustrating! And a serious miscalculation on my part. She'd kiss but not play, and that pretty much ended the evening. Maybe if I'd played it cooler I'd have had more success, but who knows?"
"You're saying you didn't fuck her?"
"I'm saying nothing happened. But it didn't matter because the gods smiled on me."
"Yeah?"
"I know Addie told you some porkies about our lunches and our 'wonderful' evening. Oh, that's Brit-speak."
"I know what 'porkies' means. Save the 'Brit-speak' for the cuties in your office."
"Okay. Well, I imagine a guy in your line of business is good at investigating. You found that our Addie wasn't above fibbing so you kicked her out, and there I was, ready to catch her."
Neither of us said anything for a moment.
"You son of a bitch! And I didn't kick her out. I left for a few days and when I came back she was gone. To you."
"That's not how she saw it. Yeah she came to me eventually." He gave a little bow. "And I was only too happy to welcome her."
"After you'd dumped her, then thought it would be fun to steal her away from me."
"And once again, you don't have a clue. Yes, I'm a son of a bitch. But maybe not as big a one as you think."
"Really? Why don't you try to convince me of that?"
He leaned forward and spoke in an earnest voice, leaning closer to the bars, almost up against them. A bit closer, I thought. Just a little. But he stood up straight.
"Well, first of all, I didn't 'dump' Addie. We broke up."
"That's not the way I heard it."
"Believe what you want. Fine. But the truth is that I was going to be gone for four years, and I thought it would be better for her and for me to not try to keep a high school romance going across the Pond. And she accepted it."
"Oh, really?"
"She understood."
"No she didn't. It affected her for years."
At first he stood completely still, then he turned and kicked the bars and hit them with a palm.
"I didn't know that!"
He pounded a bar again and stared at the wall. The guard walked through and told him to cool it and he muttered an apology. When he finally turned back to me his mouth and eyes were tight and it took him a moment to continue.
"I didn't know that. I thought she'd see other people and I'd see other people, and we'd both be fine. Believe it or not, that's what I thought."
"Let's pretend I believe you. When you came back, you decided to get her back, and it turned out she was still carrying the torch."
"I missed her. Oh, wipe that look off your face! Yes, I actually missed her after all those years. Hell, you should understand that! I'd be in Carmel, and I wondered if there was anything still there."
"And you found out she was married. To me."
"Didn't matter. Remember, I'm a son of a bitch. I wanted her back. I wanted what we'd had. I was going to go after her even if she was married. The fact that it was to you might have made the pursuit a wee bit better, but it didn't matter much."
"So you came after her and took her right back into your bed."
"I didn't take her! You threw her away! And that's the hell of it. There still wasn't any sex."
The guard had been sitting in a wooden chair at the end of the corridor, looking asleep, but he stood up and took a step toward us. Luke stopped talking, and when he began again it was in a half whisper.
"She slept in my second bedroom. Said we couldn't have sex until your marriage was over. Jesus! Did you put a spell on her or something? I finally convinced her that once everything was signed the rest was a technicality, so we could do it. And that's how it happened. "
"You ruined two marriages, mine and yours."
"You fucked your own marriage! Oh, I played a role, and Addie certainly played a role, but with any effort you could have kept the bitch!"
Sure I could have. 
"Well, Mr. Smooth, based on your date tonight, you certainly landed on your feet."
"Yeah. Candae is absolutely the finest I've ever known."
"Candae?"
"Yeah... oh, holy crap! I still need to pay her."
It got completely quiet. The guard told us to hit the cots and they turned out the lights, all but those in the corridor. I tried to sleep.
*****
I wasn't sure if Luke was awake, but I wanted to know more, so I went over to the bars and whispered his name.
"Yeah?"
"You battered Addie and keep calling her a bitch. That's a side of you I never saw. What gives?"
He sat up and touched his face with his fingertips before he came over to me.
"I call her a bitch because that's what she became."
"After you hit her and ruined your marriage. So, when did you become the beating type?"
"Jesus Ben! Do we have to go over everything you don't know?"
The guard didn't move, but Luke stopped and looked down the corridor. I think we'd annoyed the guy, because after a bit he got up and left the area and closed the door behind himself. Luke continued.
"I didn't ruin my marriage. That's completely on Addie. And I didn't 'batter' her either. She hit me first, and not just once."
"Yeah. Right."
"I thought everything was going to be great. I had her, thanks to you, but then it all went to hell. We got together and it was like someone flipped a switch."
"Bullshit."
"Just listen. Start with the sex. Yeah, let me tell you about our sex life. It was crap. Just listen! Our sex had been great in high school, but now... noooooo." Luke said "no" like Homer Simpson. "She didn't want it or she pretended or she just lay there. I don't know if we had three really good fucks the entire time we were together."
I had to laugh at that.
"You do know things change after you're married, don't you?"
"That wasn't it. It was more than that. And it wasn't just the sex, though she really didn't want to try anything new."
"Like the threesomes."
"Jesus! You know about that, too? Well, while you've been hunkered down here in your safe, little, midwestern burb, I've been out in the wide, wide world." He stretched his arms out as far as he could. "People are more sophisticated out there, and I thought I'd bring Addie into it. Apparently, you already know what a disaster that was."


"Yeah." I chuckled a little.
"But it wasn't just the sex. Or lack thereof. It was 'Oh, Benji would do this,' or 'Benji likes that,' or 'Benji wouldn't do whatever,' or blah, blah, blah, fucking Benji blah." He was mimicking her again. "It was like you were her goddamned lap dog and she wanted her lap dog more than me. We got to fighting all the time. We weren't fighting about you, but we weren't not fighting about you, either, if you catch my drift. It got to be pretty clear that she had buyer's fucking remorse. Finally, she pushed me too far and I told her, 'Why don't you go back to your widdow wap dog? You can skwitch his eayahs and wub his tummy.'"
"You said that?"
"Something like that. That was when she attacked me. Screamed at me. Hit me. Kicked me. She fucking bit me!" He showed me a fading bite mark on his forearm. "She just went completely crazy, Ben. I'm not going to take that from anyone, not even a woman! So she started it, but I finished it. It's good I have security cameras, so I could show the cops what really happened."
I didn't say anything.
"I filed the next day. I didn't wait around. It was dead. Completely dead, though we'd have limped along a bit more if she hadn't decided to become Ilsa, she-wolf of the SS. So, yeah. Adrienne became a certifiable bitch."
*****
*****
They took us before a magistrate the next morning. Judge Cortner was not happy to see us.
"Two young attorneys, fighting in a bar. Causing substantial monetary damages to the premises." We both hung our heads. "This is disgraceful! You bring dishonor to yourselves and to our profession." He went on like that a while. Finally he asked who wanted to file against whom, but of course neither wanted to because it would bring a countercharge, and the mayor's brother had said he'd let things ride if we'd pay for the breakage.
So, he released us on our own recognizance and no charges would be written up, not that the entire local legal and law enforcement establishments wouldn't know about it soon enough. He didn't make us shake hands or anything, though I'd seen him make belligerents do that sort of schoolboy thing before.
He simply told us to stay apart.
"If either of you... either of you... starts this up again, I'll wring you so hard you'll wish you had Judge Parker on your case!"
He dismissed us without looking at us. As we left he was reading the next case file, and under his breath he said,
"Disgraceful!"
*****
*****
"I lied, Ben."
"I know."
"I lied about everything."
"I know, Addie."
I was standing just outside Adrienne's door. It was sunset, not quite dark enough to need lights. The last bit of sun was behind me and I wondered if the glare would make it hard for her to recognize me but she knew me the instant she opened the door.
It was time to find my way back home, the rest of the way. Time to pull up my big-boy pants and have the talk, the one we should have had long ago. Marcus had been right about that.
I could see inside and tell that my obsessive Addie had made the little apartment hers. Not my Addie anymore. Stop it! I recognized her furniture from our place, and the artwork on the walls.
On the main wall, over the couch, were family photos, and in the middle was one of us. The special one. Smack dab. The one taken last Fall when I'd thought we were happy, at the Ruins park in Indy, the one that was designed to look like it was left over from Rome and that led to forested paths that meandered down to the White River. In the photo my arm is around her and we're laughing. She's twisting toward me just as the photographer snaps it, looking up at me, uproariously delighted, her hair flowing out, framed by the red-leaf covered autumn trees in the background. The photographer was just a guy passing the other way who used my cell phone and somehow caught two leaves in mid-float.
The moment I saw the photo I understood why she'd come to my house that first time. She wanted back. Wanted me back. She wanted to undo history, to get back to us, to where we'd been in the park that day. She must have known that wasn't going to happen, but in some odd, incomprehensible, inane way she'd thought talking with me could unlock our past. After everything! She couldn't bring things up with me, not directly, so she'd alluded. The fighting. The sex issues. Of course the sex issues! What happens to sex in the marriage she'd fallen into, the one that had left her so regretful?
Adrienne was dying inside. Once she'd attacked him and he'd put her down, where did she go? She came to me. Me! Hurt, only half-conscious, concussed to the point of walking into things and falling-down. To me! The guy who would do the right thing. Of course she came to me, the husband she had cheated on. The one she never really wanted to leave. Ben, or Benji, or whomever, the guy who would protect her. The guy who then saved her. Crap. Adrienne? Me? How big a sap was I?
And the other thing. She'd never be able to convince me she hadn't cheated on mw, but Lucas Fucking James had. So? What to make of it? Did it make any difference? How much difference could it make? She'd still carried on that emotional affair behind my back. Behind my fucking back, Adrienne! Luke had said she was mine if I wanted her. I don't know if I believed that, or whether I'd have wanted it. Still, if she'd been half-honest with me, things might have gone differently.
What could I make of her? Or of us? Could we at least be friends now? After everything? Could we ever be comfortable in each other's company? And -- could we be more than friends?
Don't go there, Ben! 
I'd take a baby step. If only Adrienne could be honest with me, maybe we could salvage something. If she couldn't, I'd walk away knowing I'd tried and it wasn't to be.
I waited until my face began to look normal, touched up a couple of bad spots, and went to her apartment.
*****
She hesitated when asking what I wanted, and when I said I wanted to talk she brought up her lying right away, out of the blue. I never expected that. It was the main thing she wanted to talk about, and it just came spilling out, as though she'd been holding it in and couldn't hold it anymore. She invited me in and we sat in her living room, me on the couch, looking straight up into that photo. She wanted to confess and she didn't.
"I don't want to tell you everything."
"I understand."
"Please don't make me, Ben."
"I won't make you, Addie. I can't. It's up to you. But I think it'll help you if you do. Maybe it'll help both of us."
"I'm so sorry."
"I know. I believe that."
"Okay." I could see she was steeling herself. "That afternoon... before the Roma night... I told you Lucas had just come into town, but he'd been here for months."
"I know."
"We'd had lunches that I didn't tell you about. Several lunches. I didn't know he was here when he first called, and I agreed to meet him. I never planned to leave you. Please. I'm telling the truth. I didn't want to tell you I'd seen him. I didn't want you to know, and after I'd seen him and not told you, I couldn't tell you without letting you know I hadn't been honest."
"Was that before that?"
I pointed to the photo.
"No. No. It was after that. I guess a few weeks later." She stopped, took a breath, and went on. "Anyway, I hid everything. But we didn't do anything. I knew he wanted to get me back, but he didn't harp on it. We talked about other things. He was... maybe I was susceptible, but I didn't ever plan to leave you. There were some little kisses. Chaste ones. No. Really. And we held hands a few times. Twice, I think, while we walked at Founders Park."
"Kissing and holding hands. At least. And hiding it from me."
"Nothing more than that, but yes. I did."
"A secret, emotional affair."
Adrienne looked into her hands and didn't respond for a moment. She looked up at me again, and now she looked me in the eyes.
"You could call it that, but I don't know."
"You were considering going to him. You had to have been."
"I was confused. And I was scared. Then I found I could lie and be convincing. He seemed so earnest and so honest" She scoffed. "Not like me. I wasn't honest at all." She covered her eyes with her hand and I let the silence grow. "Anyway, he kept reminding me what it had been like before he left. Then he suggested we have that dinner at Roma and that I tell you so I wouldn't feel like I was cheating by seeing him. I felt so relieved about that."
"You know he planned it that way. To make you think he was being honorable."
"I do now. And I walked into it with my eyes wide shut. But the dinner basically ended it. I can't make you believe it because I've been such a liar, but I finally saw it for what it was."
"Try me. Why should I think it would be over?"
The fucker had been honest. I guess I could give him that. He'd gotten dinner for them and had her leave her phone in her car.
"He said it was so you wouldn't worry if you tried to find me. I thought it sounded reasonable."
"Reasonable."
God, she'd been an idiot.
She nodded. "That's how I convinced myself to do it. I think I wanted to believe it."
"Uh-huh. Go on."
Then the kissing, and him feeling her up, the kissing becoming deep and urgent and all that. My words, not hers, but they had to be her feelings. Letting him into her mouth and wanting it. Feeling and tasting him.
"I'm sorry, Ben. I don't want to tell you that. I knew I shouldn't. I wanted to stop and I didn't."
"So you didn't stop. You made out and ended up in bed."
"No! We didn't! Please. I know I can't convince you, but I stopped it. I didn't lie about that."
"Why would you stop it?"
"Because he made it more than kissing. He started touching me."
"Down there?" I nodded toward Adrienne's crotch.
"No. My breasts." She touched her right breast. "He began stroking me, and it brought me around. I knew where he was taking it and what he wanted and everything. So I had to stop it. I was terrified because I realized I might have gone to bed with him and I needed to get away. Oh, God! All I wanted, then, was to go home."
As though fondling her wasn't in the same ballpark as deep kissing.
"After over four hours, you decided to stop it?"
"I didn't notice the time. The last part, we were arguing and he tried to talk me out of it, but he finally drove me to my car."
"So you were turned on?"
The conversation stopped. Adrienne raised a hand to her mouth. She lowered her hand.
"Yes. I was. He got me high, but I didn't go to bed with him. I'm telling the truth, Ben. I am!"
"If he hadn't begun using his hands right then, but kept kissing, would you have gone to bed with him?"
Again, silence.
"I don't know. I might have. I don't know. Probably. Maybe. But we didn't get there. I can't know because he did and I didn't and that's the truth!"
Shit. Where do you go? Should I tell her that I believed her, and why? Yes. She was being open, so I had to join her.
"Okay. I believe you."
That surprised her.
"Why?"
"Because of the bar fight."
She had no idea.
"What are you talking about? What about a bar fight? I don't understand."
"I'll explain later. The short version is that Luke and I got into a fight a week ago Saturday. Later, in jail, we talked about you and him. He told me some things. So I believe you."
"Oh."
I expected more than an "Oh," but she looked completely dumbfounded. I went on.
"But even though you decided things were over between you and Luke, you didn't tell me about it."
"Um, no. No. I'm sorry. But I don't understand. You two got into a fight? Over me? And you went to jail?"
I think that's the sort of thing it's a mistake to grin about. I tried not to.
"Kind of. Not exactly. I'll tell you about it later. Right now, let's focus on what you said. And what you didn't say. Okay?"
She nodded.
"You tried to convince me you'd been at Roma the whole night."
"Yes. I did."
"Because?"
"Because I was ashamed. And I was afraid you wouldn't believe me anymore and that you'd leave me." She paused, then said in a tiny voice, "You really fought over me?"
"Focus, Addie. Focus. Here. Let me put it all together."
Adrienne nodded but now she looked truly worried.
"Your story is that you thought if you were honest, I would know you'd been deceitful about Luke all along and I would probably leave you. So, you lied to me about everything, which set it up that I wouldn't believe anything you said and would absolutely leave you. Have I got that right?"
She put her face down into her hand again and didn't say anything. I began to wonder if she'd reply at all, but she finally looked at me and gave a one-word answer:
"Yes."
"Wow. It's like 'I Love Lucy,' only about sex. So, answer me this: why should I believe you now?"
More silence. This time she looked down at her lap and then around the room. Everywhere but at me. It was as though she was looking for an answer, but she gave up and said what she needed to say.
"I guess you shouldn't, though I'm telling the truth."
"Of course you are." I kept the snark out of my voice. "But if you were me, what would you think?"
"I... I'd think that I couldn't trust you and that you were probably lying."
"You can see my problem."
*****
*****
There's a photo of the earth that was taken by the Voyager I space probe as it was leaving the solar system. The photo mainly captures empty space and it's easy to miss the earth which is only a pale blue speck about halfway up the right side. You have to look closely. A pin hole could be larger.
The photo came to my mind because it was growing dark and Adrienne hadn't yet turned on the lights when the first evening star appeared outside the window. She was telling me something about losing me, but I lost the thread when I saw the star. If you look at the pic you'll be overwhelmed at how immense the emptiness is, and there is that tiny, little earth. Are you that lost little dot, Addie? That's what I thought at the moment. My mind was playing tricks.
The star appeared just as she'd begun explaining how Luke finally got her. She was still talking when I came back to the here-and-now.
"You didn't want me anymore! And Lucas did. You'd left me and blocked my calls and I was so lonely."
And Luke was there. You wouldn't have to be utterly alone in infinite space. 
"I drove you away Ben. I never wanted to lose you, but I did everything wrong. I wanted you to take me back but it was too late."
"Maybe it was, but why didn't you try?"
"What?"
"You waved away every opportunity. Talking? You shot me down after you'd begged me to talk. You told me to file for divorce, and like an idiot I did. Then you let everything happen as quickly as possible. It doesn't sound like someone who didn't want to lose me."
"Lucas said not to. He said you'd just manipulate me. He told me not to put up any obstacles, to let everything go through as quickly as possible. Don't ever meet or do anything. Then he'd marry me as soon..."
Adrienne stopped and her eyes grew large. Have you ever witnessed an "aha" moment?
"He planned it that way! To make sure I'd be with him!"
We realized it at about the same time.
"That sounds right, and it worked out pretty well for him, at least for a while. Five-dimensional chess. That's what our Luke was playing. He was always the cleverest one of us."
Marcus Aurelius would tell me the blue dot was nothing compared to infinite space and I shouldn't be too concerned with it, but once again he was wrong. That little lost dot is everything, Marcus, Addie and me and our entire world. 
*****
I didn't realize at first that Adrienne was crying. Women cry easily and Adrienne cries especially easily, but I'd been so lost in my head that I hadn't noticed her start. She cried into her hands and turned her face back and forth in her hands like I'd seen her do before, and I had to comfort her.
I moved over to her and held her and she put her face to my chest and stopped crying. I held her gently.
"It's okay, Addie. Please don't cry. We know his tricks better now."
"But if we had only talked. Oh, Ben! Or had counseling. I was going to ask for counseling, and he talked me out of it. Everything would have come out! Maybe we would have worked it out!"
She started to cry again.
"Don't, Addie. Please don't. Maybe we could have."
I patted her shoulder, and after a moment she stopped again.
"God, I ruined everything!"
"Yes, you did. But you had help. You were pretty easy, being his ex-girlfriend and all, but it was his planning all along. Anyway, it's over. He's gone."
"No! It was me! I ruined us!"
"Don't cry again." I kissed her on the forehead. "You were played. Luke wanted you back, and he didn't care how he did it. You didn't handle it very well. Okay. I understand. And, yes, there was all your lying that came from it. But... look, you're being honest now. Maybe if we're open and honest, things can be better between us. I'd like to try."
"How?"
"I have a proposal."
"A proposal?"
I leaned back and took her arms, just below her shoulders, and held her there. No, not hard, and just at arms' length. She hadn't a clue.
"Two words. Sarah McLachlan."
*****
"Sarah McLachlan?"
"Sarah McLachlan. She'll be in Indy next week. You know, that concert no one can get tickets for? I was wondering if you'd like to go." Sure. Ms. 'Animal Rescue' herself, who did Adrienne's kind of music.
Adrienne stared at me like I'd grown horns, which in a manner of speaking maybe I had. Then she turned her head to the left and to the right and blinked. She opened her mouth and closed it. It was like she was expecting a thousand clowns to come pouring out of somewhere to tell her what a dope she'd be to believe me.
"What do you mean?"
"I have a couple of tickets. I'm asking you for a date."
"I don't understand." She kept looking around in a way that was almost comical.
"It's simple. A date. Dinner, Sarah McLachlan, then maybe a drink."
"I don't understand! You don't trust me. Why would you date me? You'll never trust me!"
"I trust you enough for a date, Addie. An early dinner, a concert, and an aperitif."
"Are you serious?"
I scowled. "You can always say 'no'."
"No." She held her hands up. "No, that's not what I mean. But I don't understand. Are you trying to torture me? If so, you're succeeding."
"No torture. I hope. Just a date. Don't overthink it. If it works out, we might have another date."
"But you don't want me anymore!"
"It's just a date, Addie. And don't try to tell me what I don't want. I've had a lot to think about. About you. You and me. Make up your mind."
"Yes. Yes! But are you serious? Are you taking me back?"
"Don't get ahead of things. It's a concert. Let's not look beyond that."
Adrienne looked me straight in the face again, right in my eyes, as though she could read my soul in them.
"I'm being honest, Ben. You have to be honest too. Are you suggesting we could get back together?"
Did that tiny blue dot have to be alone in the universe? Did Ben Jamison have to admit everything?
"Let's see where things go, okay? Right now, a date. Can you accept that? And maybe you could get some counseling."
"Counseling? I'm seeing a therapist."
"A therapist?"
"Most divorces are filed by women. Having two men file on me in a year? It doesn't take much insight to realize I have a problem."
"Okay. Well, if your therapist asks, I might talk with her too."
"Oh God, Ben! Yes, yes, yes!"
Adrienne threw herself on me. I'd told her enough. She held me so tightly it was a little hard to breath. I held her, too, and kissed her, and I told her. I told her several times, "It's just a date. Don't get so excited." And I kissed her again.


We finally stopped kissing and she took my face in her hands and asked:
"Now will you tell me about that fight?"
*****
*****
So where are we? Where do we go?
I divorced Adrienne because of Luke. He divorced her because of me. We fought over her -- or about her. I'm pretty sure I'm the winner here if I want her, and I do want her. If I can trust her. We dated again the next week -- last week -- maybe not a Sarah McLachlan-level date, but good nonetheless. We dined at Roma, where Luigi personally waited on us.
I excused myself when it was time to leave so I could thank him privately.
"You and Mrs. Jamison look happy. Is it 'missus' again? Perhaps I shouldn't ask..."
"It's not missus. Let's just say we're working on it."
"I wish you luck. Luck to both of you, my friend."
He gave me another hug.
*****
Still there's a lot of ground to cover so we're not officially a couple. Addie is still seeing her therapist and I've seen her too. Twice.
We've talked it over and now that she realizes I still have feelings she isn't above pushing things a bit.
"I can't convince you, Benji. I know my vows aren't worth anything. Maybe, over time, I can convince you by... you know... by showing you. If you'll have me."
"I'm trying, but I'm worried.
"Why?"
"I'll always be running a little scared, wondering what would happen if Luke came back again, and wanted you again."
"Nothing would happen. I wish he would come back, so I could turn him down!" She made a face. "Really. If you gave me another chance..." With that she got shy and looked away. She's spent a lot of time doing that.
But you loved him so. I haven't said that out loud.
*****
Last night we were in Addie's apartment after a movie. We'd had Chinese takeout and afterwards were sitting on the couch, where you can see the photo of us at the Ruins. The Ruins! What a name! We were sipping wine, our arms around each other. I was trying to sip my Cabernet and hold her and not spill anything, when she almost made me drop my glass.
"Will you stay with me tonight?"
She hadn't mentioned that before. We hadn't even had sex yet, and I wasn't pushing it. She was.
"I don't think that would be a good idea."
"I'd like it if you would. And you could... well, you could fuck me." I must have looked surprised. I use 'fuck' to emphasize a point. Addie doesn't. She gave me a shy smile. "I'd like that, too."
But I shook my head.
"I'm not going to fuck you. I don't ever want to fuck you."
She looked stricken, and she leaned back away from me.
"No. No. It's not like that." I had to clarify. "If I did anything, it would be to make love to you." She began breathing again and touched a hand to my cheek. "But I'm not ready for that, not unless I can be sure. We have to be exclusive, forever. I couldn't stand losing you again, so I'm not going to push anything."
"You'll never lose me. I'll do whatever I can to prove that."
We were both on the pale, blue dot. Coud we be together on the pale blue dot? There aren't any guarantees.
I watched myself lean over to the coffee table and almost spill my wine trying to set the glass on it, preparing myself to make a grand statement. Then I turned to her again and did knock my glass over. Wine spilled everywhere.
Adrienne was waiting for my statement, half expectant, half terrified, but she jumped up.
"I'll get it!"
She ran to the kitchen and pulled out a fresh roll of paper towels. She grabbed a spray bottle of upholstery and carpet cleaner. She wiped and sprayed, trying to get everything up, and in doing that she bumped the wine glass, which fell to the floor and shattered. There was a large, jagged piece attached to the stem and there were shards all around.
"I'll get it! I'll get it!"
Adrienne was trying to finish cleaning up wine and at the same time run to get a whisk broom and dust pan, and I watched her going off in all directions, starting one way, then going another, unable to complete a move, trying to do everything at once to rescue what she must have thought was going to be a profound moment, when I finally said,
"Stop! Addie, stop. Stop. Just stop!"
She stopped.
"Addie. First thing. Be careful. Don't step on the broken glass." She looked down at her bare feet. "And the second thing. Yes. I want to spend the night with you."
I don't know how long she was still. I didn't count the breaths. She was leaning behind the coffee table and she looked up at me, and then she came up to me, leaving the spilt wine and the broken glass and the cleaning supplies behind her, and she was hugging me and was sobbing. My Addie, crying yet again.
"Don't, Addie. It's okay. It's good." But she wouldn't stop. I thought -- and I hoped -- it was part of her emotional healing. She'd been distraught so long.
"I'm sorry, Benji. I'm so sorry and I love you so much."
"My Addie. Stop crying. It's good. We're good, and I love you too."
*****
So, I did spend the night, and we did make love. How much trust does that take?
We stripped each other and got onto the bed.
"You're not going to cry again, are you?" I asked.
"I can't promise that."
"Okay. I'll take my chances."
She started crying.
Okay, Ben. Take you chances.
I kissed her and after a moment she stopped and we rubbed our faces together.
*****
I didn't need to trust her completely to suck on her nipples or her labia, or to lick her bud, or to give her hickeys on her stomach and her inner thighs. I do trust that when she came she really came. I trust that when she sucked my peter until I came she either enjoyed doing it or loved how I responded. She probably didn't like it as much as I did, but how would I know? When it came to that sweet, missionary sex, our bodies fit together as well as they ever had. Then and afterwards, when we were dozing and snuggling.
And then sleeping together. I woke three times during the night, feeling her pressed -- ahh! -- so softly against me, and I shifted to get comfortable, making sure we would still be touching. In the morning she was looking at me when I opened my eyes, looking at me and touching me -- my face, my chest, my penis. Everything. She looked as happy as I can ever remember. I got an erection and of course we had to make love again.
Back in college, when I'd told her I wasn't going to push it, it was a week. This time it was only minutes. Thank God for the wine. We'll keep doing it, dating and making love, but I'm drawing the line at moving in together. When you're finding your way home, the path can have ox-bow turns. At some point, probably soon, I'll pull the trigger, but I want to talk with Addie's therapist again to get more insight. In the meantime: Benjamin Jamison made love to Adrienne Coyle, and behold, it was very good. 
When I was leaving after breakfast, she said, "Maybe you'll fuck me sometime."
Again, that's probably not the sort of thing a person should grin about.
I gave her ass a little slap. "For now, let's stick with making love."
She's not that far ahead of me.
*****
*****
Luke? He moved to New York to work at an international investment firm. Not that you're interested in him, but I'm sure it fits him better than Carmel did. There are a lot of "sophisticated" women in that town.
I didn't get to beat the shit out of him, or kill him, or do any of those wonderful things to him. In fact, I never saw him again after Judge Cortner dismissed us, because the bastard left town. I think he may have worn out his welcome with ABK. Anyway, when I checked, he was gone.
I haven't had any more conversations with Marcus. I've missed them, but for now I'll keep my own counsel. The JDs still get gigs, even one in the bar where that I fought the asshole. I still refuse to play anything from the Roy Orbison songbook, though I may relent. It is, after all, just rock and roll, and people like it.
Personally -- I mean in addition to my relationship with Addie -- I'm looking for a position somewhere between those of Marcus and Roy, something that fits real life better, so I'm reading a lot.
And, oh, Sarah McLachlan was great. Addie and I have talked about her, and I'm pretty sure if and when we move back together we'll adopt a shelter dog.
End.
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After All
They hadn't talked since the divorce, almost not at all since he'd told her he knew. That's not accurate. They'd talked. They were co-parenting so they talked all the time, almost every week, and over the fourteen months since the split was finalized that may easily have been fifty or sixty times. But what is a talk, really, and what is a conversation? They discussed when he would get the kids, where the handoff would be, when she would need them back, and should she pick them up or would he bring them to what was now "her" house? So much talk and so little conversation.
Well.
In the beginning there was mostly silence because he could hardly stand to be in the same room as her and wouldn't address her unless he absolutely had to.
Then he'd moved out.
There was, of course, the court-ordered counseling, which didn't go well. He'd address the counselor, not his soon-to-be-ex wife, and when the counselor asked him to respond to something the missus had said, he'd answer as briefly and dismissively as possible. He didn't curse. He didn't use snark. In fact he was always courteous to the counselor herself. He simply wouldn't engage with his wife.
"Please, Casey. Let me apologize. I'm sorry."
"Apology accepted." It was the first thing Casey had said directly to Linda the entire session. He turned to the counselor, stopped himself, and turned back to his wife. "But that doesn't change anything. And piling on extra apologies doesn't add anything."
After awhile she stopped apologizing.
When she tried to explain herself, he told her to cut it out. He addressed the counselor.
"I don't want to hear all of Linda's justifications and excuses and elaborations. Nothing she says is new or particularly interesting or even necessarily honest. It's just words, words, words." Casey liked Hamlet's famous line.
"How do you expect Linda to communicate without words, Casey?"
Linda had looked away and was wiping her eyes.
"Okay. If she'll say this I might listen. Tell me exactly when and how they started, how many times they got together, how many times they sexed during each session, exactly what sexual acts they did with each other, and what they said about me and about Jane. Especially what they said about us." When the counselor tried to interject he waved a hand and said. "There's more! How often did she come? What's his penis like? Factual, concrete things."
Yes, he knew he was asking for pornographic details and that she'd never comply. It would shut her up.
"One other thing. Would she ever have stopped if I hadn't discovered her little secret?" He parodied Hamlet. "Everything, everything, everything. And no evasions." At that point he turned to Linda and spoke to her again. "Don't hold anything back to make yourself seem less culpable, and don't be condescending, and Christ almighty, don't apologize!"
That effectively ended the first joint session.
The counselor thought he was almost eloquent. She didn't know how much time he'd spent memorizing the list. After an individual session with each of them, and a second joint session, she told the judge the marriage was irretrievably broken. Linda never responded to the list.
Linda got the house and the children, some alimony, and child support. About what Casey had expected. Casey got visitation rights and their smaller car and this and that. He didn't live in abject poverty. He had a one-bedroom, furnished apartment. He paid extra for the bedroom so there would be a place for the kids to sleep when he had them. Those nights he slept in the living room.
Don't think Linda lived high on the hog, either. Divorce usually hurts both sides, and they were no different. But he made his payments on time, in fact had the funds transferred directly into her checking account, and she never tried to stiff him about visitation. The divorce was perfectly "amicable," you'd think, as long as they didn't converse.
Until today.
*****
*****
"I'm glad to have a chance to really talk," Linda said. That was almost the first thing either had said after they'd exchanged hellos and ordered drinks. They sat at a round, glass table, shaded by an immense umbrella. Behind her were the clubhouse and the pool where the children played birthday games. You could hear snippets of nearby conversations and the sounds of tennis matches at three active courts. The same waiter who'd brought them linen napkins and silverware brought her a Long Island Iced Tea, and him a Sazerac. It turned out they wouldn't eat, but the drinks? They were a different matter.
"We talk all the time," he replied.
"Not really. I mean talk talk."
"Well. What would we talk about? Not about 'it.'"
"No." She looked away. "You wouldn't."
"And won't."
"I know. You were so angry during the counseling."
"Change the subject, Linda."
But she pushed on.
"It surprised me."
"All right." Get it over with. "How so?"
"Well... that first night, when you told me you knew... You were furious with me, but you were also... so..." She thought about it, and as she did that a tennis ball hit a fence and someone shouted "Love, forty." She looked away again. "You were so gentle."
"Gentle? You mean such a pussy?"
"No! Stop that. You were gentle with me."
"Yeah. I let my faithless wife cry on my shoulder."
From the pool, children were yelling "Marco" and "Polo" and there was a loud splash. A cloud blocked the sun for a moment. Her next statement came with the sun.
"Yes. You did. I was afraid because I knew how angry you had to be, but you were... you were kind."
"It's because I wasn't that angry yet."
"Not angry?"
"Oh I was angry. And devastated. And whatever else I could feel. But mainly I was sad. Christ. I was as low as a person could get. But you. You were crying so much that I decided you were sad too."
"Too?"
"I wasn't sure if your crying was phony." He sighed. "You know. To win my sympathy. But I did what I always did with you. I comforted you." He sighed again. "Shit. Later on I kicked myself for it."
"It was real. My crying was."
Casey raised his eyebrows.
"And how would I know that?"
"It was. And you were sweet to me."
"'Sweet?' That's a strange substitute for 'stupid'."
They were quiet yet again. There was more splashing and laughing and the sounds of tennis balls and racquets and some birds. A car stopped in front of the clubhouse and the driver honked. They each adjusted their chairs to avoid the sun better. Neither knew where to take the conversation, but Linda felt she had to push it.
"You can call it 'stupid' if you want to. But you certainly weren't 'stupid,' afterwards."
"No. By then I was completely hateful."
"Because you were going to get raped in the divorce?"
"'Raped in the divorce'? That sounds like something from a romance novel. No. I didn't care about the money. I knew what was coming. No. Everyone talks about that like it's the main thing. Bill Foreman... you know, my attorney... warned me how much a divorce would 'hurt' me. He played with the 'it's-cheaper-to-keep-her' idea. Well, he was just doing his job. But me? I considered the money a small price to pay to get away from you."
"Oh!"
She exclaimed it so loudly that people at a nearby table glanced over at them. She closed a hand and pressed her knuckles to her mouth and briefly breathed through her nose. She removed her hand and looked at her knuckles and wiped them on a napkin.
"I didn't know that," followed by a large sip of Long Island Iced Tea. "After the settlement, you didn't seem that angry anymore. So, I thought... I thought maybe you were... you know... getting over it."
"Really? Getting over it? So now you're a mind reader? Then tell me. What am I thinking?"
"I don't understand."
"Here we are, having this nice, civilized conversation. Right?"
Linda nodded, but she knew something was coming.
"So, what am I thinking right now?"
"I don't know."
"Guess."
"I told you! I don't know."
"What I'm thinking right now is that I'd like to lean over the table and slap you!"
She jerked back in her chair.
"That's what I'm thinking."
Again, no one said anything, and this time the silence stretched. It was quiet enough that you could hear the breeze sift through the trees and you could make out nearby conversations clearly, the voices, the laughs, the sounds of glasses clinking on table tops, chairs scraping on the patterned patio floor. Everything conspired to fill the empty space of their conversation.
"Oh. Umm." She didn't know how to respond. "If you wanted to do that, it would... I don't know... I guess... I guess it would be okay."
Casey smiled and then laughed.
"Jesus, Lin! You don't have a clue. It doesn't work if the person knows it's coming and accepts it. It has to be a surprise, out of the blue, and she has to be shocked. Shocked I say!"
He got the last line from "Casablanca," and Linda recognized it. She smiled, not her first one but the first one she hadn't pasted on.
"Well, I don't want to be slapped, and if you waited until I was thinking about something else, I promise it would shock me."
Casey laughed again, but after a few seconds he shook his head and looked mournful.
"God, I loved you."
*****
Linda was on her second Long Island Iced Tea. Casey hadn't finished his Sazerac but he'd ordered a double Espresso and was taking little sips.
"Do you want to know how I became so hateful?"
It took Linda a moment to nod.
"It's simple. It was because Jane took Harvey back." This time she simply stared. "You don't get it? Here, the motherfucker gets to play with your naked body, over and over, and ruins my marriage and my family." Linda physically quaked when he said "naked body."
"And me. Jesus! He fucked you but he fucked me over. And then she just lets him stroll back in. She cooks for him, he gets to fuck her, he has his kids right there, and economically he's fine. The whole nine yards! As though nothing much had happened."
There was another of those long pauses before Linda said it, in a very small voice, almost quavering.
"You could have done that. I'd have made it up to you."
"Hah! Well, that certainly wasn't going to happen!" He took a breath. There was a lot of taking of breaths going on. "Look. I said we shouldn't bring it up. Give me a minute."
He took several more breaths.
"Here's the thing. I couldn't do that."
He let it hang there.
"I couldn't let you get away with it. I couldn't let you have your fling and then just go on like we were fine. Knowing... hell... knowing that every time I'd want you I'd see that son of a bitch Harvey Milstead playing with you and fucking you, and you loving it." That word, "fuck," in all its variations. She tensed every time he used it. "Knowing you'd still be doing him if I hadn't found out. Maybe you'd get 'therapy' or something, too, and think that made up for everything."
He made air quotes and rolled his eyes and emphasized the word "therapy."
"Maybe you'd play goody housewife, too, but I'd know you wanted somebody else, and I'd know who it was. And I'd know what you are capable of. No. We were done. We had to be done."
"I still loved you. I still do."
"Not nearly enough." He waited. "Just be honest. When it all hit the fan, if Harvey had asked you, you'd have gone with him, wouldn't you?"
"No." He scoffed at her and she put her hands up, palms out. "I wouldn't, Casey! Not if you'd take me back."
"And I should believe that... why? Really, try the honesty route. It couldn't hurt. It's not like we're going to become more divorced."
"I am being honest. I'll admit I was infatuated with him."
"'Infatuated'?"
"I had a crush. He was... you know what he was like. All the girls fantasized about him. We'd joke about taking him away from Jane, but I let it build and he knew it and played with it."
Casey started to retort.
"No, Case. I'm not claiming it was all him. It was all him and all me and, yes, I wanted it and I did it. Are you happy now?"
And I think to myself, what a wonderful world.
The lyric came from somewhere and he murmured it, half to himself, and he wondered if Louis Armstrong could have sung it with a broken heart. Linda stopped at his murmuring, thinking he was saying something to her, but he wasn't, so she went on.
"But I told the truth that I didn't know it would happen until it did. And I never, ever thought of leaving you. I'd be with him and then I'd feel completely guilty. Like you called me. Your faithless wife. I'd swear to myself it was over. I was like... like... like the alcoholic who wakes up feeling like crap, or the smoker who throws the last butt from a pack into the gutter, or the fat lady who sees her reflection as she's leaving the all-you-can-eat diner. That was me. I was done. Until the next time."
Casey stared at Linda and his cheeks inflated as though he were playing Satchmo's trumpet, then he blew the air out slowly, and when he spoke his voice was soft.
"And you couldn't stop."
"No. I couldn't. Or I didn't. I don't know when it might have ended. When you told me you knew... oh God, you were so clever! Doing it so that the girls and I all knew that you were accusing me, without actually saying so. I was terrified. And humiliated, because I knew everyone was reading the tea leaves. But part of me was glad, because now it really was over, and maybe... just maybe... we could work to remake our marriage."
"Remake a farce."
"Remake our marriage! When you were so gentle with me, I thought maybe we could. That's why I went with you to tell Jane. I didn't want to, but I thought if I came completely clean, maybe you'd keep me."
"A lot of 'maybes' there. But telling Jane. Now that was a farce, wasn't it?" He smiled again.
"God! From the moment she opened the door and saw us."
"And she gasped and yelled 'Not Harvey!'" Casey chuckled. "And then she chased you out of the house and down the block. What a sight! Well. We talked about it after you were gone. She had wondered about my accusation. Was I right? And who could the guy be? Was it anyone she knew? She'd planned on calling you, you know. BFFs and all that. And then boom!"
"And then boom. But her taking Harvey back was the best thing she ever did for me."
"Because?"
"Because one of her conditions for reconciling was that he never see or talk to me again. Never!"
"So he was out of the picture."
"As if! He called me the same day. He said he wanted to come over to 'talk.'"
"The same day, eh? He'd both see you and talk. What a shit."
"It was worse than that. He came over, and what he wanted to talk about was our getting back together. He said it would be so much easier with you out of the picture." Linda grimaced and shook her head. "That son of a bitch! It was only then that I realized what he was. And I lost you and my marriage for him. Everything." She shook her head again. "I'm so sorry."
She was wiping her eyes.
"Stick with the ground rules, Lin. No more apologies."
"I am sorry. I am. I don't care what you say. I'll always be sorry, and not because you caught me, but because of what I did and what I did to you."
"Okay. All right. Be sorry if you want. I can't stop you. But what about Harvey Asshole. Did you let Jane know?"
"No. I told Harvey to go to hell, and that was it."
"Haven't you ever talked with her?"
"Are you kidding? I saw her in Meijer's, once, and I turned around and left before she noticed me."
*****
Linda was already more than halfway through her second drink, and Casey was wondering if she should drive the kids home. Linda took a long pull, then stared morosely into her glass. The pool noises had almost abated, and the sound of children singing "Happy Birthday" came from inside the clubhouse. Casey broke the silence.
"I hear you're dating."
"What? I... uh... yes. A few times. And... are you checking on me?" She had a look of shock mixed with anger. Something like that.
"No. The kids tell me things, so I was curious."
"Well, what am I supposed to do? Sit at home alone every night?"
"Whoa! Linda! Whoa." He had his hands up. "I'm sorry. I was just making conversation."
"I'm sorry, Case. I guess I'm a little sensitive. There's a guy. We've gone out a few times, but I don't think it's going anywhere." She pasted on another smile. "But, I hear you're in the dating scene."
That was when he understood why she'd wanted this conversation.
"So that's what the kids told you?" He laughed. "Oh, my! Bless them, your little informants. But they have it wrong. She's an NP at IU Health. A good-looking, fifty-six year old who is tired of going to concerts alone. I've accompanied her to a few. Don't tell anyone because it could get her in trouble." Linda tilted her head and looked puzzled. "Because she partners with my primary care doc and everything is supposed to stay professional. Anyway, she's definitely not looking for a commitment..." he stopped to chuckle, "...because her husband, who hates classical music, would not approve. We all go to dinner together and then he goes off and does something else. I promise to get her home at a reasonable hour and we'll have a drink."
"Oh." Linda looked away and wiped something from an eye with her napkin.
"So, no. Not really dating. There isn't anyone. I don't want to take the chance of anyone's feelings getting hurt. Maybe down the road... well, we'll see."
The kids' party was ending, and they'd have to gather theirs up soon.
"But what about your gang? Do you see any of them?"
"Mostly not. They had to choose between Jane and me, and it was an easy choice for them. I still see Beth sometimes. We meet at Starbucks in Fishers, far enough away that she doesn't worry any of them will know we're still friends."
"Wow."
"It's part of my penance."
"Your penance? Well, I'm sorry."
"You're sorry?"
"What? I can't feel sorry for you? Sure, I wanted to slap you, but it's not that simple."
"I don't understand."
"Nothing is simple. When I think of you and him I still get angry. So damned angry. And... ahh... let's not get into it, okay?"
"What?"
"Drop it."
"Tell me, Case. I'm a big girl."
"I get depressed. Okay? I get angry and depressed all over again. Shit. You know I'd planned to beat Harvey? To put him in the hospital? I've had fantasies about shooting him, too. But I couldn't, because I'd go to jail and lose visitation with the kids. So Harvey Motherfucking Milstead gets not only his wife and his family and his memories, but a complete walk. Anyway... this is about you. I get angry and depressed about you, but it's not like you're a hardened criminal or something, so I've practiced letting it go. Trying to. I meditate. Don't look like that. It helps. Sometimes it helps a lot. And... look. I know you don't think I can feel sorry for you, but I can. I hope it works out with you and this guy. Or with someone. Really. You need to have a full life again."


Linda surprised Casey by catching herself in a sob. She hunched forward and hiccupped and wiped her eyes with her hands until Casey handed her his napkin. She pressed it against her eyes until she could stop.
"You've got to stop being so gentle with me." She was trying to sound lighthearted, but that's hard to do when you're snarfing. "But what about you?"
"I'm okay."
"You don't have a life. You don't even have a playmate."
"Then let me not have a life. Okay? You're not responsible for me. Not anymore."
*****
When they stood to go, Linda swayed and caught herself on the table.
"Ooh...kay. Those things are potent, and I think two is over your limit."
"Three."
"Three?"
"I've had three."
"You've had three?"
"Dutch courage."
"You mean Long Island courage?"
"Call it what you will. I got here early and I had one to fortify myself." She smiled a wan little smile and wiped her eyes again, while he cocked his head and raised his hands up questioningly.
"Because?"
"It was so I could really talk with you. I didn't know if I could."
Casey pursed his lips and squinted.
"Yeah. Well. I'm definitely driving you home. Come on."
Linda stumbled, so Casey pulled her to him and held her around the waist.
"You know, you've always been a really sloppy drunk."
She jerked her face up at him, but he was smiling at her, and she smiled back at him and touched her head to his shoulder.
"Ready, girl? I'll Uber back here to get my car."
God, but she felt good.
*****
*****
At the house the kids ran screaming inside, happy to be home with Mommy and Daddy and Netflix. Casey and Linda stood on the porch and waited for his ride-share.
"You could spend a little time here. If you'd like. Maybe even spend the night?"
"No, I couldn't. But thanks."
"I'd be sweet to you." She swayed again if he let her go. "I know you hate me and what I did was unforgiveable, but I love you so much and I miss you, and I..."
"Don't go there, Linda. That's Long Island Iced Tea talking."
"No it isn't. In vino veritas."
"It's not vino. And it's not veritas."
"Maybe it's not vino, but it's definitely veritas. It helps me say it, but I feel it all the time. You can't stand me but I haven't gotten over you."
"I can stand you, Lin. I don't hate you. Listen. I don't. Okay, sometimes I do. But as long as I don't think too much about you and... you know, we can be okay with each other. Okay?"
She nodded. "You know I'd never do that to you again. You do know that, right?"
"Sure I do. Until you passed a liquor store or a vape-shop or Red Lobster's bottomless shrimp dinner."
She turned away so quickly it surprised him. She began crying again, hard this time, sobbing, talking in a voice that was so thick with crying that he could hardly make her out.
"Don't, Case!" He took her shoulders and held her for a moment, then pulled her back around. She kept trying to twist away, wiping her eyes and trying to break free. "Don't! How could you? Using my words against me like that!" He wouldn't let her go. "I want to be honest. I'm damaged goods. I want to own up. I know how much I hurt you, but don't. Please don't. I'm so sorry but I can't undo my actions." She raised her hands to her eyes and he let her go, and this time she didn't turn away. She rummaged through her purse for a tissue.
Casey thought a moment, then he reached out and touched her arm, his fingers spread on her, then his thumb, until he was softly holding her arm, and she let him.
"I'm sorry, Lin. I'm not and I am. I'm sorry I said that. I know it's been hard on you, too. Like I said, we shouldn't talk about it. These things can come out." Now he was touching her cheek, brushing tears away, and she raised her hand to hold him there.
He looked at her, her face red and wet, and her eyes swollen, and he thought she was beautiful.
"I don't want to talk about it because this could happen. And there's the other side. Don't faint. Just listen." His hand was still on her cheek, his palm, his fingers. "I miss you, too. Yeah. I've never gotten over you, either. So..." He shrugged.
Linda melted into him and held him as tightly as she could, and he held her back. She rubbed her face back and forth against his chest, still crying a little but also feeling him breathe, and smelling him, and remembering him. She finished her crying and wiped her face dry on his shirt and looked up at him.
"But Lin. I miss the phantom woman who could never do what you did to me. Maybe it's bad to know too much about your partner. I'm guessing you want to try us getting back together, but we can't. Not like that."
They were face to face.
"I know." Linda paused again until she could control herself. "But couldn't we at least be friends?"
"Friends? We could try that. You're a good mother to my kids, so maybe we could be friends. We could try that."
"Friends with benefits?"
"Friends with kids. That would be our base. Would you be okay with that?"
"If that's what I can get with you, I'll take it."
She pulled his face down and gave him a tentative kiss that he returned and that became fuller and richer and deeper. They tasted each other. They did it the way they always had and his hand came up to her cheek again. Both of hers rested on his shoulders, first softly and then not so softly. Clinging to him. He felt her breasts pushing against him, and she felt his erection pushing against her, but when his ride pulled up he broke the kiss and put his hands on her shoulders and held her away.
"Friends with kids, Linda. That's us."
"Okay. Okay." She tried to smile again. "You can't blame a girl for trying, can you?"
"Seriously?" You want to seduce your way back in? Casey cocked his head sharply, his mouth open, his eyes wide.
"No! No Case. That was a joke. Really. I loved the kiss. God, I've missed our kissing. If there was any way... any way at all for us to get back together... But I wasn't planning anything."
"It was a good kiss. But... friends with kids. Right?"
He smiled down at her and let her kiss him softly on his cheek before he walked to the car.
And Linda? She leaned against the door frame and watched him leave, then went into the house, to her bedroom, where she closed the door and lay down on the bed. She had been on the edge all afternoon, and it had broken through more than once, but she didn't try to stop it this time. She lay there, her face in a pillow, with no one to comfort her, and she had a good, long cry.
End.


        

  
    Hung
  
  Hung

        He was very, very well hung. What did that mean for us?

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/hung-2

Title: Hung

Author: H_Jekyll

Category: Loving Wives

Description: He was very, very well hung. What did that mean for us?

Tags: violence, nudism, size, exhibitionism, naked, cheating, nudity




Hung
By Henry Jekyll
This is my contribution to Literotica's Nude Day celebration. Though the story is fictional, and all the sex is fictional, every fictional person engaging in it is well over the fictional age of 18. Just so you know.
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WARNING: Gruesome elements.
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Hung
Prologue
The first time Olivia and I had sex in a public place was inside the Abraham Lincoln Memorial. There are always people in there, some reading the Gettysburg Address or his Second Inaugural Address, others admiring how much Abe's statue looks like the "common man" rather than some pompous politician or the dandified gent in the Jefferson Memorial. There's nothing sexy about any of it, but Olivia was taken with the statue.
"His hands are so big. So strong looking. And his boots. God, his feet must have been immense." I agreed with it all. She giggled and turned to whisper, "I bet he was hung like a horse."
Oh my. Where was this heading?
"I bet you'd love to get fucked by Honest Abe."
"I'd love to get an honest Jack-fuck. Do you have a schwanzstucker available?"
There weren't as many people around as usual because it was late and rainy, and there was some quasi-privacy behind a line of partitions screening off an area for maintenance. So, yes of course we snuck behind them and I pushed my pants down and she pushed hers down, and we did it standing up again a marble wall. We could easily have been caught, and maybe we were. I thought I saw someone looking through a gap in the partitions. That possibility of getting caught ratcheted the sex up so much that Olivia was still high when we finished and we did it again -- naked and lying down in our bed -- when we got back to our hotel.
While we were lying, tangled together, almost dozing, our breaths settling, our faces touching, Olivia said, "Maybe we can do it on the Metro sometime."
We didn't, but we did join the Mile High Club flying home, actually over six miles high, and let me tell you it isn't easy doing anything other than a blow job in a 757's rear lavatory, but we succeeded. We really did get caught this time, by a flight attendant who let us know that at 35,000 feet we were on thin ice, but who then smirked at us as she passed us the rest of the flight. Apparently our fame got to the front of the plane a little before we did, because when we landed, the pilots and flight attendants all greeted us as we left, wearing grins and leers, and they told us they hoped we'd had a very good flight.
We hadn't done anything completely out in the open at that time, but Olivia had the bug. I was more experienced than her, but she was more adventuresome. The turning point came when we watched that old Simpsons episode where Homer and Marge decide to do risky, outdoor sex and somehow end up naked in a full football stadium. Marge yells at the crowd, "Take a picture! It lasts longer!" After which everything is flashbulbs.
That same day Oliva saw the advertisement for National Nude Day, That was cool, but what was really cool -- at least to Olivia -- was the Nude Beach Days celebration up the coast, and she sat on my lap, facing me and said she wanted to go.
"It'll be so hot!" She was almost purring.
"Probably only in the 60s down on the beach."
"You know what I mean!"
Of course I knew. I didn't want to do it but Livvie was going to win, so I played my last card.
"You know it's illegal."
"Yes, I know. It's illegal at all of California's beaches. But I also know they almost never enforce it." She'd done her homework.
The Scene
Let me tell you about Nude Beach Days. If you've never been, it'll help you understand, and it'll make some sense of what happened.
To begin, it wasn't illegal. It was organized by some adult-oriented resorts who knew what they were doing and had worked with local government to get that part of the beach closed off, making it a "private" event, more or less. I don't know what they paid for the designation, but everyone seemed happy. Frankly, it wasn't as closed-off as all that, not really. The beach was below some tall bluffs, so if you went down the coast a ways you could see enough to tell the people down below were sans-culottes (and sans everything else too), and if you had a telescope I'm sure you could see as much as you wanted. Close by there was parking for cars or campers, or spots you could rent to put up a tent, or you could pay an exorbitant amount for a place down on the beach itself, one of a series of little cabanas or bungalows they'd erected. I rented one of those because if we'd be around naked bodies all day I didn't want to have to wend our ways up the cliffs before we could get down to sex.
I made our reservations as a twenty-fifth birthday present for Livvie. Yes, a "birthday-suit" present. Have to slip a little dad joke in there, you know? I might as well, since I'm not sure I'll ever actually share a child with her, not after what happened. But I'd decided it would be cool to show my girl off, and I'd be rewarded. Yes, cool and hot.
How much did I want to do this for Olivia? Enough to drive a few hours up the coast to take her there. We spent a night at my old Afghanistan buddy Jerry Broaddus's place, where Olivia vainly tried to convince him and his girlfriend Judith to join us.
The response? "Um, we're good."
Olivia was persuasive but not that persuasive. And yes. Don't ask. I would have liked to have seen Judith naked. But not Jerry. Anyway, I had to -- got to! -- take Olivia to Nude Beach Days alone. We left after brunch.
*****
You think this is all about sex? If so you're both right and wrong. It's about sex and commitment. And self-control. And -- I'm not sure what all.
Olivia and I weren't "all about" sex. We were young and in love, sexed up, exploring each other and learning new things. New for us at least. There were also handholding and snuggling and going to Thai restaurants or learning to cook new things at home. Visiting museums. Learning to surf. Drinking too much. Going to used bookstores. God, we'd haunt used bookstores on our trips. We read a lot on-line but our place was almost wall-to-wall bookshelves. Other stuff? We went to pot parties and concerts. There was a lot of young adult stuff. Then there was the caring for each other. I guided Livvie around for week after she got a bad sprain. Later, I skipped a flu shot and came down with a raging case, so bad that Livvie forced me to go to the ER. She started her car, then hauled me out to it and took me in. I was so sick that they admitted me, and she sat by my bed the entire night. My Livvie.
We lived in a little garage apartment that we furnished with things from Ikea and Habitat. I'd proposed to her on a day trip, in the Santa Barbara Shellfish Company restaurant, down on the wharf, over the water, and she'd wrapped her arms around my neck and cried when she said "yes." The staff and other customers loved it, and they brought us a special little cake at the end of the evening. Gratis. Just on their own, without telling us, because it was me and my Livvie and we were "that" couple.
Our sex that night was slow, and sweet, and wonderful. Neither of us wanted to do anything new. We just wanted to be one, and we succeeded more than I would have thought possible. We died the little deaths and when we came around we lay together, side-by-side, me still inside her as much as I could be, knowing the world was perfect.
*****
Then there were Nude Beach Days.
Sure, it was all about public nudity, but you didn't come naked. Sorry. Almost another dad joke, there. There was sex, which I'll come back to, and if you had sex you were probably naked whether you came or not. But nudeness. There was an actual line you had to cross. You had to be reasonably dressed outside the gates, which were designed like those at the Renaissance Fairs. You paid and got your hand stamped with waterproof ink and entered. That was the line. Right inside, people were disrobing.
You had to give up your cell phones and such. No potential photos or videos! That was policed carefully. I say "policed," but there were no cops anywhere, just security people, who actually wore cargo pants and backpacks with pockets full of whatever they'd need. They had phones. Security could make calls for you, or you could traipse back up to the entrance to use yours. They had a set-up whereby if you got an emergency call it would be bounced to the admins and you'd get an announcement. That's when you'd hurry up the hill. I think I heard that happen about three times, though there were a lot of announcements.
People kept their necessaries in a purse or a shoulder bag or a backpack or whatever, and most wore sandals or flip-flops, but you didn't absolutely have to take all your clothes off. However! If you didn't go au naturel you stood out like -- like what? Like a naked person in downtown Mayberry, who would shock Aunt Bea.
A few folks covered up at least at the beginning. Some kept their bottoms on for a while. Some had a towel on their shoulders or around the waist. Some women wore diaphanous robes, open at the front so they flowed in the breeze.
Olivia and I? We disrobed right inside the line. Olivia was excited to do it and I was happy to watch her do it. To do it myself? Not so much, but it's true you lose a lot of your self-consciousness when everyone else is naked. We walked down the path to the beach with everybody else, being careful not to stare too obviously.
There were nude bars and restaurants both on the bluffs above and down on the beach, and don't try to make me figure out the logistics of it all, but we never had any trouble getting food or drinks or renting kayaks or floats or surfboards or buying sunscreen or anything. Yes, the staff were naked too, though in places where food was fried they'd wear full aprons. And it was like the Ren Fairs in that there were artisan booths, little shops, stalls, even some stands where you could get your photo taken if you were so inclined, which many seemed to be. There were comedy acts and musical groups, and you could even get those gigantic turkey drumsticks, making me wonder if the Ren Fair people had something to do with it. Some acts don't work as well without costumes. And some are better. There were several aid stations where people were treated for cuts and sprains and jellyfish and such, but where most of the patients were simply sunburned.
Then there were all the naked people. I'd expected most of the naturists -- as they sometimes called themselves -- to be fit, lovely, sexy people, like those you see if you Google "nude beach," and I was a little worried how well I'd compare. Well! There were enough of those, but there were also an enormous number of people who should have kept their clothes on: fat, aged people, men and women with big bellies, some so large they obscured dicks and vaginas. Or with thunder-thighs or man-boobs or tits that hung down flat, with arms and legs that were both crepey and scrawny. I saw a few women with muffs so enormous that you could see them peeking out back, far enough that you might wonder how they went number two. They'd look so much better clothed, and none of them -- as far as I could tell -- were at all self-conscious.
No, we looked great in comparison.
But the others! I'm sure they were the majority: the toned, tanned, buff, big-boobed, younger set. There were a lot of those, women who looked like starlets or Victoria's Secret models, or Only Fans influencers, or porn actresses. I was attracted to the breasts most of all, even those whose areolae were basically flat, though I assumed -- and kind of knew -- their nipples would stick out when the breasts were stroked or sucked on. The colors varied from a pale pink to dark brown, an infinite variety of breasts that you weren't supposed to stare at, not just different in size but in shape: some like globes, some like pears, some pointing out to the sides and some more centered, some barely bobbling while others swung from side to side as the owner walked. No one under 18 was supposed to be admitted, but one couple had an infant in a sling, and it suckled her as they walked.
You could tell some of the breasts were purchased, but others looked completely natural, some beginning to hang a bit but others that seemed to float ahead of their owners. There were women with fairly small breasts that turned outward, and whose nipples pointed upwards. Breasts like Olivia's. A few were simply gargantuan. You -- well I -- wondered how those woman could stand to lug them around. One woman had reddened stripes across her shoulders, where her bra straps -- when she wore clothes and a bra -- had been pulled down into her by the weight of those things. I'm not even counting those with nipple rings or studs, which are more common that I had thought. Or maybe just more common among those who want to flaunt their bodies.
I haven't gotten to pubic hair. I'd swear about half the women shaved. That didn't attract me. It is what it is, but I always liked a thatch that pointed to the magic down below. There were any number who were completely natural, but others who had shaved an actual arrowhead, or who had left a little strip or maybe something like a soul patch, or who had something else that fit their artistic or prurient temperaments. Olivia had an arrowhead. Just saying.
*****
How do I know these things? Because I looked. You're not supposed to look. It's part of the etiquette. Don't stare. Don't even notice. People work to follow these norms, but they see and they know. Partly, it's hard not to see with all these bodies walking around. You can't look away from everything.  But partly, you look surreptitiously. Sneak a peek. Sometimes, even though you're not trying to peek, something special catches your eye and pulls it. Maybe that special set of breasts that are wonderfully sized and shaped, with long nipples and large nipple rings. I turned completely around to follow a set, to the point that Olivia hit my arm.
"Jack! Eyes up front!"
No. Don't look. And by all means, don't be the guy who gets an erection! If you do that, you'll be banned from polite society, at least polite nudist society. Yeah, you may have gone to strip clubs, maybe even gotten a lap dance. And you've probably surfed porn to get a hard-on and come. You've had girlfriends or one-offs and may have a honey you love and whom you love to screw. But surrounded by all these lovely bodies, hundreds of them, even ignoring all the unlovely bodies, don't you dare let them have a physical effect on you. A woman's breasts swinging back and forth as she walks? No. Uh-uh. Control yourself, bubba. Security might lead you to a quiet corner to give you a chance to deflate.
I saw some guys who had clearly failed, who tried to cover up with their hands, or a glass of beer, or their backpacks. I know I wasn't the only person who noticed them. At lunch, Olivia and I joked about them, and she reached under the table to play with my prick. Which worked.
"Don't you want me to be able to get up?"
"Oh, I'll get you up."
"You know what I mean."
I retaliated by flicking a finger at one of her breasts.
"No, no, Jack. Not in front of everyone." But her nipple grew. "Later. Later you can do whatever you want."
*****
Oh there was sex. God was there a lot of sex. It certainly wasn't just nudity.
I've read that there are any number of nude saunas in Japan and Germany, and there is never any sex in them. At least none that anyone admits. It was different at California's Nude Beach Days celebration.
There were two categories as far as I could tell: private sex and public sex. There were lines of tents labeled "Adult Privacy," that would accommodate a couple -- or maybe two -- that you could rent for a nominal fee for a half hour or an hour before security would discreetly cough at the entrance. I saw one of those "should-be-clothed" couples rent one. Both were older and had big bellies, all flab and wrinkles, guts so big his penis and balls were almost hidden and hers so big I couldn't make out her fuzz. Her flat tits fell to her waist. They looked at each other and nodded and took a tent. Obviously they knew how to make it work.
The other "private" public sex spot was the block-long "Adult Privacy" tent with virtually no privacy inside except for canvas partitions that waved in the sea breezes, which was free and where you and your sweetie could choose a cot and no one would tell you when your time was up, but where you could practice coitus non-interuptus all you wanted or frankly watch all the varieties of other non-scripted sex that interested you. You could stand in the doorway and watch, but security wanted you coming or going (really, not a dad joke!), so you couldn't stand there all day.
Then there was the public sex, like the couple who moved into a shaded corner for a blow job or went into the cold Pacific for a blow job, or who had a surf board but used it mainly to hide themselves standing and fucking while they fought the waves. Or doing a blow job. I had never known so many women were into blow jobs. Maybe it's because they're easier to hide than all-out fucking. I don't know. I never asked. Security never bothered a couple who sexed out in the water, and everyone on land pretended to ignore them. But we noticed them. Olivia and I and some couple we sat next to at dinner joked about it.
"How did they get away with it?"
"What I'd like to know is, with the water that cold, how could he even get it up?"
"I'm sure it was warmer inside her."
We had a nice dinner and exchanged contact information, though we never got back together.
Penises
Okay. I can't keep this up, and I'm not trying to be cute, not anymore. Penises. Dicks. Cocks. There were as many of them as breasts. Well, half as many. And they got as much discreet attention as the breasts.
The thing about them is that woman were especially interested in them. They watched them. They compared them. We guys tried to be surreptitious in looking at breasts. Hell, so did women, I think often checking out the competition. But women also checked out dicks, and they were just as surreptitious as the guys were, and no better at hiding it. Okay, guys checked out dicks too, and I don't mean just the gays and bisexuals. I checked out the dicks and wondered about the competition, though of course there was the complication of not knowing if an owner was a grower or a shower. I once knew a guy whose flaccid prick seemed incredibly round, and I was jealous as hell. Well, I was a grower who'd never had any trouble with women being bored with our sex. Olivia had even told me how hot it was, how much I'd grow under her ministrations. I think it fed into her growing self-concept as a sex goddess, and I was good with that, though I'd never tell her that my various lovers had all had the same experience.


But the women looked. The showers attracted their attention for an extra step or two, the guys who were a little extra long or a little extra round, whose dicks maybe swung back and forth a little as they walked. A woman would look and then glance down at her partner's junk. Just a glance. Just checking things out.
I remembered a version of that song from when I was a kid:
Does your dick hang low?
Does is wobble to and fro?
Can you tie it in a knot?
Can you tie it in a bow?
Woman noticed. Their eyes betrayed them before they caught themselves.
In fact, penises caught more female attention than all those other male attributes. Who has that rugged face, or the pretty one? Who is lean and sculptured? Who is the incredible Hulk? There were actually a lot of Hulks, the guys who haunted the weight rooms, who showed muscle on muscle, maybe pale, or sunburned, or brown, or almost black, everything but green. I don't know how much they attracted woman in the larger world, but here their muscles made their dicks seem -- if anything -- smaller. And penile comparisons ruled.
There are some medical things you can do to make the McGuffin a bit larger, or wider, or to seem larger or wider. Not much, but some, and for a price. I couldn't tell that. I just thought that those Hulks who were hung like Michaelangelo's "David" would need to be real growers, or need medical enhancements, to truly impress a lady.
Almost all woman claim size doesn't matter, don't they? They claim it's just one of those pathetic male insecurities, the one about a well-hung guy giving them something extra and stealing them away. Well, I'm here to report that it ain't necessarily so. And it wasn't just Olivia. Oh, yes, it was her, but it was so many other women, too. They looked. They checked out the opportunities! A few looked disappointed when contemplating their partner's package after a shower had passed.
Guaranteed anonymity, about a third of women admit to pollsters that it matters, and most of them say it's girth, not length, that is the deciding measure. I imagine it doesn't matter much in the middle ranges where most of us guys are, but at the extremes? Yeah. The extremes. But frankly most women probably don't have much experience with different cocks, and the research suggests (my, my how dispassionate that sounds!) that there isn't much difference among most guys or most races. In Europe and the Americas, whites think blacks are especially hung, and in Asia people think the white demons are big. Maybe that's why American guys do so well with Korean women. Everyone compares and all the guys worry that they'll come up short. And narrow. Don't forget narrow. Sorry.
But how would the girls know? The item itself is almost always covered up except in porn, which everyone knows to discount, so women focus on muscles and breadth of chest and hand size and all that stuff as their proxies. The pros know, but that's a pretty small percentage of women. The cock itself hasn't been even close to out and about since codpieces fell out of fashion so very long ago.
Well it was out and about bigtime on Nude Beach Days on the California coast in the springtime.
Can you close Pandora's box? Shut it tight? I think not.
Women looked. They followed the bouncing and swaying penises with their eyes, being just obvious enough that you could tell. And imagining. The few, the blessed few, the band with bananas, went by from time to time. Almost everyone else was about like me, give or take, and the girls hardly gave us more than a quick glance. You might even forget about the showers in between.
Then you saw Him.
*****
Him
Everything changed when we saw Him, burnt bronze, with black hair and the biggest penis I have ever seen. I say "we." Hell, everyone saw him! Everyone's eyes turned and followed it. Not him but it. It was like a coke can. Longer. It was like an elephant's trunk, hanging halfway down his thighs. I don't know exactly how long or how wide. People throw out figures in stories, but they're almost all bullshit. Him? I'd like to see the measurements. Even though he was one of those Hulks, his schlong was impressive.
More than impressive.
It was so long it swung with his steps. Back and forth. Even extra wide like it was, it swung with him.
It was almost enough to change your life. It changed my life, and Olivia's.
Olivia turned all the way around to watch him.
"Livvie! Eyes forward!"
"Jesus, Jack! Did you just...?"
"Yes. I did. Eyes forward!"
"But Jack!"
"Yes. I don't believe it either."
She still kept glancing back. Elephant man himself knew he was the center of attention. He had to know. Hell, he was working at it. He didn't just walk but sauntered, maybe putting a little twitch in his ass to make the thing swing further out. The other showers would be shamed.
Fuck it!
People talked about him in the food tents and in the bars. I heard groups of women giggling about him as they walked along. Olivia kept bringing him up. No pun intended.
Then I saw the posters.
They appeared all over the Fair site. They had a full-length photo of Big Mike and his "friend," and an announcement that he would be displaying its use after hours that evening, in Bungalow #7. Yes, they called him "Big Mike," except when they used some other descriptive., like "Mighty" or "Magnificent" or some such.
So there would be a demonstration. "Private admission only!" the poster thundered. That meant there would be a charge. And there was a tickler: "Three lucky ladies from the audience will get the full experience of Mighty Mike and his Magic Member."
"Jack! That's only four doors down from us."
*****
Of course Olivia wanted to go. I didn't. Well, I didn't but I was curious. But I didn't. But Olivia? I didn't want to fight about it, and this was after all her birthday present, but I was as worried about the demonstration as probably most other guys were. Would the guy be like the Frankenstein monster in that Mel Brooks film, where they start copulating off camera and the woman can't take it?
"Oh! Oh! No! Too big! Oh! Oh!.."
She can't take it until she can, and when she comes she's singing from some ancient song:
"Ah! Sweet mystery of life at last I've found you..."
It's the best musical sex joke in cinema history. But what if it was something more than a joke? I wanted to shake Mel Brooks, to slap him and demand, "What do you know?" 
Yes, I was being that pathetic, insecure guy, the one with the fragile ego. I knew it, but that didn't change anything. I worried that Olivia would discover the mystery of sex life in a hunk of strange, and that our lives would change. We both discovered something, but that wasn't exactly it.
*****
We had dinner with only little asides about Magnificent Mike or his Magic whatever, but he was always in the background, so I brought it up front.
"I'm not interested in a freak show."
"Oh, so the 49ers are all freaks?"
"I haven't seen their dingles. And just how do you think Mr. Ginormous Mike is going to get that thing into a girl?"
"Well. I'm sure he's managed it before, once or twice."
"Yeah, with a crane and a pulley."
"Ohh. Sexy." She was making that fakey Marilyn Monroe type of sound,
"Yeah, and with my luck, he'll chose you."
"Oh yes! Yes. Yes. Yes!" Even her fake orgasm noises turned me on. "So what would be wrong with that?"
"Well, what would be left over for me?"
"Oh, sweetie, I'd be sure to give you some nice, pity fucks."
Snark begets snark.
"You don't know how good that makes me feel. But how would I feel anything if you were stretched out like the Grand Canyon?"
"For your little dinger-winger? I'll hold everything nice and tight."
We'd been drinking frozen Margaritas from a little stand, but now some strangers gave us ganja. It was a bunch of pre-lit, cigar-sized joints that they handed out to people as souvenirs, for a donation. They looked cool in the dark, almost like wide fireworks sparklers, so we got a couple. I'm sure they were too large to be street-legal, though no one looked twice. We'd each take a long toke, then cool our throats with the Jimmy Buffet special. Olivia spilled some down her front and I insisted on licking it. Then she deliberately spilled some down my front, all the way down to Jumping Jack, and she insisted on licking it off. Of course that caused a problem, so we had to go out into the water to finish the job.
After that, she said "I certainly don't know what you're worried about."
*****
We stopped bickering and joking to dance, slow dancing, because we were pretty rocky by then and it helped to lean on each other. There were several music venues with live, naked acts, and we chose the one that did classics and slow jazz. We skipped the country venue and the rock one because, frankly, watching naked people fast dance didn't do anything for us. Slow dancing -- though. The vertical expression of a horizontal desire.
It's different without clothes. You're pressed right up against each other, and you can't avoid her breasts, nor your penis her belly. That's where a lot of guys lost the modesty lottery. You don't dare to get all erect? Try to avoid it! While we were there, several guys had to leave the floor while trying to cover up with a hand or by having her walk just in front of him, or whatever. It was pretty obvious, even as dark as it was. Most of their partners seemed to think it was cute, or funny, but one looked angry. Well, women can get as hot as they like without showing it, or be cold as hell while acting hot, but the stupid cock doesn't give her guy any cover.
Then it was my time.
"Come on, sweetie."
Once I had my bag, covering up was easy, and once we were outside Olivia took my cock in her hand and led me home.
*****
We passed Big Mike's place, where a crowd was already gathering. The bungalow was too small to fit many inside, not and let Big Mike and his entourage move about. "Elite" viewers only, inside. For the rest, all four walls had large windows with open plantation blinds. Most of the so-called "private" observers -- who got a second waterproof stamp, this one on the forearm, after making a separate "donation" -- would watch from there.
"Are you sure you don't want to stay?" She wasn't quite begging, but she wouldn't give it up.
"I'd rather get home and make love to you."
Which happened.
Olivia brought the last of her ganja from her purse and lit it.
"Here, honey."
I inhaled and she pushed me down to my back. I wanted to love on her, play with her all over. It hadn't been all that long since I'd come out in the water, so I could wait awhile and I wanted to pleasure her. She took my arms and pushed them up to my head.
"This is just for you."
She brought the joint to my mouth and I took another hit, and as I let it slowly out she began playing with my dick and my balls. She licked the undersides of my balls, then pulled my thighs apart and moved down until she was almost to my ass. Then up, licking all the way to the head, then sucking on me and playing her tongue and lips over my glans. Oh God. I tried to sit up but she pushed me down again.
"Shh. Let me do this. I want it to be special."
The weed had me almost in another world by then, it and her mouth as she played with me. She got me close, then pulled away, then got me close again, and then after a bit she got me to come all the way over and sucked and sucked until I was completely empty.
"Oh, sweetie. My darling."
She lay up against me and ran her fingers through my hair and caressed my chest, and she kissed my throat and my cheek and my mouth. It didn't take very long for me to doze off.
When I awoke I was alone.
*****
*****
I knew where Olivia was. It never occurred to me that she might be in the bathroom or sitting in the doorway or even taking a walk along the beach. Even being still half-stoned, I knew she'd gone to Big Mike's. Maybe I didn't "know," but I knew.
I was still staggering when I stood up from the bed, rocky, finding my legs. It was late but there were still throngs around, and I could hear someone making announcements from the direction of Big Mike's bungalow. It took several steps to get my balance right, so I could go out and turn to the left. Three places away, the crowd had grown. There was a cheer. I walked toward it. I didn't have my sandals or my bag or anything.
I began looking for Olivia as I got closer. There were tiki torches set around the hut, and a couple hanging from the door and from the windows, like you'd see in old movies, and there was a half moon. Inside was some kind of soft lighting. I was sure it would be enough to make out Olivia.
A man dressed in a security outfit stopped me.
"Sir. You'll need to make a donation if you want to go further."
"I'm looking for my fiancée."
"I'm sorry sir."
"She went this way. I need to find her."
"Sir, if she's in the crowd she has made a donation."
I ran back to our place and grabbed my bag. As I came back I heard an announcement on the little sound system they'd set up.
"Here's number two!" The crowd cheered.
"What's you name, sweetheart."
"Um, Olivia."
"Have you ever done something like this before?"
"Um. No. No. This is my first time."
"The first time for most girls! Well, everyone, give it up for Olivia!"
They cheered and clapped.
"Here."
The man stamped my forearm and I ran to the crowd. But I couldn't get through.
"It's my fiancée!" I'd cry, but no one would part and the mob was too dense.
On the sound system I heard Olivia panting. Then she went, "Oh. Wait. Oh." It sounded like he was hurting her.
"That's okay." It was the first time I'd heard Big Mike's voice. "It can take a little patience. Are you ready now?"
"Uh-huh."
"Good. Let's see how far you can take it now."
I ran counterclockwise, to a window, but still couldn't get close.
"She's my fiancée!"
"Get fucked!" Somebody yelled, and a couple of other people laughed.
Olivia made another sound like it hurt her, then said "Okay. Okay" I recognized that sexual tinge to her voice.
"Good, now just a wee bit further and you'll be filled like few women have ever been."
"Oh. Wait. Wait. Okay. Okay. Oh..."
The last one wasn't pain, or wasn't only pain.
"Good. Good. Now we'll take it nice and easy, Miss Olivia."
I got to the back window. The crowd wasn't quite as large there and I saw Olivia spread on a bed, two women holding her arms out, her knees bent, and Big Mike's dick was inside her. Not all of it. I could tell that. Standing beside the head of the bed, on my side of the room, was a woman who appeared to have been crying, who was holding a hand down to her vulva and with the other was holding something. It looked like a diploma. I worked my way closer. It read:
 "Certificate of Authenticity. I was fucked by Big Mike Abernathy, bareback, and he came inside me. I was well and truly used." 
It had her name and the date and it was signed by Mike Abernathy himself and two other people, and it was stamped. It also gave her a number, her number among his conquests in the calendar year. It was somewhere in the hundreds.
Stapled to it was a photo of him doing her and she -- it looked like -- coming.
Now he was fucking again, this time with number two, with my Olivia. Just for a second I wondered how often he could do it. Olivia was twisting and panting. She'd make sex sounds and then would pull on her arms and turn her head to look at one woman holding an arm, then the other, then back up at Big Mike, who seemed to pump her effortlessly.
Then he began pumping her faster and after a moment she raised her hips and began grunting and she came. Nobody could have missed that. The sound system broadcast it to the assembled crowd. People were playing with each other's dicks and pussies, or squeezing nipples, whatever, knowing they'd have such great sex tonight. They cheered again, and applauded.
Big Mike was still pumping Olivia and she was building up again.
I ran all the way around to the door and began shoving people. "She's my fiancée!" Shoving, not letting them stop me.
Olivia came again just as I fought through the door. She was gasping and whining pushing her belly outwards, and then she must have heard me or seen me because in the middle of orgasm she gasped "Oh, God, no! No!"
She turned her face away.
"Get the hell up from there, Livvie!"
She couldn't. She tried to push Big Mike off, but it was ridiculously easy for them to hold her down.
He turned toward me and addressed me in a voice that didn't sound at all like a man in the middle of a fuck.
"Whoever you are, my friend, she doesn't get up until she's got plenty of me inside her."
"Let her up or I'm going to fucking kill you!"
Everyone knew I wasn't going to do anything, not then, not there, because by then I was being held by two security guys and some audience members, and I wasn't going to say anything else because someone or several someones covered my mouth. It grew quiet enough that you could hear each of them easily.
Big Mike pumped Oliva while looking at me, not her, and she twisted and gasped some more and wouldn't look in my direction. At some point she grew rigid and cried out another orgasm, and then he was obviously coming inside her.
Afterwards he lay heavily on her, still looking at me, leering now and shaking his head. Olivia had stopped struggling. She was looking away and crying.
"So you think you want to kill me?" He laughed. "Well, buddy, I'm not your enemy. I'm just the guy they all want. I didn't take her from you. I didn't try to seduce her. She put her name in the jar just like all the other girls, and she got selected. All I have to do is give them a chance and they come running. So there you have it. You can always have her back later, if she'll settle."
There was general murmuring, but nothing so loud that it obscured our little conversation. The various hands moved off my mouth so I talk.
"I'll find you. And you're going down." He smiled and shook his head. "Dead, or without your wiener. Or both."
"Yeah? You and who else? You know how many notches I have, my friend? I don't do this every day, but just this past year..." he turned to a guy who was standing beside him and asked, "How many?" The guy whispered something. "Yeah, since July." He turned back to me. "Miss Olivia is number 367 since July. All volunteers. A bunch of them with cash in hand. Hah! They pay me and then I tell them what I'm going to do! I'm in demand, and the rest of you guys can all go fuck yourselves if you don't like it."
With that he dismissed me.
"Get her certificate and clean this up." He turned toward the microphone. "Okay folks. Give me a few minutes. I've promised one more lucky lady tonight!" He looked around some more and let Olivia start to get up. "Who's number three?"
Security pulled me away as someone called out a name and a tall, dark, large-breasted women worked her way through the crowd toward the bed. Olivia was staggering and some girls were helping her. No one but security and I left.
*****
They walked me to our cabana and let me get my things. I guess it was Olivia's cabana now. I left her stuff. Two security guards held my arms as we worked our way up the bluff, and a third guy held a light. They released me at the entrance so I could dress and get my phone, then they walked me to my car. I spun my tires on sand as I left. I don't know what happened to Olivia. Her first call came to me at about 3:00 a.m. It came from her own phone, so she had left the site. I don't know where she called from or how she got to wherever she went. My phone was off, but I wouldn't have answered her in any case. I answered her tenth call, at about 2:00 that afternoon, and I was on it just long enough to say,


"Fuck you. Oh! Right. Magic Mike already did! Well don't bother trying to come here. Your stuff is out on the lawn. You can just mail me the ring, since I don't want to see you ever again."
Then I blocked her.
*****
*****
After
You'd think it would end there.
I'd get on with my life. I was sure there were woman who would be satisfied with my dinky dick, at least if they hadn't experienced the real thing. Yeah, that's how it hit me. Olivia, I guessed, would get on with her own life, carrying her knowledge of what a humongous cock felt like and maybe spending the rest of her life trying to reexperience it. Big Mike would keep fucking and making money with that instrument of ecstasy until he died of an STI or something.
But nothing happened like that.
It didn't because late that very night, Big Mike was assaulted on the beach not far from his bungalow, down by the edge of the water. There were always a few people around, no matter the time, but nobody noticed anything until a nude beachcomber found him in the predawn twilight, alive but unconscious and missing a lot of blood.
And more.
Whoever took Big Mike down had cut off his entire, ah, "magic" member. The whole fucking thing. Hah! "Fucking thing." I can't stop with the snark and the dad jokes! The whole fucking thing was taken down to the very root. It wasn't a clean job. The perp had used a tin snips or something, so it must have taken some time in the doing and the wound was pretty jagged.
They used a helicopter to take Big Mike to the trauma center, his dick accompanying him in a cooler. They'd found it not very far away, covered in beach sand. The docs tried to reattach it, but it had been too long. Oh, sorry. Long. Oh Bwa-ha-ha-ha! I'll try to control myself better. That's how much I despised him, though at some point I almost felt sorry for the poor guy. Almost. How many is there in an "almost?" I guess Olivia got to be the thing's penultimate penetration, and that knowledge played against my feeling very sorry. Anyway, yes, it had been lying in the sand too damned long and it was dead. As was his career. As was his ever having sex again. Let him think about that as he sits on the pot to urinate forever afterward.
I was happy with the details, but had it been me I'd probably kill myself, and I was just your average Joe Schmoe grower. I sent him a "get well" card and added a postscript, "Maybe it will grow back." Later I regretted that. If I'd waited long enough for my hate to cool a bit, I wouldn't have sent it. He wasn't, after all, my personal enemy, though he might have been the enemy of every normal guy. How many women had he lured away? How many relationships had he ruined? How had he handled all the STIs? I mean, he required all his conquests to ride bareback, for goodness' sake, every single one, including Olivia. Fuck! There must have been dozens of clinic visits. This past year alone he'd fucked 367 -- no, scrub that, 368 -- different women. That's if his record-keeper was being honest, but I have no reason to doubt him. How many had he -- Jesus! -- impregnated? Were there dozens of little Big-Mikes running around, with mothers who didn't have a guy anymore and maybe -- here's that possibility -- could never again be satisfied by a normal-sized lover? Well, he was going from 368 to zero in short order. Hah! "Short." Get it? But about my potential regret. He hadn't specifically tried to steal Olivia. She'd done that to herself. So maybe she was my enemy. Or maybe it was just the way evolution and sexual selection sometimes works out.
The big question among his followers and the gossipers up and down the beach, on social media, and of course in the police department, was: who had done it?
Here's another "of course." I was person-of-interest number one.
The police checked me out: my threats, my timeline, my cell-phone records, the distance to my house, everything. They even brought me down to the station one fine afternoon and handcuffed me to a chair and asked innumerable questions that I always answered with one word: "Lawyer." Fuck them. I'd had a few really, really bad days and didn't need them trying to get me to say something -- anything! -- that they could use to implicate me. They finally turned me loose. Didn't even say "don't leave town."
I found out later that they'd finally decided I just wasn't a very plausible suspect. It was unlikely that I could drive away but somehow get back onto the site, sneak all the way back down to the beach unnoticed, and just happen to encounter "Magnificent" Mike overnight, happily with a tool to knock him out -- maybe a tire iron? Maybe with some chloroform? -- and just maybe have handy the shears or whatever was needed to do the proper maiming. None of which they ever found. They never even got a search warrant to look through my car or my garage. Too busy I guess. And I didn't have a Special Forces background or anything. With my living so far away and all, my candidacy was too much of a stretch. A couple of detectives liked me for it, but they finally decided it was probably an inside job.
Still, they did interview me again, without the handcuffs and with my lawyer present. Nada.
Someone got away with it. Quite the mystery. A big mystery.
And now I'll stop with the humor, because there was nothing funny about it.
*****
*****
Olivia
No, I didn't hate Olivia. I missed her and loved her and hoped she'd roast in hell. Sometimes I'd imagine her crucified like Vlad the Impaler was supposed to have done to women, suspended upright on a pointed, greased pole that was rammed up her vagina, her legs moving like a frog's until she died. I was almost sick with revenge fantasies for a time.
But she was so pathetic. She kept trying to call, getting burner phones when I'd block each new one, and she sent me texts and emails and beautifully hand-written apology letters, written in a lovely script that I didn't know anyone mastered anymore, in dark blue ink on light blue paper.
She tried. I'll give her that. And it worked to the extent that I listened to everything and read everything. I saved everything. I still have her letters, even the envelopes, all nestled together in a large document holder in a desk drawer.
She didn't come by, not while I was home. I got home from work one day and her things were gone from the sidewalk in front of the house. That was when she left her first letter. She'd taped it to the front door. She didn't leave the engagement ring, which I decided to write off as part of the cost of getting rid of her.
I didn't see Olivia for months, and when I did it wasn't so much that I'd agreed to see her -- which I hadn't -- as that ultimately I let her come in for "the talk."
*****
She'd knocked and was standing quietly when I looked through the pane. I opened the door, said "Go away," and shut it.
But as you've probably guessed, she didn't leave.
She knocked again, but I didn't answer. I'd go past the doorway every so often and she'd still be there, just being quiet, her head bowed, holding one hand with the other, completely pathetic and contrite.
I had an argument with myself.
"Why is she here? Couldn't she just stay away? Come on. You know what she wants. I mean, fuck it all anyway! She should go far, far away. I'm not going to talk with her. Yes you are, Jack. Fuck you and leave me alone! Talk with her. Let her have her say. You know you want that. No I don't! Give her closure. Give yourself some closure." 
My mind was way too strong for me, so after losing a few rounds I opened the door.
*****
"What do you want?"
I don't think she expected that. She didn't move for a moment, then said:
"I have something for you."
"What? A disease?"
"Don't Jack. Please. Here." She reached into her bag and bought out the ring box, a small square thing in fine, black leather with gold hinges and snap. She opened it, and the ring glistened. Neither of us said anything until I took it, then Oliva turned her face away and said almost under her breath.
"I was hoping you'd let me keep it."
Oh God. I imagine she'd rehearsed the line, and it got her into the house.
"Come in."
I'd have let her in no matter what because there was a chill wind off the Pacific and she was shivering. So, yes, but even having read her letters I wasn't prepared for her to be so Hallmarky romantic, certainly not the woman who'd worked so hard to get away from me so she could be fucked in public by Magnificent Mike's magic member. Her line was one that a near-virgin would use to win back the guy she'd thoughtlessly sent away but who really did love him. Not a whore in the "Sluts Are Us" league.
I didn't touch her but pulled out a chair at the table and started some tea.
"Okay, Livvie. You want to talk?" I waved my hand in a circle.''
She sat quietly and watched me make the tea, English Breakfast tea for her, with a spoon and the sugar bowl. Chai for me, with cream and sweetener.
When she didn't say anything, I started the conversation.
"So. I don't need to know why you did it. You wanted some really strange strange. And you got it."
"No. I didn't. I was... " She shook her head. "I was just curious."
"You were more than curious."
"Okay," Try again. "I was obsessed. I'd never seen anything like that. Ever."
"I don't know anyone who's ever seen something like that! The difference is, you wanted it and you went to get it."
"I... no. I was curious. Yes, I wondered what it would be like. But I didn't set out to do that."
"So what exactly did you set out to do?"
"I wanted to see the show. I wanted to see what it was like."
"And for that you fucked me unconscious. You had to think something was possible."
"You didn't want me to go. I thought. Okay. It's obvious. I thought you'd sleep through it and I'd never have to let you know. I know. I know. But can I offer a defense? A little one?"
"Feel free."
"I was drunk. And I was high. And at the Nude Beach Days the usual rules didn't seem to apply. And he was so... big! So I talked myself into it."
That seemed to about cover it. Everything conspired to make -- or let -- her do it. What happens the next time events so conspire?
"The fact is, Livvie, the way things worked out it was the best sex you've had in your life, and nothing we do can ever top it. Just be fucking honest, Livvie, then go away."
"It was... please Jack. Don't send me away!"
"Just admit it!"
"It was. And it wasn't. Please Jack."
"Admit it!"
"No! Yes! No! Please. I'm sorry. I don't know. Just please let me stay. For now. Just for now. Please."
Pathetic Jack Frost let her talk, my ex-fiancée, the woman I'd shared sex with, and so many other things. The woman who'd left me for a big dick. Literally.
"I'll tell you everything. Everything I remember. If you make me leave I will, but I won't be dishonest. I cheated and hurt you as badly as any woman could ever hurt her guy, and I can't undo it. But I'm begging."
"Then go ahead."
She unburdened herself in such detail that I wondered how much she loved remembering it all after the fact.
"I didn't plan to do it."
"That's not what I saw."
"It wasn't even supposed to be me. I really just went to watch it. I wanted to see it. Sometimes girls like porn too, and this was going to be better than porn because it would be real."
"But it was you."
"All the girls there put their names in this fishbowl. You did that when you paid. It was like a scratch-off lottery. You know, where it's just a game with a tiny fantasy about winning big that you know won't happen."
"And yet there you were."
Olivia wiped her eyes and bowed her head.
"Yes. But it was supposed to be another girl."
"Go on."
"Her name was called but she got all embarrassed and shook her head. You know how people smile when they're embarrassed? Anyway, she said she couldn't do it, and she backed away. So they pulled another name and it was mine."
I stirred cream and sweetener into my tea. Olivia stared at hers.
"So they called your name and you didn't say 'no.'"
"I didn't say anything at first. It was unreal. I didn't know what I was going to do, but I did it.
"So you had a little conversation?"
"No. Not really. This other girl... she worked with him... anyway she took my hand and led me to the bed. He looked me up and down, inspecting me kind of, and he nodded and said "She's acceptable."
"That was it?"
"Yes."
"And you weren't outraged?"
"No. It wasn't like that. He wanted me enough, this guy who'd had maybe a thousand women and could have any girl he wanted. He accepted me! I did want to know what he would be like. I was drunk and I was high and also there would be all these people watching me have sex. That part was exciting too. So I wasn't outraged. I was scared but I was also turned on."
"Do you think if you hadn't been drunk and high...?"
'I don't know. Maybe it made the difference, but I have to own it, Jack. It was me."
"Okay. Lead me through it."
"The girl led me to be bed and helped me lie on it, my arms and legs spread. She and another girl. And she prepared me. You know. Well, maybe you don't. She used her hands to put lube inside me, and she worked to kind of fist me, to loosen me."
"So you're getting fisted by a woman."
"I know. And you know I've never done anything with a woman, but this was part of Big Mike's performance, so I took it and she got me hotter. She knew what she was doing."
"As did the audience. So my Livvie is being sexed by a woman and then by Magic Mike. Was there something like a trifecta?"
Olivia made a little smile.
"No. Mike played with himself a little while she worked me up. He let me see how even bigger he got when he was erect. I got scared then, Jack, because I didn't know if I could take him."
"Not scared enough to walk away."
"No. And he came over to have me suck on him while she worked on me below."
"Which you were only too willing... "
"Stop it! I did it! I did everything, Jack! It was hot and scary and like a dream."
"Not like a nightmare?"
"No. Like I was high. Which I was! 'Lucy-in-the-Sky-with-Diamonds' high!"
"'Livvie on her 'Magical Mystery Tour.'"
"Yes."
"So the actual fucking. Was that a let down or anything?"
"No. He really was too big, which made it scarier and more exciting. And it hurt. At some point I'd have to say 'wait," and he'd slow down until I could take him in a little further. And then a little further. I felt him bump up against my cervix. He could have gone further, but I couldn't... you know."
"So you fucked."
"Yes."
"No more pain?"
"It still hurt, though not as much."
"But you managed to come."
She didn't answer.
"I saw you come, Livvie."
"Okay."
"Did you know it was going to be bareback?"
"Yes."
"Did you know he was going to come inside you?"
"Yes. The girl told me all that, I guess so they would get someone else if I wouldn't agree."
"So." I thought about it. Then I sat without saying anything, wanting her to worry about what was coming. I know I was being a prick. "Just what have you said that would make you think I'd take you back? You took the chance of fucking Moby Dick bareback, in front of a hundred or so people, and you let him come inside you and you even came. More than once. Does that about cover it? No, there's more. You also sucked him in front the mob and let a woman play with you and get you high. Christ! Is there anything you wouldn't have done? Are you even sorry you did it?"
"I am." She looked up at me, for the first time into my eyes. "I'm ashamed. I decided I'd tell you everything and take my chances, because I'm so sorry for what I did. For one, terrible evening I completely lost my bearings and did things I never thought I would do and that I know I would never do again. And I'm hoping against hope that you will give me a second chance to show you that."
It was powerful. Probably another memorized speech, and a good one. But could Little Jack Horner ever compete with Big Mike? There'd always be that.
"I don't know, Livvie. I don't even know what I could bring to the game to make things worthwhile to you, not after what you've experienced."
"You're the man I want, Jack, the only one. You're my one true love. Please believe me. I'm not just saying that. And it's not because of what you did to Big Mike."
*****
Change the key. Chance the direction. Change the conversation.
She'd brought everything to a complete halt. I cocked my head and raised my eyebrows, brought up my hands, and finally asked:
"What do you mean?"
"I know you did it. You did that to Big Mike."
"No. I didn't do anything."
"I know you did it."
Time to take a big breath.
"Let me repeat myself. I didn't do anything. The cops have been all over it. They agree I didn't do it. Someone else cut your lover."
Olivia started crying.
"I know you did it! I even know how! And he wasn't my lover!"
"I didn't do anything, Livvie."
"You did it. Maybe the police can't figure it out, but I can. I know that Jerry only lives ten miles away. You came back in his car, and he's covering for you."
I was shaking my head and Olivia wasn't paying the slightest bit of attention.
"If you... listen Livvie. If you think I did it, maybe you should share your concerns with the police."
"You did it."
"Well... go check my tools. Maybe you'll find the bloody implements."
"You've replaced them with old ones from Goodwill or somewhere."
"Jesus, Livvie! Why would I take something like hand tools? A gun would be a lot more effective. You know?"
"You went like a ninja, Jack. Don't try to fool me. You almost killed him and you... you mutilated him. If I'd been there you might have killed me!"
"I didn't do anything! Security made me leave."
She stared at me for a moment and took a huge breath before she said it.
"You know what else I know? I got a ride to the apartment later that night, and you weren't here. You didn't get home until late that morning. You were at the beach."
I stared back while a moment passed. Finally,
"I was pouring my guts out to Jerry. I spent the night there. And you weren't here when I got home."
"I left. I was waiting in my car and saw you drive up. I decided I couldn't face you, so I went to a motel. Then, later, it was on the news. I heard what had happened and I knew."
"Jesus Herman Christ, Livvie! Listen to yourself! I've never hurt you, and I couldn't that night because I guess neither of us was there when it happened! But turn me in if you think it will hold up! And if you think I could ever hurt you... why are you even here?"
"I'll never tell anyone anything. Never!" She started crying again but caught herself. She grew completely calm. "If you hurt me, I deserve it. And anyway, you did it for me." 
*****
There are times when you just have to stop. She would never believe me, but I think that doesn't matter.
"For you? I cut up Big Mike for you?"
How the hell did that add up, if she thought I might hurt her?
"You did. I went a little crazy because I was high and he had this... thing. Don't say anything, Jack. It was just a thing. There's that saying you've used, that it isn't the size of the dog in the fight but the size of the fight in the dog."
"Livvie..."
"No! You're that big dog, the fighting dog who does what you have to do... the alpha. Or... I don't know. You had to reset everything, and you did. I lost myself and you rescued me." Now she was crying. "You took him down and then you cut off his god damned cock! He thought he could take all the girls he wanted and lord it over all the guys, and you were the one who proved to him and to me and to everyone else that he couldn't. It was you! I know it!"


So. I wasn't the biggest but I was the baddest. Or so she thought. Is that what brought her back?
Olivia fell off the wagon bigtime that night, not just off the wagon but down the whole damned canyon wall. Now she wanted to climb back up to me. It had happened late at night but otherwise I was like that sheriff, Gary Cooper in "High Noon," who did what he had to do. Only nasty. The motherfucking sheriff who didn't play by the rules. Is that what love and commitment are, just these mating instincts where women seek out the dominant male? Well, in "High Noo